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In Making Ends Meet: How Single Mothers Sur-
vive Welfare and Low-Wage Work, Kathryn Edin 
and Laura Lein (1997) laid bare the challenges 
and strategies of low-income single mothers 
who were struggling to provide for their fami-
lies at the exact historical moment when the 
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In their 1997 book Making Ends Meet, Kathryn Edin and Laura Lein revealed how struggling single moth-
ers strategized to support their families as the deepest welfare reform since the 1930s began. Upending argu-
ments that cash assistance incentivized dependency and single parenthood, their book sparked decades of 
scholarship on families’ actual living conditions and survival strategies. We introduce this issue by describ-
ing how the safety net, and low-income families’ experiences, have evolved since the book’s publication. We 
highlight research on how the administrative complexity of means-tested programs creates barriers to ac-
cessing benefits and how low-income families cope, including by piecing together additional support from 
employment, charities, personal networks, and their children’s fathers. We discuss evidence on the relation-
ship between the evolving safety net, maternal employment, and child well-being, persistently central ques-
tions in political discourse. Finally, we propose policy reforms to improve our most marginalized families’ 
well-being and opportunity. 
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deepest welfaretab-supplemental reform since 
the 1930s began. Upending conventional argu-
ments about the role of cash assistance in fam-
ilies’ lives, including claims that it incentivized 
dependency and single parenthood, their book 
ushered in decades of social science scholar-
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ship on the actual living conditions and eco-
nomic survival strategies of low-income single 
mothers with children, both those reliant on 
welfare and those not receiving welfare who re-
lied on low-wage jobs. Even before the 1996 re-
form, in an era when the cash welfare program 
was a federal entitlement that was relatively 
generous by today’s standards, Edin and Lein 
showed that both of these groups of mothers 
struggled mightily to get by. 

We introduce this issue by describing how 
the safety net has changed and how low-income 
families’ experiences have evolved in the de-
cades since the book’s publication. We high-
light recent research on the barriers these fam-
ilies face in accessing and maintaining benefits 
from government safety net programs, given 
the complexity of program design and admin-
istration, as well as how low-income families 
cope with the burdens of this complexity and 
manage to weave together a patchwork of ad-
ditional support from employment, private 
charities, their personal networks, and their 
children’s fathers—just as they did thirty years 
ago. We discuss research since the 1990s on the 
relationship between the evolving safety net 
and both maternal employment and child well-
being, two questions that have remained cen-
tral in political discourse around anti-poverty 
policy throughout the decades since the book 
was published. Further, we highlight how the 
papers in this issue provide new evidence on 
these vital topics. Finally, we look to proposed 
course corrections in policy today that research 
suggests have the potential to reduce inequality 
and increase opportunity and well-being for 
the nation’s most marginalized families.

In the late 1980s, Edin discovered a crucial 
truth about welfare that most others in the ac-
ademic or policy world had not considered. In 
the words of one welfare recipient enrolled in 
a program offering college courses to low-
income residents in Chicago, where Edin was 
teaching part-time, “Nobody can live on wel-
fare. You’ve got to cheat to survive.” When Edin 
discussed this experience with her graduate 
school advisor, Christopher Jencks, one of the 
nation’s leading poverty experts, he asked, 
“Can you prove it?”

Edin responded by conducting multiple in-
depth interviews with welfare recipients in Chi-

cago. Based on these interviews, Jencks and 
Edin (1990) coauthored an article for the inau-
gural issue of The American Prospect, “The Real 
Welfare Problem,” in which they predicted that 
the 1988 Family Support Act, an early version of 
welfare reform aimed at getting more single 
mothers to work, would have little effect be-
cause “single mothers do not turn to welfare 
because they are pathologically dependent on 
handouts or unusually reluctant to work. They 
turn to welfare because they cannot get jobs 
that pay any better than welfare. Since the 
[Family Support Act] will not do much to 
change this fact, it will not get many single 
mothers off welfare.” They continued:

Meanwhile, the nation’s 3.7 million welfare 
families confront an urgent problem: they do 
not get enough money from welfare to pay 
their bills. Nor can most single mothers earn 
enough to cover their expenses. The only way 
most welfare recipients can keep their fami-
lies together is to combine work and welfare. 
Yet if they report that they are working, the 
welfare department will soon reduce their 
checks by almost the full amount of their 
earnings, leaving them as desperate as before. 
The only way most recipients can make ends 
meet, therefore, is to supplement their wel-
fare checks without telling the welfare depart-
ment.

Edin’s initial evidence was drawn from fifty 
welfare-reliant single mothers in Chicago. With 
the support of the Russell Sage Foundation 
(RSF), Edin then expanded her research to in-
clude fifty low-skilled Chicago mothers who did 
not rely on welfare but worked at low-wage 
jobs.

At the time, Chicago was a city with slightly 
higher-than-average living costs, and the state’s 
welfare benefits were about the national aver-
age. RSF asked Edin, “What about those living 
in areas with higher or lower costs of living and 
more versus less generous benefits?” She then 
met the social anthropologist Laura Lein, who 
had been living near a housing project in San 
Antonio while studying food consumption 
among the deeply poor. With further funding 
from the foundation, Edin interviewed roughly 
one hundred additional single mothers, half 
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relying on welfare and half on low-wage jobs, 
in Charleston, South Carolina, where benefits 
were lower than the national average and local 
living costs were moderate. Lein would do the 
same in San Antonio, Texas, where both welfare 
benefits and local living costs were low. Lein 
and Mary Jo Bane, a political scientist at the 
Harvard Kennedy School, added a Boston, Mas-
sachusetts, site, where both benefits and local 
living costs were high compared to the national 
average.

Six years and 379 repeated in-depth inter-
views later, the Russell Sage Foundation pub-
lished Edin and Lein’s book, Making Ends Meet 
(MEM). The book came at a time when federal 
cash assistance, the Aid to Families with De-
pendent Children (AFDC) program, was a 
commonly used and legally available support—
albeit meager—for income-eligible single par-
ents with children, typically mothers. In some 
states, limited benefits were available for two-
parent families through the Aid to Families 
with Dependent Children–Unemployed Parent 
(AFDC-UP) program. Edin and Lein’s interviews 
provided detailed accounts of how single moth-
ers in each locale combined welfare, work, and 
other sources of income to “make ends meet.” 
The book chronicled mothers’ continuously 
evolving struggle to survive in each city. Indeed, 
even where welfare provided relatively gener-
ous benefits (especially in the Boston area), 
they found that it was virtually impossible for 
mothers to live on the cash assistance and 
other in-kind benefits, including housing sub-
sidies and food stamps, that were available. 
While the book documented the myriad sur-
vival strategies of these mothers, it also dem-
onstrated that despite these efforts, expenses 
usually exceeded what mothers brought in. 
Thus, they and their children experienced sig-
nificant material hardships. Yet in all locations, 
those who did not receive welfare but relied on 
low-wage jobs struggled even more, often find-
ing themselves only one child illness or layoff 
away from near-destitution. Furthermore, food 
stamp and housing subsidy dollars declined 
with every dollar earned. At the time, trading 
welfare for a job meant losing Medicaid cover-
age. Transportation costs were also significant 
for those who worked. And for those with chil-
dren not yet in school or who needed after-

school supervision, work required significant 
outlays for childcare. Bottom line: low-skilled 
single mothers who worked were usually worse 
off financially than those who relied on welfare.

MEM was widely read by policymakers, prac-
titioners, researchers, and concerned citizens 
alike. The timing of the publication, in 1997, 
was ironic, issued just as the AFDC program 
Edin and Lein had spent so many years study-
ing had been replaced by Temporary Assistance 
for Needy Families (TANF), a program with new 
lifetime eligibility limits and work require-
ments. Even more significant, TANF was not an 
entitlement, as AFDC had been; under that 
prior program, states were entitled to unlim-
ited federal funds at matching rates (inversely 
related to state per capita income) for every el-
igible person who enrolled. Rather, TANF was 
a block grant to each state, determined by that 
state’s federal AFDC allocation in 1994. If en-
rollment exceeded the amount that could be 
covered with the state’s TANF block grant, the 
state was now left holding the bag. Importantly, 
the block grant structure not only allowed fed-
eral support for the program to wane over time 
(federal allocations were not adjusted for infla-
tion), but also allowed states great latitude in 
how to spend their TANF dollars. Over time, 
this new structure led to a dramatic decline in 
need-based cash assistance for poor single 
mothers with children, as states diverted their 
TANF block grant dollars to other purposes 
(Edin and Shaefer 2015).

In the face of these seismic changes, Edin 
and Lein’s on-the-ground analysis of survival 
strategies of low-income single mothers in-
spired a generation of quantitative and qualita-
tive scholars to conduct new studies aimed at 
capturing the effects of welfare reform. One 
such scholar, Elizabeth Ananat, read MEM for 
an undergraduate class on the politics of US 
social policy in the fall of 1997, just months af-
ter it was released. The book immediately 
helped her make sense of an experience she 
had had that summer as she interned at the Il-
linois Department of Child and Family Services 
and helped implement a new system of child-
care subsidies that the state pursued with some 
of its TANF block grant dollars. In protest 
against the increased copays being charged af-
ter the reform (even as Illinois expanded the 
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subsidy budget to increase the number of eli-
gible families served), parents had faxed hand-
written monthly budgets to the state showing 
that they couldn’t afford childcare now that the 
subsidies were lower—in fact, their expenses 
already consistently exceeded their income. 
How, Ananat and her fellow intern had won-
dered, were they making ends meet? Drawing 
on her experience, and now with Edin and 
Lein’s insights into the economic realities fac-
ing poor single mothers, Ananat was inspired 
to become an economist and study how these 
realities harmed families’ ability to support 
and invest in children, driving intergenera-
tional persistence in poverty and inequality.

Carolyn Barnes, a younger policy scholar, 
discovered MEM a decade later, through an un-
dergraduate independent study on poverty and 
inequality. Barnes had grown up in a low-
income family and had watched her mother’s 
efforts to navigate single motherhood, unstable 
work, and various means-tested programs to 
survive. MEM was her first introduction to re-
search on the topic. She saw herself and her 
family in the work, and was motivated to pur-
sue a PhD in political science and public policy 
and conduct research in the same vein. Her 
qualitative research lens drew her to questions 
of how policy implementation shapes the way 
beneficiaries experience anti-poverty pro-
grams.

Just after President Bill Clinton signed the 
Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity 
Reconciliation Act (PRWORA) of 1996, which 
abolished AFDC and replaced it with TANF, 
Sandra Danziger and colleagues at the Univer-
sity of Michigan decided to follow a cohort of 
low-income single mothers as they attempted 
to leave welfare for work, assessing not only 
how they fared economically but also what bar-
riers to employment they faced, as well as their 
overall well-being. The Women’s Employment 
Study (WES) sought to test the key assumption 
embedded in the new policy: that moving from 
welfare to employment would provide the hand 
up economically that these families so desper-
ately needed, while at the same time encourag-
ing marriage and discouraging nonmarital 
childbearing (Danziger et al. 2000). To accom-
plish this aim, WES fielded a five-wave random 
sample survey of current and former welfare 

recipients in one racially and ethnically diverse 
Michigan county.

WES inspired other important research fo-
cused not only on the economic well-being  
of poor single mothers and their children, but 
on other outcomes as well, such as the inci-
dence of stressful life events and nonmonetary 
aspects of parental and child well-being, includ-
ing mental health (Danziger et al. 2000). Studies 
extending the WES included the Manpower 
Demonstration Research Corporation’s four-
city study of welfare reform, Project on Devolu-
tion and Urban Change (Quint et al. 1999), and 
Welfare, Children and Families: A Three City 
Study (Angel et al. 2012), which followed the 
lives of poor single mothers and their children 
over three waves. Both were conducted in the 
late 1990s. In each case, these studies found that 
the reality on the ground was far more complex 
than policymakers had imagined, as even 
among workers, material hardship was wide-
spread and barriers to employment were sub-
stantial. Notably, these studies included both 
surveys and extensive qualitative research, sim-
ilar to Edin and Lein’s, recognizing that num-
bers alone could not tell these families’ stories.

In this double issue, we provide new evi-
dence of the persistence of the challenges fac-
ing low-income families in the present day. The 
research featured in this double issue also un-
derscores how, over the last thirty years, an 
eroding low-wage labor market coupled with 
increasingly tenuous access to cash assistance 
has shaped how, and how well, low-income sin-
gle mothers are making ends meet across mul-
tiple domains. In the thirty years since Edin 
and Lein’s publication, the generosity of in-
kind supports such as the Supplemental Nutri-
tion Assistance Program (SNAP) and Medicaid 
and posttax cash benefits such as the Earned 
Income Tax Credit (EITC) and Child Tax Credit 
(CTC) have expanded. Yet many low-income 
single mothers lack stability in their financial 
lives and are hardly thriving. Recent survey 
data, for example, finds persistent economic 
hardship caused by unpredictable work hours 
and unstable earnings among a recent cohort 
of low-skilled single mothers, compounded by 
limited access to cash assistance. Natasha 
Pilkauskas and Kevin Bruey’s (2026, this vol-
ume, issue 2) analysis of a monthly cross-
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sectional survey of 7,186 single mothers receiv-
ing benefits from SNAP (formerly the Food 
Stamp Program) shows that, regardless of work 
status, single mothers continue to rely on myr-
iad public and private resources to survive. De-
spite considerable efforts to stitch together a 
patchwork of survival strategies, mothers and 
their children continue to experience high lev-
els of material hardship and are burdened by 
debt. Work-reliant single mothers are able to 
draw on slightly more resources than mothers 
who are not employed but still experience very 
high rates of hardship (see also Danziger et al. 
2016a, 2016b).

The persistent precarity of low-income fam-
ilies with children in the years since Making 
Ends Meet’s 1997 debut can be attributed in part 
to the devolution of America’s safety net into 
an ever more complex array of in-kind benefits 
and a considerable shift away from need-based 
cash aid and toward work-based income sup-
ports. Available aid (of any type) also varies 
greatly in generosity by state and region, due 
to the devolution of design and implementa-
tion of TANF and other programs to the states. 
Further, sharp inequities across race and eth-
nicity persist. Sarah Bruch and colleagues 
(2026, this volume, issue 1) document how the 
dramatic expansion of state-level discretion 
since welfare reform has created fifty-one or 
more variations of these programs (fifty state 
programs plus one in the District of Columbia; 
this count does not include programmatic dif-
ferences specific to tribal territories, Puerto 
Rico, Guam, and the Virgin Islands). Across 
programs, they show, the rules do not work in 
concert even within a given jurisdiction at a 
given period of time, much less from state to 
state or from year to year.

Today, a typical low-income single mother, 
the focus of much of the work in this double 
issue, likely has at least some employment 
throughout the year, often in a precarious low-
wage job (Edin and Shaefer 2015). She will al-
most certainly receive SNAP and qualify for 
Medicaid coverage for her children; whether 
she qualifies herself depends largely on 
whether or not she lives in a state that has cho-
sen to expand Medicaid. Meanwhile, her hous-
ing and childcare costs are likely to be high 
(both have risen faster than inflation since the 

1990s [Joughin 2021]), and government subsi-
dies have not come close to reaching more than 
a fraction of those who would qualify. The maze 
of other safety net programs that she might be 
eligible for, depending on the jurisdiction and 
year, is now exceedingly difficult to compre-
hend, and the administrative burden of estab-
lishing and maintaining enrollment in these 
programs is high. Moreover, she may decide 
that their value is questionable compared to 
their onerous requirements and the stigma 
they confer.

Other benefits tied to work have also ex-
panded. For example, paid family leave is now 
available in some states (see Hill et al. 2026, this 
volume, issue 1). Further, a handful of states 
now offer what is called an “expanded Child 
Tax Credit” that, unlike the federal CTC, is 
available to nearly all families, not just those 
with sufficient earnings, reflecting policy de-
signs similar to the version briefly imple-
mented in 2021 under President Joe Biden (see 
Abbott and Tach 2026, this volume, issue 1; 
Vinh et al. 2025). About half of states top off the 
federal EITC with a small EITC of their own, 
although these benefits are only available to 
those with sufficient earnings to qualify. Some 
states offer greater access to childcare subsi-
dies than in the past (Kwon et al. 2026, this vol-
ume, issue 1), and, in a few locales, short-term 
unconditional guaranteed income has been 
provided to some, or even all, families with 
children in certain jurisdictions (see Constan-
tino et al. 2026, this volume, issue 1; Flanagan 
and Sarah Halpern-Meekin 2026, this volume, 
issue 2). As this new research documents, these 
new programs, where they exist, help to relieve 
the economic travails of low-income parents 
and their children.

Meanwhile, wages for men without a college 
degree, which had already been falling for a 
generation when MEM was published, have 
continued to decrease. At the same time, the 
catastrophic rise in mass incarceration, which 
also began in the early 1970s and peaked in 
2009, left many low-income noncustodial fa-
thers with criminal records. The combination 
of these historical forces has rendered them 
unable, in many cases, to make significant and 
stable contributions to their children (Dwyer 
Emory et al. 2026, this volume, issue 2).
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In the remainder of this introduction, we be-
gin by documenting how households with chil-
dren have fared since MEM and describe the 
demographic characteristics of those families 
that populate the lowest income stratum, then 
and now. Second, we introduce the topic of how 
the fifty-one-plus TANF block grant programs 
have evolved and diverged in spending, rules, 
and the size and characteristics of caseloads 
since 1996. We then provide an overview of how 
these changes have affected the availability of 
resources for low-income families. We follow 
with a discussion of the challenges of securing 
and maintaining employment for low-skilled 
parents, particularly mothers, due to both pol-
icy and the increasing challenges of the low-
wage labor market. We next offer insights on 
how current safety net programs pose access 
barriers and continue to stigmatize applicants, 
even as most are now participating in the labor 
market. Further, we highlight contemporary 
accounts of the lived experiences of low-income 
families, which offer both contrasts and conti-
nuity with Edin and Lein’s interviews. Finally, 
we offer lessons for future policy by consider-
ing both the seminal research on how poverty 
and inequality affect vulnerable families and 
children over time and newer evidence from 
this double issue and elsewhere on the state of 
the safety net, low wage employment, and the 
well-being of low-income families. This in-
cludes an examination of new programs begun 
or expanded in the decades after MEM was pub-
lished.

Povert y and Welfare 
Then and Now
When Edin and Lein were conducting their in-
terviews—a period when the number of house-
holds with children receiving AFDC was at an 
all-time high—the idea took hold that time lim-
its and work requirements were needed to push 
families off of cash assistance. The assumption 
motivating these ideas was that these measures 
would increase employment and thereby re-
duce poverty. This idea came to fruition with 
the Personal Responsibility and Work Oppor-
tunity Reconciliation Act of 1996 (PRWORA), 
colloquially known as “welfare reform.” The 
years since have been a test of the idea’s predic-
tions.

Analyses of the US Census Bureau’s Official 
Poverty Measure (OPM) and of an alternative 
poverty measure, the Supplemental Poverty 
Measure (SPM) (Wimer et al. 2024), provided by 
the Center on Poverty and Social Policy at Co-
lumbia University, show the change in the OPM 
(figure 1) and the historical SPM (figure 2) be-
tween 1996 and 2024. The figures display esti-
mates for all households with children and for 
households with children with an unmarried 
female householder. In addition to the overall 
poverty rates, the figures show differences by 
self-reported Black, White, and Hispanic iden-
tity (sample sizes for other racial identities, in-
cluding Asians and Native Americans, are too 
small to report with statistical reliability).

Consistent with the prediction of welfare re-
form’s advocates, on average, the government’s 
OPM shows that single-mother households 
(which we define as those headed by an unmar-
ried female householder) are less likely to be 
poor than they were on the eve of welfare re-
form, due in part to the fact that maternal em-
ployment in the US is at an historic high 
(Schoeni and Blank 2000).

Unsurprisingly, the OPM, which compares a 
family’s cash resources (from work and other 
pretax cash supports, including AFDC and 
TANF) to a simple measure of need (originally 
equal to three times a minimal food budget, 
and since adjusted for inflation), shows consis-
tently higher poverty among families headed 
by single mothers than among families with 
children overall. OPM poverty among Black and 
Hispanic families is also consistently higher 
than among White families, with the gap nar-
rowing somewhat over time. According to the 
OPM, poverty among single-parent families 
overall and within each subgroup fell in the 
first years after welfare reform, increased 
through the Great Recession, fell again through 
the eve of the COVID-19 pandemic in 2019, rose 
during the COVID pandemic, and has fallen 
since its pandemic-era peak.

A drawback of the OPM is that it fails to con-
sider the large variation in living costs we see 
across the US, or significant posttax govern-
ment supports, such as the EITC and CTC, 
which have both increased dramatically since 
welfare reform. In addition, in-kind benefits 
such as housing subsidies and SNAP are ex-
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1. One drawback of the supplemental measure is that higher living costs are often indicators of other resources, 
such as accessible public transportation, that are in fact of significant benefit to families in high-cost markets 
like California, but are all but nonexistent in many low-cost markets, such as Mississippi.

cluded. The SPM, an alternative measure devel-
oped by the Census Bureau in 2009, takes ac-
count of these factors and includes a more 
complex assessment of family needs (such as 
childcare and out-of-pocket medical expenses).1 
Liana Fox and colleagues (2015) have created a 
historical version of the SPM for the years prior 
to 2009, when SPM data coverage began. Figure 
2 shows the SPM for 1996–2024).

The SPM, like the OPM, shows a decline in 
poverty in the first years after welfare reform, 

but it rises less throughout the Great Recession 
than the OPM because it includes in-kind trans-
fers, such as housing subsidies and SNAP, 
which increase as income falls. SNAP was also 
temporarily expanded in response to the Great 
Recession. For the same reason, SPM poverty 
declines less during the subsequent economic 
expansion. While by the official measure, pov-
erty among single-mother families fell by one-
quarter between welfare reform and the eve of 
the COVID pandemic in 2019 (from 42 percent 

Figure 1. Official-Measure Poverty by Race and Household Structure

Source: Center for Poverty and Social Policy, Columbia University; US Census Poverty and Historical 
Supplemental Poverty Data.
Note: OPM = Official Poverty Measure.

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

1996
1997

1998
1999

2000
2001

2002
2003

2004
2005

2006
2007

2008
2009

2010
2011

2012
2013

2014
2015

2016
2017

2018
2019

2020
2021

2022
2023

2024

OPM Poverty Among All Households with Children

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

1996
1997

1998
1999

2000
2001

2002
2003

2004
2005

2006
2007

2008
2009

2010
2011

2012
2013

2014
2015

2016
2017

2018
2019

2020
2021

2022
2023

2024

All White Black Hispanic

OPM Poverty Among Single-Mother Households



8 	 t h r e e  d e c a d e s  s i n c e  m a k i n g  e n d s  mee   t

r s f :  t h e  r u s s e l l  s a g e  f o u n d a t i o n  j o u r n a l  o f  t h e  s o c i a l  s c i e n c e s

to 32 percent), according to the supplemental 
measure it fell by one-third (from 38.5 percent 
to 27.9 percent). Poverty rates for all house-
holds with children and for single-parent fam-
ilies reached 12.7 percent and 27.4 percent re-
spectively in 2024.

Racial and ethnic disparities persist 
throughout these decades by both measures. 
While government transfers significantly re-
duce poverty for children in all racial groups, 
as is evident in the SPM, they do not reduce the 
large gap in poverty rates between Black and 
White children and, in fact, exacerbate the pov-
erty gap between Latino and White children 

(Charles et al. 2022; Lee et al. 2024). The excep-
tion, however, was 2021, when unprecedented 
efforts to support families during the COVID 
pandemic through the temporary implementa-
tion of the expanded CTC (which offered full 
benefits to all low income children, not just 
those whose parents had sufficient earnings, in 
contrast to the current CTC) brought child pov-
erty in the US to a historic low and reduced ra-
cial gaps, as Joseph van der Naald and col-
leagues (2026, this volume, issue 1) discuss.

Despite the overall decline in poverty since 
1996, as measured by both the OPM and the 
SPM, single-mother families in the US continue 

Figure 2. Supplemental-Measure Poverty by Race and Household Structure

Source: Center for Poverty and Social Policy, Columbia University; US Census Poverty and Historical 
Supplemental Poverty Data.
Note: SPM = Supplemental Poverty Measure.
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to have few resources on average, not only rela-
tive to other family types in the US but also 
when compared to single-mother families in 
other high-income countries. For this introduc-
tion, Janet Gornick analyzed data from the Lux-
embourg Income Study (LIS) across twenty-
eight countries between 2018 and 2022 (see 
figure 3). The data show that the share of chil-
dren living in households with incomes at or 
below 50 percent of their country’s median in-
come, called relative poverty (a measure distinct 
from the OPM and SPM and commonly used in 
other developed nations), is higher in the US 

than in any of the other countries examined. 
The US relative-poverty rate for children is 45 
percent, nearly four times the rate found in Tai-
wan, the country with the lowest relative pov-
erty level for single-mother families; it is also 
61 percent higher than the median rate among 
these countries.

The Demise of AFDC and the Rise of TANF
In 1996, with a flick of Clinton’s pen, the no-
strings-attached entitlement to single parents 
who could demonstrate financial need—in 
which all federal and state welfare dollars not 

Figure 3. Poverty Rates Among Children in Single-Mother Households, Twenty-Eight High-Income 
Countries

Source: LIS Inequality and Poverty Key Figures, http://www.lisdatacenter.org (July 26, 2024). Luxem-
bourg: LIS. Reprinted with permission.
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devoted to administrative operations landed in 
poor families’ pockets—was transformed into 
a flexible income stream. States now had broad 
discretion in how to spend their welfare allot-
ments, as long as they kept within some very 
broad (and ill-defined) parameters.

With each passing year, fewer and fewer of 
those dollars have landed in the pockets of the 
poorest families (Edin and Shaefer 2015). Fur-
thermore, although the new program adopted 
self-sufficiency through employment as one of 
its main goals, very little of the money was 
spent on linking recipients to jobs, such as 
employment services and training (Danziger et 
al. 2016a, 2016b). Some states invested in in-
come supports for the working poor using their 
TANF block-grant dollars, such as expanded 
childcare subsidies and the aforementioned 
state EITCs. Other states funded efforts to 
strengthen the two-parent family (another key 
goal of the legislation and an approved use of 
TANF dollars). To date, there is no evidence 
that these family-strengthening programs in-
creased marriage, although they may have had 
other benefits (Tach and Edin 2017). Limiting 
cash aid, through federally mandated time lim-
its, work requirements, and other added ad-
ministrative burdens and additional require-
ments imposed by states, seems to have had 
little, if any, impact on family structure either, 
contrary to the assumptions of many who 
championed the 1996 reform. Moreover, cross-
national comparisons show that the US, de-
spite limiting cash in an effort to disincentivize 
it, has the highest rate of single parenthood of 
any rich country (Kearney 2023).

Beyond these uses, states have deployed 
their TANF dollars to fund a variety of programs 
more or less related to supporting low-income 
families. Many states spend TANF dollars to 
fund child welfare programs, Head Start, and 
pre-K, programs they may have been funding 
by other means before welfare reform. But 
TANF dollars have also been put to other uses, 
including college scholarships that benefit 
mostly the middle class (Blake 2023) as well as 
“crisis pregnancy centers” that present them-
selves as medical clinics offering prenatal 
health care but actually focus on deterring 
those seeking abortions (Burnside and Lower-
Basch 2024).

Disturbingly, in Mississippi (America’s poor-
est state as measured by the OPM), over 90 per-
cent of TANF applicants have been turned away 
in recent years, while at the same time the state 
has documented roughly $80 million in fraud-
ulent misuse of TANF dollars, including lining 
the pockets of celebrity athletes, funding a new 
volleyball stadium for a state university, and 
outright graft by nonprofit leaders and public 
officials (Edin et al. 2023).

Figure 4 shows that since welfare reform, 
the share of officially (OPM) poor families with 
children receiving cash assistance has fallen 
from two in three to one in five. Only in Califor-
nia has TANF consistently gone to a majority 
of such families over the post-welfare reform 
period, while in seventeen states–Alabama, 
Arizona, Arkansas, Georgia, Idaho, Indiana, 
Kansas, Louisiana, Michigan, Mississippi, Mis-
souri, North Carolina, North Dakota, Okla-
homa, South Carolina, Texas, and Wyoming–
fewer than one in ten such families received 
TANF in 2022–2023 (in six of these states, the 
figure was less than one in twenty). Benefits to 
families who do receive checks have fallen as 
well. The maximum level of benefit in 2023 for 
a family of three covered only 11–19 percent of 
the official poverty line in most Southern states 
(Bowden et al. 2025). In that year, even among 
the most generous states the maximum benefit 
reached 40–60 percent of the official poverty 
threshold.

The number of cases (each family is a case) 
and number of children who receive TANF have 
fallen by roughly three-quarters since welfare 
reform and have further declined since the 
COVID pandemic. This falloff is by no means a 
mere reflection of the decline in the number of 
children under age eighteen who lived in OPM 
poverty (the poverty measure used in determin-
ing TANF eligibility), which has been much 
more modest. According to the OPM, 14.5 mil-
lion children were poor in 1996 (20.5 percent of 
all children) compared to 10.3 million (14.3 per-
cent of the child population) in 2024 (Shrider 
and Bijou 2025). Contemporary TANF recipi-
ents are also more likely to be White than they 
were in 1997, reflecting the disproportionate 
diversion of TANF funds away from cash assis-
tance in states with larger non-White popula-
tions. While a significantly higher proportion 
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of single mothers work than in the years before 
welfare reform, the share of parents who work 
while enrolled in TANF has increased only 
slightly; this may be due to the very low income-
eligibility thresholds in many states, such that 
even very low levels of earnings simply disqual-
ify families from any TANF support. Notably, 
the wide state-by-state disparity in average ben-
efit amounts that has marked cash welfare in 
the US since its inception, nearly one hundred 
years ago, has also persisted. And, just as in the 
years before welfare reform, a welfare check to-
day cannot lift a family out of poverty in any 
state. Indeed, we have seen falling real benefit 
levels in all but a few very low benefit states, 
such as Mississippi, where the TANF caseload 
is at extremely low levels—for every one hun-
dred families living in poverty in Mississippi, 
only three receive TANF (Bowden et al. 2025).

Meanwhile, the proportion of TANF cases 
that are child-only cases—where the total ben-
efit a family receives counts only the family’s 
minor children as eligible and not their custo-
dial parent or guardian—has risen dramati-
cally. Often, a child-only case results from a 
parent losing benefits due to a sanction for a 
rule violation, such as failing to attend a recer-
tification appointment or report an income 
change.

Given these trends, one might conclude that 
in the thirty years since MEM, things have got-

ten even tougher for at least some of the na-
tion’s poor single mothers and their children—
who already faced what Jencks and Edin (1990) 
described as an “urgent problem” in the years 
before welfare reform. Indeed, this has been 
the case, even as the share of such families in 
poverty has fallen overall, as figure 1 shows. 
Over the last three decades, the number of poor 
families with children experiencing a spell of 
at least three months with virtually no visible 
means of cash support—called extreme pov-
erty—climbed dramatically, whether measured 
by government surveys or administrative 
sources. For example, the number of families 
receiving SNAP who had no cash income at the 
point of application or recertification swelled 
nearly five-fold between 1997 and 2011, as 
shown in Figure 5, and has remained in that 
range since. Importantly, many such families 
also spend part of the year working, as Edin 
and Shaefer (2015) found. Thus, the increase in 
the number of families with cashless spells is 
not so much a story of diverging destinies be-
tween the very poorest and those who are just 
below the poverty line or the near poor, but a 
story of increased economic volatility within 
the lives of a broad group of low-income par-
ents. Edin and Shaefer (2015) document the ex-
periences of low-income families during these 
spells of severe destitution. They detail the ex-
treme lengths to which parents go to survive 

Figure 4. Share of Poor Families with Children Receiving TANF

Source: Data from the Center on Budget and Policy Priorities.
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them, including the widespread strategy of sell-
ing blood plasma to garner a modest bit of 
cash. These hardships underline the extent to 
which the welfare reform era has, while wit-
nessing overall reductions in poverty among all 
parents, and single parents overall, also seen 
an increase in income volatility and spells of 
extreme poverty.

Evolving Policy Conte x t 
for Income Support
A good deal of research since MEM—which it-
self noted that “state legislators recognize wel-
fare’s unpopularity” (Edin and Lein 1997, 20)—
has focused on how states elect to operate their 
means-tested programs and the challenges new 
regulations pose for applicants in getting and 

Figure 5. SNAP Households with Children Reporting No Other Source of Income at Time of 
Application or Recertification (Administrative Records)

Source: Edin and Shaefer’s analysis of annual reports, Characteristics of Supplemental Nutrition Assis-
tance Program Households. USDA Food and Nutrition Service.
Note: These households report no cash income at SNAP certification, under penalty of law. Data not 
collected for fiscal years 2020 and 2021.
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keeping assistance. Over the last thirty years, 
both the stringency of the rules regarding who 
is eligible for cash aid and how states spend 
their TANF dollars have been strongly reflective 
of the racial composition of states. Southern 
states with large Black populations often have 
the least generous benefits and the highest 
hurdles to access (Campbell et al. 2014; Hardy 
et al. 2019; Hero and Levy 2018; Edin and Shae-
fer 2015; Soss et al. 2011; Schram 2005; Kim and 
Fording 2010).

As cash assistance as it was experienced in 
MEM has faded, the safety net has shifted to a 
constellation of expanded in-kind supports and 
work-based tax credits. In-kind programs gen-
erally tax work—they fall with earnings or have 
earnings cliffs; at the same time, a growing 
number of these programs require beneficiaries 
to work to qualify. Further, under the One Big 
Beautiful Bill Act, passed in the summer of 
2025, SNAP and Medicaid eligibility will be-
come subject to increased work requirements 
in 2026. This creates a confusing combination 
of earnings incentives and disincentives. Mean-
while, state and federal EITC programs targeted 
to families with children phase in with earnings 
but subsidize earnings only up to a relatively 
modest plateau, and then decline; the CTC also 
phases in with earnings (but only declines at 
high income thresholds). The complicated set 
of incentives created by this complex array of 
programs means that single mothers no longer 
choose between welfare and market work, as 
they mostly did in the years before welfare re-
form, but must instead struggle to maintain 
both employment and some safety net support. 
In 2017, Tach and Edin summed up the prior 
decades of welfare policy changes as follows:

To truly understand the ongoing conse-
quences of welfare reform writ large, one 
must consider not just the transition from 
AFDC to TANF but changes in the entire bun-
dle of cash and near cash means-tested fed-
eral programs . . . that determine what re-
sources are available to whom. We show that 
taken together, changes in these programs 
represent a profound shift from a need-based 
to a work-based safety net. Americans have 
traditionally held strong beliefs about who 

among the poor was deserving, beliefs that 
have shaped who gets relief and on what 
grounds (Ellwood 1988; Katz 2013). Now, work 
is a primary litmus test by which deserved-
ness is judged.

Medicaid has an income cliff, and, as men-
tioned earlier, eligibility for adults varies de-
pending on whether the state has chosen to 
take up Medicaid expansion; it does not have 
work requirements for those with dependents 
under age fourteen, but will add them for those 
with older children in 2026 due to the One Big 
Beautiful Bill Act. SNAP benefits fall as earn-
ings rise. SNAP also has required recertification 
meetings that can interfere with work. The US-
DA’s Special Supplemental Nutrition Program 
for Women, Infants, and Children (WIC), like 
Medicaid, has an income cliff; like SNAP, it re-
quires appointments to maintain certification 
that can interfere with work. Childcare assis-
tance falls with earnings according to sched-
ules that vary by state, and requires that par-
ents work, or, in limited circumstances, attend 
education and training. Childcare assistance is 
not an entitlement for low-income working par-
ents in any state; indeed, less than a quarter of 
those who qualify receive it (General Account-
ing Office 2025).

An increase in the fraction of low-income 
single parents who work, along with the large 
increase in tax credits now available to low-
income workers with dependent children in the 
form of the EITC and CTC, has led to the de-
cline in SPM poverty for single-mother families 
we noted earlier (only the increase in earnings 
has driven the fall in the OPM, as it does not 
include tax credits), as will be discussed in a 
number of articles in this double issue. But as 
these new articles demonstrate, the extent to 
which these programs can reduce need and en-
hance well-being is undermined by their com-
plexity, the administrative burdens they im-
pose, and their decentralized nature.

Joseph van der Naald and colleagues’ (2026) 
analysis in this double issue documents a diz-
zying array of changes to the safety net in the 
thirty years since MEM, but within that array 
the authors emphasize one central theme: de-
volution of the safety net to states, or, in their 
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words, “decentralization.” They document that 
state rather than federal transfers (including, 
per the authors’ definition, TANF and SNAP, 
over which states have considerable discre-
tion), had the greatest impact on poverty alle-
viation in the early years but declined substan-
tially in effectiveness after 2012, whereas federal 
tax credits (including the EITC and CTC) be-
came more effective after 2012, particularly for 
Hispanic families. As a result, although poverty 
declined overall, racial disparities have en-
dured. They conclude, “The institutional fea-
tures of social provisioning in the United States 
are not race-ethnicity neutral; they reflect and 
reinforce hierarchies rooted in racialized and 
gendered assumptions about work, family, and 
deservingness. As our results and prior scholar-
ship suggest, decentralization plays a signifi-
cant role in reproducing racial inequality.”

Decentralization has long been a feature of 
the US welfare state, albeit to a lesser degree 
than we see today. Initially, it reflected South-
ern Democrats’ opposition to federal involve-
ment and control through the New Deal (Ward 
2005), driven by the fear that federal adminis-
tration could expand access to benefits in ways 
that could not only strain state budgets (Davies 
and Derthick 1997) but also disrupt local labor 
markets in the South that relied on cheap agri-
cultural and domestic labor, trades that em-
ployed a disproportionate share of Black and 
Hispanic citizens (Quadagno 1988). Conse-
quently, the Social Security Act of 1935—which 
established not only Social Security for the el-
derly but also Aid to Dependent Children 
(ADC, later AFDC) and Unemployment Insur-
ance (UI), among other programs—reflected a 
compromise that created a fragmented safety 
net from the outset and, in the South, categor-
ically excluded most Black Americans (due to 
their heavy concentration in agricultural and 
domestic labor) (Lieberman 2001). While, 
through the Civil Rights and welfare rights 
movements, the programs initiated under the 
Social Security Act became more accessible 
over time, welfare reform ushered in a new era 
of increased decentralization, which has con-
tinued to undermine the reach of federal pro-
grams, leading to persistent racial disparities 
in benefit levels and access (Soss et al. 2011; 
Michener 2019).

Precarity of Work for Low-Income 
and Single-Mother Families
If anything, the quality of low-wage jobs has 
eroded since Making Ends Meet (Edin and 
Shaefer 2015). Many are perilous, with wage 
theft (Hallett 2018) and employee misclassifi
cation rampant, along with safety concerns 
that can lead to work-related injuries. Further, 
these jobs have become increasingly plagued 
with erratic shifts and hours (Lambert 2008; 
Schneider and Harknett, 2019). Jobs in low-
wage sectors have shifted toward retail and 
food service industries, which have less pre-
dictable scheduling than manufacturing and 
clerical employment, as a result of changes in 
trade, technology, and other forces (Ananat et 
al. 2021). Management practices now focus on 
minimizing employer spending on wages by 
emphasizing “just-in-time” staffing in re-
sponse to customer demand, a practice that 
uses software intended to facilitate this goal. 
This practice means that low-wage workers 
may not know when, or for how many hours, 
they will work on a given day. A study of retail 
and food service workers found that the over-
whelming majority experienced at least one 
canceled shift, a surprise shift, or a change in 
start or end times (such as being sent home 
early or required to stay late) over the course 
of a given month (Ananat and Gassman-Pines 
2021).

Unstable schedules make arranging child-
care challenging. Arranging high-quality child-
care—which generally operates only during 
standard business hours—is especially diffi-
cult. Sarah Jiyoon Kwon and colleagues’ (2026) 
analysis of childcare use among low-income 
families highlights these challenges, especially 
during nontraditional hours (evenings, early 
mornings, and weekends), when 40 percent of 
low-income employed parents work. Arranging 
for family to provide care as a solution can de-
pend on whether there is a spouse or partner 
who can take on care responsibilities or 
whether extended family members are avail-
able. These challenges are particularly acute for 
single mothers.

In addition to the challenges of securing 
childcare, precarious and nonstandard work 
schedules also make it difficult for workers to 
further their education, as employers prefer 
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workers who are available for any shift they are 
assigned. Unstable schedules make it doubly 
hard to secure sufficient hours, since on-
demand availability makes it difficult to com-
bine the multiple part-time jobs needed to cre-
ate a makeshift forty-hour work week.

It follows that in such jobs, earnings are vol-
atile (Ananat et al. 2025). While weeks with 
fewer hours make it much more difficult to 
make ends meet, weeks with more hours can 
have the same effect, as they can bump income 
above the eligibility thresholds for some of the 
means-tested programs, thus lowering or even 
eliminating benefits.

These jobs frequently do not pay a living 
wage. Nineteen states still use the federal min-
imum wage of $7.25 per hour (National Confer-
ence of State Legislators 2025). Many states al-
low tipped employees to be paid less than 
minimum wage by their employers, with fifteen 
states requiring only that firms pay $2.13 per 
hour. The inadequacy of many such jobs to sup-
port a family is shown most clearly in the fact 
that the large majority of families receiving 
SNAP, Medicaid, and other means-tested pro-
grams include at least one worker. It is the com-
bination of low and unstable hours and low 
wages, not a lack of work effort, that puts these 
families in need of additional support from the 
state to make ends meet.

How Means-Tested Programs Contribute 
to Single-Mother Families’ Survival
Thus, low-income families still get by, as they 
did in the era when MEM was written, by stitch-
ing together a patchwork of additional re-
sources in addition to formal sector work and 
government programs. These include off-the-
books work; contributions from family and 
friends, their children’s fathers (through both 
formal and informal supports), and current 
partners; and private charity (see also Dwyer 
Emory et al. 2026, this volume, issue 2). Added 
to this list of additional resources are four pol-
icies built since the early 1990s that are ana-
lyzed in this issue: expanded tax credits for the 
working poor (Abbot and Tach 2026) and, in 
some states, paid family leave (Hill et al. 2026); 
expanded childcare subsidies (Kwon et al. 
2026); and, in a few locales, guaranteed income 
programs (Constantino et al. 2026).

EITC
The 1994 increase in the EITC fundamentally 
changed the impossible calculus Jencks and 
Edin (1990, 31) described in “The Real Welfare 
Problem”: “Most single mothers [can’t] earn 
enough to cover their expenses.” Due to the 
dramatic expansion of a previously modest tax 
credit repurposed by the Clinton administra-
tion to give a big pay raise to single parents who 
worked but remained poor, work began to pay 
much better. The program’s design was un-
abashedly work-first, which fit with TANF’s 
goals. As described earlier, benefits increase 
with earnings until beneficiaries hit a plateau—
which starts roughly at the point that a family 
reaches the poverty line. It then begins to 
phase out at somewhat higher levels of earn-
ings. The EITC, as reformulated in 1994, en-
sured that a single parent working full-time, 
full-year at the federal minimum wage ended 
up above the official poverty line (although the 
decline in the real value of the federal mini-
mum wage has since eroded the EITC’s ability 
to lift such a parent out of poverty). The avail-
ability of the credit contributed to the unprec-
edented increase in work among single moth-
ers (Blank 2002), shown in figure 6.

While neither AFDC nor TANF benefits 
were ever generous enough to lift anyone out 
of poverty, EITC benefits, when combined 
with earnings and income from other sources, 
often are. Thus, the EITC has become the larg-
est anti-poverty program for children in the 
nation. Although research suggests that the 
EITC is, to some extent, “welfare for employ-
ers,” in that it subsidizes employment and al-
lows firms to hire workers at lower wages than 
they otherwise could, it nonetheless also 
leaves workers with much higher total re-
sources than they otherwise would have (Roth-
stein and Zipperer 2020). The program is no 
panacea: interviews with EITC recipients, ref-
erenced earlier, show that even those who es-
cape official poverty throughout the year are 
typically living in the red except for a brief pe-
riod when the credit arrives at tax time (Sykes 
et al. 2015; Halpern Meekin et al. 2015). Yet few 
would argue that the EITC has not been a bold 
new approach to supporting low-wage families 
with children.

However, some policies that affect survival 
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strategies and opportunities for low-income 
families have not evolved much since the 1990s. 
Policies to reduce inequity in housing and 
wages have been resistant to change. For ex-
ample, the number of household units in re-
ceipt of federal rental assistance, primarily 
through Section 8 vouchers, only grew from 4.7 
in 1996 to 5.12 million in 2016, covering only 
about one in four eligible families (Congressio-
nal Research Service 2019a, 39–40).

Minimum Wage
The federal minimum wage has not been in-
creased since 2009, weakening the labor mar-
ket’s capacity to reduce poverty (Payne-
Patterson and Maye 2023). Figure 7 shows that 
its current nominal value of $7.25 per hour rep-
resents its lowest real value since 1950—a real 
value that has fallen by more than half since its 
1968 peak.

If the minimum wage had kept up not just 
with inflation but with productivity growth 
since 1968, as it did in the years before 1968—
which would mean providing the lowest-paid 
workers with a constant share of the value the 
economy creates—it would have reached $21.50 
by 2020, nearly three times its actual level 
(Baker 2022).

Health Care
Health care access has expanded greatly since 
welfare reform (Smith 2023). In 1997, when 
health benefits for low-income families ex-
panded with the passage of the State Children’s 
Health Insurance Program (which provided 
grants to states to provide coverage for low-
income children not eligible for Medicaid), 15.7 
percent of all Americans, and 14 percent of 
American children, lacked health insurance. By 
2007, only 9 percent of children were still unin-
sured, yet 15.3 percent of Americans overall 
lacked insurance. Starting in 2010, with the pas-
sage of the Affordable Care Act, the proportion 
of uninsured declined annually during the 
Obama administration, crept up only slightly 
during the first Trump administration, and 
landed at 8 percent for the population overall 
and 4 percent for children in 2020. It declined 
again during the Biden administration thanks 
to expansions of marketplace subsidies in the 
American Rescue Plan and Inflation Reduction 
Act, emergency Medicaid rules during the 
COVID pandemic that prevented states from 
removing people from the rolls, and the addi-
tion of several states to the list of those that 
expanded Medicaid. Due to cuts under the sec-
ond Trump administration’s 2025 budget law, 

Figure 6. Share of Mothers Employed, 1990–2003 

Source: Office of the Assistant Secretary of Policy and Evaluation 2005.
Note: Unpublished tabulations of data from the Annual Social and Economic Supplement of the Cur-
rent Population Survey. http://aspe.hhs.gov/hsp/05/unemp-receipt/.
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the One Big Beautiful Bill Act, however, Medic-
aid rolls are expected to fall by over seven mil-
lion; when combined with the law’s cuts to 
marketplace subsidies and the expiration of the 
Biden-era subsidy expansion, the number of 
uninsured may rise by 24 million, or nearly 7 
percentage points, based on estimates as of 
this writing (Burns et al. 2025).

Nutrition Assistance
Food assistance through the SNAP and WIC 
programs has also been modified over the years 
in attempts to increase access and utilization. 
The largest nutrition assistance program in the 
US, SNAP, has seen significantly increased par-
ticipation since welfare reform. Following an 
initial 10 percent decline in the aftermath of 
welfare reform, SNAP participation rose during 
and following the Great Recession, fell until the 
COVID pandemic, and then rose again; overall, 
enrollment nearly doubled from 22.9 to 42.1 
million over the post-welfare reform period. By 
2023, 12.6 percent of US residents received 
SNAP benefits (Jones et al. 2025). In 2022, 40 
percent of SNAP participants were children, 
and two thirds of SNAP participants were fam-
ilies with children (Carlson and Llobrera 2022). 
Experts attribute this rise in SNAP participa-
tion to changes in legislation, namely the Farm 

Bills in 2002, 2008, and 2014 that rolled back 
restrictions implemented as part of the 1996 
welfare reform, simplified application and re-
porting requirements, introduced new technol-
ogy in benefit issuance, and expanded retail 
options (such as redemption at farmers mar-
kets) (Schmidt et al. 2025). Further, the generos-
ity of SNAP benefits has increased over time, 
with temporary expansions during the Great 
Recession and the COVID pandemic, followed 
by a permanent 21 percent increase in 2021 
driven by a reevaluation of the Thrifty Food 
Plan on which the calculation of “need” was 
initially based (Gupta et al. 2025). However, as 
noted, provisions in the Trump administra-
tion’s 2025 One Big Beautiful Bill Act increase 
work requirements, restrict noncitizen eligibil-
ity, require further updates to the Thrifty Food 
Plan to be budget neutral, and mandate state 
cost-sharing. These cuts are predicted to cost 
22.5 million participants some or all of their 
SNAP benefits in coming years (Gupta and Wax-
man 2025).

Although billed as an anti-hunger program, 
SNAP also serves as an important anti-poverty 
program, thanks to its near-cash nature; the 
Center on Budget and Policy Priorities esti-
mates that SNAP lifted nearly 8 million people 
and 3.6 million children out of poverty if 

Figure 7. US Federal Minimum Wage, 1938–2025

Source: Figure created using historical minimum wage values from the US Department of Labor Wage 
and Hour Division, n.d. The inflation-adjusted minimum wage is expressed in August 2025 dollars 
based on the Consumer Price Index for All Urban Consumers (CPI-U), US City Average.
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counted as income in 2019 (Saenz 2021).2 Fur-
ther evidence suggests that SNAP can reduce 
food insecurity by as much as 30 percent (Rat-
cliffe et al. 2011; Tiehen et al. 2012). SNAP is 
also an important form of what economists 
term an automatic stabilizer; that is, because 
benefits increase when earnings fall, the pro-
gram automatically expands during economic 
downturns, not only dampening increases in 
individual economic hardship but also stimu-
lating the macro economy precisely when it is 
faltering (Hoynes and Schanzenbach 2015). 
The role of SNAP in poverty reduction was es-
pecially pronounced during the COVID pan-
demic, when application and recertification 
processes shifted to expand access to families, 
benefits increased, and new targeted assis-
tance—Pandemic EBT—benefitted many low-
income households with school-aged children 
impacted by school and childcare closures 
(who lost access to breakfast and lunch pro-
grams) (Bauer et al. 2020). Furthermore, SNAP 
has served in recent years as the only true 
safety net program that remains for the lowest-
income families with children (housing subsi-
dies, which also have the potential to serve as 
automatic stabilizers, only cover about one in 
five eligible households). As work require-
ments expand in coming years, this important 
role of SNAP will be diminished.

WIC
WIC provides vouchers loaded onto electronic 
benefit transfer cards to low-income and nutri-
tionally at-risk women and children under age 
five (Jones et al. 2025). It aims to supplement 
healthy foods for pregnant and breastfeeding 
women and their infants and toddlers. The pro-
gram has been shown to generate significant 
long-run improvements in maternal and child 
health (Bitler and Currie 2005). USDA data in-
dicate that the coverage rate of WIC—the per-
cent of the eligible population that is served—
has actually fallen since the welfare reform era. 
In 1997, WIC covered nearly 60 percent of those 
eligible. By 2022 it had fallen to 53.5 percent 

(Kessler et al. 2023). Scholars attribute this de-
cline to perennial challenges with benefit re-
demption and changes to WIC-eligible foods, 
both of which deter participation (Chauvenet 
et al. 2019; Ritchie et al. 2014). Nonetheless, the 
program served 51 percent of all US infants in 
2021 (Kessler et al. 2023) with 78 percent of 
income-eligible families with infants enrolled 
(Jones et al. 2025). Overall declines are due to 
the fact that participation declines sharply after 
infancy, and among all eligible groups and fam-
ilies with older children (ages one to four), the 
proportion has hovered around 50 percent for 
the past decade (Neuberger et al. 2024.)3

Paid Family Leave
Another new expansion of the work-based 
safety net is state paid family leave programs, 
which are analyzed by Heather Hill and col-
leagues (2026). While only recently adopted in 
some parts of the US, paid family and medical 
leave (PFML) is provided nationally in nearly all 
other industrialized nations. As of 2025, thir-
teen states and the District of Columbia have 
implemented paid leave. Given the sharp rise 
in single mothers’ work in the formal economy 
since the MEM era, these policies comprise a 
critical component of the contemporary safety 
net for those who receive them.

Using the 2014 and 2018 waves of the Survey 
of Income and Program Participation, Hill 
and colleagues (2026) find that only about one 
third of single mothers lived in states with 
public paid leave policies. Even in states that 
do offer PFML, requirements around earnings 
and employment history limit access, particu-
larly for the lowest-income single mothers. 
Strikingly, single mothers most in need of 
paid leave—those with young children, a dis-
ability, or a child with a disability—face lower 
eligibility levels than single mothers overall in 
nearly all states with PFML. This points to a 
critical shortcoming: state paid leave pro-
grams are often structured in a way that makes 
them less accessible to those who need them 
the most.

2. Estimates use the Supplemental Poverty Measure.

3. This includes pregnant women and postpartum non-breastfeeding women.
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Family Responsibility in Making 
Ends Meet: The Safety Net, Child 
Support, and Child Welfare
Along with amplifying the role of in-kind aid or 
work supports, welfare reform reinforced the 
age-old emphasis on parents bearing primary 
responsibility for their children’s economic 
welfare. PRWORA transformed piecemeal 
state-level efforts to establish paternity and col-
lect child support from absent fathers into a 
federal “enforcement regime” (Cooper 2017). 
Under PRWORA, states were tasked with estab-
lishing paternity for newborns and developing 
interstate databases to find noncustodial fa-
thers. As had been true since the Office of Child 
Support Enforcement (OCSE) was created in 
1975, single mothers applying for welfare con-
tinue to face sanctions if they do not comply 
with OCSE efforts to locate absent fathers, but 
fathers with a child support order who do not 
pay child support also have faced increased pu-
nitive consequences since welfare reform. 
Child support is automatically garnished from 
most fathers’ paychecks. If they do not meet 
their obligations, they may have their tax re-
funds seized, have their driver’s or professional 
licenses revoked, or even face incarceration on 
contempt of court charges (Dwyer Emory et al. 
2026, this volume, issue 2).

As Edin and Lein detailed in MEM, many 
single mothers in the pre-welfare reform years 
made ends meet through informal support 
from the fathers of their children, even though 
few received stable support through the formal 
child support system. The increasingly punitive 
nature of child support enforcement since then 
may have had the unfortunate effect of discour-
aging single parents from using the program, 
as participation rates have declined in recent 
years (Edin 2018). Allison Dwyer Emory and col-
leagues (2026) elaborate on this point by high-
lighting how fathers, and their capacity to sup-
port their children, have been impacted by 
economic conditions and policy changes since 
the 1990s. In many ways, as the authors dem-
onstrate, low-income noncustodial fathers 
have become even more compromised in their 
ability to contribute to mothers’ budgets over 
the decades. Along with punitive child support 
policies (such as seizing driver’s and profes-

sional licenses of those in arrears) that can re-
duce fathers’ earnings, stubbornly high incar-
ceration rates (Sentencing Project 2024) and 
declines in living-wage employment for men 
lacking a college credential have also reduced 
their resources. Those fathers with the fewest 
resources have, on average, children with the 
highest rates of poverty and material hardship.

Access to healthy, affordable food in the 
post-MEM era remains a struggle as well. In 
their article, Cayce C. Hughes and colleagues 
(2026, this volume, issue 2) draw on rich quali-
tative evidence to document how Black moth-
ers navigated food insecurity amidst the “food 
apartheid” they experienced in a racially subju-
gated Houston community in the late 2010s 
(see also Soss and Weaver 2017). They docu-
ment how these mothers meet their families’ 
food needs in the face of acute economic hard-
ship and the structural constraints imposed by 
their neighborhood: significant limitations in 
both the quantity and quality of the food re-
sources available locally, along with grossly in-
adequate public transportation, which limited 
their ability to access food resources elsewhere. 
The strategies these mothers employed mirror 
the key themes in MEM, including reliance on 
their personal networks—especially family 
members—to feed their children. However, 
Hughes and colleagues (2026) move beyond 
MEM by expanding on the structural and racial-
ized contexts—and their deep historical 
roots—that generate not just food insecurity, 
but a regime of food apartheid, in a neighbor-
hood that emblematizes the struggles of many 
Black communities across the US.

Similarly, Hope Harvey (2026, this volume, 
issue 2) examines the key resource of housing, 
using repeated in-depth interviews to explore 
the efficacy of “doubling up” as a way for low-
income single mothers to make housing ends 
meet. As access to cash welfare has withered, 
earnings from low-wage employment have con-
tinued to lag behind the costs of living, espe-
cially as housing cost burdens have skyrock-
eted in recent years (Shaefer et al. 2020). Harvey 
(2026) shows how extraordinarily fraught and 
unstable doubled-up arrangements often are, 
requiring delicate ongoing negotiations around 
costs, the division of household labor, and 
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child discipline. In rich detail, she illuminates 
how such arrangements can impact social rela-
tionships between low-income parents and 
family members and friends and new partners 
with whom they attempt to maintain shared 
housing. Harvey predicts that without policies 
to alleviate severe shortages in affordable, safe 
housing—such as expanding the supply of 
government-supported affordable housing—
doubling up, and the instability that so often 
results, will continue to increase (see also Bar-
tram 2022)

Edin and Lein (1997) pointed out in Making 
Ends Meet that within the AFDC program, pri-
vate charities and grassroots organizations 
sometimes provided concrete material assis-
tance, such as a baby cribs, beds, school cloth-
ing, or supplies (1997, 187–88). Danziger recalls 
that while conducting interviews with welfare 
staff at the start of TANF, a Michigan case-
worker showed her a desk drawer filled with 
children’s socks, which he offered to appli-
cants’ children. These days, since TANF has 
withered away, such emergency needs are often 
met instead by the child welfare system, as Kel-
ley Fong and Nora McCarthy (2026, this vol-
ume, issue 1) show. The child welfare system, 
often known as child protective services (CPS), 
offers material assistance to families at risk of 
neglect or abuse, aiming to address the link be-
tween reports of neglect and abuse and the lack 
of such concrete resources. However, by condi-
tioning the receipt of such assistance on fami-
lies’ acceptance of punitive state surveillance 
and by subjecting families to the threat of child 
removal (which occurs frequently and dispro-
portionately to non-White families), this ap-
proach puts vulnerable poor families at addi-
tional risk. These requirements make families 
pay a high price for meeting their acute needs.

Drawing on qualitative interviews with poli-
cymakers, program staff, nonprofit service pro-
viders, and parents engaged in these programs, 
Fong and McCarthy (2026) point out how these 
conditions can limit access to material support 
for other poor families not in this system. Fur-
ther, mandated reporters in health and educa-
tion settings (for example, hospital social work-
ers and teachers) often say they report families 
to CPS to help them access financial help for 
students or patients whose families are clearly 

struggling. They see no other way to address 
these financial needs. This is a perverse out-
come for families whose struggles are due to 
material deprivation and who pose no threat to 
their children. Rather than tying material as-
sistance to such reports, Fong and McCarthy 
(2026) argue, emergency aid should be pro-
vided to all needy families, obviating the neces-
sity to make reports in such cases.

Pilar Gonalons-Pons and colleagues (2026, 
this volume, issue 1) focus on a key time in the 
lives of families: the transition to parenthood, 
the most impoverishing life course event in the 
US (Hamilton et al. 2022). Using panel from the 
Survey of Income and Program Participation 
covering the last forty years, they examine how 
sources of family income evolve during the 
years preceding and following first birth, and 
compare those patterns in the 1980s, 1990s, 
2000s, and 2010s. At first glance, their findings 
are positive: on average, family resources are 
higher and decline less at a first birth in later 
periods than in earlier ones.

On closer examination, however, the trends 
are less positive. In their analysis, the authors 
compare patterns by decade for single mothers 
without a college degree. They then compare 
these patterns to those for married or cohabit-
ing mothers without a college degree and to 
those for married or cohabiting mothers with 
a college degree (there are too few single moth-
ers with a college degree to examine). They find 
that the growth in family resources around the 
transition to parenthood is driven entirely by 
partnered college graduates. Moreover, the pro-
portional drop in women’s earnings after enter-
ing motherhood appears to have changed very 
little over this period. For single mothers with-
out college degrees, this stagnation comes even 
though these mothers have greatly increased 
their labor supply both before and after a birth 
over these decades.

In the meantime, government transfers, 
whose composition has shifted over this period 
from means-tested programs (such as TANF) 
toward tax credits (EITC and CTC), have in-
creased for married and cohabiting mothers 
(both with and without college degrees) but not 
for single mothers without college degrees. Fa-
thers’ contributions have, similarly, stagnated 
for this group while increasing for partnered 
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college graduates. All told, the authors find that 
new single mothers without college degrees are 
no better off than they were in the years before 
welfare reform, and that the gap in resources 
by family type at the time of a first birth has 
grown—just as has income inequality overall 
in the US.

Accessing a Myriad of Supports
Research on access to the safety net in the years 
since Making Ends Meet was published paints a 
complex picture of how these programs are de-
livered and accessed. As noted earlier, scholars 
have conceptualized challenges as “administra-
tive burdens,” defined as “onerous experiences 
with policy implementation” (Burden et al. 
2012, 742). Administrative burdens take several 
forms. They include learning costs, which in-
volve discovering that programs exist and how 
to apply; compliance costs, which involve sub-
mitting paperwork, meeting work require-
ments, and responding to caseworker de-
mands; and psychological costs, which involve 
the stress and stigma of trying to access bene-
fits (Herd and Moynihan 2019). Even when fam-
ilies successfully gain access to these programs, 
their restrictive nature limits what they can 
cover. For example, in-kind programs can only 
be used to procure specific goods and services 
such as health care and food, so they cannot 
possibly fill the budget gap for families who 
have no other sources of support (Barnes 2021; 
Edin and Shaefer 2015). Further, the challenges 
of using or “redeeming” benefits may under-
mine long-term program participation (Barnes 
2021).

New evidence on the inner workings of 
safety net programs highlights varied and com-
plex experiences across programs (see Herd et 
al. 2023 for a detailed review). For example, re-
search on childcare subsidies demonstrates the 
stress of complicated paperwork and inacces-
sible caseworkers—costs that can lead to dis-
continuity in use or early program exits (Ha et 
al. 2020; Barnes and Henly 2018). Other re-
search shows how programs vary in the bur-
dens they impose (Barnes, Halpern-Meekin, et 
al. 2023). Some may have high psychological 
and compliance costs (SNAP and Medicaid), or 
high redemption costs (WIC, childcare, and 
housing voucher programs), while some pro-

grams have lower psychological costs—and in 
some cases may even have psychological ben-
efits (Fannin et al. 2024: Barnes 2021; Barnes, 
Michener, et al. 2023; Halpern-Meekin et al. 
2015; Sykes et al. 2015).

For example, the EITC appears to have rela-
tively low administrative burden due to the 
wide accessibility and use of for-profit tax prep-
aration services throughout the US; indeed, 
due to its method of delivery (through the IRS) 
qualitative evidence suggests that, when claim-
ing the EITC, recipients did not report the 
stigma and shame characteristic of experiences 
with TANF. Instead, the process of claiming the 
EITC, which most often occurs at the H&R 
Block or another for-profit tax preparer, gave 
recipients dignity, increased their pride in be-
ing “real Americans” (as one respondent put it) 
and highlighted their status as “taxpaying citi-
zens” even though they were paying relatively 
little (if anything) in income taxes (Halpern-
Meekin et al. 2015; Sykes et al. 2015). Still, one in 
four eligible families do not receive the EITC, 
and research finds that those who fail to access 
the tax credit often lack information about how 
to claim it (Internal Revenue Service 2025; Herd 
and Moynihan 2023; Linos et al. 2022).

Abbott and Tach’s (2026) contribution up-
dates and echoes the psychological benefits of 
tax credit programs. They document the grow-
ing prominence of the tax-based safety net and 
how the COVID-era expanded CTC for the 2021 
tax year reached not only the middle-income 
families and the working poor but also both 
non-earners and the near-poor (those whose 
incomes are relatively low but above the pov-
erty level). The authors examine how recipients 
perceived and used the CTC in 2021–2022. 
Much like the aforementioned qualitative evi-
dence on the EITC, they find that beneficiaries 
perceive the program as less onerous and stig-
matizing to access relative to other, more visi-
ble, safety net assistance. Beneficiaries also 
viewed the expanded CTC through frames of 
fairness and deservedness, perceiving it as a re-
ward for raising children. They find that fami-
lies used these benefits to “get by” by paying 
bills that were past due, catching up on debts, 
and responding to unexpected financial 
shocks. Further, many families used these 
monthly payments to meet the financial de-
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mands of childrearing—day care, summer 
camp, school supplies, and special “treats” for 
their children. The authors conclude with rec-
ommendations to resume the now lapsed pro-
gram, improve the ease of filing, increase the 
amount of the refund, and offer greater flexibil-
ity in how refundable tax credits are received 
(lump sum or periodic).

Relatively accessible tax credits aside, pre-
carious hours and earnings in today’s low-wage 
jobs (Bauer et al. 2025) make reporting income 
(much less changes in income) to many means-
tested programs at one time even more burden-
some now than when MEM was published. As 
noted elsewhere, each means-tested program 
has distinct income and household eligibility 
criteria, which can vary by state (see Bruch et 
al. 2026 and van der Naald et al. 2026). House-
holds must also navigate competing program 
requirements and benefit cliffs (Campbell 
2014). For example, Kwon and colleagues (2026), 
demonstrate how unstable work hours and 
earnings can preclude child care subsidy re-
ceipt, while other work has shown that it can 
also prompt churn in SNAP program participa-
tion and can lead to Medicaid exits (Michener 
2018). Unstable hours are also likely to make 
many families unable to consistently meet new 
work requirements in SNAP and Medicaid 
which will be in effect in 2026 (Ananat et al. 
2025). Growing evidence points to the chal-
lenges of successfully applying for and main-
taining benefits due to this complexity of eligi-
bility processes (Herd and Moynihan 2019), and 
some have argued that these processes have 
increased in difficulty over time (Herd and 
Moynihan 2023).

Further, evidence suggests that administra-
tive burdens are disproportionately borne by 
the most vulnerable—women of color and in-
dividuals who lack the psychosocial resources 
to bear the costs of accessing and maintaining 
benefits (Christensen et al. 2020; Michener 
2019; Parolin et al. 2023; Ray et al. 2023). New 
research echoes earlier findings about the ra-
cialized nature of access to the welfare state 
and finds that in UI, SNAP, and TANF, states 
with a higher White population have fewer ad-
ministrative burdens (Parolin et al. 2023). Fur-
ther, Parolin and colleagues (2023) find that, 
due to residence in states with higher admin-

istrative burdens, Black and Latino families 
who are eligible for programs participate less 
relative to Whites in all three programs nation-
ally. Other research finds that, among a group 
of eligible low-wage working parents who had 
recently been laid off, only half of Black and 
Latino parents succeeded in accessing UI in a 
timely manner during the COVID pandemic, 
compared to two-thirds of White parents 
(Ananat et al. 2022). Thus, administrative bur-
den, along with decentralized programs and 
geographic disparities, becomes another driver 
of racial inequality for low-income families 
(Brodkin and Majmundar 2010).

Effects of Anti-Poverty Programs on Work
At the time of the 1996 reform, observers, ex-
perts, and policymakers alike debated whether 
means-tested programs discouraged work 
among parents. Did programs discourage work 
in ways that increased the poverty rate beyond 
what it would have been without benefits? Did 
children exposed to these programs grow up to 
rely on welfare and other government pro-
grams instead of working? More recent re-
search has sought to resolve these questions. 
For example, one study showed that children 
exposed to the rollout of the Food Stamp Pro-
gram grew up to be healthier and more likely 
to be economically self-sufficient than other-
wise similar children (Almond et al. 2011); an-
other found similar effects for the Mothers’ 
Pension program, a pre-New Deal precursor of 
cash welfare (Aizer et al. 2016). When programs 
that boost the incomes of low-income families 
with children are evaluated using comprehen-
sive benefit-cost analysis techniques, this trans-
fer spending is estimated to provide a return to 
society of over 10 to 1 (Garfinkel et al. 2022).

Effects on parental work from historic pro-
grams that, according to their critics, “discour-
aged” work by reducing benefits when earnings 
increased, range from zero for the pre-New 
Deal Mothers’ Pension programs (Aizer et al. 
2020) to small negative effects for the (then) 
new Food Stamp Program rollout in the 1960s 
(Almond et al. 2011), which nonetheless left 
families with greater material resources. Evi-
dence from more recent years, by contrast, 
shows positive effects on employment. The es-
timated positive effects of the EITC—which en-
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courages work by increasing benefits until 
earnings rise above OPM poverty—on increas-
ing employment are the best known (Eissa and 
Liebman 1996). Further evidence on the EITC 
shows improvements in child and adult health, 
child maltreatment, children’s education, crim-
inal justice involvement, and children’s earn-
ings in adulthood (Bailey et al. 2020; Bastian 
and Michelmore 2018; Averett and Wang 2018; 
Berger et al. 2017; Morgan et al. 2020; Michel-
more 2013; Larrimore 2011; Evans and Garth-
waite 2014).

The aforementioned 2021 expanded CTC 
gave researchers an opportunity to estimate the 
effects of a transfer that is neutral with respect 
to parent earnings on parental work. This pro-
gram provided $3,000 per child (with an addi-
tional $600 for children under age six) to all 
American families with earnings below 
$150,000, and for the latter half of 2021 paid out 
these benefits in the form of monthly stipends. 
Not only did the program cut child poverty in 
half when counted as income, reduce racial dis-
parities in child poverty to their lowest levels 
on record (Wimer et al. 2022), and slash mate-
rial hardship for families with children (Parolin 
et al. 2023), it also had zero overall effect on 
parent labor supply and employment (Ananat 
et al. 2024; Enriquez et al. 2023; Pac and Berger 
2024). No-strings-attached cash may in fact 
have helped some low-income families in-
crease labor supply because the funds allowed 
them to make work investments, such as secur-
ing childcare (Parolin et al. 2024, Hamilton et 
al. 2022; see also Abbot et al. 2026).

Recent quasi-experimental evidence on 
SNAP finds that, despite the program’s harsh 
phaseout rate—a policy feature that should dis-
incentivize work—SNAP receipt actually in-
creases work. One study leverages random vari-
ation in SNAP caseworker assignment to 
predict which applicants will receive SNAP and 
find that SNAP beneficiaries work and earn 
more in the medium term (Cook and East 
2023). Using a regression discontinuity design, 
another study (Mueller-Smith et al. 2023) simi-
larly finds that parents who receive SNAP are 
more likely to be employed. The study also 
finds that these parents’ children fare better in 
adulthood. This mounting evidence suggests 
that supporting food purchases may, rather 

than encourage dependency, help people sus-
tain the cognitive and health resources needed 
to find and maintain employment.

Finally, two articles in this issue discuss per-
spectives of recipients in guaranteed annual 
income experiments and how they perceive and 
use unconditional cash support compared to 
other income and benefits. Sara M. Constan-
tino and colleagues (2026), who embedded a 
qualitative study into a randomized controlled 
trial of a two-year guaranteed income experi-
ment in Compton, California, emphasize how 
the flexibility of cash transfers eased hardships 
for low-income families. They argue that the 
lack of impacts measured by the randomized 
controlled trial is likely the result of: the 
COVID pandemic context, in which child pov-
erty and material hardship fell to an all-time 
low due to a myriad of government initiatives; 
the limited time span (two years); and the 
modest amount of the payments. In contrast, 
their qualitative interviews with participants 
in the program show that participants derived 
considerable benefits from the freedom they 
were given to spend the money as they chose, 
as well as their ability to choose how often they 
received it. Especially for single-parent fami-
lies, stresses due to financial and material 
strain were noticeably eased, per their own ac-
counts. They also reported being able to spend 
more quality time and share special experi-
ences with their children while benefiting from 
the program.

Emma Flanagan and Sarah Halpern-Meekin 
(2026, this volume, issue 2) analyzed in-depth 
interviews with forty-three low-income moth-
ers in New Orleans enrolled in the Baby’s First 
Years (BFY) cash transfer experiment. They ex-
amine how families experienced increased un-
certainty in the early months of the COVID pan-
demic around UI and stimulus payments. 
While mothers perceived their BFY gift as pre-
dictable, they were uncertain about whether 
they would qualify for UI or receive stimulus 
payments. They find that this uncertainty can 
introduce a new kind of stress—an inability to 
plan how to make ends meet.

Taken together, the story of how families are 
“making ends meet” has become more com-
plex over the last three decades. Cash assis-
tance for the neediest families is largely a thing 
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of the past, but work-based assistance for those 
who qualify has become more generous. As a 
result, fewer families are in poverty at any given 
time. Yet during hard times, the “shallow poor” 
and near poor are more likely to experience a 
spell of deep, and even extreme, poverty than 
thirty years ago. This occurs even though the 
vast majority of single parents now participate 
in the formal labor market for more of the year 
and receive at least some work-conditioned 
support along with SNAP and Medicaid. But 
their jobs are often unstable. Lost jobs and lost 
hours can lead to lost earnings, which are, in 
part, “smoothed” by upward adjustments in 
SNAP—at least at this writing—and by (limited 
in availability) housing subsidies. But other 
benefits, such as the EITC and CTC, are re-
duced when earnings fall, and eligibility for 
childcare subsidies also declines for the rela-
tively small share of families who receive them. 
Meanwhile, they may receive little or lack con-
sistent child support from their children’s fa-
thers. In short, material hardship and chronic 
financial stress continue to be a persistent real-
ity.

Further Questions and 
Policy Concerns
In many eras in our history—most recently dur-
ing the Great Recession and the COVID pan-
demic—the federal government has imple-
mented innovative policies to enhance support 
for America’s most vulnerable families. How-
ever, as these crises have waned, so have these 
policies. While, at this writing, the economy is 
relatively strong, the findings of recent high-
quality research on the well-being of low-
income single-parent families, including the 
research included in this issue, suggest that if 
the nation wants to ensure the well-being of 
these families, there is much work yet to do. 
Further evidence-based approaches include:

•	 Improve low-wage work: increase the mini-
mum wage; modernize regulations to im-
prove the quality of low-wage jobs; and ex-
pand support for training and job 
placement for parents currently in low-
wage jobs, including noncustodial fathers 
paying child support;

•	 Expand the generosity of programs that 
supplement earnings among low-wage par-
ents through tax credits, such as the EITC 
and the CTC, to ensure a full-time worker’s 
wages provide a living wage rather than 
merely pushing them just over the poverty 
line. These benefits should extend to low-
income noncustodial fathers paying child 
support;

•	 Restore and make permanent the fully re-
fundable 2021 Expanded CTC. Alterna-
tively, continue to conduct experimental, 
targeted guaranteed income programs that 
fill in the gap left by the current EITC and 
CTC, programs that offer no or few bene-
fits to the lowest-income families with chil-
dren. These approaches would leave Amer-
ica’s single mothers with relative poverty 
rates that are more in line with those in 
other rich nations;

•	 Expand programs to increase financial 
support for low-income families with a 
newborn or a sick family member through 
PFML;

•	 Expand programs providing childcare and 
housing subsidies;

•	 Reduce administrative burdens across 
states and localities to increase access to 
all safety net programs;

•	 Reform all safety net programs to reduce 
persistent disparities in access to safety 
net resources by race, ethnicity, and re-
gion.

Much of the most recent research informing 
these evidence-based approaches to improv-
ing the well-being of low-income single moth-
ers in the post-MEM era comes from the onset 
of the COVID pandemic. This is because, by the 
summer of 2020, it became clear that the pan-
demic had created an economic as well as a 
health and mortality crisis. In response, the 
first Trump administration, working with a di-
vided Congress (with Democrats controlling 
the House and Republicans the Senate), along 
with some states, engaged in unprecedented 
expansions of the safety net that dramatically 
improved the fortunes of low-income single 
mothers and their children. The Biden admin-
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istration built on this framework, adding the 
expanded CTC of 2021 that brought child pov-
erty to an all-time low for one year.

At the time of this writing, many of these 
safety net expansions have expired, leading to 
sharp increases in poverty among these fami-
lies. Meanwhile, the Trump 2025 One Big Beau-
tiful Bill Act promises to make deep cuts to ex-
isting safety net programs, both by cutting 
benefits and restricting them to those who 
meet stringent work requirements. Given the 
increased volatility in low-income single moth-
ers’ lives seen in the years since the landmark 
1996 welfare reform, these changes will almost 
certainly disconnect the most vulnerable par-
ents—and children—from public support dur-
ing those very times in which, due to job vola-
tility or illness, they face the greatest need.

Throughout our history, research has docu-
mented that if we want to reduce poverty, we 
must expand opportunity. Countless studies 
have documented the gains in outcomes for 
children who have access to safety net pro-
grams such as SNAP and the EITC. As America’s 
single parents do important work raising Amer-
ica’s next generation, they must be rewarded 
for the “women’s work” of “child raising,” as 
Johnnie Tillmon (1972) proclaimed in the inau-
gural issue of Ms. magazine. These mothers en-
tered the formal labor market in record num-
bers in the years following welfare reform, and 
they remain engaged in formal work at record 
rates. Despite these parents’ unprecedented 
work effort and the strong evidence base for 
additional policies that help them, even those 
proven programs that now exist are continually 
challenged by those who persist in the belief 
that generous and accessible safety net support 
discourages single mothers from working and 
marrying. Further, the ongoing push to devolve 
policy development and implementation to the 
states will continue the deep inequities we have 
historically seen by race, ethnicity, and region 
(Katznelson 2005.) The policy research in this 
issue points instead toward federal universal 
benefits that are not conditioned on work but 
that effectively make work pay by helping par-
ents sustain employment. These kinds of sup-
ports can maximize access and prevent hard-
ship for all—especially as economic changes 

make stable, well-paid employment harder to 
secure.
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agement decisions that they make, may influ-
ence their experiences of hardship. Examining 
how families think about their resources is es-
sential to understanding their financial man-
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agement decisions, as the choices they make 
reflect their perceptions of what resources are 
available to them. This is especially important 
to understand in precarious economic con-
texts, as individuals must navigate complex fi-
nancial landscapes with constrained options. 
The COVID-19 pandemic is one example of this 
context, as individuals across the world faced 
economic precarity. The COVID pandemic dis-
rupted many aspects of families’ lives, includ-
ing employment, health and safety, social con-
nections, childcare, schooling, kin support 
networks, and access to governmental and 
nongovernmental assistance. Because of pre-
existing structural inequities, it disproportion-
ately impacted people with low incomes, 
women, and minoritized individuals (Artiga et 
al. 2020). While income variability is common 
among families with low incomes (Dynan et al. 
2012), the pandemic posed a unique threat to 
families’ economic stability, as it restricted fi-
nancial resources and access to many financial 
coping mechanisms simultaneously. However, 
many also gained access to financial resources 
that provided additional economic support 
through pandemic-era government actions. Ex-
amining how individuals with lower incomes 
perceived and managed their resources during 
this time can inform the design and improve 
the efficacy of public assistance programs.

During the pandemic, job or wage losses, 
virtual schooling, and childcare closures cre-
ated specific challenges for families with chil-
dren and low incomes as they coped with these 
on limited resources and experienced higher 
rates of emotional distress (Ananat and 
Gassman-Pines 2020; Kerr et al. 2021). Moth-
ers—mothers of color in particular—faced 
specific hardships related to caregiving and 
unemployment (Heggeness and Fields 2020; 
Jackson 2020). However, families also received 
pandemic-related income supports, such as 
stimulus payments, expanded unemployment 
insurance (UI), and expanded food assistance. 
In this issue, Natasha Pilkauskas and Kevin 
Bruey (2026) show how mothers with low in-
comes coped financially during the pandemic 
by going into debt, relying on family and 
friends, seeking employment, and turning to 
assistance programs such as Supplemental Nu-
trition Assistance Program (SNAP), community 

resources, and federal COVID supports. Those 
attempting to access such programs, however, 
may encounter administrative burdens that 
shape program access or impact.

Administrative burdens can include learn-
ing about the programs and how to access 
them, complying with their requirements, and 
managing any accompanying stigma (Moyni-
han et al. 2015). While pandemic-related finan-
cial resources, such as stimulus checks and UI, 
were intended to increase financial support 
during the crisis, many administrative burdens 
associated with these benefits were eased but 
did not completely dissolve (Herd and Moyni-
han 2020). The present study sheds light on the 
ways in which uncertainty shaped mothers’ use 
of their resources, which is important, as re-
source uncertainty is a less commonly studied 
type of psychological administrative burden 
and may shape how recipients make decisions 
about allocating resources. While researchers 
have documented many of the administrative 
burdens and financial challenges mothers 
faced during the pandemic, as well as the sup-
port of new pandemic-era resources, we do not 
yet know how mothers thought about utilizing 
their various financial resources nor how these 
perceptions shaped their overall financial 
decision-making strategies.

The present study addresses these gaps in 
the literature, allowing us to understand the 
thought processes underlying mothers’ ap-
proach to and utilization of financial resources. 
This contributes to our understanding of how 
pandemic hardships and policy changes 
shaped mothers’ financial experiences. Fur-
ther, it helps us understand how uncertainty 
functions as an administrative burden, as un-
certainty can arise from the design or delivery 
of the program benefits and shape potential re-
cipients’ access to or the impact of the benefit. 
We use longitudinal, in-depth interviews with 
mothers from the Baby’s First Years: Mothers’ 
Voices (BFY:MV) study who lived in and around 
New Orleans, Louisiana. These mothers had in-
comes around the federal poverty line, and the 
majority were women of color. Their perspec-
tives are particularly important to highlight be-
cause of the disproportionate impact of the 
COVID-19 pandemic on individuals of color, 
those with low incomes, and mothers (Greene 
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and McCargo 2020; Yavorsky et al. 2021). In ad-
dition, BFY:MV mothers were participating in 
a randomized controlled trial of a monthly un-
conditional cash transfer; they provided rich 
data on their experiences during the pandemic, 
including how they viewed their array of finan-
cial resources when confronted by this eco-
nomic shock. Our longitudinal data allow us to 
observe over half of the mothers in the sample 
twice during a relatively brief period. This is an 
important contribution, as pandemic-related 
policies rolled out and evolved over the first 
several months of the pandemic. Therefore, we 
can observe whether mothers’ perceptions of 
these policies and resources changed over 
time.

Focusing on mothers’ experiences during 
the onset of the pandemic is important be-
cause mothers’ perceptions of resources likely 
shaped their decisions about whether to en-
gage with these resources. Kelley Fong and col-
leagues (2016) demonstrate this in examining 
individuals’ rationales for non-take-up of a so-
cial service. However, these perceptions are 
also important to examine among those who 
take up resources, as these views may shape 
how and why individuals engage with them. 
These decisions could enhance or limit the 
benefits (financial or otherwise) that the re-
sources were intended to provide, shaping the 
well-being of mothers and their families during 
an economic crisis. Therefore, these percep-
tions are important to consider when examin-
ing mothers’ approaches to making ends meet. 
If recipients are unsure whether particular re-
sources will materialize, they could be less will-
ing and able to make financial plans that rely 
on these resources—that is, even if someone 
ends up with the same amount of resources in 
the end, their certainty in advance of receiving 
the resources could alter the spending deci-
sions they make about those dollars. Percep-
tions of resources and the decisions that 
emerge from them, particularly among those 
with lower incomes, may have consequences 
for their likelihood of experiencing financial 
hardship and their options for managing their 
finances. The ways in which service providers, 
including government entities, communicate 
about and allocate resources to households 

may therefore mitigate experiences of poverty 
or financial hardship. These policy design deci-
sions shape how individuals view and utilize 
these resources, as implementation choices 
may determine whether these resources effec-
tively mitigate financial hardship or inadver-
tently create additional uncertainty for vulner-
able families.

Background
Families with low incomes and young children 
face distinct barriers to achieving financial sta-
bility. In this section, we discuss these eco-
nomic hardships, both during and outside of 
the COVID pandemic. These hardships, which 
include administrative burdens, may shape 
mothers’ abilities to anticipate income, allo-
cate resources, and engage in financial plan-
ning for their families.

Hardships and Financial Precarity
Even outside of the pandemic, many families 
with low incomes experience substantial insta-
bility in income and expenses from month-to-
month (Dynan et al. 2012; see also Morduch 
and Schneider 2017). Previous work has inves-
tigated income instability among households 
with lower incomes (see, for example, Gott-
schalk and Moffitt, 2009; Hardy 2017; Hill et al. 
2013; Wolf et al. 2014). These studies show  
how variability makes it difficult to manage fi-
nances and save, which can be particularly cat-
astrophic when families are faced with income 
shocks (Despard et al. 2018). Even in the face of 
this instability, people may only turn to income 
support programs when they absolutely need 
to, given the administrative burdens associated 
with certain programs (Bartlett et al. 2004; 
Deshpande and Li 2019; Fong et al. 2016; Kaye 
et al. 2013; Ribar and Swann 2014; Schanzen-
bach 2009). While our study occurs in the con-
text of the COVID-19 crisis, many families draw 
on income supports in response to other sorts 
of crises. For example, even if not induced by 
the pandemic, the crisis of a job loss can lead 
laid-off workers to the UI system. Therefore, 
while examining perceptions of resources dur-
ing the onset of the pandemic is a unique con-
tribution of our paper, there are implications 
for our understanding of how families think 
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about engaging with resources more broadly, 
as families work to make ends meet in the con-
text of instability.

Financial planning is crucial for house-
holds, especially in times of increased eco-
nomic need (O’Neill and Xiao 2012). Specifi-
cally, mental accounting is important in 
budgeting and spending decisions (Thaler 
1999). Mental accounting includes the cogni-
tive and psychological processes that deter-
mine how individuals designate money toward 
certain expenses before actually paying them. 
Individuals categorize money based, in part, 
on the source of this income (Zhang and Suss-
man 2018). The process of budgeting involves 
planning what sources of income are coming 
and when, as well as which bills are due and 
when. Therefore, financial planning takes 
time and forethought. Research suggests these 
processes of financial planning may be more 
difficult for those with lower incomes, as hav-
ing limited resources may challenge capacities 
to plan (de Bruijn and Antonides 2022; Ong et 
al. 2019).

During the early months of the pandemic, 
hardships were visible across a range of needs, 
including food and housing insecurity (Engel-
hardt and Erickson 2020) and were more com-
mon among households of color and those 
with lower incomes (Greene and McCargo 2020; 
Schneider et al. 2020). However, poverty rates 
remained stable, since government assistance 
(for example, stimulus checks and expanded 
UI) raised incomes, particularly for households 
with normally limited resources (Parolin et al. 
2022). This meant that, while families faced in-
stability associated with lack of childcare and 
employment disruptions, many also benefitted 
from increased government assistance. How-
ever, some did not gain access to this assistance 
(Clark et al. 2023). Even prior to the pandemic, 
poverty designation and the experience of 
hardship did not move in lockstep, though they 
were associated, with some above and below 
the poverty line experiencing hardships (Ro-
dems and Shaefer 2020).

Part of the disjuncture between experienc-
ing poverty, financial instability, and material 
hardship may lie in the approaches to making 
ends meet that households deploy, such as the 

options they see available to them or are able 
to effectively pursue, including securing cash 
or in-kind assistance from kin or government 
assistance programs. For this reason, the pres-
ent study seeks to understand people’s per-
spectives of their resources. While government 
assistance can help protect against material 
hardship, it can often fall short of entirely cov-
ering needs (see Schenck-Fontaine et al. 2017). 
Therefore, households often deploy multiple 
strategies, including drawing on assistance 
programs, help from kin, and individual finan-
cial juggling strategies to try to get by (Heflin 
et al. 2011; Morduch and Schneider 2017). 
Knowing more about mothers’ perceptions of 
resources will help us understand how they en-
gage with them.

It is important to distinguish between in-
come instability, which refers to fluctuations in 
resources, versus income uncertainty, which 
refers to the lack of confidence individuals have 
in receiving resources. While income instabil-
ity may create uncertainty about resource re-
ceipt, these two concepts are distinct. For ex-
ample, a restaurant server could be certain that 
they will receive a paycheck every two weeks but 
see a good deal of instability in the amount of 
each paycheck, as their income fluctuates de-
pending on whether they work busy shifts or 
not. Likewise, if a worker sometimes gets a tax 
refund and sometimes needs to pay at tax time, 
they could face uncertainty each year about 
whether they will get a tax refund check, apart 
from any instability in their income. Jonathan 
Morduch and Rachel Schneider (2017) demon-
strate the challenges households have with fi-
nancial coping when financial resources are 
not yet in hand, and especially, when earnings 
instability from precarious work induces un-
certainty. However, there is less research that 
examines perceptions of uncertainty related to 
social safety net benefits, rather than wages. 
Uncertainty is important to understand apart 
from instability, because perceptions of uncer-
tainty and its implications may vary by income 
source and by households’ financial contexts, 
with potential consequences for families navi-
gating safety net benefits. In addition, attend-
ing to uncertainty in safety net benefits raises 
questions about how policy design decisions 
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can create or mitigate uncertainty and, thereby, 
affect recipients’ financial planning.

Administrative Burdens
The emotional and relational aspects of mak-
ing ends meet can be taxing, as people try to 
secure resources from multiple sources and 
may face administrative burdens in doing so 
(Herd and Moynihan 2018). Administrative bur-
dens can contribute to mechanisms of inequal-
ity, as individuals may face unique burdens 
shaped by race, gender, and other social posi-
tions (Amerikaner et al. 2025; Jang-Trettien and 
Bolger 2024; Ray et al. 2023). Therefore, study-
ing how these burdens are experienced among 
the mothers in our sample, most of whom are 
Black women, is essential.

The three facets of administrative burden 
are learning, compliance, and psychological 
costs. Learning costs include learning that a 
program exists, knowing whether one is eligi-
ble, understanding what the benefits include, 
and figuring out how to access them. Compli-
ance costs include fulfilling the administrative 
demands of programs, such as completing pa-
perwork and attending meetings. Psychologi-
cal costs include the stigma associated with 
seeking help, as well as stress or a loss of au-
tonomy in program interactions (Moynihan et 
al. 2015). Psychological costs also encompass 
frustrations with navigating complex systems, 
as well as the stress associated with the uncer-
tainty of social benefits (Herd and Moynihan 
2018). Research on psychological costs high-
lights both stressful interactions with case-
workers (see Barnes 2023; Barnes and Henly 
2018; Raab 2025; Stuber and Schlesinger 2006) 
and stigma embedded within program design 
(see Bhargava and Manoli 2013; Hanks et al. 
2016; Ratcliffe et al. 2007). These studies gen-
erally suggest the presence of psychological 
costs deters program participation and con-
tributes to negative government interactions. 
For example, Carolyn Barnes and colleagues 
(2023) show how individuals navigating SNAP 
benefits during the COVID pandemic faced 
stressful program interactions, as they found 
SNAP caseworkers to be inaccessible amidst 
pandemic-induced program changes. Impor-
tantly, as Barnes and colleagues (2023) note, 
some programs, such as the Special Supple-

mental Nutrition Program for Women, Infants, 
and Children, are designed in ways that mini-
mize psychological costs to participants. This 
means that program design may substantially 
alter the psychological costs that individuals 
face when navigating programs.

Bjorn Kleizen and colleagues (2025) apply 
the concept of administrative limbo to govern-
ment interactions, a concept that is distinct 
from, but related to, administrative burden. 
The authors define administrative limbo as bu-
reaucratic inaction in situations that require 
bureaucratic action, leading to prolonged wait-
ing for individuals for whom the issue is con-
sequential. Being stuck waiting for necessary 
government action can generate uncertainty. 
Unlike administrative burden, however, admin-
istrative limbo is inherently temporal, hinging 
on periods of bureaucratic inaction. While ad-
ministrative limbo involves uncertainty, it is 
important to explore narratives of uncertainty 
even in the absence of a clearly identifiable mo-
ment of bureaucratic inaction. Therefore, in-
vestigating experiences of uncertainty holds 
implications for our understanding of both ad-
ministrative limbo and administrative burden.

Despite the rich literature on administrative 
burden, the role of uncertainty as an adminis-
trative burden, and particularly a psychological 
cost, remains underexplored. The research ex-
amining experiences of uncertainty largely cen-
ters on precarious work and cash transfers; 
there is little research that investigates how un-
certainty functions vis-à-vis social safety net 
benefits. Further, researchers have paid limited 
attention to how uncertainty functions as an 
administrative burden, particularly as a psy-
chological cost. Uncertainty arising from pro-
gram design or delivery may impose cognitive 
and emotional labor on recipients who must 
anticipate and plan around unpredictable ben-
efit receipt. Managing uncertainty, therefore, 
may function as an administrative burden be-
cause it requires beneficiaries to expend men-
tal resources to make financial decisions with-
out complete information (for example, 
whether benefits from a particular program 
will arrive) and develop contingency plans for 
resource disruptions. This is likely to be par-
ticularly challenging for those with precarious 
resources.
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Lisa Gennetian and colleagues (2021) sug-
gest that unconditional cash transfers, in 
which households do not need to complete cer-
tain requirements to obtain the resource, may 
avoid the administrative burdens associated 
with conditional cash transfers and most gov-
ernment benefits. For most government re-
sources, households need to complete paper-
work to prove and reverify eligibility to receive 
the support (compliance costs, for example). 
The design of cash transfers may also shape the 
administrative burdens that families face. For 
example, the predictability of cash transfers 
can alleviate the hassles of mental accounting 
when the arrival of resources is unknown or 
uncertain. This reinforces the role of design 
features in potentially shaping the certainty in-
dividuals feel surrounding their resources.

Investigating mothers’ perceptions of uncer-
tainty in making ends meet with their safety net 
benefits is important, as it expands researchers’ 
understanding of how psychological costs may 
shape mothers’ approaches to managing their 
resources and, therefore, program impact. 
While it may seem self-evident that mothers 
would not rely on resources they are uncertain 
about, it could be possible that mothers with 
constrained economic resources do not have 
the choice to not rely on tentative resources. 
Alternatively, they may not seek to engage in 
any financial planning in advance because 
there is uncertainty in some aspects of their 
budgets. We investigate these possibilities.

COVID-19 Pandemic
In the days and weeks after March 2020, the 
regular financial strategies households used to 
make ends meet were often disrupted. Some 
lost jobs or hours, and accessing government 
benefits became more difficult as public trans-
portation (necessary for some to reach benefits 
offices) and benefits offices themselves closed. 
Also, because everyone was impacted simulta-
neously, turning to family and friends for sup-
port was less readily an option (Rinker et al. 
2020).

In the early months of the pandemic, the 
federal government instituted the Families 
First Coronavirus Act and the Coronavirus Aid, 
Relief, and Economic Security Act (CARES Act), 
which included increased access to and gener-

osity of UI and food assistance (through in-
creased SNAP benefits and the creation of the 
Pandemic Electronic Benefits Transfer bene-
fits, which supported families who lost free or 
reduced-price school meals when schools 
closed), and an eviction moratorium (from 
March 2020 through August 2021). In addition, 
the federal government delivered stimulus 
checks, with the first going out in April 2020, a 
second delivered in December 2020 and Janu-
ary 2021, and the third in March 2021. The first 
stimulus check provided $1,200 per adult and 
$500 per dependent child to single filers who 
made $75,000 or less and to those married and 
filing jointly who made $150,000 or less. The 
second stimulus check delivered $600 per adult 
and $600 per dependent child, and the last 
stimulus check was $1,400 per adult and $1,400 
per dependent child. Individuals who had filed 
a tax return in 2018 or 2019 automatically re-
ceived the stimulus checks, and those who did 
not could apply online through the Internal 
Revenue Service (IRS). Estimates suggest that 
92 percent of households that were potentially 
eligible for the stimulus checks received them, 
with Hispanic individuals being the least likely 
to do so (Clark et al. 2023). 

Present Study
To examine how mothers experienced and per-
ceived available financial resources during the 
COVID pandemic, we conducted in-depth in-
terviews with mothers of young children par-
ticipating in the Baby’s First Years (BFY) uncon-
ditional cash transfer study in Louisiana. We 
investigate mothers’ perceptions during the 
first months of the pandemic, from April to 
December 2020. During this time period, our 
team interviewed twenty-one mothers once 
and another twenty-two mothers twice. We 
compare mothers’ perceptions of three types 
of resources that they discussed frequently 
(UI, stimulus payments, and the BFY cash 
gift), shedding light on whether and why they 
thought about these resources differently. We 
are also able to observe whether mothers’ per-
ceptions of these resources changed over the 
course of several months. This unique context 
allows us to examine mothers’ perceptions of 
resources that were not part of their typical ap-
proaches to making ends meet, shedding light 



4 0 	 t h r e e  d e c a d e s  s i n c e  m a k i n g  e n d s  mee   t

r s f :  t h e  r u s s e l l  s a g e  f o u n d a t i o n  j o u r n a l  o f  t h e  s o c i a l  s c i e n c e s

on how potential recipients may interact with 
crisis-induced resources.

All mothers in the present study were from 
New Orleans, which means these mothers ex-
perienced Louisiana’s policy context. As de-
scribed by Sarah Bruch and colleagues (2026), 
state policy discretion, including program eli-
gibility and benefit levels, shapes program par-
ticipation. In particular, state and local discre-
tion shaped access to UI benefits during the 
COVID pandemic, influencing eligibility (Bell 
et al. 2023). Prior to the pandemic, only 11 per-
cent of unemployed workers in Louisiana re-
ceived UI because of the state’s strict eligibility 
guidelines (Bridges 2020). Louisiana had the 
second lowest average weekly UI benefit of all 
states in the US, supplying 23 percent of an av-
erage weekly wage. Due to its UI system and 
other preparedness measures, Louisiana was 
among the five worst states in being economi-
cally prepared for a recession, such as the one 
that occurred during the COVID pandemic 
(Leachman and Sullivan 2020). While the ad-
ditional $600 of federal UI benefits per week 
due to the pandemic allowed Louisiana work-
ers to receive over 100 percent of their wages on 
average (Koeze 2020), there were still various 
issues with the state’s UI system. For example, 
during the first months of the pandemic, the 
Louisiana Workforce Commission erroneously 
notified nearly eight thousand individuals that 
they needed to repay thousands of dollars of UI 
(Ozimek 2020). Therefore, we see how this 
state-level discretion shapes recipients’ experi-
ences navigating systems and dealing with un-
certainty.

This study highlights how administrative 
burdens incur psychological costs that shape 
whether and how individuals rely on resources 
to make ends meet. While previous research 
has investigated the role of income instability 
in the lives of those with lower incomes, we in-
vestigate how mothers with limited incomes 
perceived unique assistance programs during 
the COVID-19 crisis and how these perceptions 
shaped the uncertainty they felt about benefit 
receipt. This contributes to the literature on 
how mothers made ends meet during the 

COVID pandemic, as well as the literature on 
administrative burden, as we examine uncer-
tainty as a psychological cost. The research on 
administrative burdens largely focuses on pol-
icy and program stigma as a psychological cost. 
There is limited work investigating other as-
pects of psychological costs, such as limited 
autonomy and experiences of stress (Herd and 
Moynihan 2018). This study enhances our un-
derstanding of administrative burden by ex-
ploring how mothers with lower incomes expe-
rience the psychological cost of uncertainty.

Data and Methods
Baby’s First Years is the first randomized con-
trolled trial that seeks to understand the im-
pacts of poverty reduction on children and fam-
ilies in the United States. Recruitment began in 
2018, when researchers approached mothers in 
hospitals following the birth of a child. All 
mothers were over the age of eighteen, living 
below the federal poverty line, and located in 
one of four metro areas: New Orleans, Omaha, 
New York City, or the Twin Cities. After mothers 
consented to participate in a child develop-
ment study, they were offered the opportunity 
to be randomly assigned to receive $20 (low-gift 
group) or $333 (high-gift group) per month. One 
thousand eligible mothers chose to participate. 
Mothers were informed that these monthly 
cash gifts were unconditional (in other words, 
they did not require any behavior, including 
study participation or limited purchasing de
cisions), provided by a philanthropic source, 
and would last until the focal child was forty 
months old.1 They received the cash gift 
monthly on a debit card on the date of their 
child’s birth.

Baby’s First Years: Mothers’ Voices is the 
qualitative portion of the larger BFY study. For 
the present BFY:MV sample, we used a strati-
fied random sampling approach, drawing from 
the larger BFY sample from New Orleans.2 This 
stratified random sampling approach occurred 
within site and accounted for gift group and 
first-time mother status. The current study only 
includes interviews with mothers from New Or-
leans because they had an additional pandemic 

1. The duration has since been extended to the time the focal child is 76 months old.

2. Other waves of the BFY:MV study included mothers from Omaha, New York City, and the Twin Cities.
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interview, described in the following para-
graphs. This study was approved by the Insti-
tutional Review Board at the University of Wis-
consin–Madison.

Figure A.1 shows a timeline of relevant pan-
demic and study events. The team conducted 
BFY:MV Wave 1 interviews from July 2019 to 
September 2020 and Wave 2 and pandemic-
specific interviews from July 2020 to August 
2021. We aimed to space out the Wave 1, Wave 
2, and pandemic interviews so we could cap-
ture how mothers’ experiences unfolded over 
time. At the onset of the pandemic, we added 
the wave of pandemic interviews (only for 
mothers in New Orleans due to logistical fac-
tors and cost constraints) because we did not 
want up to a year to pass between our conver
sations with mothers so that we could better 
understand how they were weathering the 
COVID-19 crisis. All interviews inquired about 
topics such as income sources, income support 
program experiences, expenditure decisions, 
experiences with BFY, and parenting. The inter-
views that occurred after the onset of the 
COVID pandemic included questions related to 
mothers’ pandemic financial experiences. The 
interviews that we scheduled after the onset of 
the pandemic took place via phone—previ-
ously, interviews took place in person.

We draw on the interviews that occurred be-
tween April and December 2020 to focus on 
mothers’ experiences during the onset of the 
pandemic. This aligns with the timing of the 
first stimulus check from the federal govern-
ment (Center on Budget and Policy Priorities 
2022; Danziger and Murphy 2022). The onset of 
the pandemic was a time that included the roll-
out of new resources mothers had not inter-
acted with before, including stimulus pay-
ments and expanded UI. Therefore, we gain 
insight into mothers’ first encounters with 
these new resources. Also, focusing specifically 
on this time period allows us to learn about 
their views of an unconditional cash transfer 
during the onset of this crisis, as opposed to in 
response to chronic shortfalls.

Fifty mothers from New Orleans completed 
Wave 1 interviews. Five of these mothers par-
ticipated in interviews prior to April 2020, and 
they did not complete subsequent interviews, 
so they are excluded from the present study. 

Two additional mothers had Wave 1 interviews 
prior to April 2020, and their Wave 2 and pan-
demic interviews occurred after December 
2020, so they are also not part of the analytic 
sample. Between April and December, we inter-
viewed twenty-two of the forty-three mothers 
twice, with these interviews typically separated 
by five months’ time. We also interviewed 
twenty-one mothers once during this time 
(their other interviews may have occurred out-
side this timeframe). Therefore, we draw on a 
total of sixty-five interviews across forty-three 
mothers for this analysis. Table 1 displays the 
demographic characteristics of these forty-
three women. Notably, no mothers received 
Temporary Assistance for Needy Families, 
pointing to the dramatic change in welfare us-
age since the time of welfare reform (Edin and 
Lein 1997; Loprest 2012). We include mothers 
regardless of partnership status (unpartnered, 
partnered, noncoresidential, cohabiting, and 
married) because financial challenges remain 
quite common for socioeconomically disadvan-
taged women, regardless of such status (Brady 
et al. 2024; Sigle-Rushton and McLanahan 
2002).

Analysis
The BFY:MV research team deductively coded 
all interview transcripts using Dedoose 9.0.62. 
We took a symbolic interactionist approach to 
our data analysis, which focuses on the mean-
ings that individuals attribute to their situa-
tions, derived from their perceptions of and in-
teractions with their surroundings (Blumer 
1969). This approach is suited to the present 
study, as it provides a framework for under-
standing mothers’ perceptions of their finan-
cial resources and the meaning that they attri-
bute to them, which may shape their decisions 
about how to plan for and use these resources. 

Our analyses may be shaped by our own so-
cial positions, including our racial and socio-
economic backgrounds (both authors identify 
as White and neither is living below the poverty 
line). To expand our perspectives and under-
standing, we exchanged ideas with the broader 
research team, which includes members of var-
ious racial and ethnic identities and from an 
array of economic backgrounds. We also 
ground our approach in a broader literature, 
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discussed in our literature review, to draw our 
attention to themes and issues that could be 
important. The participants in this study face 
distinct experiences of administrative burden 
shaped by their racial and socioeconomic posi-
tions (Amerikaner et al. 2025; Jang-Trettien and 
Bolger 2024; Ray et al. 2023). While a full explo-
ration of how race and class intersect with ad-
ministrative burden is beyond the scope of this 
paper, we recognize these dynamics as integral 
to experiences of the social safety net and high-
light them as an important area for future re-
search.

For the current paper, we first deductively 
coded transcripts from all interviews between 
April and December 2020 to capture mothers’ 
financial experiences during the pandemic 
and mothers’ experiences with their BFY 
money during the pandemic. To ensure con-
sistent coding, we conducted regular consis-
tency checks, in which two researchers coded 
the same interview and worked with a third 
researcher to discuss and resolve any discrep-
ancies. We then inductively coded these ex-
cerpts, drawing out themes in mothers’ narra-
tives. Our inductive codes included mothers’ 
approaches to managing their finances, the fi-
nancial resources they discussed, and their 
perceptions of these resources. We analyzed 
these themes to help us understand the finan-
cial management strategies of mothers with 
limited incomes during the pandemic crisis. 
For the mothers with two interviews during 
this timeframe, we coded for any changes that 
occurred between interviews, most of which 
involved changes in employment. To protect 
the identities of the mothers, we use pseud-
onyms and limit identifying information in the 
findings.

Findings
Seventeen of the forty-three BFY:MV mothers 
(40 percent) experienced a job loss during the 
onset of the pandemic, and twenty-nine (67 
percent) lost some amount of their household 
income during this time. This included loss of 
a job or decreased hours for mothers or other 
adults in the household with whom mothers 
shared finances. Twenty-two mothers were not 
working before the pandemic, as they were car-
ing for infants, so these mothers were not at 

risk of job loss. In the full BFY sample, the 
number of hours that mothers worked for pay 
also decreased in 2020, with those in the high-
cash group less likely to work full time at Wave 
2, possibly in response to the pandemic and 
enabled by their cash gift (Sauval et al. 2022).

While the onset of the pandemic repre-
sented a very tumultuous time for many, espe-
cially those with low incomes, some BFY:MV 
mothers felt they had resources to keep them 
afloat. The mothers who were able to readily 
access stimulus checks, UI benefits, and other 
resources described themselves as doing okay 
financially, sometimes even better than before, 
in the early months of the pandemic. This 
aligns with national trends that saw declining 
poverty rates due to the financial supports in 
the CARES Act (Parolin et al. 2022). Given that 
these resources were available and helpful, why 
was this not the predominant experience 
among BFY:MV mothers? The BFY:MV moth-
ers’ narratives suggest that they experienced 
uncertainty about resource receipt that shaped 
the ways in which they mentally allocated re-
sources to make ends meet. For example, 
mothers weighed their likelihood of actually 
receiving resources after applying. This meant 
that they often would not predesignate that po-
tential income to any given expense prior to 
having received it because they were reluctant 
to depend on it. Even when mothers could 
overcome other administrative burdens to 
successfully apply, the uncertainty around 
whether and when they would receive benefits 
limited mothers’ financial planning capacity. 
Many were already managing in challenging fi-
nancial circumstances, so their uncertainty 
around financial planning was compounded 
by the sudden and unexpected economic crisis 
of the COVID pandemic. Uncertainty shaped 
both mothers’ mental accounting of resources, 
as well as the emotional experience of facing 
financial hardship. Therefore, we show how 
uncertainty functions as a psychological cost 
for families navigating income support pro-
grams.

The twenty-two mothers whom we inter-
viewed twice during the study period largely 
did not describe changes in their perceptions 
of certainty regarding financial resources. Half 
of these mothers described increased employ-
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ment the second time we interviewed them, so 
resources such as stimulus checks and UI were 
no longer priorities because their primary 
source of income was from employment. While 
their uncertainty about these safety net re-
sources persisted, mothers relied on the re-
opening of businesses in Louisiana during the 
first year of the pandemic to make ends meet 
through employment. 

We do not observe differences in mothers’ 
perceptions of uncertainty by gift group. This 
could be because a $333 increase in monthly 
income may not change how mothers are 
thinking about other resources. One might ex-
pect that mothers in the high-gift group could 
better financially tolerate the waiting associ-
ated with receiving benefits from programs, 
such as UI or stimulus payments, but this is 
distinct from the feelings of uncertainty that 
mothers had about whether they would re-
ceive benefits from these programs. Further, 
mothers’ eligibility for these resources was 
not changed by BFY gift group status. Individ-
uals in New Orleans could receive up to $847 
per week from UI (approximately $3,388 per 
month) at the onset of the pandemic (Bridges 
2020). Individuals would be unlikely to forgo 
this money due to the presence of the high 
cash gift, as the monthly UI payment was over 
ten times the amount of BFY’s monthly high-
gift payment. This is another potential reason 
why we do not observe differences in percep-
tions of safety net resources between high- 
and low-gift groups during the onset of the 
pandemic.

Here, we illustrate uncertainty in mothers’ 
narratives by examining how this theme mani-
fested around three different resources (the 
BFY cash gift, UI, and stimulus payments) that 
mothers frequently discussed during the early 
months of the pandemic. We focus on re-
sources that were not part of mothers’ typical 
approaches to making ends meet (UI and stim-
ulus payments) and compare mothers’ experi-
ences with these resources to their experiences 
with their BFY cash gift. Therefore, we shed 
light on how mothers think about the resources 
beyond their typical income sources, includ-
ing those that they are not used to managing, 
in contrast with those that they are used to 
managing. Understanding perceptions of new 

financial assistance programs is valuable be-
cause it reveals the challenges and opportu
nities involved when delivering novel resources 
to households that have never received them 
before—insights that can inform more effective 
policy implementation and support, especially 
when households experience crises.

Mothers also discussed perceptions of re-
sources during the pandemic that were part of 
their typical approaches to making ends meet. 
Even with familiar benefits like SNAP, mothers 
still experienced uncertainty about their re-
ceipt during the pandemic. However, unlike 
with new benefits, their previous experience 
with the SNAP program provided them with 
strategies to address this uncertainty, such as 
knowing how to contact their caseworkers 
when questions arose. This contrast highlights 
that uncertainty affects recipients of both new 
and familiar benefits, though the tools avail-
able to manage that uncertainty may differ de-
pending on experience. In our findings, we an-
alyze mothers’ interactions with unfamiliar 
financial resources to reveal how they initially 
understand and incorporate new forms of as-
sistance into their strategies to make ends 
meet. This approach provides insights into the 
experiences associated with recipients’ first en-
counters with new resources, which can be par-
ticularly relevant during times of crisis.

While uncertainty likely shapes perceptions 
of other resources, in our study, we focus on 
three resources that were of particular impor-
tance during the COVID-19 economic crisis to 
demonstrate how policy design shaped moth-
ers’ uncertainty. These three resources differed 
in their implementation structures, particu-
larly in benefit frequency, eligibility, and appli-
cation processes. These policy design elements 
shaped mothers’ abilities to predict when and 
whether they would receive benefits, creating 
varying degrees of certainty that may have in-
fluenced their financial planning and decision-
making capabilities. In comparing the three 
benefits, we highlight mothers’ varying percep-
tions of uncertainty regarding the resources 
available to them, which they describe as shap-
ing the utility of such income sources for them; 
when they were uncertain about a resource, 
they were less apt to rely on it as they figured 
out how to make ends meet. 
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Mothers expressed more confidence in the 
receipt of the BFY cash gift and more uncer-
tainty when they discussed UI and stimulus 
payments. They did not describe concerns 
about their BFY cash gift not arriving on their 
card each month. They knew the day (and often 
even the time of day) when the money arrived 
on their card. With more certainty of receipt, 
mothers felt confident that they could rely on 
the resource’s arrival and could mentally allo-
cate these funds toward particular expenses 
even before it arrived. This certainty shaped 
mothers’ abilities to make use of benefits for 
their financial planning. We note the absence 
of such discussions of planning and mental al-
locations around UI and stimulus payments, as 
mothers expressed uncertainty about their re-
ceipt.

Baby’s First Years Cash Gift
Mothers consistently spoke with certainty 
about receiving the BFY monthly cash gift, es-
pecially compared to the other resources de-
scribed in the following sections. The design 
and delivery of the BFY gift likely shaped their 
feelings of certainty (Gennetian et al. 2023). 
Mothers did not have to seek out this money in 
the first place, and they did not need to verify 
eligibility, update contact information, or com-
plete paperwork to continue collecting it. 
Mothers received the BFY money, deposited 
onto their card, from the time that they agreed 
to participate in the study. This differs from 
other benefit delivery mechanisms, such as the 
stimulus payment, that mothers received via 
check or direct deposit and had to wait for. For 
example, when we asked what day of the month 
her BFY money arrived on the card, Krista, a 
twenty-three-year-old White mother of two, 
provided the exact hour of the day that the 
money arrived: “It’s usually at 7 o’clock on the 
11th.” For Krista and others, there wasn’t a 
question of whether or when the money would 
arrive. In contrast with some other safety net 
programs, the BFY cash gift was not disrupted 
during the pandemic, so certainty about BFY 
receipt persisted throughout the crisis. Across 
the 12,000 monthly payments that BFY dis-
bursed over the first year, 98 percent were de-
livered on time (Halpern-Meekin et al. 2024). 
This did not vary between the mothers in the 

high- and low-cash-gift groups, although the 
different gift amounts are obviously distinct in 
their utility.

Gennetian and colleagues (2021) outline 
program design components that may shape 
recipients’ certainty regarding cash transfer re-
ceipt, such as (un)conditionality, frequency, 
predictability, timing, duration, and amount. 
In BFY, the frequency, timing, and amount are 
consistent and unconditional, creating a pre-
dictable source of income every month for 
mothers, about which mothers felt certain of 
receipt. These features of the cash transfer 
could contribute to mothers’ confidence in de-
pending on the BFY money to come through. 
This is consistent with Natalia Rojas and col-
leagues’ (2020) finding that the predictability 
of a cash transfer allowed mothers with low in-
comes to prospectively include this money in 
their budgets. For the mothers in the BFY:MV 
study, the BFY money was a unique resource 
during the pandemic because they could de-
pend on it arriving consistently without them 
having to engage with an administrative sys-
tem. This made it easier to plan on receiving 
this income and to mentally allocate it to cer-
tain expenses before it was in hand.

When asked how she spent her high cash 
gift, Yesenia, a twenty-seven-year-old Latina 
mother of two in New Orleans, responded, “Ev-
ery time it comes, I buy his two packages of 
Pampers . . . and I pay the phone bills from 
that.” Yesenia’s response demonstrates how 
mothers often had typical purchases that they 
planned to make every month using the BFY 
money, since they assumed this money would 
arrive. This reliability throughout the onset of 
an economic crisis may have been especially 
important. Yesenia and other mothers could 
plan the timing of their expenditures to align 
with their receipt of their monthly cash gift be-
cause they felt confident that this resource 
would show up on time. In the following sec-
tions, we hear notable uncertainty in mothers’ 
descriptions of UI and stimulus payments, 
which contrasts with their experiences with the 
BFY cash gift. We make these comparisons to 
highlight how mothers talk differently about 
their financial planning strategies for resources 
about which they feel certainty versus those 
they do not.
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Unemployment Insurance
Twenty-nine of the forty-three mothers lived in 
households that were eligible for pandemic UI 
due to loss of income or loss of a job.3 While 
mothers may have experienced job loss before, 
this did not mean they would necessarily gain 
familiarity with the UI system because many 
individuals with low wages are not eligible for 
UI under normal circumstances (Goger et al. 
2020). Further, overwhelmed state UI systems 
had slower processing times and drastically 
higher wait times for customer service assis-
tance during the pandemic (Acs and Karpman 
2020), meaning previous experiences would not 
have been mirrored during this crisis. Of these 
twenty-nine eligible mothers, eight had begun 
receiving their UI payments at the time of their 
interviews, and four had someone else in their 
household receiving UI. When mothers’ part-
ners lost their jobs, some mothers described 
trying to figure out the UI system with their 
partners. Because mothers often shared in-
come with partners, they saw this as a joint pro-
cess. Even when they successfully applied, 
many mothers did not know whether or when 
they would begin receiving their benefits while 
they were waiting. This meant that they did not 
feel they could engage in financial planning 
with these funds.

The design and delivery mechanisms of UI 
shaped the uncertainty that mothers faced sur-
rounding this resource. The UI application sys-
tem did not automatically notify mothers of 
their approval or denial, so they had to wait for 
an approval notification in the mail (Foster 
2020). If they were eventually approved, the ap-
plication system told applicants what they 
could receive, but it did not clearly notify them 
about the amount that they would receive or 
when they would receive it (Foster 2020). This 
meant that mothers had to wait for their UI 
payment to come through to know this infor-
mation. The overwhelmed UI system pro-
longed these wait times (Acs and Karpman 
2020). Further, fluctuating maximum UI benefit 
levels amplified mothers’ uncertainty about 
the amount they would be receiving, as they did 

not know when these changes would take ef-
fect. Together, these features contributed to a 
system that fostered mothers’ uncertainty 
about UI receipt, which differed from their ex-
periences with the BFY cash gift.

In her interview in August 2020, Isabella, a 
thirty-one-year-old Latina mother of five, 
shared that she and her partner had to wait “a 
couple of months for [the unemployment of-
fice] to get everything in order” when her part-
ner lost his position at a refinery and applied 
for UI. After he had been approved and received 
UI (around $800 a week) for about a month, 
Isabella heard that the government might  
be ending the expanded UI program and that 
the UI payments would decrease. When we 
asked Isabella when that would happen, she 
responded, “We won’t know until he actually 
gets his deposit Friday.” The decrease in UI 
amount—from $800 to $500—would mean a 
substantial income loss for Isabella’s family. 
This was especially difficult because Isabella 
shared that the UI paid all of their bills, except 
for half the rent, which Isabella paid with her 
Supplemental Security Income (SSI) check. 
While Isabella felt that she could count on her 
SSI income to arrive, her uncertainty about the 
potential loss of UI meant that they could not 
rely on this income to plan bill payments until 
they had the funds in hand each week. Manag-
ing their finances was, therefore, beset with un-
certainty.

Serena, a thirty-seven-year-old Black mother 
of three, also experienced uncertainty regard-
ing UI receipt. She started a UI application after 
losing her job, but after struggling with the ap-
plication process, she was unsure whether she 
had actually applied. Online safety concerns 
stopped her from following up to confirm her 
application had been submitted. Therefore, 
she did not know whether she would receive 
her UI check. She explained, “So, I kind of gave 
up on, like, if it’s something out there for me, 
it’s going to be sent to me because you have all 
my information, you have my home address. If 
there’s something, it’ll be sent to me. I’m kind 
of worn out.” Without knowing whether and 

3. Louisiana’s maximum UI benefit was $247 per week, and the CARES Act added $600 to that from March 
through July 2020 (Bridges 2020). At that point, Louisiana continued expanded UI benefits of an additional 
$300 a week through July 2021 (Office of the Governor 2020).
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when her UI benefits might begin, she ap-
proached making ends meet by taking it “day 
by day, you know. You got to figure out your 
next move,” which was difficult given her recent 
job loss. Lacking confidence that assistance 
programs would deliver resources, mothers 
like Serena might not be able to engage in con-
sumption smoothing or other forms of finan-
cial planning, as they took things “day by day.” 
Uncertainty, therefore, may impede mothers 
from incorporating resources from safety net 
programs into their financial planning.

Nina, a twenty-seven-year-old Black mother 
of four in the high-gift group, described how 
her uncertainty regarding receipt of her part-
ner’s UI left her unable to rely on this income 
to pay an overdue water bill. During her inter-
view at the end of July 2020, she explained how 
her partner had recently lost his restaurant job, 
so he applied for UI, but the application was 
still being processed. They were waiting to find 
out about UI when they received an overdue wa-
ter bill in the mail. “Right now, it’s pretty hard 
because we just got our water bill in the mail 
for like $275. . . . So, we’re trying to see how 
we’re going to pay that. I mean, I’ll have to pay 
it on the first and maybe on the 14th.” Nina 
grappled with how they were going to pay this 
bill and concluded that she would pay it on the 
first of the month, when she received disability 
benefits, and then pay any remaining balance 
two weeks later, when she received her monthly 
BFY cash gift. Mothers like Nina did not feel 
certain about if or when UI payments would ar-
rive, and they did not discuss it as they de-
scribed their plans for how to pay bills. Unlike 
UI payments, Nina felt confident that the dis-
ability benefits and the BFY money would ar-
rive, so she did mentally allocate these income 
sources in advance as she figured out how to 
pay her bill.

In July 2020, Raven, a thirty-two-year-old 
Black and Native American mother of one in 
the high-gift group, described how her hus-
band lost his job due to the pandemic, so he 
applied for UI. He was still waiting for the UI 
office to approve his application. She explained, 
“It’s been a waiting game forever for someone 
to call him back.” When we interviewed Raven 
again in October 2020, her husband had been 
approved for UI, and they were receiving it on 

a weekly basis. Because the receipt of this in-
come became reliable and consistent for Raven 
and her husband, they were able to use their 
knowledge that this money would come 
through to financially plan. Raven was the only 
mother in our sample who reported a change 
in perceptions of resource certainty between 
her first and second interviews. She displayed 
similar certainty regarding receipt of UI and 
the BFY cash gift, and so she included both in 
her plans for how to pay their bills: “It’s like 
$220 weekly for unemployment, and [the BFY 
cash gift] comes on the 8th. So that would, 
when [both] come, that’s about 500 or so dol-
lars, and that will pay for our electricity, rent, 
and—yeah, electricity, rent and the internet.” 
This shows how consistent receipt of a benefit 
may curtail the uncertainty that households 
may initially feel about the benefit coming 
through. While households may have had the 
opportunity to develop this certainty through 
weekly UI payments, stimulus payments were 
delivered less frequently, which may have 
shaped mothers’ ongoing uncertainty sur-
rounding this resource.

Stimulus Checks 
Nearly all BFY:MV mothers were entitled to re-
ceive the stimulus checks, yet only twenty-three 
mothers had received stimulus checks by the 
time of their interviews. Thirteen of these 
mothers were formally working when the pan-
demic began; therefore, the IRS had their infor-
mation and could automatically send them 
stimulus checks. For mothers who had been 
formally employed, the administrative burdens 
were low, as they would receive this resource 
without needing to do anything. However, even 
mothers who had been working and filed taxes 
were not immune from feeling uncertain about 
receiving a stimulus check, for example, there 
were several who did not know whether their 
stimulus checks would be garnished.

The delivery system for the stimulus pay-
ments was intended to minimize administra-
tive burdens because they were automatically 
delivered to individuals who had filed taxes in 
tax years 2018 or 2019. Twenty of the twenty-
three BFY:MV mothers who received stimulus 
payments received them automatically. While 
some of these mothers were not working im-
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mediately prior to the pandemic, they may have 
worked beforehand and filed taxes in 2018 or 
2019. Additionally, mothers’ partners, rather 
than mothers themselves, may have received 
these stimulus payments automatically, with 
the income shared within the household. Two 
additional mothers spoke about having re-
ceived a stimulus check after filling out an ap-
plication, and one sought help from a tax pre-
parer. While mothers were aware of the 
stimulus payment program, most mothers who 
did not automatically receive the checks did 
not know about their personal eligibility or pay-
ment status. Like the UI system, there was no 
automatic notification about whether and 
when mothers would receive a stimulus check. 
To see this information, mothers had to look 
up their stimulus check status on the IRS web-
site, a step that many did not know was avail-
able. Because of this design, many mothers did 
not know whether or when they would receive 
a stimulus payment. For example, Cassandra, 
a nineteen-year-old Black mother of one, said, 
“[W]e don’t know if Trump is going to give us 
those checks.” Likewise, Nakeisha, a thirty-one-
year-old Black mother of two, said, “I wish I’d 
get . . . the stimulus. Yeah, I think they’re play-
ing around. I don’t think nobody going to get 
it.” Such statements illustrate the distrust and 
uncertainty that many mothers felt toward 
some of the available resources during the early 
months of the pandemic. Mothers did not 
make financial plans with the stimulus check 
in mind because they were unsure whether it 
would arrive. This contrasts with how parents 
mentally manage money they are more confi-
dent will arrive, such as their annual tax re-
funds (Halpern-Meekin et al. 2015). While tax 
refunds often provide for debt repayment and 
asset building (Mendenhall et al. 2012), the 
stimulus checks were designed to address 
acute economic need; however, many BFY:MV 
mothers did not fully benefit from this design. 
Before they had the money in hand, the stimu-
lus checks did not appear to ease mothers’ con-
cerns about making ends meet because many 
were uncertain they would actually see this 
money. Therefore, mothers did not consider it 
a resource that they could financially plan 
around until they had received it.

As noted, some mothers had already re-

ceived stimulus checks at the time of their in-
terviews, but some still reflected back on the 
uncertainty they had experienced prior to their 
receipt. For example, Jade, a twenty-six-year-old 
Black mother of two, was surprised to receive 
her stimulus check in the mail at the beginning 
of May. “I honestly didn’t know I was getting 
one until I opened my mailbox, and my mom 
was like, ‘Ooh, you got the stimulus?’ And I was 
like, ‘Well, what is it?’ And she was like, ‘Oh, it’s 
based on your tax refund. If you filed taxes last 
year, then you should get it.’ . . . Yeah, I was 
kind of happy for it.” The unexpected nature of 
the stimulus checks underlines mothers’ un-
certainty regarding this resource; even some 
mothers who eventually received their checks, 
like Jade, reflected on not having known 
whether they would come through before they 
received them. This meant they could not in-
clude these funds in their mental calculations 
for how to make ends meet prior to receiving 
the check. This illustrates how the psychologi-
cal cost of uncertainty can create barriers to 
financial planning.

Discussion
The psychological cost of uncertainty about re-
source receipt shaped how mothers with low 
incomes were able to manage their resources. 
Through mothers’ narratives we learn how un-
certainty, alongside the generosity of benefits, 
shapes whether and how individuals can rely 
on government assistance to financially plan 
for their households. Uncertainty and the ex-
tent to which it changes how people allocate 
household resources are understudied; such 
dynamics may substantially impact the utility 
of government programs. For example, the 
2024 changes to the Free Application for Fed-
eral Student Aid form created uncertainty that 
led to declines in college enrollment (Messen-
ger and Romans 2024).

The onset of the pandemic was an acute cri-
sis. While it is common for families with low 
incomes to experience income volatility (Dynan 
et al. 2012), the pandemic disrupted employ-
ment, kin resource sharing, schooling, child-
care, and transportation, among many others, 
all at the same time (Ananat and Gassman-
Pines 2020; Heggeness and Fields 2020; Parker 
et al. 2021; Rinker et al. 2020). While new sup-
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ports, such as stimulus checks and expanded 
UI, were available, the psychological costs of 
uncertainty undermined how some mothers 
could use these resources to financially plan for 
their households. Because these resources were 
new, mothers had never engaged with them be-
fore. Therefore, we also learn about how moth-
ers may perceive resources that are new to 
them outside the context of the pandemic, 
such as when they draw on financial support 
from a program for the first time. This is im-
portant to understand, as ongoing crises that 
disrupt families’ finances, such as hurricanes, 
may present similar challenges. For example, 
while the Federal Emergency Management 
Agency offers financial assistance to hurricane 
survivors (FEMA 2024), some may have never 
received this assistance before, which could 
lead to uncertainty and barriers to financial 
planning. Aside from the quantity of resources 
transferred, if the presence or absence of un-
certainty alters financial planning, this could 
affect households’ economic well-being. Re-
search suggests that households that engage in 
financial planning are in better financial posi-
tions later, even controlling for factors like age, 
educational attainment, and income, and that 
engaging in financial planning may moderate 
the association between financial knowledge 
and well-being (Lee et al. 2020).

Future research should further investigate 
what drives uncertainty about resource receipt. 
One factor may be distrust of government pro-
grams, particularly for resources that people 
have not used before. This distrust may be 
particularly pronounced among minoritized 
groups who have experienced harm by the gov-
ernment (Griffen et al. 2022). Racial disparities 
in receipt of government aid, community 
health, and trust of resources were particularly 
salient during the COVID pandemic (Abraham 
et al. 2021; Bernstein et al. 2021; Best et al. 2021). 
Additionally, mothers’ previous experiences 
with delays and disruptions in income support 
programs may have guided their uncertainty 
(Elliott et al. 2021; Halpern-Meekin et al. 2015). 
To protect themselves from increased financial 
hardship, mothers may have felt it was safer to 
not rely on income from these sources, despite 
their generosity. Many households benefited 
from these supports, but the generosity of the 

benefits was distinct from the uncertainty 
that mothers felt about them. While it may be 
safer to not rely on income sources that one is 
unsure about receiving, this article suggests 
that features of policy design may shape the 
(un)certainty that individuals feel about their 
resources. This is especially important to un-
derstand among mothers with lower incomes, 
who, unlike those with more financial re-
sources, may not have the funds that enable a 
backup plan to cover financial gaps if antici-
pated resources do not come through.

We see that mothers felt more certainty in 
receiving the BFY cash gift than UI and stimu-
lus checks. Even as cash transfer programs be-
come more common in the United States (Sted-
man 2023), they are not widespread. Mothers 
in the study experienced minimal disruptions 
to BFY gift receipt, in part due to its uncondi-
tional nature. This experience contrasts with 
mothers’ discussions of stimulus payments 
and UI, in which they faced uncertainty, as it 
was unclear whether submitted applications 
would actually result in benefit receipt. For ex-
ample, benefit information could be opaque, 
as some users of the IRS’s “Get My Payment” 
website would receive a message, “Payment sta-
tus not available,” which could mean either 
that they were ineligible or that their payment 
had not yet been processed (Picchi 2021). Moth-
ers felt they could not rely on the receipt of 
stimulus checks and UI, and they did not de-
scribe financially planning around them in ad-
vance of their receipt. Thus, we see that some 
features of safety net programs may limit moth-
ers’ abilities to budget due to how they perceive 
those resources. Both financial knowledge and 
financial self-efficacy are important factors in 
budgeting practices (Rothwell et al. 2016). Un-
certainty about the receipt of these income 
sources may undermine both knowledge and 
efficacy because families could neither men-
tally allocate nor create goals for these income 
sources.

These findings also suggest that mothers’ 
ongoing experiences with receiving resources 
may alleviate uncertainty. For example, moth-
ers were unlikely to have previously interacted 
with UI due to eligibility restrictions. Mothers’ 
lack of experience with UI, especially during the 
pandemic, fostered uncertainty about receipt 
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of this resource. However, as we saw in Raven’s 
two interviews, individuals may be able to es-
tablish more certainty over time, which enables 
financial planning, as they receive resources ac-
curately and consistently. While this was not a 
common experience among the mothers in the 
study, it illustrates how uncertainty may be mit-
igated as individuals receive benefits correctly 
over time. This emphasizes the important role 
of benefit delivery reliability (both in terms of 
timing and benefit amount) in creating or un-
dermining certainty.

The policy implications of these patterns of-
fer insight into the rollout of, education about, 
and accessibility of financial resources, espe-
cially during an economic crisis. Default enroll-
ment and limited administrative barriers in-
crease individuals’ capacity to engage with 
resources (Currie 2004). Because stimulus 
checks had automated distribution for those 
who were integrated into the tax system, those 
who were already more marginalized faced the 
greatest barriers to receipt. While administra-
tive burdens are sometimes regarded as mech-
anisms for ensuring that only deserving or ded-
icated people receive benefits (Heinrich et al. 
2022; Schuck and Zeckhauser 2006), the present 
study shows how a dimension of psychological 
costs—uncertainty—may undermine financial 
planning for those seeking support. Changing 
parents’ confidence in receiving assistance 
could alter their ability to plan around this 
money to support their families. That is, by re-
ducing the psychological cost of uncertainty, 
policy and programmatic decisions can sup-
port recipients’ financial planning. This does 
not suggest that the government could have 
completely eliminated uncertainty during the 
unprecedented crisis of the pandemic. How-
ever, it highlights specific design principles 
that could enhance future benefit systems, 
such as consistent distribution and clear com-
munication systems that provide information 
on benefit amount, status, and expected timing 
of receipt. These measures could reduce uncer-
tainty by giving recipients clear expectations 
about when and how resources will arrive, 
thereby enabling effective financial manage-
ment.

This study also raises questions about how 
policymakers can design programs to reduce 

uncertainty more broadly. Mothers described 
uncertainty in waiting to learn whether they 
were approved for a benefit, when they would 
receive a payment, and how much they would 
receive. The purpose of the delayed notification 
in the present systems is to verify eligibility. 
However, designing programs that automati-
cally notify the applicant of these details would 
likely reduce uncertainty and promote finan-
cial planning. For example, following the Af-
fordable Care Act, states could implement au-
tomatic Medicaid eligibility determinations, 
which allowed for smooth benefit receipt pro-
cesses among beneficiaries (Wishner et al. 
2018). Policymakers may consider doing the 
same for other programs, including real-time 
benefit amount and receipt date notifications, 
especially as guidance increases on the respon-
sible use of artificial intelligence in govern-
ment (see Young 2024). New technologies could 
move the system beyond requiring human ver-
ification; however, policymakers must weigh 
potential gains in certainty with potential 
technology-induced errors in benefit awards.

In addition to wait times that foster uncer-
tainty, the interconnectedness of the UI sys-
tem, the child support system, and the IRS may 
exacerbate uncertainty for families who owe 
child support or certain kinds of student loans, 
as this debt could be garnished from other ben-
efits (IRS 2024). As policymakers weigh these 
approaches, they can consider the implications 
both for financially assisting and enabling fi-
nancial planning for economically vulnerable 
families.

Future research should engage with paren-
tal perceptions of resource certainty both in 
and outside of the pandemic context, including 
more local resources and programming, and 
among different types of potential recipients. 
It is an open question whether those with more 
economic resources would have had the same 
perceptions and experiences regarding the ad-
ministrative burden of uncertainty. However, 
their ability to cope with these issues is likely 
different, as they are more likely to have other 
resources, such as savings, to depend on as 
they navigate safety net systems and await ben-
efit receipt (Beverly and Sherraden 1999). Ad-
ditionally, our study is limited by the makeup 
of our sample. We cannot explore how moth-
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ers’ perceptions of and experiences with uncer-
tainty might be shaped by their race and/or eth-
nicity, as our sample has limited representation 
across racial and ethnic groups. Future re-
search should further investigate how race and 
ethnicity may shape experiences of (un)cer-
tainty.

The mothers in BFY:MV worked hard to 
make ends meet, and they drew on an array of 
resources to do so during the early months of 
the pandemic. However, the degree to which 

programs were useful in their financial plan-
ning depended on administrative burdens, in-
cluding mothers’ certainty about their receipt. 
To understand the impacts of social assistance 
programs, therefore, requires attention not just 
to their generosity or benefit levels but also to 
whether individuals can confidently rely on re-
sources to arrive in a timely and consistent way. 
This may help ensure that recipients can use 
their resources efficiently and in ways that pre-
vent economic hardship.

Figure A.1. Timeline of Study-Related Events

Source: Authors’ compilation.

July 2018
 Baby’s First Years
 recruitment and

 monthly
 payments begin

March 2020 
Congress passes the
 CARES Act, which
 expanded UI and

 established a stimulus
 payment package

July 2020 
BFY:MV Wave 2

 interviews begin
 and continue

 through August
 2021; focal 

children begin
 turning 2

July 2019 
BFY:MV Wave 1

 interviews begin and
 continue through
 September 2020;

 focal children
 begin turning 1

April 2020
Federal

 government
 begins distributing

 first round of 
stimulus payments

BFY:MV Pandemic
 Wave interviews 

begin in
 New Orleans

 and continue 
through

 August 2021
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Making Ends Meet Thirty Years 
Later: How Single Mothers 
Survive on Low Incomes
Natash a V.  Pilk ausk as a nd Kevin Bruey

This paper documents the well-being of low-income single mothers nearly thirty years after welfare reform. 
Using unique data from a monthly cross-sectional survey of 7,186 low-income single mothers who are cur-
rently receiving or recently received Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program benefits, we consider how 
mothers are faring today as compared to similar mothers in the early 1990s, those who were part of Edin and 
Lein’s 1997 book Making Ends Meet. We report mothers’ employment, earnings, and use of the private and 
public safety net to make ends meet. We find that both single mothers who work and those who do not work 
rely on a variety of these resources to survive. Despite accessing an array of supports, single mothers experi-
ence very high levels of material hardship and back-owed debts. Employed mothers are able to draw on 
slightly greater economic resources as compared to mothers who are not employed, but they still experience 
extremely high rates of material hardship, suggesting that welfare reform has not effectively “made work 
pay” for the most disadvantaged single mothers.

Keywords: poverty, material hardship, low-income mothers, welfare reform, food stamps, employment

M a k i n g  E n d s  M e e t  T h i r t y  Y e a r s  L a t e r

In 1996, President Bill Clinton ended “welfare 
as we know it” and signed into law the Personal 
Responsibility and Work Opportunity Recon-
ciliation Act (PRWORA), or “welfare reform.” 
PRWORA ended the entitlement to cash welfare 
for mothers in need, establishing a new cash 
welfare system (Temporary Assistance for 
Needy Families [TANF]) with stricter eligibility 
requirements, including a work requirement 

(see Ananat et al. 2026 for more details). Since 
welfare reform, access to basic cash assistance 
among families below the official federal pov-
erty line has declined significantly from about 
60 percent of families in 1994 to only 15 percent 
of families in 2020, and the magnitude of an-
nualized benefits to recipients has also de-
clined (Bruch et al. 2026). More broadly, federal 
and state social safety nets have become in-

https://doi.org/10.7758/RSF.2026.12.2.02
mailto:npilkaus@umich.edu
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1. Several studies also document the high levels of material hardship among families during the COVID-19 
pandemic, especially in 2020 (Karpman et al. 2020; Karpman and Zuckerman, 2021; Bauer 2020; Schanzenbach 
and Pitts 2020; Shaefer et al. 2020; Enriquez and Goldstein 2020) and 2021 (Horowitz et al. 2021; CBPP 2021; 
Cooney et al. 2022).

2. We use the term single mother to reflect language used in MEM. We exclude mothers who are married or 
living with a romantic partner. Although single implies unpartnered, we cannot assess whether mothers have 
nonresident romantic partners.

creasingly conditioned on work and reliant on 
temporary programs meant to address eco-
nomic downturns (Bruch et al. 2026).

Even before welfare reform, when basic cash 
assistance was an entitlement program under 
Aid to Families with Dependent Children 
(AFDC), Kathryn Edin and Laura Lein’s seminal 
book Making Ends Meet (1997), hereafter MEM, 
showed that cash welfare was insufficient for 
the single mothers who relied on it, whom they 
classified as “welfare-reliant.” Welfare-reliant 
mothers in MEM experienced high levels of ma-
terial hardship and had to seek out other 
sources of income, such as off-the-books work 
or borrowing from friends and family, to sur-
vive. Mothers in MEM who did not receive 
AFDC and instead relied on the low-wage labor 
market, deemed “wage-reliant,” were even 
worse off than welfare-reliant mothers, in part 
because of the additional costs associated with 
work such as childcare or health insurance. 
Welfare reform sought to change that reality: 
to reduce the costs of work and increase the 
cost of welfare receipt. For example, the legisla-
tion decoupled Medicaid eligibility from cash 
welfare participation, allowing mothers to 
qualify for Medicaid even if they did not receive 
cash welfare. Welfare reform also changed 
childcare assistance policies, including allow-
ing states to use TANF dollars to help fund 
childcare. Time limits for TANF receipt were 
put in place along with work requirements. 
Similarly, the Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC), 
which had been expanded in 1993 as part of a 
reform aimed to “make work pay,” provided a 
cash supplement to low wage working mothers. 
Yet post-welfare reform, research shows that 
low-wage workers still rely on a variety of sur-
vival strategies to make ends meet, such as bor-
rowing from friends and family or selling blood 
plasma to supplement employment (for in-
stance, Wu and Eamon 2007; Edin and Shaefer 
2015; Ochoa et al. 2021; Teitler et al. 2004), and 

many face high levels of material hardship (for 
example, Rodems and Shaefer 2020).1

In this study, we provide a contemporary de-
scriptive portrait of the economic realities 
faced by low-income single mothers in 2022 
and 2023.2 Akin to MEM, we consider the eco-
nomic resources available to single mothers 
and the extent to which these resources are suf-
ficient to avoid material deprivation. Our cen-
tral question is: nearly thirty years post-welfare 
reform, how are low-income single mothers far-
ing? We compare single working mothers to 
those who are not working to shed light on 
whether welfare reform made working low-
income mothers better off as compared to their 
nonworking counterparts. Our analysis does 
not compare to welfare-reliant mothers as in 
MEM, as few mothers receive basic cash assis-
tance today: just 10 percent in our sample. We 
will show that, despite employing many sur-
vival strategies, material hardship is common 
for both mothers who are working and those 
who are not, though hardship levels are some-
what higher for mothers who are not working. 
Thirty years after welfare reform, low-income 
single mothers are still struggling to make ends 
meet.

We use data from a national monthly survey 
of mothers (N = 7,186) who are currently receiv-
ing or recently received Supplemental Nutri-
tion Assistance Program (SNAP) benefits. To 
our knowledge, these data are unique in that 
they both provide data on a large sample of 
low-income families (incomes less than 130 
percent of the federal poverty line) and include 
extensive measures of economic resources and 
material deprivation, many more than are typ-
ically collected in large study samples. The low-
income nature of our study sample (mothers 
have household earnings of less than $11,000 
on average, and one-quarter have no earnings) 
and the survey questions allow us to compare 
the strategies used by mothers just before wel-
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3. Food stamps became SNAP in 2008, and several small changes were made to the program, which resulted 
in greater take-up of SNAP in the last decade and a half (Bruch et al. 2026).

In addition, there are other minor differences across our studies. For example, Edin and Lein focus on expen-
ditures and on the amount of money received by mothers from various forms of assistance. We do not have these 
dollar measures in our study. Similarly, Edin and Lein ask mothers about hardships experienced over the last 
twelve months, whereas our study asks mothers only about the previous month.

4. Edin and Lein do not categorize mothers into the formal labor market categories we use in this study (em-
ployed, unemployed, not in the labor force) but they note that some welfare-reliant mothers were seeking work, 
and others worked in the informal labor market. Thus, the welfare-reliant mothers may have included those who 
we would consider unemployed today, as well as those who were out of the labor force.

5. In August 2024 the app Providers was renamed Propel.

fare reform in MEM to the approaches used by 
mothers roughly thirty years later. However, 
our study differs in a few ways. MEM’s sample 
comprised 379 single mothers in four cities in 
the late 1980s and early 1990s, when the his-
torical, policy, and social contexts were quite 
different from our 2022–2023 survey period. 
Mothers in our study sample come from all fifty 
states and live in urban, suburban, and rural 
areas. Additionally, all mothers in our study are 
connected to the public safety net, as they are 
all currently or recently receiving SNAP. Al-
though many wage-reliant mothers in MEM 
also received safety net benefits (such as an 
EITC benefit), only 28 percent received SNAP 
(or food stamps, as the program was called at 
the time).3 Finally, although similar shares of 
mothers in our study and in MEM are em-
ployed, there is no comparable welfare-reliant 
group today. For that reason, we compare em-
ployed mothers to those who are not working. 
In most analyses we combine those who report 
being unemployed with those who are out of 
the labor force for parsimony, but we will high-
light differences between these two groups 
where relevant. Many of the welfare-reliant 
mothers in MEM were seeking formal sector 
employment, essentially using AFDC as a res-
ervation wage (a wage floor, or the minimum 
wage they would be willing to accept from 
work), which is no longer feasible under TANF.4

This study is descriptive and cannot assess 
any causal relationships. Because we rely on a 
sample of single mothers receiving SNAP, all 
mothers in our study have low incomes; thus, 
we cannot speak to changes in the composition 
of low-income mothers that may have occurred 
as a result of welfare reform. Labor force par-

ticipation at the population level for mothers 
was also very high during our study period, 72.9 
percent in 2022 (akin to the early 2000s) and a 
historic high of 74 percent in 2023 (United 
States Department of Labor 2024). Additionally, 
although our study takes place after the most 
severe part of the COVID-19 pandemic, when 
infections and deaths were highest, it also fol-
lows the expiration of most major pandemic 
policies, such as the federal eviction morato-
rium, the monthly Child Tax Credit (CTC), and 
expanded Unemployment Insurance. However, 
the national emergency related to the COVID 
pandemic was not lifted until May 2023, and a 
few policies, including SNAP Emergency Allot-
ments, remained in place during our study. If 
these COVID pandemic policies reduced hard-
ships, single mothers like those in our sample 
would likely experience an even greater average 
level of hardship today than what we observe 
in this study. Nonetheless, by focusing on a na-
tional sample of low-income mothers, we can 
document the economic realities and lived ex-
periences of low-income single mothers nearly 
thirty years after welfare reform and compare 
the experiences of these mothers to the moth-
ers in MEM.

Methods
The following section describes our data and 
measures. 

Data
Our data come from repeated cross-sectional 
monthly surveys administered through Provid-
ers, a free mobile application developed by Pro-
pel that helps families manage SNAP benefits.5 
Approximately one in four SNAP recipients na-
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6. The online appendix for tables A.1 through A.7 and for figures A.1 and A.2 can be found at https://www 
.rsfjournal.org/content/12/2/57/tab-supplemental.

7. Analytic samples for each survey month are as follows: April 2022 (N = 748); May 2022 (N = 767); June 2022 
(N = 915); July 2022 (N = 737); August 2022 (N = 952); October 2022 (N = 666); January 2023 (N = 870); Febru-
ary 2023 (N = 826); March 2023 (N = 705).

8. Missing responses are driven by individuals not completing the survey, as progression through the survey 
requires a response (except for skip patterns or qualitative responses). About three-quarters of respondents who 
start the survey complete the survey. Because demographic information is at the end of the survey, we cannot 
assess whether those who do not complete the survey differ from those who do, but analyses restricting to only 
those who complete the survey are substantively similar to the statistics reported here.

9. The ACS is a nationally representative survey of the US population collected by the US Census Bureau. Annual 
samples are approximately three million households. We use data from IPUMS US (Ruggles et al. 2024).

10. The Providers data have also been used in other published studies and research briefs (Pilkauskas and Cooney 
2021; Michelmore and Pilkauskas 2023; Pilkauskas and Michelmore 2021). 

tionally use Providers in any given month (in-
cluding users in every state), with most discov-
ering the service through their social networks 
or SNAP caseworkers. The monthly surveys, 
available in English and Spanish, are offered to 
a random sample of users (for no compensa-
tion), take an average of eleven minutes to com-
plete, and include a variety of questions about 
respondents’ financial security.

We use data from surveys completed be-
tween April 2022 and March 2023 (excluding 
September 2022, November 2022, and Decem-
ber 2022, as we do not have surveys for these 
three months). To focus the analysis on low-
income mothers, we restrict the dataset to fe-
male respondents with at least one coresident 
child under the age of eighteen. We further re-
strict our sample to mothers who do not have 
a coresident partner (dropping those who are 
cohabiting or married, about 30 percent of 
mothers); however, in an extension, we retain 
coresident partners and find substantively sim-
ilar results with respect to sample descriptives 
and hardship outcomes, and in online appen-
dix table A.1, we show the means on our out-
comes of interest for partnered mothers.6 Our 
final sample includes 7,186 total observations 
over the nine survey months.7 In all our analy-
ses, we present the means for the largest sam-
ple available; some questions (like those per-
taining to tax refunds) were only asked in 
certain months, and others have a small num-
ber of missing responses.8

Unfortunately, Propel does not collect data 

on response rates. Thus, to assess the extent 
to which our data compare with other large-
scale nationally representative datasets with 
high response rates, we compare our sample 
to the 2019 American Community Survey (ACS) 
in table A.2.9 For comparability, we limit the 
ACS to households with a female reference 
person with at least one coresident child un-
der the age of eighteen and no coresident part-
ner. We conduct two analyses, one restricting 
to households receiving SNAP and one re-
stricting to households below 100 percent of 
the federal poverty line to demonstrate com-
parability with households in poverty. In gen-
eral, we find that the Providers sample charac-
teristics are comparable to the ACS, with some 
small variations, although we are limited in 
which characteristics we can compare across 
datasets. Other studies using the Providers 
sample have also shown that these data are 
comparable to other large national datasets, 
including the Current Population Survey and 
the SNAP Quality Control data (Pilkauskas, 
Michelmore, and Kovski 2024; Pilkauskas, Mi-
chelmore, Kovski, and Shaefer 2024; Kovski et 
al. 2023).10 The average Providers user may be 
more digitally connected than other parents 
on SNAP, as they are using an app to track their 
SNAP, but we cannot assess this with the data 
we have. We note that most respondents are 
between the ages of twenty-five and forty-five, 
a group that is generally more digitally literate 
than older age groups (Vogels and Anderson 
2019). 

https://www.rsfjournal.org/content/12/2/TK/tab-supplemental
https://www.rsfjournal.org/content/12/2/TK/tab-supplemental
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Measures

Employment, Household Earnings, 
and Cash Resources
To assess the economic resources of the house-
hold, we examine maternal employment, total 
household income from earnings, and an indi-
cator of cash on hand. We categorize respon-
dents as employed, unemployed (not working 
but seeking work), or not in the labor force (not 
able to work or not seeking work). We further 
distinguish between those who work part- ver-
sus full-time; the survey does not ascertain 
number of hours worked, but respondents self-
report if their work is part- or full-time. As 
noted earlier, in most analyses, we compare 
employed mothers to those who are not em-
ployed, combining those who are unemployed 
with those who are not in the labor force; how-
ever, when large differences are present, we re-
port the differences between the two groups.

Respondents were also asked to categorize 
their overall monthly household income from 
earnings into one of eight ranges (from “no in-
come” to “$4,000 or more”), which we con-
verted into a continuous measure using range 
midpoints (top-coded at $4,000, 1 percent of 
sample). Unlike most studies, which ask about 
income or earnings in the last year, our study 
focuses on household earnings in the last 
month, which may be more appropriate for 
very low-income samples in which earnings 
volatility is high.

Last, respondents reported how much total 
money they had on hand at the time of the sur-
vey (excluding SNAP benefits) and how long 
they thought that money would last. They se-
lected among six ranges for each question 
(from “less than $25” to “$1,000+” for the for-
mer, and from “1–2 days” to “two weeks or 
more” for the latter), and we converted these 
into continuous measures using range mid-
points. For the money on hand, we top-coded 
at $1,000, (1.7 percent selected $1,000) and for 
days money would last, we top-coded at two 
weeks (4.8 percent selected this option). For a 
detailed list of the wording of the survey ques-
tions, please see the online appendix. 

Public Benefit Receipt
Just as was the case in MEM, another key source 
of support comes from the government safety 

net. Respondents were asked to report which 
of the following benefits they were currently re-
ceiving: SNAP; the Special Supplemental Nutri-
tion Program for Women, Infants, and Chil-
dren (WIC); TANF; Supplemental Security 
Income (SSI) or Social Security Disability Insur-
ance (SSDI) benefits; unemployment benefits 
(UI); Veterans Affairs (VA) benefits; state health 
insurance (Medicaid, Medicare, or Children’s 
Health Insurance Program [CHIP]); Section 8 
(rental housing assistance); other housing sup-
port; Low Income Home Energy Assistance 
Program (LIHEAP); and retirement income (So-
cial Security or survivors benefits). We con-
struct binary indicators of receipt for each form 
of public assistance. We do not know who in 
the respondent’s household receives which 
public benefit; for example, an older adult or a 
child may be the recipient of survivors benefits. 

We also consider benefits mothers received 
through the tax system. The April and May 2022 
surveys featured questions about filing taxes 
for tax year 2021, and the March 2023 survey 
included measures about filing taxes for tax 
year 2022. Specifically, respondents were asked 
whether they filed taxes and whether they re-
ceived or were receiving a tax refund. The April 
and May 2022 surveys also included questions 
about how large the tax refund was (with seven 
answer options between “$500 or less” and 
“$10,000+,” converted to a continuous measure 
top-coded at $10,000) and whether mothers 
opted for a refund advance (from a for-profit 
tax preparer such as H&R Block or Liberty Tax). 
We report the mean tax refund amount among 
all filers, as well as among those who received 
a refund.

Private and Charitable Resources—
Hardship Avoidance Techniques
Many families tap into other private or chari-
table resources to make ends meet, or they en-
gage in other activities that might help them 
avoid the experience of material hardship. Edin 
and Lein’s open-ended approach to data collec-
tion allowed them to capture a wide range of 
these activities, including income from work 
that was against the law, such as selling sex or 
stolen goods. While we do not have data on all 
sources of income, we do have indicators of 
whether a mother borrowed money or used 
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credit to make a purchase. Specifically, we con-
structed seven binary measures from a ques-
tion asking if respondents had borrowed from 
family or friends, used a credit card, took a 
bank loan, took a payday loan or pawnshop 
loan, borrowed from a church or other commu-
nity group, took an advance on a paycheck, or 
started a GoFundMe or other fundraiser. We 
also constructed three binary measures indi-
cating if respondents reported that they do-
nated plasma, visited a food pantry, or relied 
on family or friends for meals.

Debt
In addition to considering resources or ap-
proaches to avoiding economic hardship, we 
also study the extent to which mothers report 
carrying various types of debt. Debt may indi-
cate the ability to borrow or use credit to avoid 
financial hardships, or it may be an indicator of 
economic precarity. Respondents were asked 
about their financial debts, namely: debt to oth-
ers; rent or mortgage debt; utility debt; credit 
card debt; and other debt such as student loans, 
child support, or municipal debt, including 
parking tickets or fines. Rent or mortgage debt 
was separated into rent debt and mortgage debt 
using questions that identified whether moth-
ers were renters or owned their home. Categor-
ical responses (from “$0” to “$5,000+”) were 
converted into a continuous measure using 
range midpoints (top-coded at $5,000). We pres-
ent the mean debt levels by category among the 
respondents who carry that specific kind of 
debt. For example, we report the prevalence of 
rental debt among respondents who pay rent 
and calculate mean rental debt among respon-
dents who have a nonzero amount of rental 
debt. These debt measures were then summed 
to determine respondents’ mean total debt 
from all sources and the proportion of respon-
dents with any debt. In table A.3, we provide 
more detail on the debt measures. 

Material Hardship
We construct several indices of material hard-
ship to reflect respondents’ well-being in vari-
ous domains of life. Many of the items included 
in the survey draw from traditional measures 
of material hardship, such as those collected 
by the Survey of Income and Program Partici-

pation or the Future of Families and Child 
Wellbeing Study. For some hardship domains, 
Propel included further questions related to 
these traditional measures, such as additional 
measures of food insecurity. Rather than limit 
our study to those items that are included in 
other surveys, we opted to be inclusive and re-
port all of the available measures related to ma-
terial hardship. We include all related mea-
sures in the indices and report Cronbach’s 
alpha (α), an indicator of measure reliability, 
and we also report means of the individual 
items.

Food hardship is based on four items 
(α = 0.73). These include the two-item food 
insecurity scale developed by the American 
Academy of Pediatrics (2015), which asks 
whether respondents worried that food would 
run out before they had money to buy more and 
whether food did not last, as well as two addi-
tional questions about skipping meals and eat-
ing less. Medical hardship is a three-item index 
(α = 0.60) that measures whether respondents 
have foregone needed doctor’s appointments, 
dentist’s appointments, or prescription medi-
cine. Housing hardship is a six-item index 
(α = 0.55) that includes questions about stay-
ing in a shelter, being evicted, experiencing 
homelessness, experiencing unstable housing, 
moving because of an inability to pay one’s  
rent or mortgage, and living in a doubled-up 
household. Bill hardship is a three-item index 
(α = 0.38) that measures whether respondents 
did not pay their full utilities bills, had their 
utilities shut off, or decided not to pay a bill. 
Transportation hardship is a single item mea-
sure that captures whether respondents missed 
work, an appointment, or another event due to 
lack of transportation. Finally, missing needed 
items is a single item measure that assesses 
whether respondents had “everything [they] 
typically need in [their] home right now,” with 
answer choices of “do not have most things”; 
“running low on most things”; “have some 
things, but not other things”; “have most”; and 
“have everything.” We created a binary indica-
tor of missing some or most needed household 
items by combining the first three responses. 
We then combined all of these indicators into 
an 18-item overall material hardship index 
(α = 0.73).
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11. Forty-four percent of mothers in MEM were employed. We offer this as a point of information, but because 
Edin and Lein did not randomly sample mothers, we do not know if this is representative of low-income mothers 
at the time.

Sample Descriptives
In table 1 we present the descriptive statistics 
for the sample of mothers. Most respondents 
are between the ages of twenty-five and forty-
four (76 percent), with just 6 percent being be-
low age twenty-four and 18 percent being above 
age forty-five. The sample is ethnically and ra-
cially diverse: 38 percent Black, 32 percent 
White, and 21 percent Hispanic. Education lev-
els are relatively low; 63 percent have a high 
school degree or less, 26 percent have some col-
lege, 7 percent have an associate degree, and 
only 3 percent have bachelor’s degrees or more. 
We have representation from all fifty states and 
variation in urbanicity and rurality: 48 percent 
of mothers live in urban areas, 21 percent live 
in the suburbs, and 31 percent live in rural ar-
eas. With respect to living arrangements, 7 per-
cent live with a parent, 7 percent live with sib-
lings or other family members, and 4 percent 
live with friends or roommates. The average 
respondent has 2.6 children under age eighteen 
and lives in a household with 3.9 members.

As shown in table 1, we also report the char-
acteristics of mothers by employment status. 
We primarily focus on comparing those who 
are employed to those who are not employed 
to mirror MEM. Differences between employed 
mothers and those who are not employed are 
relatively small; on average, employed mothers 
are younger, less White, and more likely to have 
at least a high school degree.

Table 1 also displays the differences between 
those who are unemployed and those who are 
not in the labor force. This highlights several 
differences. Those not in the labor force are 
much older; 30 percent are 45 or older as com-
pared to only 10 percent of the unemployed 
mothers. Mothers who are not in the labor 
force are also much more likely to be White (44 
percent) as compared to unemployed or em-
ployed mothers (both 27 percent). Single moth-
ers not in the labor force are less likely to live 
in urban areas than other mothers but have 
similar levels of education as mothers who are 
unemployed. Finally, mothers who are not in 
the labor force have fewer coresident children, 

perhaps because their children are more likely 
to have already grown up. In the remaining 
analyses we primarily divide our sample be-
tween employed and nonemployed (unem-
ployed or out of the labor force) mothers, but 
we highlight any key differences between those 
who are unemployed versus not in the labor 
force and provide detailed breakdowns of all 
outcomes by group in table A.4.

Results
We begin by considering the various resources 
mothers have, whether from employment, pub-
lic programs, friends and family, or other pri-
vate sources. We then examine mothers’ back-
owed debts and the material hardships they 
experience. We also consider the extent to 
which access to the public safety net is linked 
with reduced hardship. Throughout our discus-
sion, we highlight how mothers today compare 
with mothers making ends meet in the early 
1990s as documented in MEM.

All our analyses are descriptive in nature 
(uncontrolled mean differences). In supple-
mental analyses (available on request) we ex-
amined changes over time for all our outcome 
measures and found little variation over the 
one-year period; thus, we focus on annual aver-
ages. We also plot trends in the employment 
and hardship measures over time in figures A.1 
and A.2. 

How Much Do Mothers Work, Earn, 
and Have in Cash Resources?
For adults of working age, employment is usu-
ally the primary source of economic resources. 
However, most mothers in our sample are not 
employed. As shown in figure 1, only 44 percent 
of Providers mothers are employed, while 28 
percent are unemployed and 28 percent are out 
of the labor force.11 Among mothers who are 
employed, we find an even split between those 
who are employed full-time (23 percent) and 
those who are employed part-time (21 percent). 
In figure A.1, we show trends in employment 
status over the year of data and find that levels 
of employment, unemployment, and not in the 
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Table 1. Sample Descriptive Statistics by Employment Status

  All
Employed  

(44 percent)

Not 
Employed  

(56 percent)
Unemployed 
(28 percent)

Not in Labor 
Force (28 
percent)

Age
18–24 6 5 7 9 5
25–34 37 38 37 45 28
35–44 39 43 36 35 36
45–54 13 12 14 9 19
55+ 5 2 6 2 11

Race and Ethnicitya

Black 38 40 36 43 29
White 32 27 35 27 44
Hispanic 21 24 20 22 17
Other 9 9 9 9 10

Educationb

Less than high school 22 17 26 25 27
High school 41 43 39 41 38
Some college 26 28 25 25 24
Associate degree 7 7 7 6 8
Bachelor’s degree+ 3 4 3 3 3

Urbanicity
Urban 48 49 47 52 42
Rural 31 30 32 30 34
Suburban 21 21 21 19 24

Household structure
Live with parents 7 7 8 8 8
Live with siblings or other family 7 6 7 8 7
Live with friends or roommates 

or other
4 3 5 4 5

Household size 3.9 4.0 3.9 4.0 3.8
(standard deviation) (1.6) (1.5) (1.6) (1.6) (1.6)

Number of kids
1 28 25 31 27 35
2 32 34 31 31 31
3 19 21 18 20 17
4 10 11 10 11 9
5+ 10 9 10 12 9

Mean 2.6 2.7 2.6 2.8 2.4
(standard deviation) (1.97) (1.90) (2.02) (2.16) (1.85)

N 7,186 3,154 4,032 1,999 2,033

Source: Providers study, April 2022 through March 2023.
Note: Sample is restricted to unpartnered female respondents in households with at least one child un-
der the age of eighteen.
a Sample size is smaller for this category (N = 6,966; 3,068; 3,898; 1,936; 1,962).
b Sample size is smaller for this category (N = 7,170; 3,147; 4,023; 1,997; 2,026).
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labor force are relatively flat (with a small spike 
in employment in June 2022).

For context, in table A.5, we provide employ-
ment estimates using data from the 2022 ACS. 
Mothers at the population level have much 
higher rates of employment than those in our 
study sample, with 80 percent employed in 
2022. Even when we restrict the ACS to mothers 
who received SNAP in the last twelve months, 
we find higher rates of employment than in our 
study sample (67 percent, 45 percent full time 
and 55 percent part time). Mothers on SNAP in 
the ACS are slightly less likely to be out of the 
labor force (25 percent) and much less likely to 
be unemployed (10 percent) than Providers 
mothers (both 28 percent). This may in part re-
flect that most mothers in our study are cur-
rently receiving SNAP (about 85 percent report 
receiving it at the time of the survey), as com-
pared to ACS respondents who received the 
benefit at some point in the prior year but may 
or may not be currently receiving SNAP.

Figure 1 also reports the mean monthly 
earnings among employed mothers in our 
study. Wage-reliant mothers in MEM earned on 
average $777 per month, which in today’s dol-
lars is about $1,670 per month (inflated earn-
ings from 1992 to 2023), while average monthly 
earnings among employed mothers in our sam-
ple were about $1,200 per month. This suggests 
that earnings are about 28 percent lower among 

working mothers today. Although this compar-
ison is rough, employed mothers in our study 
earn significantly less than MEM’s wage-reliant 
mothers, who fared worse than their welfare-
reliant counterparts on most hardship mea-
sures.

In table 2 we consider monthly household 
earnings (which can include not only the moth-
er’s earnings but also those of other adults in 
the household). Monthly household earnings 
are very low (on average less than $900); 26 per-
cent of mothers report having no household 
earnings, 19 percent have household earnings 
of less than $500 per month, and another 19 
percent have household earnings between $500 
and $999. Only 12 percent of mothers report liv-
ing in households with monthly earnings of 
more than $2,000 per month. For context, aver-
age household size in our study sample is 
4 people, and the 2022 official poverty thresh-
old for a family of four was $27,750 ($30,000 
in 2023) (Assistant Secretary for Planning 
and Evaluation, US Department of Health and 
Human Services, n.d.). If we assume monthly 
household income was similar over the prior 
twelve months, nearly all study participants are 
living below the poverty line.

Table 2 also shows monthly household earn-
ings by employment status. Perhaps unsurpris-
ingly, only 4 percent of those who are employed 
reported no earnings for the last month (which 

Figure 1. Employment Status and Earnings

Source: Providers study, April 2022 through March 2023.
Note: N = 7,186. Sample is restricted to unpartnered female respondents in households with at least 
one child under the age of eighteen. Mean (standard deviation) monthly earnings is calculated among 
employed mothers, N = 3,154.

Out of labor

 force, 28

Full-time, 23

Part-time, 21

Unemployed, 

28

Mean monthly earnings: 
$1,201(759)
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12. Differences between unemployed mothers and those not in the labor force are small, although those who are 
not in the labor force have slightly higher monthly household earnings ($430 versus $590, respectively).

may be the case if a mother only recently be-
came employed) as compared to 44 percent 
of mothers who are not working.12 Average 
monthly household earnings are also higher 
for mothers who are working, about $1,360 per 
month versus $510 for those who are not work-
ing. Approximately 12 percent of mothers in our 
study live with other family members (their 
own parents or siblings) who may also contrib-
ute to household earnings, which is why this 
average is slightly higher than their own re-
ported earnings.

The lack of cash resources available to moth-
ers in our study is further illuminated when 
they were asked about how much money they 
had on hand at that time. On average, mothers 
reported having a total of $100 on hand and 
that the cash they had would last about 3 days. 
Employed mothers had on average $118 on 
hand as compared to not employed mothers 
who had about $33 less—$85 on hand. To-
gether, these figures suggest that the average 

mother in our sample is living in poverty and 
has little cash on hand, regardless of employ-
ment status. Although Edin and Lein did not 
ask about cash on hand, the detailed budgets 
they did collect revealed that after expenses, 
mothers had little to no cash left over each 
month, similar to our findings here.

What Public Benefits Did Low-
Income Mothers Access?
Low-income mothers accessed many public ben-
efits to help make ends meet. In figure 2, we re-
port the overall share of single mothers access-
ing different types of benefits on average (panel 
A) and by employment status (panel B). About 
86 percent of mothers in our sample reported 
receiving SNAP. Although this may seem low 
given that mothers were recruited from an app 
that is designed to help families track their SNAP 
benefits, the app also provides coupons, which 
may keep former SNAP users on the app, and 
others may be checking to see if benefits were 

Table 2. Employment, Earnings and Cash Resources by Employment Status

  All Employed
Not  

Employed Unemployed

Not in  
Labor  
Force

Monthly household income  
from earnings

No earnings 26 4 44 44 44
Less than $500 19 14 23 29 17
$500–$999 19 23 15 13 16
$1,000–$1,999 24 38 14 11 17
$2,000 or more 12 21 5 4 6

Mean 887 1362 511 431 591
(standard deviation) (923) (894) (758) (694) (809)

N 6,892 3,044 3,848 1,923 1,925

Money on hand (mean, dollars) 99 118 85 80 90
(standard deviation) (189) (197) (182) (174) (189)

How many days money on hand will last (mean) 3.2 3.3 3.2 2.9 3.5
(standard deviation) (3.3) (3.2) (3.4) (3.0) (3.7)
N 7,186 3,154 4,032 1,999 2,033

Source: Providers study, April 2022 through March 2023.
Note: Sample is restricted to unpartnered female respondents in households with at least one child un-
der the age of eighteen. 
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13. Our question asks respondents “Which benefits do you receive right now?” so we do not know if mothers are 
reporting about themselves or their children. Estimates suggest that 81 percent of poor children and about 46 
percent of poor nonelderly adults receive Medicaid (Burns et al. 2025).

reinstated. The next most commonly accessed 
benefit is public health insurance: 58 percent of 
mothers reported receiving Medicaid, Medicare, 
or Children’s Health Insurance Program 
(CHIP) benefits. Unfortunately, we do not know 
who is covered by the different health plans, 
whether the mother herself, her child(ren), or 
both.13 Rates of food stamp and Medicaid receipt 
were very high among welfare-reliant mothers 
in MEM (95 percent and 100 percent, respec-
tively), whereas only 28 percent of wage-reliant 
mothers also received food stamps and few had 
either Medicaid or employer-provided health in-
surance. In panel B, we show SNAP and Medic-
aid receipt by employment status. Akin to MEM, 
we find higher food stamp usage among moth-
ers who were not working (90 percent) but rates 
are still very high for those who are employed (81 
percent), likely as a result of our sampling ap-
proach (recruiting mothers using a food-stamp 
tracking app). We see similar rates of Medicaid 
use by employment status, although at lower 
rates than in MEM.

Nineteen percent of mothers accessed WIC 
and 16 percent accessed SSI or SSDI. When we 
look at differences by employment status in 
panel B, we see that those who are not em-
ployed are far more likely to receive SSI or SSDI, 
nearly 24 percent as compared to only 7 percent 
of employed mothers. Differences are even 
more striking when we divide the group of 
mothers who are not employed between those 
not in the labor force and those who are unem-
ployed. Here we find that 40 percent of mothers 
who are not in the labor force receive SSI or 
SSDI as compared to only 8 percent of unem-
ployed mothers (shown in table A.4). Recall 
that mothers who are not in the labor force are 
on average older, which may explain higher 
rates of receipt of disability insurance, al-
though again we do not know who receives SSI 
or SSDI (the mother or a child) nor can we 
distinguish SSI from SSDI. (We also find that 
mothers who are not in the labor force are 
much more likely to receive retirement income, 
5 percent as compared to 1 percent of employed 
or unemployed mothers.) SSI or SSDI receipt is 

much higher in our study than in MEM (16 per-
cent versus 6 percent), likely reflecting the fact 
that SSI payments to both children and adults 
(ages eighteen to sixty-four) have increased sig-
nificantly over this time period (Social Security 
Administration 2023).

In terms of housing assistance, 14 percent 
of mothers had some form of Section 8 housing 
assistance (housing choice vouchers or other 
rental assistance), and another 5 percent re-
ceived another unspecified form of housing 
support. When we consider employment sta-
tus, we see that mothers who are not working 
are more likely to receive both Section 8 (17 per-
cent) and other housing assistance (6 percent) 
than mothers who are employed (12 percent 
and 4 percent, respectively).

As noted earlier, relatively few mothers re-
ceive TANF today, only 10 percent. When we 
separate employed mothers from mothers who 
were not employed, we find that rates of receipt 
of TANF are far higher among those who are 
not employed (15 percent) as compared to 
those who are employed (only 4 percent). In 
comparison to MEM, in which 56 percent of 
study participants received AFDC, rates of cash 
welfare receipt in our study are far lower. This 
change is not surprising given the changes to 
the social safety net under PRWORA, which 
ended the legal entitlement to assistance deter-
mined by need and allowed states to divert the 
block grant to other uses (Edin and Shaefer 
2015). Today, only about 22 percent of TANF dol-
lars go to basic assistance (Center on Budget 
and Policy Priorities 2022).

Of the remaining public benefits, only 7 per-
cent of mothers (6 percent employed and 9 per-
cent not employed) received Low Income 
Home Energy Assistance Program (LIHEAP) 
support, which helps low-income individuals 
with the payment of utilities. Two percent of 
mothers reported receiving retirement or sur-
vivors benefits and only 0.2 percent received VA 
benefits. Notably, only 0.6 percent of mothers 
overall and 1 percent of unemployed mothers 
received UI. This is striking given that 28 per-
cent of mothers reported being unemployed, 
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14. UI was expanded during the pandemic to increase eligibility, duration of the benefit, and the amount of the 
benefit, but this ended in fall 2021.

15. In March 2021, Congress passed the American Rescue Plan Act (ARPA), which temporarily expanded the 
CTC by providing a larger benefit to families, extending the benefit to families with no or very low earnings, and 
delivering half the credit as a monthly stipend for six months (July through December 2021) and the other half 
of the credit at tax time (February through April 2022). ARPA also expanded the Child and Dependent Care 
Credit (CDCC), a tax credit to help defray the costs of childcare or caring for a family member, and it was made 
significantly more generous and refundable (as it is not normally a refundable credit). Thus, refunds during tax 

indicating that most mothers who were unem-
ployed were unable to access UI.14

Tax benefits or refunds are another key 
source of income support to low-income fami-
lies (Hoynes and Schanzenbach 2018; Halpern-
Meekin et al. 2016), helping families pay off 
debts, pay bills, and augment savings (Tach and 
Sternberg Greene 2014; Mendenhall et al. 2012; 
Abbott and Tach 2026). In table 3, we show tax-
filing behavior and refund receipt during tax 
season 2022 (April and May) and 2023 (March) 

by employment status. Our data only include 
refund amounts for tax season 2022. Overall, 
we see that 75 percent of single mothers filed 
taxes in 2022 but only 52 percent filed in 2023. 
This difference is likely driven by the tempo-
rary expansion to the CTC in 2021 which al-
lowed parents to receive a refundable tax credit 
even if they had little or no earnings, which was 
not the case in 2022 or before (see Abbott and 
Tach 2026 for more details).15 There are large 
differences in tax filing when we look at hetero-

Figure 2. Public Safety Net

Source: Providers study, April 2022 through March 2023.
Note: Sample is restricted to unpartnered female respondents in households with at least one child un-
der the age of eighteen. N = 7,186 (all); 3,154 (employed); and 4,032 (not employed).
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geneity by employment status. In 2022, 91 per-
cent of employed mothers filed taxes whereas 
only 62 percent of mothers who were not em-
ployed filed taxes. In table A.4, we show differ-
ences between those who are not in the labor 
force and those who are unemployed and find 
that 75 percent of unemployed mothers filed 
taxes as compared to only 50 percent of those 
who are not in the labor force. Differences in 
tax filing are even more pronounced in 2023; 76 
percent of employed mothers and only 33 per-
cent of mothers who were not employed filed 
taxes. It is important to note that our measure 
of employment reflects current status, whereas 
our tax filing measures are about the prior year. 
For that reason, some currently employed 
mothers may not file because they did not have 
work history in the prior year.

Although differences in tax filing are large 
over time and across employment status, al-
most all mothers who filed taxes reported get-
ting a refund in both years (93 percent in 2022 
and 96 percent in 2023) and differences by em-
ployment status are small. Among mothers 
who received a refund, they got an average of 
about $5,400 in 2022, with employed mothers 
receiving on average $1,000 more than those 
who are not employed. Finally, mothers were 
asked if they received a tax refund advance, 
which is a short-term, high-interest loan from 
a for-profit tax preparer; 31 percent reported 
that they did so (33 percent of employed and 28 
percent of not employed respondents).

What Other Resources Do Mothers 
Tap into to Make Ends Meet?
Next, we consider sources of private or chari-
table support, or what Edin and Lein called 
“economic survival strategies.” Some of these 
“resources,” like visiting a food bank or selling 
blood plasma, are stigmatizing and may come 
at physical or time costs that disincentivize use 
(Fong et al. 2016; Kissane 2003) and are in con-
trast to other programs like the EITC that 
mothers find affirming of their labor (Halpern-
Meekin et al. 2016). Nonetheless, these re-
sources likely help families make ends meet 
and avoid more severe material hardships. 

These resources are shown in figure 3. Panel A 
shows private and charitable resources for the 
full sample of mothers and panel B shows dif-
ferences by employment status.

The most common source of private support 
mothers relied on was borrowing money from 
friends and family to cover expenses (48 per-
cent). This is comparable to the 46 percent of 
mothers in MEM who reported doing the same. 
Some mothers also used credit cards to cover 
expenses (19 percent), but only 56 percent of 
mothers reported having a credit card. Even 
though 86 percent of mothers in our study  
were receiving SNAP, 20 percent also reported 
using food pantries and 19 percent reported re-
lying on friends and family for meals. Others 
covered expenses by taking out payday or pawn-
shop loans (8 percent), receiving money from 
churches or charitable groups (4 percent), or 
taking out other loans (3 percent) or paycheck 
advances (4 percent). Prior research suggests 
that low-income individuals donate plasma to 
make ends meet (Edin and Shaefer 2015; Ochoa 
et al. 2021). We find that 4 percent of mothers 
in our sample had donated plasma in the last 
month, although this question did not ask 
mothers if they did this specifically to cover ex-
penses; some plasma donation may have been 
done for nonfinancial reasons.

Differences by employment are shown in 
panel B. Employed mothers were far more 
likely to rely on private funding mechanisms 
(using a credit card, using a pawnshop, taking 
out a paycheck advance or a bank loan) than 
mothers who are not employed. Mothers who 
were not employed were far more likely to rely 
on charitable support like borrowing from 
friends and family, relying on them for food, 
and using a food pantry. 

How Are Mothers Faring?
Thus far we have discussed resources, income, 
public support, and forms of private support 
that likely help mothers make ends meet. We 
now consider how mothers fared during this 
time. We begin by examining their debt levels 
and then turn to their experience of material 
hardship. Although debt may be considered a 

season 2022 were higher than normal given these two credits, as well as the ability to claim any Economic 
Impact Payments (stimulus) that mothers had not received.
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16. Greater detail on debt is available in table A.3.

resource, for example a home mortgage that 
may come with a real asset, the debts mothers 
reported in our study were largely bad forms of 
debt, such as back-owed rent or credit card 
debt. For this reason, we treat these debts as 
measures of material ill-being.

Panel A in figure 4 shows the share of single 
mothers with debt by type of debt and panel B 
shows the share by employment status. In 
panel C we show the amount of debt among 
those with positive debt (that is, excluding ze-
ros) and then in panel D we show the same 
analysis by employment status.16 Seventy-five 
percent of mothers in our sample pay rent and 

slightly over half of those mothers (55 percent) 
have some rent debt, owing an average of $1,385 
in back-owed rent. Prevalence of rental debt by 
employment status does not vary, but mothers 
who are not employed owe more ($1,307 for em-
ployed mothers versus $1,462 for mothers who 
are not employed). Only 5 percent of Providers 
mothers pay a mortgage, but similarly, we see 
that about half of these mothers (51 percent) 
have back-owed mortgages, owing an average 
of about $2,000. Here we find that mothers who 
are not employed (panel B) are far more likely 
to report a back-owed mortgage (59 percent) 
than employed mothers (45 percent), but the 

Figure 3. Use of Private and Charitable Resources

Source: Providers study, April 2022 through March 2023.
Note: Sample is restricted to unpartnered female respondents in households with at least one child un-
der the age of eighteen (N = 7,186). Sample for plasma question is smaller as this question was not in-
cluded until May 2022 (N = 6,438 all; 2,823 employed; and 3,615 not employed).
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17. Research on the Providers sample that asked parents to report on how they were spending the CTC found 
that about 5 percent of parents reported using the CTC for household items like toiletries and cleaning supplies, 
and this was even more prevalent among those with no earnings (9 percent) (Pilkauskas, Michelmore, Kovski, 
and Shaefer 2024; Michelmore and Pilkauskas 2023).

18. The ARPA significantly increased funding for LIHEAP, which ended in September 2022.

19. In table A.6, we show hardship by public safety net program use and by employment status. In table A.7, we 
show the rates of hardship by use of the private and charitable safety net. We find that those who are using 
these safety nets (like food from friends) are faring far worse in terms of material hardship than mothers in our 
study overall.

amount of debt (panel D) is similar conditional 
on having past due mortgage debt. Debt to oth-
ers is relatively common (60 percent, owing an 
average of about $1,100), as is back-owed utility 
debt (75 percent, owing an average of about 
$800) and other debt (49 percent, owing an av-
erage of nearly $3,000). Rates are similar for 
mothers who are employed and those who are 
not employed.

Only 56 percent of mothers reported having 
a credit card (64 percent and 49 percent of em-
ployed and not employed mothers, respec-
tively), but among those with credit cards, most 
(79 percent) have some credit card debt, and 
they owe about $1,800 on average. Employed 
mothers are more likely to have credit card debt 
(82 percent versus 75 percent) but, conditional 
on having any credit card debt, they have simi-
lar levels of debt as mothers who are not em-
ployed (both approximately $1,800). If we tally 
across all forms of debt, 94 percent of the moth-
ers in our study reported having some debt, an 
average of $4,750 of total debt, nearly two times 
the debt reported in MEM (about $1,000, or 
$2,400 in today’s dollars). This may in part be 
driven by higher access to credit cards and pay-
day loans in the current period than in the late 
1980s, when the MEM data were collected, 
which may allow mothers to accrue more debt. 
Mean total debt is consistent irrespective of 
employment status.

In table 4 we turn to mothers’ experiences 
of material hardship. Material hardships mea-
sure the incidence of concrete adversities that 
are likely to arise as a consequence of insuffi-
cient income. We present both summary mea-
sures of each form of hardship, as well as de-
tailed breakdowns of the specific hardships 
experienced. In figure A.2 we show these mea-
sures over time. Most of the measures of hard-

ship are relatively consistent over the year, al-
though there appears to be a slight time trend 
with most hardships (such as food hardship, 
not paying utilities, and evictions) peaking in 
October 2022.

The most common hardship mothers re-
ported was not having needed household items, 
like household products or cleaning items; 70 
percent of mothers (67 percent of employed 
and 72 percent of not employed) said this was 
the case. The second most common type of 
hardship mothers reported is bill hardship (65 
percent overall, 62 percent employed, and 66 
percent not employed), and in particular not 
paying utility bills in full (52 percent overall). 
That so many mothers report both bill hard-
ship and a lack of needed items suggests these 
mothers have real challenges making ends 
meet and may reflect the fact that most public 
assistance programs do not address these 
needs. For instance, SNAP cannot be used to 
buy household supplies, diapers, menstrual 
products or cover over-the-counter medical ex-
penses, meaning families must find other ways 
to finance those expenses; Edin and Lein found 
that the cost of these items can constitute a 
small yet significant share of single mothers’ 
budgets.17 Although LIHEAP helps some low-
income households with heating and utilities, 
LIHEAP is a block grant and states set their 
own eligibility criteria.18 Only 7 percent of 
mothers reported receiving this assistance, and 
estimates suggest that less than one-fifth of el-
igible households receive LIHEAP nationally 
(National Energy Assistance Directors Associa-
tion 2021). In table 5, we look at levels of hard-
ship experienced by mothers who are receiving 
various forms of public assistance.19 We find 
little evidence that mothers who receive 
LIHEAP are less likely to report utility bill hard-



74 	 t h r e e  d e c a d e s  s i n c e  m a k i n g  e n d s  mee   t

r s f :  t h e  r u s s e l l  s a g e  f o u n d a t i o n  j o u r n a l  o f  t h e  s o c i a l  s c i e n c e s

20. Note that when we instead use the two-item food insecurity scale commonly used in research and endorsed 
by the American Academy of Pediatrics (2015), we still find that 45 percent of mothers experienced food inse-

ships or fewer utility cutoffs than mothers over-
all, perhaps because experiencing these hard-
ships leads mothers to apply for LIHEAP.

Food hardship was the third most common 
hardship, with few differences in prevalence by 
employment status. Sixty-two percent of moth-
ers reported experiencing at least one of the 

four food hardship measures. Specifically, 43 
percent of mothers worried that the food they 
had would run out before they would have 
money to buy more, 36 percent said the food 
they bought did not last, 33 percent ate less, 
and 26 percent skipped meals.20 In MEM, 28 
percent of mothers reported being unable to 

Table 4. Material Hardships 

All Employed
Not  

Employed

Food hardships
Any food hardship (four-item) 62 61 63

Worried food would run out 43 43 44
Food bought did not last 36 32 38
Skipped meals 26 24 28
Ate less 33 32 33

Medical hardships
Any medical hardship (three-item) 33 33 33

Not visited doctor when needed 14 15 13
Not visited dentist when needed 25 25 24
Went without prescription medicine 11 10 13

Housing hardships
Any housing hardship (six-item) 25 21 29

Stayed in shelter 4 2 5
Evicted 7 5 9
Housing changed or currently no home 4 2 6
Unstable housing 7 5 9
Moving because cannot afford rent or mortgage 6 6 7
Doubled up 10 9 11

Bill hardships
Any bill hardship (three-item) 65 62 66

Did not pay full utility bills 52 48 54
Had utilities shut off 12 11 12
Decided to not pay bill 34 36 33

Transportation hardship 28 22 34
Missing some or most needed household items 70 67 72

Any material hardship (eighteen-item) 93 92 94
Mean 4.2 3.9 4.4
(standard deviation) (2.93) (2.74) (3.04)

N 7,186 3,154 4,032

Source: Providers study, April 2022 through March 2023.
Note: Sample is restricted to unpartnered female respondents in households with at least one child un-
der the age of eighteen. 
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buy needed food in the previous 12 months, 
rates that are far lower than for the mothers in 
our study. The higher rates of food insecurity 
in our study likely reflect the fact that mothers 
in our sample are all recipients of food stamps 
(either currently or in the recent past); if moth-
ers apply for SNAP when they have food needs, 
that might explain the higher prevalence of 
food insecurity.21 The higher rates of food inse-
curity today may also reflect the limited receipt 
of basic cash assistance as compared to the 
mothers in MEM.

The high rates of food insecurity are espe-
cially notable because two COVID pandemic 
food-related policies were still in place in 
many states during our study period: Pan-
demic Electronic Benefit Transfer (P-EBT) and 
Emergency Allotments (EA). P-EBT provided 
additional food assistance to low-income fam-
ilies who qualified for free or reduced-price 
school meals. Thirty-five states still offered 
P-EBT during the 2022–2023 school year (and 
all but two offered P-EBT during summer 
months). EA allowed states to provide SNAP-
eligible households with the maximum SNAP 
benefit for their household size regardless of 
income, and although ten states had ended 
the EA by the time our study began, most still 
had the policy in place through February 2023, 
when Congress ended the program (Dasgupta 
and Plum 2023). Some research finds that the 
EA and P-EBT reduced food insufficiency 
(Schanzenbach 2023; Richterman et al. 2023; 
Bauer 2020); thus, food insecurity would likely 
have been higher if these policies had not 
been in place.

About one-third of mothers reported expe-
riencing at least one form of medical hardship 
(not seeing a doctor, not seeing a dentist, or 
going without a needed prescription), a rate 
that was consistent across employment status. 
Twenty-one percent of mothers in MEM re-
ported that they or their family members were 
unable to see a doctor when needed, and rates 
were far higher for wage-reliant mothers (39 

percent) as compared to welfare-reliant moth-
ers (7 percent). Wage-reliant MEM mothers had 
great difficulty securing health insurance from 
the government or their employers, whereas 
rates of public health insurance in our sample 
do not differ by employment status. Lack of 
needed dental care was especially common in 
our sample, as nearly one-quarter reported this 
hardship. In table 5, we see little evidence that 
having Medicaid, Medicare, and CHIP is linked 
with fewer medical hardships, but this may in 
part reflect the idiosyncratic nature of medical 
needs as compared with, say, food needs; con-
ditional on having a medical need, Medicaid 
would likely prevent an unmet medical hard-
ship (Currie and Chorniy 2021).

Transportation insecurity is experienced by 
28 percent of mothers in our study. Interest-
ingly, this is one of the few hardships where 
differences by employment status are quite 
pronounced; 22 percent of employed mothers 
as compared to 34 percent of mothers who were 
not employed experience transportation inse-
curity. No US safety net program directly tar-
gets transportation costs, although some states 
use TANF dollars to pay for reimbursement of 
work-related travel expenses or for contracting 
transportation services. Notably, our estimates 
are similar to those in nationally representative 
surveys of adults (with more extensive mea-
sures of transportation insecurity) that also 
find that about 25 percent of adults face trans-
portation insecurity (Murphy et al. 2022).

Finally, we find that 25 percent of mothers 
reported experiencing some form of housing 
hardship. This indicator of housing hardship 
does not include traditional measures of hous-
ing hardship that often focus on the ability to 
pay one’s rent or mortgage. Instead, our mea-
sures mostly capture more extreme forms of 
housing hardship, such as homelessness or 
eviction. Doubling up, another indicator we in-
clude, is a common precursor to homelessness 
(Skobba and Goetz 2014) but is not always con-
sidered to be a housing hardship, as families 

curity. Figure A.2 shows food hardships over time, and we see the lowest rates around tax season (March and 
April).

21. Look-back periods can affect recall on food insecurity, which may also explain differences between mothers 
in MEM and Providers mothers (Livings et al. 2023).
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double up for a variety of reasons, not only 
economic needs (Harvey and Dunifon 2023). 
Doubling up is significantly less prevalent in 
our sample (10 percent of respondents) than 
in MEM (23 percent), which is somewhat sur-
prising given that the share of children living 
in doubled-up households has increased dra-
matically since the 1990s (Harvey et al. 2021; 

Amorim and Pilkauskas 2023). The lower rates 
of doubling up among Providers mothers may 
be due to high attachment to safety net pro-
grams that disincentivize doubling up (such as 
SSI, public housing, or SNAP). In table 5 we see 
doubling up, as well as all other housing hard-
ships, is far less prevalent for mothers receiving 
Section 8 housing.

Table 5: Material Hardships by Public Assistance Receipt, Full Sample

All SNAP

Medicaid, 
Medicare, 

CHIP WIC
Section 

8 LIHEAP TANF

Food hardships
Any food hardship (four-item) 62 61 64 59 61 64 63

Worried food would run out 43 42 45 40 41 46 46
Food bought did not last 36 35 37 33 36 41 38
Skipped meals 26 25 28 24 25 29 29
Ate less 33 32 36 32 33 37 35

Medical hardships
Any medical hardship (three-item) 33 33 35 30 32 35 31

Not visited doctor when needed 14 14 14 12 12 13 12
Not visited dentist when needed 25 25 26 23 23 26 24
Went without prescription medicine 11 12 12 9 11 11 11

Housing hardships
Any housing hardship (six-item) 25 26 24 25 11 18 29

Stayed in shelter 4 4 3 5 2 2 5
Evicted 7 7 7 6 3 5 7
Housing changed or currently no home 4 4 4 4 1 3 6
Unstable housing 7 7 6 6 2 4 9
Moving because cannot afford rent or 

mortgage
6 7 6 2 2 5 5

Doubled up 10 10 11 12 4 7 13

Bill hardships
Any bill hardship (three-item) 65 65 65 64 63 69 71

Did not pay full utility bills 52 52 52 52 50 56 60
Had utilities shut off 12 12 11 11 10 9 9
Decided to not pay bill 34 35 37 31 36 45 39

Transportation hardship
28 30 30 27 32 36 37

Missing some or most needed household 
items

70 69 68 66 71 67 73

Any material hardship (eighteen-item) 93 93 93 92 92 93 96

N 7,186 6,191 4,198 1,392 1,032 519

Source: Providers study, April 2022 through March 2023.
Note: Sample is restricted to unpartnered female respondents in households with at least one child un-
der the age of eighteen.
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22. Federal eviction moratoria ended in October 2021, but many states and localities continued to have mora-
toria in place long after the end of the federal moratorium. Another pandemic policy was the COVID Emergency 
Rental Assistance (ERA) program to help low-income renters pay their rent and utility bills. The ERA program 
allowed states to provide assistance through September 2025; however, many states closed their ERA programs 
to new applicants in 2022 as they ran out of funding for the program (National Council of State Housing Agen-
cies, 2024).

When we consider differences by employ-
ment status, we find that mothers who are not 
working have higher rates of housing hardship 
(29 percent) than employed mothers (21 per-
cent). The main drivers of this difference are 
higher rates of eviction, homelessness, and un-
stable housing for mothers who are not em-
ployed.22 Nine percent of mothers in MEM re-
ported being evicted in the last year, rates that 
are comparable to our study. However, our sur-
vey question only asks about the last 30 days, 
whereas MEM asked about the last year. Were 
eviction rates measured over the year, we would 
likely find much higher rates in the Providers 
sample.

Conclusion
In this paper we provide a contemporary por-
trait of the economic realities faced by low-
income mothers and document the resources 
they rely on to make ends meet. Our goals are 
descriptive, so we make no causal claims. 
Rather, we aim to describe how low-income 
single mothers are faring thirty years after the 
large welfare reforms of the mid-1990s and 
compare their survival strategies to those of 
the mothers documented in Edin and Lein’s 
study of women just before said reforms. To 
do this, we use a large, nationally representa-
tive sample of mothers who are currently re-
ceiving or recently received SNAP. By focusing 
on a low-income population of single moth-
ers, we study a group of mothers who are in 
many ways like the mothers in MEM. We ex-
amine a comprehensive set of economic sur-
vival strategies, considering employment, 
safety net programs (including tax refunds), 
and private and charitable sources of support 
(such as food from friends or food banks). 
These measures are rarely available in large-
scale datasets and, to our knowledge, not 
available in any other large sample studies of 
low-income families. We also consider whether 
these resources are sufficient by studying 

mothers’ experiences of back-owed debts and 
material hardship.

Single mothers in our study had limited re-
sources from employment. More than half (56 
percent) of mothers were not currently work-
ing (unemployed or not in the labor force) and 
26 percent reported no household earnings 
from employment. Although employed moth-
ers fared better economically than the mothers 
who were not employed, average monthly 
earnings were only $1,200, well below the pov-
erty line ($30,000 in 2023 for a family of four), 
and household-level earnings were not much 
higher.

Strikingly, employed mothers in our study 
earned almost 28 percent less than the average 
wage-reliant mother in MEM. There are several 
reasons why this might be the case. Edin and 
Lein argued that AFDC provided mothers with 
a wage floor, giving them the ability to wait for 
a job that paid more than basic cash assistance 
and to opt for employment that paid slightly 
better wages, even if those wages did not lead 
mothers to fare better than the mothers on 
AFDC. This argument suggests that today, with-
out AFDC, single mothers must opt to take 
lower paying jobs. This theory is consistent 
with research findings suggesting that, on aver-
age, welfare reform failed to make work pay. 
Although women moved into the labor force, 
mothers, and particularly those with the lowest 
levels of education, fared worse economically, 
even after accounting for transfers (Ziliak 2016). 
In addition to welfare reform, the labor market 
has changed significantly since the 1990s, in-
cluding increasing wage bifurcation, with jobs 
at the bottom of the income distribution grow-
ing at a faster pace (Autor and Dorn 2013); in-
creasing employment precarity (Kalleberg 
2009); and more income volatility (Gennetian 
et al. 2019). The federal minimum wage has not 
been increased in 15 years, despite inflation. 
Together, these trends likely explain the lower 
earnings of the mothers in our study as com-
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pared to 30 years ago. Finally, it could be the 
case that this difference simply represents dif-
ferences in samples between MEM and the cur-
rent study.

Since the early 1990s, the public safety net 
has also increasingly relied on refundable tax 
credits like the EITC. Yet even if we include the 
tax credits with earned household income, we 
still find that mothers are living well below the 
poverty line. Overall, we estimate that single 
mothers in our sample have average household 
earnings of about $16,000, including $10,600 in 
earnings and $5,400 in tax credits in 2022, an 
amount boosted by the temporary CTC expan-
sion and other pandemic policies. Employed 
mothers fare slightly better, receiving approxi-
mately $22,200 ($16,350 + $5,830) in household 
earnings as compared to $11,000 for mothers 
who are not employed ($6,125 + $4,850). Al-
though unusually generous tax credits in 2022 
added nearly 35 percent to household earn-
ings—helping to make work pay—we find little 
evidence to suggest that these low-income sin-
gle mothers are faring any better economically 
today.

Given low incomes from earnings, mothers 
unsurprisingly relied on additional support 
from both the public and private safety nets. 
Public supports included SNAP, Medicaid, 
WIC, SSI, and public housing, while private 
supports included borrowing from friends and 
family, using food pantries, relying on friends 
and family for food, and using high-interest 
credit like pawnshops or payday loans. Overall, 
employed mothers accessed fewer public safety 
net benefits than mothers who were not em-
ployed (especially SSI and TANF), but they still 
used many public programs. Additionally, both 
employed and not employed mothers relied 
heavily on private safety nets, although moth-
ers who were not employed relied more on 
charity, friends, and family, whereas employed 
mothers were more likely to use high-interest 
loans (credit cards or pawnshops) to make 
ends meet. Although we characterize the pri-
vate safety net as a resource, these sources of 
support can come with future costs, such as 
repaying loans or gifts or providing assistance 
later, and can be taxing to family and friend 
networks (Halpern-Meekin et al. 2015). Simi-
larly, use of charitable support comes with 

costs, as these sources of support are associ-
ated with high levels of stigma in addition to 
often taking significant time to access (Kissane 
2003). Receipt of public benefits is also associ-
ated with stigma, although the perception of 
stigma varies significantly by benefit, while tax 
benefits are widely seen as less stigmatizing 
(Halpern-Meekin et al. 2016). We do not have 
measures of child support receipt, a form of 
support that played an important role for the 
mothers in MEM and a resource linked with 
improved economic outcomes (for example, Pi-
larz and Cuesta 2025).

We also find no evidence to suggest that 
mothers today are faring better in terms of back-
owed debt and material hardships. In addition 
to earning less than the wage-reliant mothers in 
MEM, mothers in our study also have higher lev-
els of debt, roughly twice the amount of debt as 
the single mothers in MEM. Hardship rates were 
similar across wage-reliant and welfare-reliant 
mothers in MEM. Mothers who are employed 
fare slightly better in terms of back-owed debts 
and material hardships—but just barely. More 
than 60 percent of both employed and not em-
ployed mothers report having food insecurity, 
missing needed household items, and an inabil-
ity to pay bills. About one-third of mothers ex-
perience medical hardship and one-quarter face 
housing and transportation difficulties. To put 
these estimates in context, nationally represen-
tative estimates (pooled data from 1996 to 2011) 
find that about 13 percent of households with 
children face food insufficiency, 14 percent face 
a medical hardship, and about 22 percent are 
unable to meet expenses, rates that are far lower 
than those we found in our study (Rodems and 
Shaefer 2020).

Today, unlike in MEM, we have so few 
welfare-reliant mothers that direct compari-
sons are not possible. However, by comparing 
mothers who are employed to those who were 
wage-reliant in MEM, we find that employed 
mothers today are faring worse economically, 
have higher levels of debt, and have very high 
rates of material hardship despite relying heav-
ily on both public and private safety nets to 
make ends meet. Our study suggests that thirty 
years after welfare reform, at least for highly 
disadvantaged mothers, welfare reforms did 
not appear to make work pay.
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Our study has some limitations. Although 
we try to make our study sample as compa-
rable as the mothers in MEM, it is not possible 
to make the samples the same. Nor can we 
know the extent to which the composition of 
low-income mothers has changed over time 
due to welfare reforms or other policy and 
market-based changes. In addition, although 
our study took place after the worst of the 
COVID pandemic, the pandemic period had 
not yet been formally ended at the time of our 
study. Some of the pandemic-era policies were 
still in place (such as the EA), likely affecting 
the hardship rates we observe. While our sur-
vey was offered in both English and Spanish, 
we may have missed mothers who were not 
able to take the survey in one of those two 
languages. Because mothers were all con-
nected to the SNAP program, our study may 
represent somewhat more stable low-income 
mothers, as those who are undocumented or 
not connected to social services may have 
been even more vulnerable than the mothers 
we studied here. Additionally, mothers in our 
sample are using a smartphone app and thus 
must have a minimum level of technological 
savvy. Nonetheless, analyses comparing our 
sample of mothers to other large, nationally 
representative samples with high response 
rates suggest that mothers in our study are 
highly comparable on the measures we can 
compare (see Pilkauskas, Michelmore, and 
Kovski 2024; Pilkauskas, Michelmore, Kovski, 
and Shaefer 2024).

In sum, we find that nearly thirty years after 
welfare reform, low-income single mothers are 
not faring very well. They are merely surviving, 
not thriving. Despite extensive use of the public 
safety net and private supports, mothers in our 
sample still experience extremely high levels of 
material hardship. Although employed moth-
ers are doing marginally better than those who 
are not employed, many are still struggling, 
particularly those who would likely have re-
ceived AFDC if not for welfare reform. When 
taken in conjunction with the changes in the 
labor market and policy landscape that have 
occurred since, welfare reform and the ensuing 
work supports do not appear to have success-
fully improved the material well-being of low-
income single mothers.
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ers lived doubled up in the homes of extended 
family members or friends to lower their hous-
ing costs. A substantial share of the mothers 
they interviewed—47 of the 214 (22 percent) Aid 
to Families with Dependent Children [AFDC] 
recipients and 40 of the 165 (24 percent) low-
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Doubling up, or sharing housing with extended 
family or nonrelatives, has long served as an 
important survival strategy for lower-income 
families. In Making Ends Meet, Kathryn Edin 
and Laura Lein (1997) documented how both 
welfare-reliant and working low-income moth-
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wage workers—lived in shared housing. This 
tactic enabled these mothers to make ends 
meet despite inadequate welfare benefits and 
work earnings (Edin and Lein 1997). Today, dou-
bled-up households are even more common. 
In the decades since Making Ends Meet was pub-
lished, the share of children living doubled up 
has increased by over 40 percent. Currently, 
over 15 percent of all US children live with a par-
ent in a home shared with an extended family 
member or nonrelative, and rates are even 
higher for children with mothers who are un-
married or who have lower levels of education 
(Harvey et al. 2021).

Sharing a household requires daily deci-
sions about which resources and expenses 
should be shared by household members and 
how. These decisions are critical for families’ 
material well-being, but they also have impor-
tant implications for families’ social relation-
ships. Individuals take care “to find economic 
arrangements that both confirm their sense of 
what the relationship is about and sustain it,” 
a process called economic relational work (Zel-
izer 2012, 152). Economic relational work—of-
ten guided by unconscious, internalized 
norms—abounds in daily household life (Zel-
izer 2005). Because people mark boundaries 
around different types of relationships by en-
gaging in distinct forms of economic transac-
tions within them, questions about economic 
arrangements in doubled-up households pro-
vide insight into household members’ social 
relationships.

In this study, I draw on in-depth interviews 
with 60 doubled-up parents to examine eco-
nomic exchange and relational work within 
doubled-up households. Edin and Lein (1997) 
observed that support from friends and family, 
including housing support, was vital for moth-
ers’ abilities to make ends meet, but that moth-
ers had to devote substantial effort to maintain-
ing their support relationships. This study 
builds on this important insight by revealing 
the complexity of this work in doubled-up 
households. I show that economic relational 
work in doubled-up households is notably 
open-ended. Doubled-up adults must negotiate 
economic arrangements that align with their 
understandings of household relationships 
with little guidance from socially enforced or 

legally enforced norms. Though common, dou-
bled-up households remain “incompletely in-
stitutionalized” (Harvey 2022; see also Cherlin 
1978), and there are few taken-for-granted rules 
about how household members should share 
the varied but often limited resources that dou-
bled-up adults bring into the home, from earn-
ings to in-kind benefits from social programs. 
This ambiguity creates opportunities for dis-
agreement over the nature of household re
lationships and the economic arrangements 
appropriate for them. By examining how dou-
bled-up household members understand and 
contest their economic arrangements, this ar-
ticle deepens our understanding of how dou-
bled-up relationships are socially understood 
by household members and reveals the impor-
tance of shared understandings of the relation-
ship for their economic arrangements.

Doubled - Up Households 
as a Survival Str ategy
Households are doubled-up if they include any 
adult besides the householder and their ro-
mantic partner. Doubled-up households in-
clude multigenerational households, the most 
common doubled-up arrangement for families 
with children, as well as households shared 
with other adult extended family or nonkin. 
Edin and Lein (1997) documented the impor-
tant support that doubling up can provide. 
Mothers in their sample typically lived dou-
bled-up in someone else’s home because they 
could not afford a home of their own. Doubling 
up was an effective cost-saving strategy; among 
both welfare-reliant and low-wage working 
mothers, those who lived doubled-up paid far 
less for housing than their counterparts who 
rented housing of their own. In the years since 
Edin and Lein’s study, the housing needs of 
lower-income families have become more se-
vere as the shortfall of low-cost rental units has 
grown (Joint Center for Housing Studies 2024). 
In the 1990s, around 38 percent of renter house-
holds were cost burdened, meaning they paid 
more than one-third of their income on hous-
ing; by 2022, rates of cost burden had increased 
to 50 percent of all renter households. Renters 
with poverty-level incomes now spend an aver-
age of 78 percent of their incomes on housing 
costs (Airgood-Obrycki 2024).
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1. I use the term host to refer to a person on the lease or mortgage and guest to refer to a person who lives in 
someone else’s home. In households without a defined lease- or mortgage-holder, I treat the person who re-
mained, or would remain, in the home after the double up dissolved as the host. Householder status is central 
to how parents experience doubling up (Harvey 2022; Harvey et al. 2021), so it is important to distinguish be-
tween hosts and guests. However, the terms imperfectly reflect parents’ experiences; for instance, guests often 
contribute financially to the household, an act that may seem antithetical to being someone’s guest. Likewise, 
a mother in a long-term multigenerational household may not consider herself to be a guest, especially if it is 
the only household she has ever experienced. Yet, even in such homes, parents described being a householder 
as a meaningful role, one they typically aspired to hold, even if they were willing to allow others to double up as 
guests in their home (Harvey 2022, 2025). Because no clearer term emerged from fieldwork, I follow prior re-
search in using the terms host and guest (Cohen and Casper 2002; Whitehead 2018a; Harvey et al. 2021; Harvey 
2022).

2. Doubling up is more common for Black, Hispanic, and Asian families than White families (Harvey et al. 2021). 
These differences may in part reflect cultural differences (Kamo 2000; Angel and Tienda 1982), but economic 
disadvantage is associated with doubling up, particularly as a guest, across groups (Cohen and Casper 2002; 
Pilkauskas and Michelmore 2019; Cross 2018). Other research reveals differences in the living arrangements of 
documented and undocumented immigrants from the same countries, showing how structural factors shape 
household composition net of cultural origins (Hall et al. 2019).

3. Parents see multigenerational households in which the younger generation supports the older as more desir-
able than those in which the older generation supports the younger (Harvey 2025; Seltzer et al. 2012). Yet, most 
parents, especially those with young children, are guests in multigenerational households (Harvey et al. 2021), 
and most older adults who live doubled-up are hosts (Harvey and Perkins 2023b). This study focuses on families 
with young children, but older adults’ shared households are another important area of research.

At the same time, rates of doubling up—ei-
ther by hosting extended family members or 
friends in one’s home or by living as a guest in 
someone else’s home—have increased mark-
edly from the mid-1990s.1 Today, over 15 percent 
of children live in a household with a parent 
and an adult extended family member or non-
relative. The share of children living in dou-
bled-up households increased over 40 percent 
from 1996 to 2018, with most of the growth in 
multigenerational households (Harvey et al. 
2021). Decomposition analysis suggests that 
from 1996 to 2009, rising rates of single parent-
hood contributed substantially to the increase 
(Pilkauskas and Cross 2018). Over this period, 
the percentage increases in doubling up were 
greatest for more economically advantaged 
families, such as mothers who were older, more 
educated, and married, but disadvantaged fam-
ilies remain far more likely to double up overall 
(Pilkauskas and Cross 2018). Less than 10 per-
cent of children whose mothers have a college 
degree or more live doubled-up, compared to 
over 22 percent of children whose mothers have 
a high school education or less (Harvey et al. 
2021). Increases in rates of doubling up tempo-
rarily accelerated during the COVID-19 pan-

demic, with more than half a million more chil-
dren doubled-up than expected given prior 
trends. These increases were driven primarily 
by Black and Hispanic children, young chil-
dren, those whose mothers never married, and 
those whose mothers were not working—the 
children who were most likely to be doubled up 
prior to the pandemic as well—showing how 
doubling up acts as an important source of 
support for vulnerable populations in times of 
economic need (Amorim and Pilkauskas 2023).

Doubling up in someone else’s home pro-
vides a housing alternative to families unable 
to secure affordable, adequate rental units of 
their own.2 Families often double up in the 
homes of extended family members or friends 
after job loss, eviction, and other crises (Des-
mond 2012; Skobba and Goetz 2013; Wiemers 
2014). Other parents live doubled-up because 
they never moved out of their childhood home 
(Harvey and Dunifon 2023).3 

Regardless of the original circumstances 
that prompt doubling up, doubled-up house-
holds can share resources and expenses, take 
advantage of economies of scale, and reduce 
costs for all household members. In a sample 
of mothers in urban areas, doubling up in 
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someone else’s home was associated with 
rental savings of about $4,000 a year, worth 
more than one-quarter of mothers’ annual 
earnings (Pilkauskas et al. 2014). Moreover, al-
though families who double up as guests re-
ceive the most immediate housing benefit, they 
also often contribute to housing costs, so dou-
bling up can lower householders’ costs as well 
(Pilkauskas et al. 2014; Edin and Lein 1997; 
Whitehead 2018b). In addition to housing-cost 
savings, doubled-up families can benefit from 
other household members’ contributions of 
noncash assets such as food and Supplemental 
Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) benefits 
and services including childcare (Domínguez 
and Watkins 2003; Stack 1974; Constantino et 
al. 2026). For instance, Edin and Lein (1997) 
documented how sharing utility costs and food 
enabled doubled-up mothers to spend less 
across these categories.

Although doubling up is a vital poverty sur-
vival strategy for families with children, shar-
ing a home does not always eliminate or even 
reduce material hardship. Lower-income fami-
lies are often embedded in social networks that 
are likewise disadvantaged, so sharing a home 
can stretch limited resources. This scarcity of 
resources can lead to competition and dis-
agreement (Clampet-Lundquist 2003; Des-
mond 2012). Because household members of-
ten provide one another with some forms of 
economic support but also vie with one an-
other for limited resources, doubling up can 
simultaneously alleviate some hardships and 
heighten families’ sense of scarcity in other 
ways (Harvey 2025). For instance, although dou-
bling up may lower housing costs, the in-
creased demand for food caused by sharing a 
home with extended family or friends can put 
families at risk of food insecurity (Hughes et al. 
2026, this issue).

Moreover, because doubled-up households 
tend to be relatively unstable, the support they 
provide is often temporary (Harvey and Perkins 
2023a). In a nationally representative sample of 
parents who lived doubled-up at some point 
over a three-year period, just 45 percent of 
guests and 25 percent of hosts did so for the full 
three years (Harvey et al. 2021). Multigenera-
tional households tend to be more stable than 
doubled-up households formed with other ex-

tended family or nonrelatives, but even these 
households are typically short-lived. Over a 
three-year window, parents in multigenera-
tional households remained in this household 
type for less than two years on average (Harvey 
et al. 2021).

Rel ational Work Within 
Doubled - Up Households
As the previous section explains, prior research 
reveals the importance of doubled-up house-
holds, and the accompanying exchange of re-
sources, for lower-income families’ budgets. 
This article builds on these findings by examin-
ing how doubled-up household members un-
derstand and contest household economic ar-
rangements and what circumstances facilitate 
shared understandings of these arrangements. 
Because of the effort that individuals put into 
appropriately matching economic arrange-
ments and social relationships, household eco-
nomic arrangements provide insight into how 
household relationships are socially under-
stood. For example, scholars have examined 
the extent to which couples pool income or 
maintain separate accounts, linking variation 
in income management to relationship com-
mitment and cohesiveness (Addo and Sassler 
2010; Lauer and Yodanis 2011). Others have ex-
plored the symbolic importance of earnings 
and employment, identifying how husbands’ 
ability to fulfill the normative breadwinner role 
is associated with marital formation and stabil-
ity (Killewald 2016; Sweeney 2002).

Traditional models of the nuclear family 
household treat it as a single economic unit in 
which all members enjoy a similar standard of 
living (Bennett 2013; Becker 1981; Parsons 1949). 
These models overstate the extent to which nu-
clear family households act with unified inter-
ests (Bennett 2013), but this popular concep-
tion of the household is consistent with norms 
that make direct, negotiated economic ex-
change less acceptable among nuclear family 
household members (Zelizer 2005). It is unclear 
whether such norms exist for doubled-up 
households. Doubled-up household members 
typically keep their incomes separate rather 
than fully pooling them and, though they often 
divide expenses like rent, the extent of resource 
sharing varies between households and even 



8 8 	 t h r e e  d e c a d e s  s i n c e  m a k i n g  e n d s  mee   t

r s f :  t h e  r u s s e l l  s a g e  f o u n d a t i o n  j o u r n a l  o f  t h e  s o c i a l  s c i e n c e s

4. The historical and contemporary importance of multigenerational and skipped-generation households as a 
support system for lower-income African American families has been well documented (Pittman 2023; Burton 
and Dilworth-Anderson 1991). In this sense, providing support for grandchildren through coresidence may be 
considered an institutionalized norm for this population, although scholars have also cautioned against assum-
ing that extended kin support networks are widely available to provide support or have sufficient resources to 
do so (Garrett-Peters and Burton 2016; McDonald and Armstrong 2001; Roschelle 1997). Grandparents assum-
ing a surrogate parent or co-parent role is a normative life course experience in some African American families 
(Burton 1990), although certainly not all (Burton et al. 1994; Burton and Dilworth-Anderson 1991; Burton and 
Bengtson 1985). At the same time, the grandparental caregiver role is not always fully socially or legally recog-
nized; parents and grandparents report difficult negotiations over parenting authority and access to resources 
for children, and grandparents report challenges interacting with institutions and policies that are not compat-
ible with common grandparental caregiving arrangements (Pittman 2015; Garrett-Peters and Burton 2016; 
Burton 1992). The question of whether some multigenerational or skipped-generation households, or some 
aspects of these households, may be more or less institutionalized than others merits future comparative re-
search. In this article, I use the framework of incomplete institutionalization to consider how disagreements over 
economic exchange reveal a lack of taken-for-granted norms around economic exchange relationships in many 
doubled-up households.

over time within single households (Harvey 
2025; see also Constantino et al. 2026). As the 
prior section described, doubling up has a long 
history (Stack 1974) and is now a standard 
childhood experience, particularly for Black 
children, many of whom will experience an ex-
tended family household (Cross 2018). Yet de-
spite how common doubled-up households 
are, they lack formally defined rules for sharing 
resources, and household members’ economic 
exchanges seem notably flexible. Qualitative re-
search documents disagreements over eco-
nomic arrangements in doubled-up house-
holds across time, place, and populations 
(Stack 1974; Clampet-Lundquist 2003; Garrett-
Peters and Burton 2016; Domínguez and Wat-
kins 2003), highlighting the need to further ex-
amine this common source of contention.

The absence of clear norms around how to 
share household resources and expenses can 
be understood through the theoretical lens of 
incomplete institutionalization. As posited by 
Andrew Cherlin (1978), the American family as 
an institution, including its socially enforced 
and legally enforced expectations for relation-
ships, was shaped by first marriages, and its 
conventions are poorly matched to more com-
plex family forms and the relationships they 
introduce. In some ways, first marriage may be 
becoming less institutionalized (Cherlin 2004, 
2020), and even married couples must negoti-
ate how they will arrange their household econ-
omy (Bennett 2013). However, the incomplete 
institutionalization framework is useful for 

drawing attention to how relationships vary  
in the extent to which they are guided by le-
gally enforced or taken-for-granted patterns of 
behavior, as well as how having few or less 
strongly enforced norms introduces complexity 
and requires household members to negotiate 
how relationships will function (Cherlin 1978).4 
Lower levels of institutionalization provide 
greater flexibility in economic arrangements, 
as household members may shape their eco-
nomic arrangements to match their own un-
derstanding of their social relationships 
(Oropesa et al. 2003).

When relationships are more ambiguous, 
relational work becomes more elaborate, as 
individuals must themselves define the rela-
tionship and appropriate types of exchange 
(Bandelj 2012). Viviana Zelizer (2012, 151) de-
scribes “relational packages” as “combina-
tions among (a) distinctive interpersonal ties, 
(b) economic transactions, (c) media, and 
(d) negotiated meanings.” In this view, intra-
household exchange requires doubled-up 
household members to not only agree on a 
price for coresidence, but also to share a com-
mon understanding of their relationship; the 
economic practices appropriate for it, such as 
fixed payment or flexible gift-giving; the goods 
and services to exchange and their values; and 
the meanings behind these exchanges. This ar-
ticle builds on prior research showing that re-
sources are commonly exchanged and con-
tested in doubled-up households (Stack 1974; 
Clampet-Lundquist 2003; Garrett-Peters and 
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Burton 2016; Domínguez and Watkins 2003; 
Harvey 2025) by providing new insight into the 
variety of ways that parents understand and 
contest the relational packages of doubled-up 
households and the conditions that facilitate 
shared agreements. In this way, it extends our 
understanding of the challenges and costs of 
relying on network support to make ends meet 
(Edin and Lein 1997).

Data and Methods
Data for this study come from a subsample of 
the How Parents House Kids (HPHK) study, a 
qualitative interview-based study of residential 
decision-making among parents of young chil-
dren. HPHK data were collected in Cuyahoga 
County, Ohio and Dallas County, Texas, which 
include the cities of Cleveland and Dallas, re-
spectively, as well as their inner-ring suburbs. 
These field sites were relatively hospitable en-
vironments for low- to moderate-income home-
seekers; the median rent in each metro area 
was below the national median, and the share 
of renters living in unaffordable housing was 
below the national average (Flanagan and 
Schwartz 2014). In each site, the research team 
took a random sample of block groups, strati-
fied by income and racial composition with an 
oversample of lower-income block groups, and 
randomly selected addresses from each. A team 
of trained interviewers, including the author, 
visited sampled addresses. In households that 
included children between ages three and 
eight, we invited the primary caregiver, usually 
the mother, to participate in an interview. In 
total, the HPHK sample included 156 parents, 
and the two-year response rate was 80 percent.

HPHK interviews were completed in the 
summers of 2013 and 2014. These interviews, 
generally conducted in the home, were semi-
structured and typically lasted about two to 
three hours. During the interview, most partic-
ipants chose a pseudonym to represent them. 
The 2013 interviews gathered information on 
participants’ current, previous, and ideal 
homes, neighborhoods, and schools. The 2014 
follow-ups asked about changes since the prior 
interview and, if applicable, current and past 
experiences doubling up. Both interviews also 
included questions that gave context about 
families’ lives; for instance, interviewers asked 

parents to share their life history and to de-
scribe their daily routines, employment and in-
come, and important people in their lives and 
their children’s lives. In 2014, interviewers com-
pleted a paper survey with participants about 
characteristics such as their sources of income 
and total amounts.

This study draws on a subsample of the 
HPHK sample, consisting of all participants 
who were interviewed in English and lived dou-
bled-up at some point during the HPHK field-
work years. HPHK parents who chose to inter-
view in Spanish were omitted from the sample. 
For seven respondents, I also included a cores-
ident adult from their household in my sample. 
Following a definition used in a Department of 
Housing and Urban Development report, I con-
sidered parents doubled-up if their household 
included any adult besides the householder 
and the householder’s romantic partner (Egg-
ers and Moumen 2013). Cohabiting and mar-
ried couples also share a home but are not con-
sidered doubled-up. Parents in my sample 
described living with a romantic partner as dis-
tinct from, and generally more normative than, 
living with extended family or friends (Harvey 
2025). My sample of parents with young chil-
dren provides an interesting, and possibly con-
tentious, site for studying economic relational 
work, as doubled-up parents advocate on be-
half of their children as well as themselves and 
must decide how economically independent 
they want their nuclear family to be from the 
rest of the shared household.

I invited parents in my subsample to par-
ticipate in additional interviews in January–
March 2014 and the summer of 2015, which fo-
cused on current and past experiences doubling 
up, including economic exchanges in these 
households. To facilitate free discussion, I of-
ten conducted these interviews outside the 
home. Of sixty parents, thirteen were inter-
viewed once, six twice, sixteen three times, and 
twenty-five four or more times. Interviewing 
families multiple times helped develop rapport 
and allowed me to observe parents in multiple 
households. My self-presentation, as a White 
Harvard PhD student, differed from the char-
acteristics of many parents I interviewed. I re-
mained cognizant of how these differences 
could shape how parents responded to me and 
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what they were willing to share. I relied on nar-
rative interviewing techniques, treating par-
ents as experts about their lives and experi-
ences from whom I was eager to learn, and on 
rapport developed over multiple interviews to 
strengthen my data collection and help me un-
derstand participants’ lives from their own per-
spectives (DeLuca and Jang-Trettien 2020; De-
Luca et al. 2016).

All interviews were recorded and tran-
scribed. To analyze the data, I first read full 
transcripts and wrote summaries of each in-
stance of doubling up, including a description 
of how resources were shared. As I read tran-
scripts, I inductively identified emerging 
themes and wrote memos on these themes. In-
depth interviews are well-suited to this kind of 
analysis, as they allow participants to describe 
their experiences in their own words and make 
it possible for unexpected findings to emerge 
(Boyd and DeLuca 2017). I then coded inter-
views with these themes using qualitative anal-
ysis software. I used these codes, and the in-
sights they provided into the processes I had 
identified, to refine the themes I present in this 
article. This process was iterative, and I re-
turned to the data repeatedly throughout the 
analysis.

The sample captured a diverse set of dou-
bled-up households, including parents living 
in multigenerational households and with 
other extended family and friends. Participants 
were located in neighborhoods across the Dal-
las and Cleveland metros, including suburbs 
and inner-city communities, and areas that 
ranged from poor to more affluent. Partici-
pants had up to five coresident children, with 
a median of three (including childless young 
adult children who still lived at home). Most 
parents who doubled up as guests initially did 
so in response to a crisis, most commonly 
housing issues like eviction or disrepair, but 
sometimes because of romantic relationship 
breakups. A smaller share of parents doubled 
up as guests to lower their housing costs so 
they could pursue a goal, such as homeowner-
ship or legal status. Finally, some parents had 
never had a home of their own and were wait-
ing until they felt economically secure to form 
their own household. Similarly, most host par-
ents began sharing their home after their guest 

experienced a housing crisis, romantic 
breakup, or dissolution of another doubled-up 
household (Harvey 2025).

Table 1 shows demographic characteristics 
of the sample, divided by whether the parent 
doubled up as a host, a guest, or both a host 
and a guest at different points during field-
work. These characteristics are measured as of 
the summer 2014 interview (where available), 
but for many parents, characteristics such as 
income and relationship status changed 
throughout the three years of fieldwork. Me-
dian family incomes for guests (about $18,000), 
hosts (about $20,000), and parents who dou-
bled up as both hosts and guests (about 
$12,000) were low. For comparison, the poverty 
guideline in 2014 for a family of three was about 
$20,000, and the median income for the full 
HPHK sample was approximately $29,000. Rel-
atively few parents in my sample, especially 
guests, were married (14 percent of guests, 27 
percent of parents who were both hosts and 
guests, and 41 percent of hosts). Doubled-up 
parents were far less likely to be married than 
parents in the full HPHK sample (44 percent). 
A large majority of parents in my sample were 
Black (73 percent of guests and parents who 
were both hosts and guests, respectively, and 
67 percent of hosts), compared to just 51 per-
cent of the full HPHK sample. Many parents in 
my sample had a high school degree or less 
(about 64 percent of guests, 45 percent of par-
ents who were both hosts and guests, and 48 
percent of hosts, compared to just 37 percent 
of the full HPHK sample), and far fewer com-
pleted a college degree (5 percent of guests, 0 
percent of parents who doubled up as both 
hosts and guests, and 11 percent of hosts, com-
pared to 21 percent of the full sample).

I used a broad definition of doubling up and 
did not limit my sample by relationship status 
or poverty status. However, nationally, rates of 
doubling up are lower among White parents 
and higher among unmarried parents and par-
ents of lower socioeconomic status (Pilkauskas 
et al. 2014). My sample largely reflected these 
trends but was more disadvantaged on average 
than doubled-up families nationally, possibly 
due to the two metro areas sampled (which 
had relatively low housing costs) and HPHK’s 
oversample of lower-income block groups. 
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Compared to a nationally representative sam-
ple of parents of doubled-up children (not lim-
ited to ages three to eight, the restriction for 
the current study), the parents in my sample 
less often had a college degree and more often 

had some college. They also had lower income 
levels than doubled-up families nationally 
(particularly hosts) and included few Asian 
families, although this population has high 
rates of doubling up, especially as multigen-

Table 1. Characteristics of Respondents, by Guest or Host Status

Guest
Both Guest  

and Host Host

Gender (proportion)
Male 0.09 0.18 0.15
Female 0.91 0.82 0.85

Education level (proportion)
Less than high school 0.23 0.09 0.19
High school 0.41 0.36 0.30
Some college 0.32 0.55 0.41
Bachelor’s or more 0.05 0.00 0.11

Race (proportion)
White 0.09 0.09 0.15
Black/African American 0.73 0.73 0.67
Hispanic/Latino 0.18 0.18 0.15
Asian 0.00 0.00 0.04

Relationship status (proportion)
Married 0.14 0.27 0.41
Cohabiting 0.32 0.09 0.19
No coresident partner 0.55 0.64 0.41

Income (median)a $17,760 $12,000 $19,800
Age (median) 29 29 39

Household arrangements (proportion)
Guestb

Multigenerational 0.95 0.82
Extended family 0.14 0.36
Nonkin 0.14 0.45

Hostb

Multigenerational 0.18 0.78
Extended family 0.64 0.44
Nonkin 0.27 0.22

Number of Respondents 22 11 27

Source: Author’s calculations.
Note: Individual characteristics are measured as of the summer 2014 interview, where 
available.
a Income includes formal and informal employment, SSI, SSDI, and child support. If the parent 
shared income with a coresidential romantic partner, the partner’s income is included in this 
amount as well. 
b Proportions do not sum to 1 because individuals may have lived in multiple types of doubled-
up households over the three-year fieldwork period.
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5. I am missing information on SNAP receipt for one participant, TANF receipt for five participants, and SSI and 
SSDI income receipt for three participants. Only two participants reported current TANF income, though one 
mother described receiving child support through a “county check” and another mother described having her 
benefits discontinued the previous month due to incomplete paperwork. Rates of TANF receipt are even lower 
in Ohio and Texas than they are nationally (Falk 2023). However, some parents may have received TANF income 
but did not report it, possibly due to stigma or because they were not familiar with the name TANF.

erational household hosts (Harvey et al. 2021). 
Additionally, because my sample only includes 
parents who were interviewed in English, im-
migrants are not well-represented (see Men-
jívar 2000; Bashi 2007; Hall et al. 2019; Kang 
and Cohen 2018).

Findings

Intimate Social Ties and 
Economic Exchanges
Most doubled-up households in my sample 
were formed on the foundation of a lasting 
social relationship. Whether providing hous-
ing as a host or receiving housing as a guest, 
most parents doubled up with family or close 
friends. The 60 parents in my sample lived in 
over 130 doubled-up households during the 
fieldwork years. A majority were multigenera-
tional households, and households formed 
with other extended family were the next most 
common, consistent with national patterns. Al-
though doubled-up household relationships 
were largely embedded within familial relation-
ships, the norms governing these relationships 
do not involve coresidence, and as I will show, 
doubling up introduced new questions about 
appropriate economic arrangements for ex-
tended family members sharing a household. 
Coresidence with nonkin was least common in 
my sample. Parents living with nonkin gener-
ally described a long history of friendship, of-
ten dating to childhood, and frequently used 
fictive kin terms.

The doubled-up parents in my sample relied 
on a variety of income sources to make ends 
meet. They had low incomes on average, but a 
majority (about three-fifths) were employed, 
most commonly in full-time jobs. A majority 
(about two-thirds) received SNAP (also known 
as food stamps).5 Very few parents reported 
Temporary Assistance for Needy Families 
(TANF) cash assistance. The high share of fam-
ilies receiving SNAP and the low share receiving 

TANF reflects the current composition of the 
public safety net. As Sarah K. Bruch and col-
leagues (2026) document, there has been a dra-
matic decline since the mid-1990s in the share 
of needy families who receive cash assistance, 
alongside an increase in the share who receive 
food assistance. A notable share of parents in 
my sample (over one-fifth) reported disability 
benefits from Supplemental Security Income 
(SSI) or Social Security Disability Insurance 
(SSDI) for themselves or their child. Other com-
mon income sources included unemployment 
insurance, benefits from the Special Supple-
mental Nutrition Program for Women, Infants, 
and Children (WIC), and child support.

In most doubled-up households in my sam-
ple, guests made a financial contribution to the 
host in exchange for housing (consistent with 
Edin and Lein 1997; Pilkauskas et al. 2014; 
Whitehead 2018b). Guests broadly asserted that 
they did not object to contributing and were 
willing to pay for the housing they received. Ke-
neisha, a mother who lived with her daughter 
in her mother’s home, said, “I just feel like you 
shouldn’t, you can’t live for free. Don’t nobody 
live for free.” She described contributing to the 
household as a reflection of her identity: “I’m 
not the type of person that just be like okay, I’m 
going to live here for free.” Likewise, Isa, a 
mother who lived with her three daughters in 
her mother’s home, began contributing finan-
cially despite never being formally asked. “She 
never really charged me rent,” Isa explained. 
“But I knew that I had to help, like with me 
working. That’s something that doesn’t really 
cross my mind. I know I live here. I have to pay 
rent. I have to help in something.” 

Conversely, hosts often expected payment or 
other contributions to the household as a con-
dition of coresidence. Tiji, a grandmother, de-
scribed how she told her adult grandson, “He 
have to contribute to the household. And if he 
think he not going to contribute to the house-
hold, it’s a problem. You are not just gonna stay 
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6. Household crowding is typically defined in terms of the number of people per room (Lopoo and London 2016; 
Blake et al. 2007). However, doubled-up guests often did not have the ability to select how many rooms they 
would occupy, so I measure crowding by how families experienced the home.

here and lay up on me and not pay nothing. You 
are gonna pay something.” Shantay, a mother 
who shared a household with her daughter, her 
mother, and her young adult sister, described 
how her mother chastised her sister for her 
reluctance to contribute. “When they had their 
whole blowout my mom was like, ‘You have 
to put in. No matter what household you’re 
in, you put in on something.’” For many hosts, 
payment was a condition of coresidence, al-
though—as I describe later—how much flexi-
bility should be allowed in these payments was 
a matter of contention.

Of course, not all guests contributed toward 
household expenses. Even in these cases, 
guests frequently offered, even if the host did 
not accept. Jade, a mother who lived with her 
daughters in the home of an elderly friend, de-
scribed her efforts to contribute: “I just try to 
give him money, but he said, ‘No. Just use it for 
the girls.’” Likewise, Lisa, a mother who hosted 
her cousin’s family while they saved for a home 
of their own, said her cousin offered to pay for 
their stay. Lisa declined, hoping that it would 
enable them to move out more quickly, “I fig-
ured let her get herself together, she’s got an 
opportunity to get her money together, let her 
get out and then let this be a stepping stone for 
her.”

Doubled-up families often lived in close 
quarters. Looking at parents’ most recent dou-
bled-up household, a majority were over-
crowded, as household members slept in com-
munal spaces (such as on the living room 
couch), adults shared a bedroom with one or 
more children over age two, or four or more 
children shared a single bedroom.6 However, 
even in households where there seemed to be 
enough bedrooms, sharing common spaces 
with multiple family units could be challeng-
ing. For instance, parents described difficulties 
coordinating kitchen time so they could pre-
pare meals for their children, and they com-
plained that other household members’ noise 
disrupted their children’s bedtimes (Harvey 
2025). Although complaints about space were 
common, having adequate physical space did 

not ensure that parents would be satisfied with 
their doubled-up arrangement. Moreover, 
guests’ financial contributions to the house-
hold often appeared unrelated to the amount 
of physical space they took up in the home 
(Harvey 2025).

Understandings of Exchange Relationships
Many doubled-up household members had low 
incomes, so it is unsurprising that disagree-
ments over money, food, and other resources 
were common. However, parents’ understand-
ings of these disagreements involved more 
than just vying for resources. As described in 
the prior section, doubled-up household mem-
bers were typically close social relations. Yet, 
these households involved direct economic ex-
changes: householders provided housing, and 
their guests typically made some contribution, 
often financial, in return. This combination of 
economic exchange and intimate social rela-
tionships required careful relational work. 
Household members also articulated conflict-
ing beliefs about the meaning of these contri-
butions and about how much obligation they 
had to look out for one another’s well-being, 
compared to the well-being of their own nu-
clear family unit. These differences reflected 
discord about the nature of their social rela-
tionships and the economic obligations these 
relationships conveyed.

Interdependence
By sharing their housing, doubled-up house-
holders provided a safety net for their guests. 
At the same time, as described previously, both 
hosts and guests often expected that everyone 
sharing the home would contribute toward 
household expenses, so doubling up could also 
provide support for needy hosts. Doubling up 
thus occupied an ambiguous position between 
social support and a mutually beneficial ar-
rangement, which in turn complicated rela-
tionships between hosts and guests.

Householders often emphasized the altru-
ism involved in sharing their housing, even 
when their standard of living depended on the 
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guest’s payments. Leeann was a mother of four 
who lived in a two-story home, which she had 
rented until her landlord went into foreclosure 
and which she now occupied rent-free. When 
her sister-in-law needed a place to stay, Leeann 
offered to let her and her infant move in, “to 
help her save money to get her own place. She’s 
a first-time mom and I know it’s overwhelming 
trying to juggle a baby and work.” Her sister-in-
law took a bedroom on the second floor, which 
Leeann freed up by making the sunroom down-
stairs her bedroom, hanging a bedsheet be-
tween the dining room and sunroom for pri-
vacy.

Leeann asked her sister-in-law to pay the 
gas, electric, and cable bills, a total of about 
$200 each month, and to give her most of her 
food stamps so she could combine them with 
her own and buy food for the entire household. 
Leeann, who had difficulty meeting her fami-
ly’s needs on her $13,000 a year income and had 
recently overdrawn her bank account while 
purchasing food, acknowledged the impor-
tance of the extra income, “I figured the $200 
could actually help me get back on track of my 
money that I’m messed up on.” Although her 
sister-in-law covered most of her housing costs, 
Leeann emphasized her own generosity in set-
ting the amount, “I didn’t ask so much because 
they needed to buy baby food. So they paid the 
cable bill and light bill, that’s it.” Likewise, to 
explain her decision to let her sister-in-law join 
the household, she emphasized their relation-
ship and her own identity as someone who 
helps others, rather than her financial need: “I 
like to help people out. She was staying with my 
mom and that didn’t work out. So now she’s 
here with me. I can’t say no. You have my 
niece.”

When hosts framed their willingness to 
share housing around a desire to help their 
guest, it could leave guests surprised when 
hosts asked for substantial payment. Simone, 
her partner Darnell, and their young son moved 
in with Darnell’s brother’s family while saving 
for their own apartment. Simone had been liv-
ing with her mother, who would not allow Dar-
nell to join the household, so they were eager 
to find a place where they could live together; 
they accepted Darnell’s brother’s offer to host 
them without discussing how much they would 

need to pay to stay with him. Simone was sur-
prised when he later requested $300 a month, 
over half of his rent: “No, they both popped up 
with them prices. They told us that they would 
give us a place to stay, and then waited and 
then boom.” Simone could not understand 
how he had decided to charge so much, espe-
cially since she, Darnell, and the toddler shared 
one small room in the home; his brother had 
denied their request to move to a larger one. 
Despite the high cost of the help that his 
brother provided, Simone and Darnell still val-
ued his support; when they began renting a 
home of their own, they expressed a willing-
ness to host people like his brother who had 
helped them in the past.

When hosts emphasized their altruism, re-
quests for payment—or too much payment—
could lead guests to question whether they 
were truly helping. Due to a long spell of unem-
ployment, Dana, a mother of two, and her part-
ner moved between the homes of family mem-
bers and friends. While they were living in her 
cousin’s home—their second time staying with 
this particular cousin—her partner began 
working, and they started paying $50 weekly to 
her cousin. However, when the cousin saw that 
they had more income, she began asking for a 
larger contribution. To Dana, her cousin’s ef-
forts to extract greater payments were inconsis-
tent with the idea that she was trying to help. 
“People say they want to see you do good, but 
when you ask somebody, ‘Hey, mind if I stay 
with you for a little bit?’ and you try to work out 
something with them, like an agreement or 
whatever, it always seems like that agreement 
doesn’t ever stay,” Dana lamented, “because 
once you go live with somebody, then you’re 
going to see that person every day. It’s going to 
be your everyday life and they are going to see 
what you’re doing, what you got going on, and 
they are going to feel like you owe them more 
than what you’re giving.”

Like many parents, Dana doubled up be-
cause she wanted to save money for a home of 
her own. From her perspective, her cousin’s re-
quest for more money made her a hindrance, 
rather than the support she promised to be. 
“And so with you trying to get on your feet and 
then somebody trying to pull the things that 
you’re using to get on your feet away from you, 
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it makes a hard situation, especially when you 
got kids.” Another mother, Anrisa, shared a 
similar perspective about the friends who 
hosted her family, “They put on like they were 
just great people but at the same time it was all 
about money.”

Obligations to Share Resources
While there was broad agreement that guests 
should contribute toward housing costs, there 
was variation in how much household mem-
bers expected to share other resources while 
living together. Were nuclear families simply 
sharing housing, or were they responsible for 
helping one another make ends meet more 
broadly? Some parents drew on norms about 
the primacy of the nuclear family unit, priori-
tizing their own nuclear family’s well-being 
and, particularly, that of their own children. 
Toni and her husband moved with their three 
children to Atlanta and, after a night in a hotel, 
began staying in the crowded lower-level unit 
of a duplex where a woman their pastor had 
introduced them to lived. The three other 
rooms in the unit were occupied by other fam-
ilies—approximately six adults and five chil-
dren in total—and Toni’s family occupied a 
large open room that they separated from the 
rest of the home with a bedsheet.

Initially, Toni shared the food she purchased 
with other families in the home. However, 
there was a perpetual need for additional food, 
worsened by some household members’ re-
fusal to apply for food stamps. She eventually 
decided that others were free riding off her gen-
erosity to the detriment of her nuclear family. 
“I just need to focus on my family,” she resolved 
and began hiding food in her room, safeguard-
ing it for her own children. “We were feeding 
our family. If we went and got something to eat, 
we got something to eat just for our family,” 
Toni explained, describing how this prioritiza-
tion ensured that they could feed their own 
children, though she felt bad for leaving other 
household members hungry.

Other times, parents described the house-
hold as an economic unit, arguing that house-
hold members should enjoy the same standard 
of living and share food, childcare, and house-
hold items. Paula, a mother of four, described 
how her cousin was facing eviction after an ar-

gument with her landlady. Paula allowed her 
cousin, her cousin’s husband, and their one-
year-old daughter to move into the attic of her 
three-bedroom home. Paula had struggled with 
utility bills before her cousin’s family moved 
in, and she asked them to take over the full cost 
of her utilities, $150 monthly. However, they 
paid sporadically, and her utilities continued 
to be shut off periodically, as they had been be-
fore her cousin moved in. She grew frustrated 
at her cousin’s family’s self-interest. “What 
used to get me upset was the way her husband 
would act, like he didn’t care about anything, 
like as long as he had his things he didn’t care 
about anything else.” Drawing on norms of 
household solidarity, Paula argued that coresi-
dence obligated them to share food, saying that 
“people that do have income plus get food 
stamps, if they know that they’re living with 
somebody, they should get some type of share.” 
Yet, her cousin’s husband prioritized their nu-
clear family when food ran short. “She would 
get her food stamps and I would get mine. If 
there was things here that I would buy or what-
ever, he would take them. I didn’t have a prob-
lem. . . . There was times that they had a lot of 
food stamps on their card, we hardly had any-
thing here, and he would just go buy and eat 
it . . . he would keep it upstairs.”

In households with food insecurity, sharing 
was simpler in theory than in practice. Even 
when they had a communal food supply, some 
household members closely monitored use of 
these shared resources. June lived with her two 
children and partner Cameron in two bed-
rooms of his sister’s five-bedroom home. Cam-
eron contributed to rent, and June, who had 
little cash income, used her food stamps to buy 
food for the household to share. The two fami-
lies often ate dinner together. Yet Cameron’s 
sister accused June’s family of eating too much 
of the food that she bought with her own food 
stamps. “I put food in there for all of us to eat,” 
June explained, “His sister, kids and her fiancé 
would go in there and eat everything, her food 
and the food I put in there. She would com-
plain, ‘You all ate up all my food.’ No, your hus-
band, your kids and you ate all the food up.” 
Scarce resources encouraged families to look 
out for their own share, even when pooling 
food as a household.
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Disputes about what resources and services 
should be shared extended beyond food. Par-
ents disagreed about whether household 
members should provide one another with 
childcare, transportation, and shared use of 
household items—as might happen in a 
single-family household—or if sharing these 
resources should be discretionary and subject 
to payment. Lola lived with her three children 
in her mother’s four-bedroom home, which 
also housed Lola’s brother and his girlfriend 
and newborn child. She had returned to her 
mother’s home multiple times over the years; 
this time, she moved in to escape a violent ex-
boyfriend. When describing the household, 
she suggested that their familial ties dictated 
that she share resources such as food, “Of 
course, if my mom’s hungry, she can eat from 
them. I’m never deny her no food or anything 
like that. She’s my mom. I don’t want her to 
starve or anything.”

In contrast, Lola felt that her mother, who 
lived on disability and retirement income, 
looked after her own financial interests and 
took advantage of her generosity. She said her 
mother waited for her to provide household ne-
cessities, “They’ll be missing shit here, and she 
won’t go buy it. Like toilet paper . . . I feel like 
if you have money that’s coming in [you should 
buy things].” Likewise, she expected her mother 
to support her work efforts, which brought 
money into the household, by providing child-
care and transportation. “She heard me like 
looking for somebody to cover my shift tomor-
row, because I have nobody to watch my kids. 
And she didn’t offer. She didn’t say, ‘Oh I’ll take 
you,’ or ‘I’ll pick you up,’ or ‘Don’t worry about 
looking for a babysitter. I’ll do it. Don’t call off.’ 
No.” When her mother did babysit, she ex-
pected payment, underscoring her treatment 
of them as economically independent units. 
Lola explained, “I have to pay her to sit with my 
kids. She stayed with my kids on Friday. I had 
to work, and she watched them. I had to beg for 
that. I had to pay her $30.”

Varying Payments
Lower-income families’ budgets are often shift-
ing, for example in response to unreliable work 
hours, varying levels of support from children’s 
fathers or public programs, and emergency ex-

penses that they do not have savings to cover 
(Edin and Lein 1997). For the families in my 
sample, this instability presented an opportu-
nity for doubled-up household members to dis-
agree about what economic transaction was ap-
propriate for their relationship—a fixed rent 
amount or a flexible amount proportional to 
guests’ and hosts’ levels of income and need.

Shay, her two daughters, and her boyfriend 
lived in her cousin’s two-bedroom apartment, 
which her cousin shared with her boyfriend 
and newborn. Shay’s daughters slept in the 
bedroom, while she and her boyfriend slept in 
the living room. When they first moved in, the 
cousin brushed off Shay’s attempts to establish 
a price for letting them stay. Shay recalled, 
“They called they selves trying to help us out 
but . . . we get over there, it’s something totally 
different.” When rent came due a couple weeks 
later, her cousin began asking for money, but 
again left the request vague, asking them to 
“give us what y’all can.” When her cousin was 
still unable to afford her rent payment despite 
their contributions, she demanded more: half 
of her total rent. “They was like, y’all have to 
give us this amount of money or y’all got to 
move.” Because Shay and her partner were both 
working, they were able to pay that month, but 
did so begrudgingly, asserting, “Y’all rent ain’t 
none of our concern. Y’all should have y’all rent 
money off top.”

Just as hosts sometimes requested higher 
payments, guests hoped for flexibility when 
they were unable to make expected contribu-
tions. The following month, Shay’s hours were 
reduced and her partner lost his job. They gave 
her cousin half of their earnings from odd jobs 
and plasma donations, but her cousin, strug-
gling to cover her rent, was inflexible. “But I 
guess just because I couldn’t give them the 
whole $350 at one time, they said we had to go.” 
When her cousin put her out, Shay and her 
partner slept in their car, leaving her daughters 
at their grandmother’s house. The eviction was 
inconsistent with how Shay had perceived her 
relationship with her cousin, “They supposed 
to be friends but a friend wouldn’t do you like 
they did us.”

Likewise, hosts could not always count on 
household members to provide more support 
when they were in need. Even when hosts’ ar-
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rears had potential ramifications for the entire 
household, guests sometimes continued to act 
like an economically independent unit. Elijah 
moved frequently between his parents’ home 
and living with a friend, whom he called his 
roommate. His friend occupied one of the two 
bedrooms in the apartment, while her two 
children occupied the other, and Elijah slept 
on the couch. He described how his friend had 
struggled to pay rent after he had moved out 
previously and was therefore very willing to 
host him again. “I think that’s why she said yes 
so fast because she was like two or three 
months behind on her rent.” Elijah paid $100 
a week to stay in her home, but he made it 
clear that her back rent was not his responsi-
bility, “I told her I didn’t want to help her out 
with that. I don’t want to. You know, that has 
nothing to do with me. I could go somewhere 
else.” Although he acknowledged that it would 
be financially difficult, he asserted that if his 
friend asked for too much, he could rent a 
home of his own and would leave her on her 
own with her debt.

Conversely, one household member’s in-
come might increase, raising questions about 
how much others should benefit from the 
greater flow of resources into the household. 
Rae lived with her partner and daughter in the 
home of her fictive uncle, aunt, and grandfa-
ther. Several other adults, including Rae’s 
brother and multiple friends, moved in and out 
over the fieldwork period, and disagreements 
over money and food were common in the 
resource-constrained household. Rae com-
plained that her uncle and aunt, who managed 
the household’s bills, “wanted more money 
and more money and more money.” When her 
partner began working part-time at a pizza 
chain, he gave her aunt and uncle half of his 
income, but they wanted even more. “[They] 
wanted all of [his] check every single time he 
got paid. They wanted it all,” she said. She ad-
vised him to hide his earnings, “It got to a 
point where I’m like, why? ‘Don’t tell them 
how much exactly your check is. If your check 
is $200, tell them your check was $120.’” Al-
though her uncle and aunt expected the full 
household to benefit when Rae and her part-
ner had more income, she did not always see 
them prioritize the household’s needs over 

their own. For instance, Rae described how, 
when her uncle was incarcerated, her aunt pri-
oritized their needs by sending money for the 
uncle to use in jail and buying junk food for 
herself rather than purchasing food for the 
household.

Guests’ Commitment to Hosts
Although hosts often relied on the support they 
received from guests while sharing their home, 
guests often prioritized their own families’ 
needs—rather than those of other household 
members—when they considered moving out 
of the shared household. Michelle, her partner, 
and four children shared two rooms in the attic 
of Michelle’s friend’s home. Her friend and her 
daughter—Michelle’s fictive niece—slept in the 
two bedrooms on the main floor, and the two 
families shared a kitchen and bathroom. Mi-
chelle and her partner were actively searching 
for a home of their own. When asked what her 
friend, who relied on them to pay half the rent 
and utilities, thought about their plan to move, 
she replied, “I don’t really know. I really don’t 
care for real, because, I mean, it’s my life. And 
only way I can make my life happier is to make 
sure me and my kids is cool and my husband. 
I can’t think about nobody else when it comes 
to our family. So we just trying to move. She 
know that we trying to move, but. We’re trying 
to leave. We want our own stuff.” Michelle 
planned to make housing decisions in line with 
her nuclear family’s needs, rather than consid-
ering the potential effects on her host.

When guests decided the household was no 
longer the best option for their family, their exit 
could leave other household members strug-
gling to make ends meet. Moke shared an 
apartment with her friend, a mother of two. 
They split the rent and utility bills and even 
shared food. The arrangement worked well un-
til Moke decided the home was no longer a 
good environment for her daughter and new-
born son. Her friend began dating a man whom 
Moke suspected was selling drugs, and she al-
lowed people to come into the house late at 
night. Unwilling to keep her children in that 
environment, Moke “just got up and left,” leav-
ing her friend to pay the rent by herself. Her 
friend, whose sole source of income at the time 
was from Social Security, could not afford the 
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full rent and was eventually evicted. “She was 
angry at me, saying I left her for dead,” Moke 
recalled, “Like no. You need to learn what type 
of people you need around your kids and in 
your house.” Although her friend was frus-
trated that Moke had moved without consider-
ing her needs, Moke felt justified in prioritizing 
her nuclear family’s well-being.

For some householders, guests’ self-
interested exits were not in keeping with the 
household solidarity they expected. Anrisa was 
renting a two-bedroom unit with her partner 
and two children when her brother and his son 
moved in, followed by her brother-in-law. Her 
family crowded into a single bedroom, but 
there was simply not enough space in the apart-
ment to accommodate three additional people, 
and one of the brothers had to sleep on the 
couch. Her brother’s and brother-in-law’s fi-
nancial contributions—from work earnings 
and disability benefits, respectively—paid most 
of her monthly rent, so she decided to rent a 
larger unit. “I was like okay, let’s do this. I’m 
going to go down here and I’m going to get this 
three-bedroom that way you guys get your own 
room, you got to get y’all own beds.” Although 
Anrisa made a residential decision reflecting 
the needs of all household members, her broth-
ers did not do the same. Soon after she signed 
the lease for the larger apartment, her brother-
in-law moved to his uncle’s house. Then, her 
brother lost his job, leaving the household even 
more financially strained— and “when money 
gets tight, I mean, the air gets real thick,” she 
explained. The household experienced increas-
ing food insecurity; one day, the growing ten-
sion manifested in a disagreement about 
whether it was appropriate for her brother’s 
young son to have a personal pan pizza when 
Anrisa’s children had none. This argument 
grew so heated that her brother soon left to live 
with his other sister.

Anrisa and her husband, who would have 
struggled to pay rent for even a small apart-
ment without help, blamed their brothers for 
prioritizing their own self-interest. “Why can’t 
he just pay for his time here and move out end 
of this month and give us some time so we 
don’t get evicted?” Anrisa asked. “This is ex-
actly what I tell you, I said family don’t fuck 
over family. . . . And we are actually trying to 

keep a roof over my children’s head. Y’all think-
ing about money and how y’all do what you 
want to do whatever y’all want to do with y’all 
money, but y’all not thinking about my kids.” 
To Anrisa, their brothers’ unexpected exits were 
inconsistent with their obligations to look out 
for one another.

Inconsistent Expectations
So far, I have shown how matching economic 
arrangements to social relationships in dou-
bled-up households was made difficult by dis-
agreement over the nature of relationships in 
doubled-up households. In particular, there 
were no clear guidelines about the extent to 
which doubled-up households should be more 
market-like arrangements, in which hosts and 
guests protected their own nuclear family unit 
and had few obligations to assist one another 
beyond their direct exchanges, or intimate so-
cial relationships, in which household mem-
bers looked out for one another and shared a 
common standard of living. As such, house-
hold members could hold conflicting expecta-
tions about the fundamental nature of their re-
lationship, and thus about the appropriate 
economic exchanges for these relationships. In 
this section, I show that in addition to being 
inconsistent between household members, in-
dividuals’ expectations for household relation-
ships were inconsistent over time. Frequently, 
parents framed the household differently de-
pending on the arrangement that would best 
suit them in the moment, and because they 
could draw on accepted norms about house-
hold solidarity or nuclear family independence, 
they felt justified in applying each of these com-
peting norms.

Tina and her husband Carlos lived with 
their four children in a two-bedroom, one bath-
room home with a den that they used as a third 
bedroom. They allowed Carlos’s sister and her 
young son to move into one of their bedrooms 
when she wanted to move out of her previous 
doubled-up arrangement with friends. They re-
quested a $350 payment each month, which 
covered over half their rent. Because her hus-
band was having trouble finding work, Tina’s 
family was struggling financially at the time, 
but she argued that the additional income from 
hosting her sister-in-law would not actually 
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benefit them because having an additional per-
son in the household would increase costs. “I 
was like, we’re really struggling baby. You know, 
by her moving, it’s going to help us because 
she’ll pay so much of the rent, I told him, but 
it’s not going to help us really, to be honest. 
We’re going to get drug back.”

Consistent with her self-interest, Tina ar-
gued that her sister-in-law’s financial contribu-
tions were payment for being allowed to stay in 
the home and did not make her and her child 
full members of the household, with equal ac-
cess to Tina’s family’s resources. She recounted 
telling her sister-in-law that just as “when you 
go rent an apartment,” the payment she made 
each month did not cover things like food or 
transportation. For example, though her sister-
in-law assumed that she could leave her son 
when she ran errands, Tina described babysit-
ting as a transaction requiring further pay-
ment. Likewise, Tina wanted her sister-in-law 
to pay generously for rides to and from the fast-
food restaurant where she worked.

Despite sending signals that they saw their 
family as economically independent from their 
guests, when in need, the same hosts some-
times called on norms of household cohesion 
and argued that guests should share resources. 
Tina described an argument over her sister-in-
law’s hidden food supply, “Well I started notic-
ing that the little boy would pop out with a 
juice, you know, and it was like okay . . . maybe 
she bought him a juice. And then one day I was 
driving home from work and pulled up and 
there she is with her trunk open and all of these 
little snacks and juices and I was like—and 
when I go buy groceries, that’s how she is in my 
refrigerator. You know, so why would you do 
that?” She described the household as a single 
unit when reproaching her sister-in-law’s food 
hiding. “We’ve never been raised to be like that, 
to hide food. I mean, it’s in there because it’s 
supposed to be eaten, and you put back so we 
can have to eat more, you know what I’m say-
ing? . . . as far as the kitchen, what’s in the re-
frigerator, you know, you go in there—it’s our 
house, it’s our family, we’re all together, you eat 
what’s there.” Though Tina at times likened her 
sister-in-law’s coresidence to renting, she also 
reprimanded her sister-in-law for not adhering 
to norms about household unity. The argu-

ments escalated until her sister-in-law left to 
join another household, not even returning to 
collect her belongings.

Shared Understandings of 
Economic Relationships
Although disagreements about economic ex-
change expectations were common, some 
households did hold shared understandings of 
their relationship and the economic exchanges 
within them. This section describes three char-
acteristics that facilitated shared understand-
ings.

Normative Household Forms and 
Institutionalized Trust
Compared to other doubled-up households, 
multigenerational households more often 
shared a common understanding of their rela-
tionship and appropriate terms of exchange. 
Noelle lived in her mother’s two-bedroom 
home, sharing a bedroom with her eight- and 
nine-year-old daughters. Although she planned 
to form an independent household with her fi-
ancé, they were waiting until both had stable em-
ployment and savings to cover several months of 
rent. Although she looked forward to the day 
when, “I will be able to go home and kick my 
shoes off at my own place. And then, get the 
rest of my evening started with my [nuclear] 
family,” Noelle and her mother had little con-
flict and lived together for years.

Parents and adult children like Noelle and 
her mother more often had assumed solidarity 
and trusted that the other had their best inter-
ests at heart. Multigenerational households 
also benefited from greater institutionalized 
expectations about which direction power, grat-
itude, and resources would flow. In households 
where the grandparent was the householder, 
these households could retain norms from the 
parent’s childhood. For instance, Noelle largely 
accepted her subordinate role as a daughter 
within the household, and she was grateful for 
“the help that I have in my mom,” including 
childcare.

Though multigenerational households, like 
other doubled-up households, often involved 
resource exchanges—typically with hosts pro-
viding housing and guests making monetary 
contributions—such transfers were less con-
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tentious when household members agreed on 
the nature of the relationship and the meaning 
of the exchange. Asked about bills, Noelle was 
unable to provide details on household ex-
penses, except her own contributions toward 
them, saying, “That’s my mom’s business. I’m 
not too sure if she’s renting or owning or still 
paying on the home.” When Noelle started 
working after her daughters went to school, she 
began contributing $300 a month. “Well, when 
I just started getting money, I would buy for my 
kids and I would just give my mom some 
money, because I just, as a person, wanted to 
help where I was living.” Unlike parents who 
described their contributions as the fulfillment 
of an agreement, Noelle labeled hers as “more 
of a thankful gesture, if anything.” By framing 
contributions as gifts or entitlements for her 
host, rather than payments, Noelle emphasized 
the social nature of the relationship and down-
played its economic aspect.

Overall, Noelle and her mother both lived as 
if they not only shared a household, but were 
also a single family unit; Noelle described her-
self and her mother as “a little family” held to-
gether by mutual love of Noelle’s daughters. 
They shared a kitchen and worked together to 
feed the household. “I will buy groceries and 
she will buy groceries and we will just put it to-
gether and we make our meals,” she said, de-
scribing their planning process, “Are you gonna 
buy the sides or am I going to buy sides? Or 
how we going to do it?” Likewise, her mother 
purchased things for the children without ex-
pecting Noelle to pay her back. “When they go 
pay the bills and stuff, they will pick up their 
chips and get their little snacks and things. 
Whatever little snacks they bring home and 
gadgets. They will pick up their little things 
when they go out with her.” Their shared con-
ception of the household as a single economic 
and social unit maintained peace and stability 
as Noelle and her fiancé waited to be financially 
able to rent a home of their own in a good 
neighborhood. Because Noelle and her mother 
had a common understanding of their relation-
ship, their economic exchange—her mother’s 
provision of housing and Noelle’s “thankful” 
contributions to her mother—served to 
strengthen, rather than harm, their social rela-
tionship.

Importantly, multigenerational households 
were not always stable or peaceful, and the 
parent-child bond alone did not ensure agree-
ment about economic exchanges. Although the 
parent-child bond has many institutionalized 
norms, normative scripts assume residential 
independence in adulthood and leave unre-
solved questions about how to arrange house-
hold finances with coresident adult children. 
Household peace depended on a common un-
derstanding of household roles and a mutual 
sense of solidarity, which—while more com-
mon in multigenerational households—were 
not guaranteed by the parent-child relation-
ship, particularly when resources were scarce.

Childless young adults living in their natal 
home may retain norms from childhood to an 
even greater degree than other multigenera-
tional households. Some parents, like Delores, 
described their adult child continuing (non)ex-
change arrangements from childhood, “I told 
you my kids are spoiled; they don’t think they 
have to do that [contribute]—I’m mom.” Others 
saw contributing to the household as a life les-
son. Marla assigned her daughter responsibil-
ity for a small bill after discussing it with her 
cousin to ensure that she did not think it would 
burden her too much. “So yeah, I told her, 
‘Anna, you’re going to be in charge of paying 
the insurance on the house, which is $75 a 
month.’ And she was like, ‘Yeah, mom. I’ll help 
you.’” When her daughter stopped working, she 
was no longer obligated to pay, but as of our 
last interview, Marla was encouraging her 
daughter, and her daughter’s friend who had 
also moved in, to find jobs so they could con-
tribute to the household “just so they can have 
that responsibility, so they can know they are 
responsible for something.”

Although such households were not well 
represented in this study because I sampled 
families with young children, they provide sug-
gestive evidence that, compared to the eco-
nomic arrangements of multigenerational 
homes including grandchildren, households 
with childless young adult children may be 
more similar to childhood economic arrange-
ments, in which parents largely (though not al-
ways fully) retain benefactor roles. Indeed, Sha-
ron Sassler and colleagues (2008; see also 
Newman 2012) find that, in a sample of pre-
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dominately middle-class adult children (who 
are less likely to be parents), many remain fi-
nancially dependent on their parents while co-
residing, even if they have enough income to 
contribute.

One-Way Flow of Support
Shared understandings of the relationship fa-
cilitated a common understanding of appropri-
ate roles and financial responsibilities, which 
could reduce disagreement over economic ex-
changes. In multigenerational households, 
such understandings were fostered by institu-
tionalized norms surrounding the parent-child 
relationship. A one-way flow of assistance could 
also promote shared understandings.

Jade moved with her three daughters into 
her cousin’s large, four-bedroom home after 
housing disrepair and financial difficulties 
pushed her from her previous rental. She and 
her cousin had always been close and had even 
lived together as roommates before they be-
came mothers. When she told her cousin about 
her financial difficulties, she offered to allow 
them to move in. Jade and her daughters stayed 
in the finished basement, where she and her 
daughters shared one bed—though sometimes 
the girls slept upstairs in their cousin’s room—
and had a bathroom of their own.

Her cousin, a stay-at-home mother of three, 
was relatively well-off and refused to let Jade, 
who struggled to provide for her children, pay 
for letting them stay. Jade was grateful for the 
assistance and eager not to be an inconve-
nience; she had wavered about whether she 
should move in at all and said, “I don’t want to 
interrupt her life with mine.” In this house-
hold, there were no disagreements about ap-
propriate exchange—Jade received help, paid 
nothing, and she was in turn grateful. The 
home was financially beneficial for her, and her 
cousin assured her she could stay until she was 
on her feet. She even encouraged her to stay 
longer when she decided to move out.

Although the household provided stable 
support, it was not without nonfinancial costs. 
Since her cousin did not benefit financially 
from her coresidence, Jade maintained a decid-
edly deferential role in the home and struggled 
to repay her host in gratitude and household 
work. When she moved out, she was relieved 

not to have to tiptoe around someone else’s 
home. “I don’t have to worry about the girls like 
being in people’s stuff,” she explained. “And it’s 
more comfortable. I can just come home and 
relax or do whatever. Over there I could relax, 
but it was just the point knowing that it’s not 
my own stuff.”

Negotiated Terms of Exchange
Finally, although less common, it was possible 
for parents to clearly establish terms of ex-
change through direct negotiation. In house-
holds where both host and guest benefited 
from the arrangement, agreeing on terms of 
exchange could mitigate disagreements. Teresa 
and her two sons moved into her parents’ 
three-bedroom home to reduce housing costs 
so her undocumented husband could return to 
Mexico to gain legal residency in the US. They 
moved into a single bedroom, but it was large 
enough for their queen-sized bed and their 
son’s bunk beds, and they kept their other fur-
niture in the attic. She and her husband had 
lived doubled-up in her parents’ home years 
before after they both lost their jobs and could 
no longer afford rent. Based on this previous 
experience, she insisted that they negotiate the 
terms of their arrangement before she moved 
in. “We picked the price [by telling my parents], 
we don’t mind, just tell us the price. But I want 
it to be enough where we don’t have problems 
with, ‘Hey, you’re using too much electricity 
and not paying enough.’ Because I know my 
kids, they’ll use a lot of stuff, they’ll leave water 
running sometimes or TV, leave it on, and then 
they go and leave the light on, and then go . . . 
and leave another light on, they have like ten 
lights on.”

After deciding to move in, Teresa got her 
husband, mother, and father together to dis-
cuss all aspects of the arrangement, from 
what areas of the home they would share to 
how they would split the utility bills and Netflix 
account. Describing the detailed conversation, 
she explained, “I’d rather do it before than have 
problems afterwards.” This negotiation was fa-
cilitated by her ability to pay for the housing 
her parents provided. They agreed that she 
would pay $700 a month, a substantial amount 
given that the grandparents owned their house 
outright. However, Teresa was satisfied; the 
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amount was less than the $900 she estimated 
she would pay if renting.

Moreover, the amount was high enough that 
it was clear that the assistance was mutual. The 
extra income allowed her mother to stop work-
ing. “[My husband and I] just kind of see it like 
we were in a tough situation and we are being 
helped, and we are helping them back by giving 
them.” Her parents also had existing problems 
with the home, and Teresa anticipated that the 
extra income she provided could help them 
with the cost of repairs. Because the arrange-
ment was negotiated and mutually beneficial, 
she felt less pressure to repay her parents in 
nonmonetary ways. “She would have taken us 
in without even giving her anything. She would. 
But I would have felt uncomfortable and that’s 
why I tell her, you know, ‘If you don’t charge us, 
I’m going to feel uncomfortable. And then I feel 
like I have to do all this, extra things in the 
house, like maybe I have to keep it extra clean, 
and be cleaning after everybody, and cooking 
after everybody because that’s how I feel if it’s 
not my home.’ And right now I feel like—well, I 
guess it would be our right, I mean, I’m allowed 
to be lazy. So, I know that I’m paying a certain 
amount so then I can relax more in that area.”

Teresa’s negotiation with her parents before 
moving in allowed them to formally agree on 
the terms of exchange, which prevented con-
flict and discomfort over their economic ar-
rangement. Some terms of the exchange 
shifted over the course of their coresidence, but 
they approached these issues as economically 
independent units, a precedent set by their 
original negotiations. For instance, the house-
hold started out by sharing food, but Teresa 
later realized that because her husband was a 
picky eater, it would be better for them to keep 
their food separate. She proposed the change 
to her mother, explaining that the arrangement 
would be fairer given that Teresa’s family ate 
far more than the grandparents.

Rather than harming the relationship by 
making it more market-like, explicit negotia-
tion limited conflict over economic exchange 
by decreasing the ambiguity of the relation-
ship. Although Teresa and her mother dis-
agreed about other issues—such as the grand-
mother’s interference in her parenting—they 
had little conflict over resources. After her hus-

band returned from Mexico, they were continu-
ing to live in the grandparents’ home while 
searching for an apartment of their own.

Conclusion
Amid high housing costs, doubling up is cen-
tral to many lower-income families’ efforts to 
make ends meet. As Edin and Lein (1997) ob-
served, relying on social support comes with 
costs, including the time and energy parents 
must dedicate to managing support relation-
ships. This article explores this work in dou-
bled-up households by asking how household 
members understand and dispute their eco-
nomic relations. Because people attempt to 
match economic transactions to social relation-
ships (Zelizer 2012), economic arrangements 
provide a window into how doubled-up house-
holds are socially understood. I find that house-
hold members disagreed not only about the 
amounts exchanged, but also the economic ex-
pectations that were appropriate for the rela-
tionship. How much were household members 
obligated to look out for one another? Should 
all household members enjoy a similar stan-
dard of living or should each nuclear family be 
independent? Such questions appear to have 
no established answer, and the inconsistent ar-
guments parents deployed reveal ambiguity in 
doubled-up household relationships.

Three characteristics could reduce disagree-
ment over economic exchange. First, although 
multigenerational households lack fully insti-
tutionalized roles in some regards (Harvey 
2022), the parent-child relationship may offer 
more norms to guide economic arrangements 
than other doubled-up relationships. The de-
gree of institutionalization of doubled-up 
households—and likely of other complex fam-
ily or household forms—is thus best viewed as 
a spectrum (Sweeney 2010), with consequences 
for relational work. Multigenerational house-
holds tend to be more stable than other dou-
bled-up arrangements (Harvey et al. 2021), 
likely in part due to their more institutional-
ized relationships.

Second, a one-way flow of assistance could 
clarify terms of exchange and limit disagree-
ment. Achieving clear terms of exchange is not 
always practical for doubled-up households. 
Parents enmeshed in low-income social net-
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works often lack a benefactor who is able and 
willing to support them (Edin and Lein 1997). 
Moreover, receiving support without ade-
quately reciprocating could lead guests to feel 
uncomfortable in hosts’ homes and to try to 
minimize the inconvenience of their stay.

Finally, some doubled-up parents success-
fully negotiated clear terms of exchange. When 
facing urgent housing needs, parents often fo-
cus on finding a willing host, rather than nego-
tiating and evaluating terms of exchange. The 
economic scarcity common in doubled-up 
households, along with the lack of appealing 
alternative housing options for many guests, 
makes negotiating agreements in advance—
and adhering to and enforcing these agree-
ments once the realities of day-to-day life set 
in—difficult. Thus, direct negotiation may 
work best when all household members have 
adequate resources to set up and maintain a 
mutually beneficial arrangement. 

However, when parents were able to achieve 
them, clearly defined expectations could re-
duce conflict. Some programs that use shared 
households to reduce housing costs for adults 
facing homelessness rely on a similar ap-
proach, using roommate agreements that lay 
out how rent, utilities, and food will be shared 
(National Alliance to End Homelessness 2017). 
Such agreements could be valuable for a range 
of doubled-up families, not just those exiting 
documented homelessness, though there may 
also be barriers to widely adopting such agree-
ments. Many hosts see themselves as empa-
thetic helpers, and formal contracts may con-
tradict this image. Additionally, many guests 
already describe doubling up as inconsistent 
with their identities as adults (Harvey 2022); 
formal agreements laying out obligations in re-
turn for housing may be perceived as patron-
izing, particularly for guests who are unable to 
reciprocate financially.

This article demonstrates that it is not just 
the need for payment or the precise terms of 
exchange that cause conflict, but also how the 
exchange is interpreted within the relationship. 
Without clear norms to guide doubled-up 
household relationships, household members 
had substantial flexibility in how they framed 
intra-household exchange. Both hosts and 
guests often argued for arrangements that 

would benefit their nuclear family. They some-
times justified these claims by drawing on 
norms of either the primacy of the nuclear fam-
ily or the unity of the household unit and by 
likening the household to either a family-like 
arrangement or a market economic transac-
tion. Given these competing interpretations of 
their relationships, doubled-up household 
members’ economic exchanges often con-
trasted with parents’ expectations about their 
relationships.

Doubled-up households may be especially 
vulnerable to ambiguity, but other family forms 
face similar difficulties reconciling household 
and family relationships. Complex families can 
involve nuclear family relations that span mul-
tiple households or, in the case of blended fam-
ilies, include non-blood relatives in the house-
hold. As in doubled-up households, complex 
families are characterized by discord about 
who is in and who is out of the family, known 
as family boundary ambiguity (Brown and 
Manning 2009). Boundary ambiguity is linked 
to poorer family functioning (Carroll et al. 
2007), and this study shows how conflict over 
questions of basic household functioning, like 
economic arrangements, can contribute to this 
association. This finding highlights the impor-
tance of subjective understandings of boundar-
ies for how complex families and households 
arrange their household economies.

This study focuses on how parents under-
stand and navigate exchange relationships. 
However, the variety of ways that doubled-up 
households share resources and expenses, 
along with their frequent disagreements around 
these issues, also raises questions about how 
doubled-up households should be treated 
when measuring poverty or determining means-
tested program eligibility. Should subfamily 
units in doubled-up households be treated as 
economically independent, or should the in-
come of one subfamily be assumed to be avail-
able to other subfamilies (Gonalons-Pons et al. 
2026)? Means-tested programs vary in whose 
income they consider when determining eligi-
bility and in how much they disincentivize 
household sharing (Michelmore and Pilkaus-
kas 2022; Ellen and O’Flaherty 2002; Corinth 
2015). Using the household (or even household 
members related via biological or legal ties) as 
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the resource unit in analyses of poverty likely 
overstates the extent of economic integration 
in doubled-up households (Harvey 2025; see 
also Berger et al. 2024). However, given the lack 
of consensus—even between different adults 
in the same doubled-up household—about 
how to share resources, there is no easy answer 
to the question of whose income should count. 
Universal programs may be a way of sidestep-
ping such questions and of limiting disincen-
tives around household sharing—and more 
universal programs may already be perceived 
to be more fair than targeted social assistance 
programs (see Abbott et al. 2026).

This analysis has important limitations to 
note. First, my sample was limited to English-
speaking families with young children in two 
metropolitan housing markets from 2013 to 
2015. Future research should consider variation 
across housing markets and state social policy 
environments (Bruch et al. 2026). Given the rel-
atively low housing costs in Cleveland and Dal-
las, along with rising housing unaffordability 
nationwide in the years since fieldwork, the 
families in my sample may have had more 
housing options than similar families would 
have if the data were collected today or in high-
cost housing markets. As housing costs rise, 
lower-income families may be less able to exit 
undesirable households even in the face of ex-
treme disagreement over resources. Higher 
housing costs may also push higher-income 
families to double up; indeed, rates of doubling 
up have increased in recent decades, including 
among more economically advantaged families 
(Pilkauskas and Cross 2018). These more finan-
cially secure households may be less likely to 
experience other material hardships like food 
insecurity, which can lessen the stakes of dis-
agreements over economic resources for these 
families. Rising rates of doubling up, particu-
larly for higher-income families, also raise 
questions about whether this household form 
will become more institutionalized over time.

My sample was not fully representative of 
doubled-up families nationwide, and future 
comparative research on the experiences of 
groups not well-represented in my data, such 
as higher-income families, Asian families, and 
immigrant families, is needed. Future work 
should also gather data from all members of 

the household to gain a more comprehensive 
understanding of all financial resources and 
program benefits in the household, durable 
goods owned by each subfamily that may (or 
may not) be shared, and services such as house-
work, childcare, and transportation that house-
hold members provide one another. Research-
ers could also look beyond economic exchanges 
and explore potential social benefits of shared 
households, such as decreased isolation, and 
how they may interact with economic arrange-
ments and household members’ understand-
ings of their relationships. A full accounting of 
the costs and benefits, both economic and so-
cial, from the perspective of each household 
member would be valuable for understanding 
the strains that different household members 
face and how their expectations and percep-
tions of exchanges may differ.

Additionally, I focused on parents’ experi-
ences doubling up and followed up over a 
three-year period, but I do not have full details 
about their exchanges with adults beyond their 
household or on their histories of social sup-
port exchanges over time. However, many fam-
ilies rely on or provide resources to social ties 
beyond their household (Stack 1974; Fomby et 
al. 2023; Berger et al. 2024) and many double up 
multiple times throughout their lives. How do 
parents’ histories of providing and receiving 
housing and other support from specific indi-
viduals shape their approach when they live 
with them? Do past experiences providing and 
receiving support from others shape parents’ 
general approach to doubling up—for instance, 
through a “pay it forward” attitude (Keene et al. 
2022)? How might repeated requests for help or 
histories of unbalanced reciprocity influence 
the support that parents can request or are will-
ing to provide (Domínguez and Watkins 2003; 
Edin and Lein 1997)? My data provide sugges-
tive evidence that prior support exchanges mat-
ter. For instance, one guest described trying  
to avoid overtaxing a single host, explaining, 
“We try to keep going forward, and if you  
been somewhere you don’t want to keep going 
back . . . like, ‘Oh, here you go again.’ And you 
try not to burn bridges and stuff.” A broader 
understanding of parents’ social support ex-
change systems could illuminate how their his-
tories of providing or receiving help and their 



r s f :  t h e  r u s s e l l  s a g e  f o u n d a t i o n  j o u r n a l  o f  t h e  s o c i a l  s c i e n c e s

	 e c o n o m i c  e x c h a n g e  a n d  r e l a t i o n a l  w o r k  i n  d o u b l e d - u p  h o u s e h o l d s 	 10 5

perceived reciprocity obligations may shape 
their experiences doubling up.

Despite these remaining questions, this ar-
ticle deepens our understanding of how fami-
lies experience their reliance on shared house-
holds to make ends meet. Although doubled-up 
households provide vital support to parents 
(and thus should not be disincentivized by pol-
icy), this article shows the nuanced work that 
parents must dedicate to navigating social sup-
port relationships in doubled-up households. 
The economic constraint that many doubled-
up parents experienced encouraged efforts to 
maximize resources for their own family, and 
the low level of institutionalized norms about 
economic arrangements in doubled-up house-
holds, especially non-multigenerational house-
holds, allowed parents to justify these deci-
sions by framing their household relationships 
in different ways. Economic relational work 
was highly consequential: when hosts and 
guests failed to agree on the nature of their re-
lationship and to enact economic arrange-
ments that matched that understanding, it con-
tributed to conflict and, at times, household 
dissolution.
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Place, History, and Food 
Apartheid: Reframing How 
Low-Income Black Mothers 
Make Ends Meet
Cayce C.  Hughes,  Simon E.  Fer n, M arbell a E.  Hill,  
a nd R achel T.  Kimbro

Thirty years after Making Ends Meet, poor mothers continue to labor intensively to sustain their families. 
Following scholars emphasizing the fundamental causes of social inequalities, we address the social, civil, 
and historical processes that structure and complicate this labor. Drawing on interviews with forty-four low-
income Black mothers, most of whom are single, in a historically Black Houston neighborhood, we explore 
how they meet their families’ food needs in a context where welfare is essentially dead. Through the lens of 
food apartheid, we examine how processes of accumulation and disinvestment shape mothers’ work to feed 
their families. Respondents highlight place-based barriers stemming from welfare, housing, and transporta-
tion policies that disadvantage entire neighborhoods. In this way, providing for one’s family is best under-
stood as an intergenerational struggle under food apartheid. Situating contemporary narratives in a broader 
historical context, this analysis challenges deficit-oriented discourses that blame individuals and communi-
ties and paves the way for reparative action.

�Keywords: food insecurity, structural racism, urban poverty, inequality, place, southern United States
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The experience of poverty is inextricably tied to 
place. What it means to live in poverty looks 
very different across rural, urban, and subur-
ban social environments and even between 

neighborhoods (Allard 2009; Small et al. 2018). 
In the post-welfare reform US, resources avail-
able to navigate poverty vary widely from state 
to state (Bruch et al. 2026; Fording et al. 2007). 
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The complex factors creating this localized ex-
perience of poverty are historical and racial-
ized. Although tracing overarching trends is 
important, understanding how people manage 
poverty every day requires attention to the so-
cial, political, historical, and racialized con-
struction of place.

One aspect of daily life in poverty that is 
deeply inflected by place is food provision, la-
bor that women overwhelmingly perform, es-
pecially in families with children (Taillie 2018). 
How poor mothers meet their families’ food 
needs with limited resources is an inherently 
spatial process. Food provision is influenced by 
the accessibility and affordability of grocery 
stores. Poor neighborhoods, particularly those 
of color, often lack access to grocery stores that 
offer affordable, nutritious food, whereas more 
affluent and predominantly White neighbor-
hoods have higher quality and more affordable 
options (see also Kolb 2021). Food insecurity is 
highest where poverty is concentrated, where 
Black families disproportionately live (Lichter 
et al. 2012). As overall food insecurity rates have 
fallen, Black families still experience food inse-
curity at roughly twice the rate of White fami-
lies (Hales and Coleman-Jensen 2024).

State-level differences in the public safety 
net since the passage of the Personal Respon-
sibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation 
Act (PRWORA) help to explain some of the geo-
graphic variation in experiences of food inse-
curity (figure 1). States in the Deep South offer 
the most meager welfare benefits with the most 
stringent eligibility conditions, and also have 
the highest rates of food insecurity, with 84 per-
cent of high food insecurity counties located in 
southern states (Feeding America, n.d.).

Receipt of public assistance in southern 
states, particularly in areas with higher concen-
trations of Black residents (Soss et al. 2008) also 
involves increased administrative burdens 
(Herd and Moynihan 2023) and more punitive 
sanctions that can deter poor people from par-
ticipating in safety net programs. Texas, the 
site of the present study, ranks forty-sixth 
among all states in Supplemental Nutrition As-
sistance Program (SNAP; formerly known as 
food stamps) uptake, with a quarter of eligible 
households not receiving benefits (US Depart-
ment of Agriculture 2019). In the decades since 

welfare reform, cash assistance has become vir-
tually nonexistent in Texas: only four in one 
hundred poor people receive cash assistance 
through Temporary Assistance for Needy Fam-
ilies (TANF) (Shrivastava and Thompson 2022), 
and the maximum monthly benefit for a single 
mother with two children is $305, or $10 a day 
(Texas Health and Human Services 2025).

We conducted this qualitative study in 
Houston, Texas, to understand how some of 
the most disadvantaged families in the United 
States—low-income, Black women-led house-
holds with young children (Coleman-Jensen et 
al. 2022)—manage food provision in a context 
where welfare has all but disappeared. Much 
work since Making Ends Meet was published fo-
cuses on low-income mothers in states with 
relatively generous welfare regimes, such as 
Massachusetts (Daniel 2020) and California 
(Fielding-Singh 2021), with less focus on the 
South. As the second most populous state, 
Texas also has the eleventh highest rate of child 
poverty (Texas Demographic Center 2024), 
making it a critical place to study. We con-
ducted interviews with forty-four mothers and 
grandmothers in one of Houston’s oldest and 
poorest Black neighborhoods about how they 
make ends meet and manage food resources. 
We learned that mothers labored intensively 
around food provision (Edin and Lein 1997; 
Edin et al. 2013), piecing together formal sup-
ports (for example, SNAP), informal supports, 
and relying on resource management tactics 
that they had learned from their own mothers 
and grandmothers, who had in turn labored 
under similar conditions. They tracked dis-
counts and sales, spending full days shopping 
across stores for savings. They planned meals 
around SNAP disbursement and cooked meals 
that stretched for days. And they engaged in 
mutual support networks (Hill et al. 2024), 
sharing with others whether or not they had 
enough. Despite this intensive labor, two-
thirds of the mothers were still food insecure, 
with one-third experiencing hunger. Mothers 
frequently went without if it meant their chil-
dren ate.

We illustrate why, despite using every pos-
sible strategy, these families remain food inse-
cure. As Kathryn Edin and Laura Lein (1997) 
argued thirty years ago, poor mothers’ “survival 
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‘choices’” are not individual “choices” but are 
shaped by many multilevel factors, including 
their individual resources and “the character-
istics of the neighborhood and city” in which 
they live (143). Three decades since Making Ends 
Meet, we argue that these place-based struc-
tural factors matter more than ever. We focus 
on how the characteristics of Sunnyside—and 
Houston—shape the foodscape and influence 
how mothers navigate it. We draw on the con-
ceptual framework of food apartheid—which 
centers structural racism and highlights the 
historical, civil, and intentional political pro-
cesses that have produced food inequalities—
under racial capitalism to situate mothers’ in-
dividual experiences in a broader and longer 
context and to reveal why and how their strate-
gies are stymied.

We leverage interview data in two ways. 
First, interviewees’ narratives illustrate the 
often-hidden food labor that poor mothers per-
form, revealing how food provision is con-
nected to compounding and multiplicative 
poverty-related challenges over time. We show 
how chronic disinvestment in Sunnyside, re-
flected in transportation and housing infra-
structure, has produced structural disadvan-
tages that constrain mothers’ attempts to feed 
their families. We foreground the social forces 
that have historically produced—and repro-
duced—the place-based conditions poor Black 
families navigate (Bowen et al. 2021; Edin et al. 
2023). Second, following Hanna Garth and 
Ashanté M. Reese (2020), we argue that those 
struggling against food insecurity are experts 
on their own experiences; we aim to uplift their 

Figure 1. Prevalence of Food Insecurity, Average 2019–2021

Source: US Department of Agriculture 2022.
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insights and critiques. By situating mothers’ 
narratives in relation to structural constraints, 
we shed light on the roots of food insecurity. 
Our theoretical approach differs from neolib-
eral framings of food inequalities that have nat-
uralized the problem through depoliticized 
market logics. Instead of asking how families 
can make better choices or be more efficient 
with their resources, or considering how to at-
tract food retailers to underserved areas, we 
name, locate, and historicize the structural 
processes that drive food inequalities, treating 
food insecurity as a result of food apartheid 
rather than an unfortunate side effect.

Background and Liter ature
Despite the US being a wealthy country, food 
insecurity persists. Nationally, 13.5 percent of 
households are food insecure, meaning that 
they do not have enough money to afford ac-
cess to stable, adequate, and nutritious meals 
(US Department of Agriculture 2024). Over 
forty-one million Americans use SNAP to pur-
chase their groceries, which has been shown to 
directly reduce food insecurity. Yet, despite this 
critical food assistance, entrenched food access 
struggles remain for millions of US families. 
Much research has focused on establishing in-
dividual and household risk factors. These risk 
factors for food insecurity provide evidence of 
social stratification, with disparities by race 
and ethnicity and income (Walker et al. 2021). 
Differences in food access also cluster and vary 
by place and region, with the result that the 
American South experiences higher rates of 
food insecurity (Rabbitt et al. 2023), reflecting 
particular histories (Baker 2022), relations to 
capital and resources, and demographic differ-
ences.

Scholars have long examined how individu-
als and families cope with food insecurity and 
work to avoid it. In Making Ends Meet, Edin and 
Lein (1997) described the range of strategies 
single low-wage mothers employed to make 
ends meet, including drawing on informal sup-
port networks, taking on extra work, and seek-
ing out aid from charitable and government 
sources. After the passage of welfare reform, 
other scholars built on Edin and Lein’s (1997) 
work to show how mothers coped with these 
policy changes (see also Newman 1999; Nelson 

2000; Polit et al. 2000). Today, it remains true 
that this complex, time consuming, and per-
petual work exacts serious emotional and psy-
chological strain on mothers, who expend great 
energy striving for standards that are increas-
ingly difficult to meet (Fielding-Singh 2021).

Although popular discourses frame diet as 
a byproduct of individual choice, more recent 
critical research increasingly emphasizes 
deeply embedded structural constraints (Alkon 
et al. 2020; Fielding-Singh and Oleschuk 2023). 
This work demonstrates that enduring food in-
equalities cannot be resolved solely by individ-
ual strategies (Bowen et al. 2019). Yet, many in-
terventions rely on the assumption that if only 
poor people were educated about food provi-
sion and nutrition, they would make better, 
healthier choices and avoid food insecurity. In-
creasingly, scholars argue that the strategies 
people use to make ends meet involve a multi-
generational cultural tool kit for navigating 
economic difficulties (Hill et al. 2024). This 
work asserts that food insecurity’s persistence 
is not due to a lack of effort or education on the 
part of poor people; rather, when the condi-
tions of poverty and social inequality are left 
unaddressed, food insecurity remains no mat-
ter how hard individuals work.

Food Access and Availability
Other research centers on food access, specifi-
cally proximity to stores. This work has popu-
larized the concept of food deserts (Cummins 
and Macintyre 2002; Beaulac et al. 2009), which 
connects food insecurity to difficulty accessing 
retail food outlets (Dutko et al. 2012). Recent 
scholarship addressing the relationship be-
tween place and food insecurity points to a 
more nuanced relationship between residence 
in a food desert and food insecurity, as com-
pared to other predictors (Livings et al. 2023). 
This research suggests that it is not just prox-
imity to food that matters, but how structural 
inequalities are infused into places (Janda et al. 
2022; O’Connell 2012). That food-insecure 
households are often located farther from 
larger grocery stores with more diverse food op-
tions, and closer to convenience stores with 
limited selection, can be understood as a con-
sequence of those structural factors (Thomas 
2010).
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Well-intentioned discourses framing food 
insecurity as driven by food deserts fail to ad-
dress the fundamental causes of food inequal-
ities (Bowen et al. 2021; Sadler et al. 2016). Fur-
ther, when the problem is framed as an 
availability issue, proposed policy solutions 
tend toward interventions that “invite supply-
side, corporate food retail development” 
(Zurawski 2023, 288), implying that expanding 
retail options will fix problems that emerge 
from poverty and racism (Kolb 2021). An over-
reliance on the food desert framing reinforces 
neoliberal approaches that locate problems in 
broken neighborhoods and propose market so-
lutions to deep structural problems (Shannon 
2014).

Food Insecurity as a Consequence 
of Structural Racism
Critical scholarship highlights the need to 
move away from overemphasizing individual 
risk factors and narrow geographic approaches, 
and instead focus on the underlying roots be-
hind the unequal patterning of food insecurity 
(Odoms-Young et al. 2023). This means con-
necting how residential segregation—particu-
larly as institutionalized through redlining—
has constructed lasting barriers to food access 
for communities of color (Shaker et al. 2023; 
Linde et al. 2023). In White-majority neighbor-
hoods, food pantries are more plentiful and 
stock foods typically consumed by White 
households, whereas Black and Latino/a com-
munities face greater access barriers, and often 
the food offered is neither wanted nor cultur-
ally appropriate (Marriott et al. 2002; Fern et al. 
2023, 229). It means paying attention to racial 
inequalities baked into the transit system that 
make commuting to quality grocery stores dif-
ficult or impossible for many low-income peo-
ple of color (see also Onyejiaka 2024; Reft et al. 
2023). Programs aimed at tackling urban hun-
ger may unwittingly contribute to this by fail-
ing to connect racial discrimination and food 
insecurity (Edin, Shaefer, and Nelson 2023; Ko-
lavalli 2019).

Situating food insecurity within a historical 
framework highlights how the patterns that 
structure inequality tend to recur over time. 
Households headed by people who are Native 
American, Latino/a, Black, LGBT+, or disabled 

have higher rates of food insecurity, under-
scoring how fundamental inequalities—
rooted in histories of dispossession, segrega-
tion, and systematic exclusion—shape food 
access (Bowen et al. 2021; Jernigan et al. 2017; 
Coleman-Jensen 2020; Huang et al. 2010). That 
Indigenous peoples experience food insecu-
rity at twice the rate of White households 
(Jernigan et al. 2017) starkly illustrates how 
these structural injustices continue to mani-
fest in food access disparities.

In this study, we draw on the conceptual 
framework of “food apartheid,” introduced by 
food sovereignty activist Karen Washington 
(Brones 2018), which centers structural racism 
and highlights the historical, civil, and inten-
tional political processes that have produced 
food inequalities. Food apartheid is conceptu-
alized as the “unnatural, systemic aspects of 
uneven food distribution, access, and con-
sumption in a racist economic system” (May-
orga et al. 2022, 241). Examining food insecurity 
through the lens of food apartheid shifts anal-
yses away from individual decision-making to-
ward the structures in which decisions are 
made. Contrasting the popular food desert 
framing, food apartheid stresses the deliberate 
construction of the unequal food landscapes 
that low-income people of color must survive, 
shifting attention from individual behaviors to 
societal and government responsibility (de 
Souza 2023). Integral to the conceptualization 
of food apartheid is its persistence, as pro-
cesses of disinvestment, segregation, land ac-
cess, and unequal opportunities that structure 
contemporary food inequalities reflect similar 
conditions across recent and extended history 
(Joyner et al. 2022). This recalls “historical ra-
cial regimes” (Baker 2022) that help explain en-
during Black poverty.

We also engage the framework of racial cap-
italism (see also Robinson 1983; Bhattacharyya 
2018) which foregrounds the interwoven pro-
cesses of racialized exploitation and the un-
equal accumulation of capital, and situates 
racial inequalities in general, and food inequal-
ities in particular, in this context. Treating food 
access as mapping multigenerational pro-
cesses of resource allocation spotlights how 
disinvestment in communities of color repre-
sents a series of choices by governments, cor-
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porations, and individuals (Travis 2019; May-
orga et al. 2022). Rather than viewing racial 
disparities in food access and food security as 
a depoliticized inequality, a racial capitalism 
hermeneutic reveals these to be unsurprising 
results of historic and ongoing processes of 
racialized resource extraction and exploita-
tion. Food apartheid in this framework under-
scores the relational nature of deprivation, 
where some communities are systematically 
resourced while others are deliberately denied. 
Ongoing disinvestment perpetuates, normal-
izes, and shores up food inequalities through 
seemingly neutral market logics. Approaching 
food inequalities via racial capitalism high-
lights how division is manifested in and per-
petuated by differentiated resource access, 
while centering agency in navigating or rein-
forcing inequalities.

Disinvestment is a mechanism through 
which the state, corporations, and public enti-
ties determine how to allocate resources to cer-
tain spaces and withhold resources from oth-
ers, inflected by racist logics (Mayorga et al. 
2022). Disinvestment is reflected in the unequal 
provision of infrastructure and public services, 
and the uneven development that sustains ra-
cial segregation (Korver-Glenn 2021). As afflu-
ent White neighborhoods accumulate re-
sources, low-income Black neighborhoods are 
systematically deprived of assets, opportuni-
ties, and support. Centering disinvestment re-
veals disadvantage as intentionally constructed 
and concentrated rather than coincidental.

Thinking through food insecurity as a rela-
tional process requires reflecting not just on 
who is affected, but how impacted groups re-
spond. Focusing on the deep structural roots 
of food insecurity does not necessitate sidelin-
ing communities’ agency to mobilize against 
this issue. Just as historic processes undergird 
the persistence of food insecurity in certain 
places, strategies to resist food insecurity, such 
as community gardens and urban farms, have 
developed to have a stronger presence in Black 
and high-poverty neighborhoods (White 2011). 
These efforts can be complicated, as evidenced 
by the phenomenon of White non-residents 
moving into low-income Black communities to 
transform neglected land into spaces for food 
production (see also Cornelissen 2022). Taken 

together, the struggle to manage, survive, and 
end food inequalities constitutes an embodied 
process. For these reasons, we conducted inter-
views with those most intimately affected by 
food insecurity to glean their key insights. We 
situate these findings in the framework of food 
apartheid under racial capitalism.

We work to engage and extend scholarship 
that historicizes the processes by which urban 
disadvantage became localized and intensified 
in communities of color, advancing the study 
of racialized urban inequality through a critical 
lens (Vargas 2022; Dantzler 2021; Korver-Glenn 
2021). Policy interventions that lack a critical 
perspective may fail to consider particular 
community- and place-based conditions and 
relations that reproduce food inequalities. Fol-
lowing the logic of Black feminist research 
epistemologies (Patterson et al. 2016; Nadar 
2019; James 2021), we argue that interventions 
might improve by taking a more critical ap-
proach and centering the people most im-
pacted by the racialized construction of food, 
urban, and economic inequalities.

Study Set ting

Texas
Since its inception, Texas has embraced an 
ethos of small government, with low taxes, lim-
ited regulation, economic growth, and inde-
pendence from federal oversight (Jillson 2015). 
Although Texas has always offered low benefit 
levels relative to other states, after PRWORA 
took effect in 1996, the state used its increased 
discretion to pursue an especially austere path 
around welfare delivery. In the three decades 
since welfare reform, the number of poor fam-
ilies in Texas receiving TANF has declined dra-
matically, while the rates of poverty and deep 
poverty have risen, all while Texas has the 
second-highest gross domestic product in the 
US (Center on Budget and Policy Priorities 
2021). Roughly 14 percent of Texans are poor, 
and 16 percent of families experience food in-
security, compared to the national averages of 
11 percent and 13.5 percent, respectively (Rab-
bitt et al. 2023; Feeding America, n.d.). Among 
Black Texans, these rates are elevated, with 20 
percent in poverty and 28 percent food insecure 
(Feeding America, n.d.). In 2021, only 4 percent 
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of Texas’ TANF budget went to basic assistance 
for families in poverty, ranking last among all 
states (Shrivastava and Thompson 2022). In 
contrast, 40 percent of TANF money went to the 
child welfare system, which has historically op-
erated punitively for families of color (Fong 
2020; Fong and McCarthy 2026).

Texas consistently ranks among states of-
fering the lowest levels of cash assistance. For 
example, the maximum monthly income a 
single mother of two children can earn and 
still be eligible for TANF is $188 (Health and 
Human Services 2025). For the 4 percent of 
Texas families that receive TANF (Center on 
Budget and Policy Priorities 2021), the average 
benefit level comes out to only 15.8 percent of 
the federal poverty line. Texas ranks fortieth 
among all states in TANF-to-poverty ratio, the 
proportion of families in poverty who receive 
cash assistance (Azevedo-McCaffrey and 
Aguas 2024). Low-income Black families with 
children bear the brunt of these policies, as 
nearly a quarter of Black children live in Ar-
kansas, Indiana, Louisiana, Mississippi, 
North Carolina, and Texas, states that spend 
the least on poverty reduction, serve the few-
est poor families, and offer the most meager 
benefits (Ife 2020).

It is particularly challenging to secure wel-
fare benefits in Texas in the post-welfare reform 
era, as Texas is among the states that imple-
ment additional discretionary eligibility re-
strictions for welfare and SNAP receipt, such as 
asset limits. To be eligible for TANF, a family in 
Texas can have no more than $1,000 in assets 
(excluding homeownership); for SNAP, the 
limit is $5,000. TANF applicants in Texas must 
report their vehicle’s value. Any estimated eq-
uity greater than $15,000 for the first vehicle 
and $4,660 for a second vehicle is counted to-
ward the asset limit, lowering the chances that 
a family would qualify for benefits (Ratcliffe et 
al. 2026). In a driving-centric city like Houston 
(Davis and Baxandall 2013), these limits are es-
pecially onerous. Texas is one of seven states 
that impose a lifetime ban on TANF for drug-
related felony convictions (Thompson and 
Burnside 2022). In 2015, Texas extended SNAP 
eligibility to people with completed sentences; 
however, further felony charges can result in a 
lifetime ban. Welfare in Texas is extremely dif-

ficult to get, easy to lose, and not nearly enough 
to make ends meet.

Houston
Houston, dubbed by sociologist Joe Feagin 
(1988) as “The Free Enterprise City,” has always 
been a business-first city that, like Texas, privi-
leges entrepreneurship and commercial suc-
cess combined with minimal regulatory over-
sight. Located in Harris County, Houston is the 
nation’s fourth largest city, and it features high 
levels of income inequality patterned by race, 
and the spatial concentration of poverty within 
Black and Latino/a neighborhoods in Houston 
has intensified over time at a rate that outpaces 
national trends (O’Connell and Howell 2016). 
In Harris County, 20 percent of Black residents 
live in neighborhoods with a poverty rate 
greater than 30 percent (Understanding Hous-
ton 2021). Although the practice of writing ra-
cially restrictive covenants into property deeds 
was prohibited after the Fair Housing Act of 
1968 was passed, residential segregation per-
sists in Houston. One way this happens is 
through local deed restrictions or restrictive 
covenants—clauses added to property deeds 
that are designed to “preserve the residential 
character” of a neighborhood (City of Houston 
2024) by excluding or limiting certain housing 
types and new developments (Rumbach et al. 
2022). While explicit restrictive racial cove-
nants are prohibited, deed restrictions have 
been effective in allowing neighborhoods with 
high homeownership rates, which are largely 
White and affluent, to remain as such (Welsh 
2018). Further, organized community resis-
tance to placing low-income housing in racially 
diverse and higher-income neighborhoods  
has scuttled multiple efforts at integration 
(Henneberger 2017). Houston remains one of 
the most segregated cities in the US (Ponton 
2024).

Transportation infrastructure in Houston 
can be understood through the lens of extrac-
tion and exclusion. The earliest railroads in the 
city were constructed to facilitate the cotton 
trade, with the steamboat connecting Houston 
to nearby Galveston operated by Houston mer-
chants who themselves owned enslaved people 
and profited from the trade (Muir 1960). 
Through the twentieth century, Houston ben-
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efited economically from the oil industry and 
enthusiastically embraced automobiles, a 
trend that continued as multiple efforts to ex-
pand public transportation in the city failed, 
while highway development boomed (Shelton 
2014). Highway construction in Houston, 
alongside other infrastructural projects like 
railroad tracks and waterways, has produced 
spatial barriers that reinforce experiences of ra-
cial and ethnic residential segregation (Roberto 
and Korver-Glenn 2017). This reflects the dual 
logic of dispossession and accumulation, as 
these projects represent an asset to some, such 
as car users moving between desirable areas of 
the city while skipping over others, but they 
also restrict possibilities for other neighbor-
hoods. Although this dynamic is particularly 
acute in Houston, examples abound across US 
cities (Reft et al. 2023). As one former Houston 
transit board member summarized, “racism is 
embedded in nearly every planning decision” 
as transportation politics operate to “enable 
and implement racism” (Spieler 2020).

While public transportation has improved 
for residents in areas served by the Metro Light 
Rail system established in 2004, those who rely 
on the bus system face daily transportation 
challenges. Houston’s extreme heat and lack of 
sidewalks also make navigating the city on foot 
dangerous, if not impossible, especially with 
children in tow. Thus, commuting to grocery 
stores can be “nearly impossible” for residents 
of Houston’s lower-income and Black neigh-
borhoods (Onyejiaka 2024, 75). Most respon-
dents in our study lacked personal cars, a bar-
rier to accessing pandemic food distributions 
when schools closed (Fern et al. 2023).

Houston has an elevated poverty rate com-
pared to the state average (figure 2), with 25 per-
cent of all children and 32.6 percent of Black 
children living in poverty per 2019 figures (Un-
derstanding Houston 2021). Rates in Texas were 
much higher than the national poverty rate of 
10.5 percent in the same year, underscoring the 
concentration of disadvantage in the state (Bu-
reau of Labor Statistics 2021). An estimated 
724,750 Houstonians, 16 percent of the greater 
Houston area, are food insecure (Ojeda 2020). 
While 10 percent of White people in Harris 
County are food insecure, food insecurity 

among Black people is three times higher at 31 
percent; similarly, across Texas, food insecurity 
among White people is 10 percent, while food 
insecurity among Black people is 28 percent 
(Feeding America, n.d.).

Sunnyside
Sunnyside is one of Houston’s oldest Black 
communities, founded during the Jim Crow 
era. It is one of the city’s most impoverished 
neighborhoods, with over half of children ex-
periencing poverty and a median household in-
come of $27,954, far below the city median of 
$52,338 (City of Houston 2021). Poorly resourced 
schools, widespread health concerns, and high 
rates of crime and criminalization are persis-
tent challenges for residents (Moore et al. 2019). 
Despite originating as a segregated neighbor-
hood for homeowners, outmigration and de-
cades of disinvestment have left vacant lots and 
a proliferation of apartment units (Harden 
2017).

Although Houston has no official zoning 
policies, historic decisions about the allocation 
of resources have reflected the influence of a 
cadre of “nearly all White and male elected of-
ficials, professional planners, and private de-
velopers” who held “immense power” during 
the city’s development (Shelton 2014, ix). Be-
tween the 1920s and 1970s, officials chose to 
site all five of the city-owned municipal land-
fills in Black communities, including Sunny-
side (Bullard 1993, 458). Simultaneously, while 
supportive infrastructure, such as sidewalks 
and proper drainage, was withheld, Sunnyside 
became a “dumping ground” for a range of un-
desirable services, such as salvage yards, motor 
repair, and recycling facilities, with the cumula-
tive effect of driving down property values and 
emitting pollutants (Bullard 1993, 460). The 
community’s history of neglect and mistreat-
ment by the government (Ponton 2024) is em-
blematic of processes in southern cities where 
the implementation of racial-economic bound-
aries has persisted despite the legal prohibition 
of segregation (Shelton 2014). In Houston, this 
reflects the concerted efforts of oil, lumber, and 
cotton traders, alongside bankers and real es-
tate developers (Shelton 2014).

The harmful effects of segregation are re-
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flected in Sunnyside’s poor infrastructure 
(Korver-Glenn 2021), ranging from inadequate 
flood prevention measures to a lack of paved 
sidewalks and insufficient public transport. 
Schools are under-resourced, and only 10 per-
cent of adults have a bachelor’s degree or 
higher compared to 32 percent in Houston 
(City of Houston 2020). Life expectancy in Sun-
nyside is nine years shorter than the Houston 
average (City of Houston 2020). Sunnyside also 
has many assets and strengths, including a 
strong network of churches, civic clubs, and 
community leaders (Hughes 2019). Its motto is 
“Sunnyside Pride,” and despite numerous dis-
advantages, residents resist blanket negative 
characterizations, which focus on Sunnyside’s 
deficits without acknowledging its history 
(Smith 2020). 

Data and Methods

Data Collection
We designed this study to explore the parent-
ing, food, and health experiences of mothers 
living in Sunnyside, a historically Black low-
income Houston community. We took a purpo-
sive, nonrandom approach to sampling. We re-
cruited women caring for at least one child 
aged nine or younger who were based in Sun-
nyside using several methods: four respon-
dents were referred to our study by a family 
nurse practitioner, eight were recruited via 
Facebook advertising, five were referred by 
other study participants, and twenty-seven con-
tacted our research team after seeing a flyer in 
the neighborhood. We advertised the project as 
an interview study on how mothers living in 
Sunnyside manage to feed their families on a 

Figure 2. Low-Income and Food-Insecure Areas in Houston

Source: USDA ERS Food Access Research Atlas 2019.
Note: Low-income census tracts in Houston where a significant share of residents live more than one 
mile from the nearest supermarket.
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limited budget, including where to shop for 
groceries, how to save money on food, and how 
to navigate various forms of food assistance. 
We set our inclusion criteria at four times the 
federal poverty level (FPL), as food insecurity 
frequently impacts households well above this 
point (Gundersen et al. 2011). The first and 
third authors conducted interviews from April 
2020 to June 2021. Due to the COVID-19 pan-
demic, all interviews were carried out remotely 
via video chat (n = 41) and telephone (n = 3). In-
terviews were semi-structured and focused on 
the daily work of managing household food 
and economic resources, family life, and par-
enting (see online appendix).1 In this paper, we 
attend to respondents’ reflections on their ex-
periences in Sunnyside over time, rather than 
the specific COVID-19 context, which we ex-
plore more directly in other work (see Fern et 
al. 2023). We integrated the United States De-
partment of Agriculture’s Economic Research 
Service (USDA/ERS) 6-Item Food Security Sur-
vey Module alongside questions addressing re-
spondents’ health experiences, and a struc-
tured module to collect sociodemographic 
information. Interviews lasted an average of 
one hour. Respondents received $40. The study 
was approved by Rice University’s Institutional 
Review Board.

Data Analysis
Data collection and analysis were conducted 
simultaneously, with coding starting shortly af-
ter interviews (Small 2009). Authors open-
coded verbatim transcripts independently to 
produce a list of initial codes. Authors then dis-
cussed and developed a common list of eighty-
four codes, which were used to iteratively code 
and recode transcripts, following Nicole M. De-
terding and Mary C. Waters’ (2021) “flexible 
coding” framework. Our codebook captures 
household and family dynamics; hardship at 
the personal and neighborhood level; food 
preparation, acquisition, and management; 
health experiences, descriptions of care; and 
engagement with social support. We coded in-
terviews separately and met routinely to align 
our interpretation of the codebook and applied 
codes. We produced code reports using Atlas.ti 

1. The online appendix can be found at https://www.rsfjournal.org/content/12/2/109/tab-supplemental.

to better understand feeding, cooking, shop-
ping, food resource management, and shared 
experiences among our respondents. We pro-
duced case counts concerning formal and in-
formal support use, household characteristics, 
and the relative prevalence of food insecurity. 
Throughout, we wrote memos to trace and in-
terpret emergent themes (Emerson et al. 2011). 
Authors developed a shared familiarity with 
participants’ stories through this joint coding, 
memoing, and discussion practice. Findings 
include verbatim quotations from respon-
dents to illustrate our key themes, using pseud-
onyms.

Respondent Characteristics
Of our total sample of forty-four, eight women 
were grandmothers and thirty-six were moth-
ers (table 1). Respondents were on average 
forty-one years old and caring for four chil-
dren. Sixty-eight percent were receiving SNAP 
and two reported receiving TANF. Respon-
dents had a median income at 59 percent of 
the federal poverty line, indicative of the 
depth of poverty both among our interviewees 
and across the neighborhood. The median 
household income was $20,000. We did not 
screen for single mothers; however, our sam-
ple includes only ten married respondents. 
Roughly two-thirds of respondents were as-
sessed as food insecure using the USDA/ERS 
6-Item Food Security Survey Module, with one-
third reporting very low food security. How-
ever, there were several cases where respon-
dents described experiencing food insecurity 
and hunger but did not self-report being food 
insecure when we used the closed-ended mod-
ule. Therefore, we suspect that the module un-
dercounts actual experiences of food insecu-
rity. The ten married mothers’ median income 
was roughly double that of the rest of our sam-
ple ($36,500 versus $18,000), although they 
were only slightly above the federal poverty 
line (married median = 103 percent; single me-
dian = 51 percent). Among married respon-
dents five were food insecure and five were 
food secure, with two experiencing severe 
food insecurity. Table 1 details respondent 
characteristics.

https://www.rsfjournal.org/content/12/2/109/tab-supplemental
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Findings
In this section, we first present mothers’ char-
acterizations of the barriers they face around 
food provision and describe how these chal-
lenges exacerbate mothers’ time-worn strate-
gies. We then widen our focus to analyze these 
barriers through the lens of food apartheid un-
der racial capitalism, moving beyond viewing 
Sunnyside as a “food desert” lacking quality 
grocery stores and instead drawing attention to 
the structural aspects of the spatial environ-
ment that compound the problem of food ac-
cess. We situate mothers’ narratives in the 

broader context of where they live, which fea-
tures a weak public transportation infrastruc-
ture and a concentration of low-quality, low-
income housing in Sunnyside, both of which 
we argue indexes long-term economic disin-
vestment under racial capitalism. We then take 
a longer view, historicizing Sunnyside and 
drawing connections between its inception and 
the present-day conditions.

Finding Food in a “Food Desert”
The most obvious impediment to maintaining 
food security is not having enough money to 

Table 1. Key Characteristics of Respondents (N = 44)

Characteristics n (percent)

Respondent
Average respondent age 41 (range: 19–67)
Respondent racial identity 44 (Black or African American)
Family position

Mother 36 (82)
Grandmother   8 (18)

Relationship status
Single and/or cohabiting 34 (77)
Married 10 (23)

Employment
Employed 15 (34)
Unemployed 29 (66)

Household
Food security statusa (n = 41)

High or marginal food security 16 (39)
Low food security 11 (27)
Very low food security 14 (34)

Children in household 4 (mean), 1–9 (range)
Federal poverty line position 59% (median)
Median household income $20,000
Housing situation (n = 43)

Rent 24 (56)
Own 13 (30)
Staying with friends or family   6 (14)

Supports received
Receiving SNAP 31 (70)
Receiving TANF 2 (5)
Receiving SSI   8 (18)
Active support from children’s father 14 (32)
Food pantry use in past six months 36 (82)

Source: Authors’ calculation.
a We measured food insecurity using the USDA/ERS 6-Item Food Security Survey 
Module.



1 2 0 	 t h r e e  d e c a d e s  s i n c e  m a k i n g  e n d s  mee   t

r s f :  t h e  r u s s e l l  s a g e  f o u n d a t i o n  j o u r n a l  o f  t h e  s o c i a l  s c i e n c e s

buy enough quality food. But accessing quality 
food involves more than money. Sunnyside 
mothers stressed the lack of options, as the sin-
gle grocery store, Fiesta, is overpriced and un-
desirable. Terri explained, “I can’t deal with it, 
you go into Fiesta and you have two bags and 
it’s $50 for two bags of items, that makes no 
sense to me, so that’s why, the only store they 
have over here is that durn Fiesta and it’s, it’s, 
it’s, it’s horrible, it’s extremely high, it’s ex-
tremely busy, it’s just, it’s, it’s a disaster.”

She continued, “And they do it on purpose, 
they put the Fiestas in the ‘hood and they put 
it to areas where they know the people, you 
know, get food stamps and all of that and then 
they jack the prices up on the food.” Here, Terri 
offers a critique that mirrors scholarship re-
vealing the intentional differential siting of gro-
cery stores in affluent neighborhoods versus 
low-income areas (Kolb 2021, Deener 2017). 
Sharon put it simply, “Fiesta’s a grocery store 
that no longer needs to exist.” Aside from Fi-
esta, there are numerous dollar stores in the 
area and a few small convenience stores, which 
were useful but overpriced.

To maximize their food dollars, mothers 
traveled to multiple grocery stores outside of 
Sunnyside to find the best deals on groceries. 
That often meant going to one store for meat, 
another for produce, and a third for shelf-
stable items. With only two bus lines from Sun-
nyside and no light rail, a full day of shopping 
was often required, according to Houston’s 
METRO route information. Mothers like Anita 
traveled to more affluent, predominantly White 
areas that had “real grocery store[s].” Several 
mothers specified the Pearland suburb as their 
preferred destination, even though it took 
forty-five minutes during drive time and no 
public transportation routes served the area. 
Pearland is a majority-White suburb with a me-
dian household income roughly four times that 
of Sunnyside.

Latonya termed Sunnyside a “food desert.” 
She used to shop at an HEB store not far from 
Sunnyside, but it closed years ago. She said, 
“And so once that closed, that forced me to go 
all the way to Pearland.” Kiesha also preferred 
Pearland, saying, “The grocery stores that are 
typically over here in Sunnyside, they are over-
priced. And the produce isn’t always great. . . . 

So it’s like in this . . . in our community, they’re 
not taking care of the foods that is already in-
side the stores. Or they’re expired . . . so I want 
better quality for my family, so I go where I 
think there is better quality.”

Sharon explained that Sunnyside was a 
“food desert . . . we don’t have a lot of options 
in Sunnyside, so we go out to Pearland to, um, 
go get groceries.” She continued, “If I could be 
quite honest, the presentation of those stores 
[in Sunnyside] are poor. It’s not very inviting. 
The environment where the stores sit is very 
dangerous for kids, because high crime and 
things of that nature. So I just refuse to go to 
those stores, and I’ll go to Pearland.”

For Sandra and Monique, Pearland was an 
attractive destination due to concerns about 
safety in Sunnyside, where violent crime occurs 
at a rate over four times that of the city as a 
whole. Monique recounted a 2021 incident 
where a car rammed into the store (KHOU11 
2021), saying, “The violence, it’s always some-
thing goin’ on [around Fiesta].” In Pearland, 
she felt safer: “I just feel like I’m more pro-
tected, I’m safer out there, I could do my shop-
pin’ and not have to always look over my shoul-
der.” But Monique lamented this dynamic, 
saying, “And I hate that because, you know, 
Fiesta is roughly seven minutes away from 
[a large low-income apartment complex], and 
[a small corner store] is like right down the 
street from me, but I choose to go twenty min-
utes away, not just for the value but for the 
safety.”

While groceries in other neighborhoods 
were cheaper, taking long trips incurred other 
costs, including gas. When asked what her top 
three worries were, Belinda said, “I guess trans-
portation, gas wise.” While many people in 
Sunnyside don’t have reliable access to their 
own vehicle, for some the problem wasn’t that 
they didn’t have a car; rather, they could not 
keep up with car payments, eventually having 
to sell or face repossession. Staggering bill pay-
ments was a common strategy to keep enough 
cash for food available (Heflin et al. 2011), and 
mothers reported that their car note was often 
the first they would let lapse if they did not have 
enough money for food.

Car insurance was another bill that mothers 
described foregoing, as Michelle explained, 
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“Once the rent was paid, lights paid, water . . . 
gas . . . we really didn’t have anything hardly. 
And I had to neglect getting insurance for my 
car because we just couldn’t afford it.” Driving 
without insurance presented another set of 
risks. Although Michelle stressed that, “I . . . 
pretty much I’m not gonna be you know too 
dangerously goin’ . . . drivin’ crazy and any-
thing. I’m just goin’ right here and back,” driv-
ing without insurance could result in a ticket 
or worse in the case of an accident. Given the 
overpolicing and surveillance in neighbor-
hoods like Sunnyside (Braga et al. 2019), the 
risks of being stopped by law enforcement are 
elevated. For those without access to a reliable 
car, the next best option was getting a ride; 
however, this exchange was sometimes contin-
gent on mothers paying for the gas.

If these options were unavailable, mothers 
took public transportation. But due to the lim-
ited public transportation serving Sunnyside, 
this meant taking multiple buses. With chil-
dren in tow, these trips were lengthy and stress-
ful. When asked what would help her manage 
food, Sharon said, “Shit, it’s just really about 
transportation. You can ask anybody that when 
it boils down to it, it’s about transportation.” 
Describing her “bus catching days” when she 
didn’t have access to a car, Quiana explained, 
“I dunno, kids are a bit much and like mine, 
they, they like, they do a lot, you know, like so 
I think by the end of the trip, like I be, be more 
angry than anything from yellin.’” Anyone who 
has shopped with children on a budget can re-
late—the cognitive load required to maximize 
savings, and Quiana’s frustration, is palpable.

Taking a Wider View: From Food 
Desert to Food Apartheid
The challenges we describe that made access-
ing affordable grocery stores taxing and at 
times impossible are often framed in the lit-
erature as individual issues or choices. For ex-
ample, the choice to forego car payments re-
sults in repossession, and the choice to let 
insurance lapse renders one’s vehicle unusable. 
However, we argue that this approach misses 
the forest for the trees. We instead draw atten-
tion to the broader racialized spatial structures 
in which these [constrained] choices are made 
(O’Connell 2021). In what follows, we place 

mothers’ narratives in a broader context, trac-
ing how historical and contemporary processes 
in Sunnyside make food apartheid a useful way 
to understand the conditions mothers encoun-
ter in Sunnyside. This framing is explicitly re-
lational, highlighting inequalities between peo-
ple’s food experiences in different places, even 
within the same city. 

Sunnyside is not unique among historically 
Black neighborhoods. Rather, we can trace pat-
terns of dispossession and economic disinvest-
ment across six Houston neighborhoods that 
share a marginalized position relative to other 
Houston areas (Longoria and Rogers 2008)—re-
flecting the logics of racial capitalism that recur 
across cities (Dantzler 2021). Forming a horse-
shoe shape around the city center, these areas 
were developed when racial segregation was le-
gally enforced and Ku Klux Klan activity was 
rampant (Steptoe 2016). Sunnyside and similar 
neighborhoods offered a refuge from racial vio-
lence in Houston during and after the Jim Crow 
era (Ponton 2024), and became what some have 
termed self-contained communities, with thriv-
ing Black-owned businesses, including two gro-
cery stores (Longoria and Rogers 2015). As his-
torian Tyiana Steptoe (2016) explains, “Black 
Houstonians strove to create autonomous 
neighborhoods in order to forge a spatial—and 
psychological—distance between themselves 
and the White power structure” (23). Over time, 
that distance calcified into isolation. As subur-
ban development expanded, property develop-
ers avoided these areas and White affluent 
Houstonians moved further out to suburbs in-
cluding Pearland. Sunnyside was then leap-
frogged again when efforts began to redevelop 
the city center (Longoria and Rogers 2008, 19). 
The result is that Sunnyside can feel isolated 
from the city despite being a fifteen-minute 
drive from downtown.

One salient feature of the chronic disinvest-
ment in Sunnyside that impacts food provision 
is its disconnection from public transportation 
infrastructure. Transport authorities have des-
ignated Sunnyside and other majority Black 
Houston neighborhoods as the least serviced 
areas for transportation across the city (Good-
win et al. 2014, 11). Taking the bus to the grocery 
store with children in tow is burdensome 
enough. But taking two or three buses—lug-
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ging bags full of groceries while wading 
through sweltering Texas heat and humidity—
is grueling. Of the three METRO light rail lines, 
none service Sunnyside. This is a consequence 
of long-term economic disinvestment under ra-
cial capitalism, in which a historically Black 
neighborhood—designated through redlining 
as undesirable because of its Black popula-
tion—is systematically neglected and therefore 
continues to be seen over time as a “bad” site 
for investment (Mayorga et al. 2022). The choice 
to exclude Sunnyside from transit routes then 
becomes logical, since it becomes harder to 
make the case that Sunnyside is a desirable 
destination. Instead, the image most portrayed 
in local media is that of a crime-ridden and un-
desirable “ghetto,” with headlines emphasizing 
violence and danger (ABC13 2016; Stanton 
2013).

Preparing Food in Inadequate Housing
Once they had groceries, mothers were experts 
in stretching them to last. One common set of 
strategies was to buy groceries in bulk, prepare 
meals from scratch, and freeze leftovers so they 
could be eaten across multiple days. But even 
for those who were able to procure groceries in 
a cost-effective way, given the aforementioned 
challenges, the next steps of food storage and 
preparation presented additional hurdles, of-
ten due to inadequate housing and kitchen 
conditions.

Chief among these challenges was not hav-
ing enough space to store groceries, especially 
in bulk. When we interviewed Quiana, she was 
taking care of her three children and her 
younger brother. She showed her kitchen and 
said what would help her most was space, both 
in the kitchen and specifically the freezer. She 
explained, “Like my refrigerator too small, like 
we can’t have no ice.” Because of that, when 
Quiana’s friend offered to bring her frozen food 
from a pantry, she responded, “I be like, ‘No, 
don’t call me with the stuff . . . it won’t fit in the 
freezer.’” Like Quiana, many mothers lived in 
low-income housing, where kitchen spaces are 
notoriously small and minimally equipped. Be-
linda remarked that her refrigerator was so 
small that it could not hold her groceries, so 
she had to tape it closed.

Space was tighter for families who were dou-
bled up, or sharing living space with extended 
family members or friends. Doubling up is 
common nationwide, with Black families more 
likely to temporarily live with other kin than 
White families (Harvey et al. 2021). Mothers 
framed the decision to take in others in need 
as a given, as Della explained. Her brother-in-
law moved into her house after losing his job, 
and it strained her family’s already slim food 
resources. But as she put it, “We adjusted, you 
know . . . to the food, to the space. We’re like 
we’re in this together . . . we’re a family.” This 
sentiment, and doubling up, were common 
among our interviewees (Harvey 2026, this is-
sue) and exacerbated challenges around food 
provision (Bowen et al. 2019). Although it was 
helpful to have extra hands, it meant more 
mouths to feed, more groceries, and more 
space to store them.

Further, it is common for only some house-
hold members to be included on a household’s 
SNAP case. In part, this is because each per-
son’s income is included in the household’s 
eligibility determination, such that additional 
income lowers the household benefit amount. 
However, it is also a function of residential in-
stability. When a family unexpectedly takes in 
a recently evicted relative, provides a short-
term home for someone released from jail, or 
offers temporary shelter for a neighbor’s child 
in need, they may not report the change in 
household structure. Even if they do, the slow 
pace of welfare bureaucracy (Seefeldt 2017) 
means that, in any month, mothers might be 
receiving benefit amounts that did not match 
the actual number of meals for which they were 
responsible. Monique received SNAP for herself 
and her eleven-year-old, but she was temporar-
ily living with her boyfriend and his mother. 
Monique also prepared meals for her adult chil-
dren. Her benefits weren’t enough, “I’m on 
food stamps now, so with me bein’ on food 
stamps, um, I could only feed who’s on my 
case, so I can’t go and buy groceries for the 
whole house and then, you know, feed every-
body on my food stamps ‘cause it only covers 
enough for two people, so with that bein’ said, 
I can’t just go buy an abundance of groceries 
and just feed e’erbody off of it.” Still, the na-
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tional average food stamp benefit per person 
per meal is $2.07 per meal, so even those receiv-
ing full benefits struggled (Center on Budget 
and Policy Priorities 2025). As Kathryn Edin 
and colleagues (2013) show, many families ex-
haust their SNAP benefits days or weeks before 
their benefits renew.

When asked what would make it easier to 
feed their families, many responded that more 
storage space, especially a deep freezer, would 
help. Alicia described going to a Houston Food 
Bank food distribution site where they distrib-
uted large frozen pizzas. She laughed as she re-
counted, “I didn’t know what to do with the 
pizza, because it couldn’t fit in my fridge.” In 
contrast, Sharon, one of ten food secure moth-
ers, showed us her deep freezer and a chicken 
defrosting in her sink. She explained that the 
additional freezer let her save by purchasing a 
whole chicken rather than buying the parts sep-
arately. Sharon was renting a house and had a 
good relationship with her landlord; however, 
for mothers living in some subsidized apart-
ments, deep freezers and second refrigerators 
were prohibited. As Belinda explained, this was 
because utilities were included in the rent and 
freezers incur extra costs. While she noted that 
some tenants would hide their freezers under 
a tablecloth when management inspected, for 
her, the risk of eviction was too high: “In low-
income [apartments] they’ll put you out for 
that.”

Although subsidized housing through the 
Housing Choice Voucher Program and project-
based Section 8 housing are federal programs, 
local housing authorities and the property 
managers who rent subsidized units have dis-
cretion in administering these benefits (Mc-
Carty et al. 2014). For example, even though fed-
eral guidelines do not include a credit check, 
property managers or landlords renting units 
to tenants with subsidies may choose to add 
that requirement. They can also enforce more 
stringent eligibility requirements around drug 
use and crime (Aussenberg et al. 2016). Or, in 
this case, they can choose to prohibit appli-
ances that would add to the cost of utilities. 
The result is that a tenant in one housing com-
plex in Sunnyside might encounter a different 
set of rules and different enforcement mecha-

nisms than someone who lives across the street 
in a different complex. Further, apartment 
complexes often contain some units whose 
rents are subsidized through project-based Sec-
tion 8 and others that are funded through tax 
credit programs (for example, the Low-Income 
Housing Tax Credit), meaning that different 
oversight mechanisms apply. As Heather K. 
Way and Carol E. Fraser (2018) note, this com-
plexity is mirrored in Houston’s patchwork sys-
tem of regulatory bodies governing housing is-
sues, which contributes to lax oversight and 
long-term maintenance problems in apartment 
complexes in Sunnyside.

In low-income housing that did not include 
utilities in the rental subsidy, mothers faced 
different choices and constraints. One strategy 
mothers used to meet their food needs was to 
prioritize certain bills. A common refrain was 
that rent, utilities, and gas had to be paid, but 
other monthly bills like internet, phone, and 
TV service were optional. Candace explained 
her rationale for prioritizing bills for items that 
could be repossessed or services that could be 
disconnected, “If you couldn’t come get it, and 
you couldn’t come pick it up, it didn’t get paid 
. . . if they can’t come get it and they can’t turn 
it off, that’s the ones you don’t pay.” But regu-
larly keeping up with these key bills wasn’t al-
ways possible, and the consequences for food 
provision could be severe. Quiana described a 
time when her baby’s father was in jail, leaving 
her without monetary support. Her younger 
brother was living with her, and although she 
was working at a restaurant where she could eat 
some meals, she wasn’t able to pay the gas bill, 
leaving her without a working stove or oven. 
She explained, “It’s not that we didn’t have 
food, it’s that we had a limited way of cookin’ 
food . . . we had lights and water, but we didn’t 
have gas, so it was like cookin’ in this one . . . 
electric skillet thingie.” Lori, another respon-
dent, said her neighbor had the same experi-
ence, making it difficult for her to use items 
from food pantries that needed to be cooked, 
“She can’t heat it or something like that be-
cause she also doesn’t have gas or heat, you 
know, in her house.” These examples highlight 
how multiple competing demands for re-
sources that may appear unrelated to food, 
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such as utility bills, end up shaping food provi-
sion.

Taking a Wider View: Housing 
Inequalities Writ Large
The preceding section illustrates how housing 
conditions constrain mothers’ ability to store 
and prepare foods in a cost-effective way. We 
now place mothers’ individual experiences in 
the wider context of housing in Houston. First, 
we note that the primary option for low-income 
families in Sunnyside is subsidized apartment 
housing, much of which is in disrepair (Way 
and Fraser 2018). There are nine project-based 
Section 8 developments in Sunnyside (Texas 
Low Income Housing Information Service 
2017), and despite the neighborhood represent-
ing only a fraction of the population of Hous-
ton, Sunnyside also has the third highest con-
centration of Section 8 voucher holders. This 
clustering of what is often substandard subsi-
dized housing is not limited to Sunnyside. Re-
searchers found that apartments in poor phys-
ical condition and those with high crime are 
concentrated in Black and Latino/a neighbor-
hoods in Houston (Way and Fraser 2018). Only 
4 percent of Section 8 voucher holders live in 
areas designated as “high opportunity,” mean-
ing they have quality schools, high levels of em-
ployment, and transportation infrastructure 
(Elliott and Blakinger 2016). One reason this 
pattern persists is that as of 2015, Texas law ex-
plicitly protects landlords who refuse to rent to 
voucher holders because they are voucher hold-
ers. As Edgar Walters and Neena Satija (2018) 
note, this legislation “essentially legalized a 
long-standing practice among landlords that 
blocked voucher-holders, who are overwhelm-
ingly Black and Latino/a, from moving to better 
neighborhoods.” Another factor inhibiting 
voucher-holders from moving to the highest 
opportunity areas is that rents in these areas 
exceed the Housing Choice Voucher Program’s 
limit for maximum rent, set at 40 percent of the 
average fair market unit rent for a metro area 
(Houston Housing Authority 2025). Edgar Wal-
ters and Neena Satija (2018), writing for the 
Texas Tribune, reported that most families with 
vouchers who are able to find a home to rent 
end up living in high-poverty areas, and 90 per-
cent of this group are Black. 

Although housing advocacy groups in 
Houston have long fought for the dispersal of 
subsidized housing into lower poverty neigh-
borhoods, they have met with powerful resis-
tance. In 1982, the Houston Housing Authority 
(HHA) approved the development of two low-
income housing complexes in Westbury, which 
at the time was an 89 percent White neighbor-
hood (Shelton 2014); however, after commu-
nity pushback the plan was scrapped. More re-
cently, in 2016, developers proposed to build a 
mixed-income housing complex in the Galleria 
area, an affluent, majority-White neighbor-
hood. Then-mayor Sylvester Turner rejected 
the proposal and was then found by US Depart-
ment of Housing and Urban Development 
(HUD) to be in violation of the Civil Rights Act 
because the decision stemmed from “racially 
motivated opposition” from existing Galleria 
residents (Henneberger 2017). HUD officials 
argued that the city “block[ed] and deter[red] 
affordable housing proposals in integrated 
neighborhoods,” adding that the project would 
have been the city’s first subsidized develop-
ment in a low-poverty, low-crime neighborhood 
with high-quality schools and employment op-
portunities (US Department of Housing and 
Urban Development 2017). The HUD report 
noted that 91 percent of the proposed develop-
ments considered by the Houston City Council 
for housing tax credits were located in areas 
that are majority occupied by people of color 
(US Department of Housing and Urban Devel-
opment 2017).

Exacerbating the issue is that there are sim-
ply far fewer low-income housing units avail-
able in Houston than there are families seeking 
subsidized housing. This pattern obtains 
across major US cities; however, in Houston it 
is especially acute: among the fifty largest met-
ropolitan areas, Houston has the third fewest 
affordable and available housing units for 
those with extremely low incomes, with only 16 
units available for every 100 renters (National 
Low Income Housing Coalition 2024a). The 
waiting list for public housing contains tens of 
thousands of names and for years at a time, it 
remains closed so no new applicants can join. 
It was closed from 2012 to 2016, opening for a 
two-week period in which 68,831 people ap-
plied, but only 30,000 people were added. It was 
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opened again for one month in January 2023, 
when an additional 30,000 joined the waiting 
list (Houston Housing Authority 2023). The Sec-
tion 8 waiting list remains closed at the time of 
this writing.

One consequence of the housing dynamic 
in Houston is that low-income renters, many 
of whom have been on the waitlist for subsi-
dized housing for years, end up renting units 
in market rate low-income housing that is not 
administered through the HHA. Landlords of-
fer below-market rent without the eligibility 
restrictions required by HUD, which makes 
them attractive—and attainable—for those 
locked out of the public housing system. Per 
HUD rules, an eviction from subsidized hous-
ing bars a tenant from being eligible for public 
housing benefits for five years. In addition, 
people with certain criminal convictions are 
barred from subsidized housing altogether 
(Aussenberg et al. 2016). However, these apart-
ment complexes are among the worst in Hous-
ton in terms of upkeep and crime. In 2015, one 
such complex in Sunnyside was finally shut-
tered by the city after months of tenants’ com-
plaints of open sewage and no electricity. An-
other apartment in Sunnyside was the site of 
284 major crime reports, “an average of one 
major crime every 1.3 days” (Way and Fraser 
2018, iii).

By widening our lens, we see that the hous-
ing hardships mothers in our study experi-
enced—hardships that made food provision a 
constant challenge—are symptomatic of struc-
tural forces that go far beyond the home. 
Mothers like those in our study have limited 
options for where to live, and few resources to 
resist when their housing conditions are inad-
equate. Although landlords should be incentiv-
ized to keep tenants in subsidized units be-
cause it means guaranteed rent payments, 
given the demand for low-income housing in 
Houston, they may instead leverage that dy-
namic to avoid maintenance costs and quash 
tenant resistance. The fear of eviction is pow-
erful, and mothers in Sunnyside know the con-
sequences for their families. Prior research has 
shown that this fear informs mothers’ deci-
sions around when to report housing prob-
lems, including broken kitchen appliances 
(Hughes 2021).

Linking Contempor ary Conditions 
to Historical Legacies

Intergenerational Poverty and Resistance
For many of the mothers we interviewed, pov-
erty is an intergenerational experience. This 
point came up frequently, particularly in cases 
where respondents’ mothers and grandmoth-
ers remained active participants in the collec-
tive labor of food provision. The ethos of shar-
ing resources, strategies, and knowledge 
horizontally—with friends and neighbors—
was salient among mothers in Sunnyside (Hill 
et al. 2024). And mothers credited their (mostly 
women) elders with teaching them how to pro-
vide food in the context of extremely limited 
resources, highlighting the importance of mul-
tigenerational ties. Acknowledging that mul-
tiple generations have had to develop strategies 
to meet their families’ food needs under place-
based constraints is critical. After delineating 
how mothers draw on their own family histo-
ries to make ends meet in the present day, we 
engage the racial capitalism framework to con-
nect these experiences to the ways that Sunny-
side has been shaped over time, paying atten-
tion to its founding as a segregated community 
during the Jim Crow era.

Ethic of Reciprocity
A key strategy mothers used when they worried 
about running out of food was drawing on sup-
port from family, friends, and neighbors. Qui-
ana turned to friends and family when she 
couldn’t cook in her own apartment because of 
the unpaid gas bill, which had led to her gas 
being shut off. Her children’s fathers helped 
out when they could, but typically only enough 
to cover a meal, saying, “I can call they daddy, 
uh, my two-year-old and my eight-year-old 
daddy and if I tell them that they don’t have no 
food or whatever, he’ll send, he’ll send enough 
to make a meal.” Quiana also had a close rela-
tionship with two of her children’s fathers’ 
partners, including one who shared groceries, 
commenting, “She always givin’ me food too, 
she be callin’ me talkin’ ‘bout, she picked up 
food from the pantry.” Cora, who lives with her 
daughter and granddaughter, said she would 
turn to “my daughters, and brothers and sis-
ters. . . . If I got to the point where I needed gro-
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ceries, I would go to them and they would come 
to my aid.” Similarly, Danielle noted, “if a friend 
or family member says okay, I bought a little 
extra from the store and so forth,” that’s one 
way she could make it through the month.

Beyond sharing groceries, mothers cooked 
meals with others to pool resources. Tonya re-
counted a time that she drove to a food bank, 
explaining that she had “put my last $10 in my 
car to make it over there,” and was dismayed 
that it had closed. Her friend devised a plan, 
saying “[She] took it upon herself to cook that 
day and said every Tuesday we could eat at her 
house.” After securing employment, Tonya 
hosted her friend and their kids every Saturday. 
Critically, they cooked enough for leftovers, 
“It’s like a guaranteed meal for at least two days 
out of the week, we don’t have to worry about 
it, and she tries to cook enough to send us 
home with leftovers for like the next day, so the 
next day we’ll have enough to eat for that Tues-
day and that Wednesday.”

The extensive resource pooling mothers de-
scribe is a well-documented phenomenon 
among low-income Black families (Edin et al. 
2013, Hill et al. 2024, Stack 1974). Many respon-
dents described sharing food even when they 
had very little for themselves. They worried 
about accepting help from network ties that 
they knew were experiencing hardship (Harvey 
2026, this issue). Nicole was pregnant, noting 
that her doctor said she needed to “feed for 
two.” Although she needed help keeping gro-
ceries stocked, she hesitated to ask her mother, 
who had eight children, “So it’s like I don’t 
want that much pressure on my mom.” Kiesha 
lives with her mother and has close family 
nearby. She explained the depth of her food 
needs, saying, “I was in the hospital maybe 
three weeks. And that was the um . . . I was 
happy to be in the hospital because I was able 
to order food at least five times out of the day. 
And I knew that if I came home, I wouldn’t have 
that.” But when asked if she would share her 
issues with hunger with anyone, she said, “[I]f 
I go to my grandma’s house and I say we’re not 
have no food, she’s goin’ to her deep freezer . . . 
she’s pulling out something. Okay. But . . . but 
it’s more so out of consideration, because we 
know my grandma might not have much. So 
why would we go take from her house and . . . 

and bring it here? Even though we are family, 
we have to still be mindful of that.”

Michelle similarly worried about other fam-
ily members and sacrificed her own food needs 
to take care of theirs. Describing a recent 
rough patch, she explained, “It was kinda hard 
makin’ you know meals last. So sometimes [my 
husband and I] . . . we wouldn’t have like 
breakfast or we wouldn’t do lunch. We would 
have a good dinner. But that was about it.” Mi-
chelle’s daughter and grandchildren moved in 
with her and her husband, which helped them 
pool resources more efficiently. They share her 
daughter’s food stamps and split the bills. But 
even with extra help, they couldn’t always pay 
the bills. As Michelle put it, “I have a good lit-
tle support system,” but that system was 
strained. Whitney experiences food insecurity 
and often goes without food so her children 
have enough to eat. She regularly shares food 
with her nearby relatives and neighbors, who 
in turn help her when she needs it. As she ex-
plained, “If I need something,’ I can call them, 
if they need some, I would, they could call me, 
it’s just vice versa, that’s how my circle, my 
support circle works.” Whitney noted that it 
could be hard to ask for help, but continued, 
“Sometimes you gotta put your pride aside and 
go [get help]. . . . It takes a village to raise a 
child.” In the context of neighborhood poverty, 
mothers’ network ties are unsurprisingly expe-
riencing financial hardship and even hunger. 
Critically, these hardships often went back 
generations.

Heritages of Hardship and Resilience
Although we asked mothers where they learned 
how to manage food, respondents organically 
brought up observing how their mothers and 
grandmothers worked to make ends meet. 
Dawn grew up with eight siblings, and her fa-
ther was gone for long periods in the military. 
As she put it, “He really wasn’t there for us. [My 
mother] raised us—and when she was raising 
us, we lived on food stamps and welfare, which 
wasn’t nothing.” She described observing her 
mother make do, “I would sit in the kitchen 
with her— literally sit in the kitchen and watch 
how she would make things work. Like, um, we 
know we couldn’t have the—the good cereal, 
but we would have corn—you know, corn 
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flakes. She improvised . . . watching her and 
how she sacrificed food for us and made sure 
we eat.”

Kendra made similar sacrifices for her chil-
dren when she had limited food, which hap-
pened regularly. She described running out of 
food as “the normal thing for a woman with 
kids or a family. . . . You get short, or you . . . 
your . . . your well runs dry.” When that hap-
pens, “I just improvise. Try to make a way. Be-
cause I’m not gonna send my kids to sleep hun-
gry. That’s somethin’ I’m not gonna do. If I 
don’t do something else, I’m not gonna do that. 
They’re gonna eat, regardless if I eat. I could be 
hungry.” In addition to going hungry, Kendra 
turned to her mother. She explained, “With me 
havin’ like so many children, financially she 
supports me. Sometimes when she gets good 
deals, she helps, you know. Or if you know like 
uh food’s low and she knows a certain area that 
gives help, she’ll tell me.”

Kendra and her mother frame the struggles 
they experience around food as a “normal” part 
of what it means to be a mother: “That’s a 
motherly instinct. That’s somethin’ you willing 
to do. It doesn’t . . . it doesn’t affect you because 
that’s somethin’ I would be willin’ to do. . . . 
What does it matter if I’m full or not?” Kendra 
also linked her capacity to provide and sacrifice 
to her racial heritage: “Some people have sur-
vival skills, some people don’t. You gotta hope 
you’re “some people.” Like I don’t know if 
uh. . .if actually as an African American we have 
the natural instinct, or uh . . . or survival skills, 
or it’s somethin’ that comes off easy to us. Like 
sometimes I don’t even know I had it, or I could 
make a way with what I had. But I make ways.”

Whitney felt similarly about her communi-
ty’s resilience: “We still po’ but we know how 
to survive, you know, through different changes 
in the world, we have always been.” Jordan ex-
plained, “As women, particularly Black women, 
we don’t have time to cry. We got to get up and 
get it. You know, and we are the strongest race 
of them all, because we have—we have things 
we got to do. . . . We can’t—we can’t afford to 
sit back and cry and what not.” Jordan contin-
ued, reflecting, “I was reared around a lot of 
strong women and didn’t realize it.” Mothers’ 
interpretation of their struggles and resilience 
in racialized terms is critical to their self-

understanding and also underscores the utility 
of racial capitalism as an analytic lens.

Danielle learned how to “make a way” from 
her mother, and she passed this on to her 
nieces. She said, “we were brought up to always 
have food in the house . . . keep food in the 
house,” explaining that “whether it may be 
something you want or you don’t want, there is 
food here.” Danielle stressed the intergenera-
tional transmission of this relationship to food 
and explained, “that’s how I was taught, and 
that’s how we teach.” Likewise, Nicole credited 
her mother’s example with helping her survive: 
“I mean all my life, I always see my mom—
every time we didn’t have—she always made it 
. . . made it happen, even if we didn’t have it. So 
I actually got that from my mom.” Women in 
various family roles passed on practices. For 
Krista, it was her aunt who “used to cook 
enough to feed an army.” She reflected, “Then 
I became a mother, and I started takin’ care of 
my own kids. But you know, I learned from 
them.” The struggle stretched over generations, 
and the learned practices of navigating it are 
likewise intergenerational.

Taking a Longer View—Disadvantage 
and Resistance Over Time
Mothers’ strategies to resist food insecurity 
over generations should be viewed within the 
longer context of Sunnyside as a place whose 
contemporary conditions are inflected by the 
legacies of slavery, Jim Crow policies, and ongo-
ing disinvestment (Mayorga et al. 2022). We ar-
gue that food apartheid in Sunnyside, viewed 
through the lens of racial capitalism, “is a man-
ifestation as well as an arm of a broader struc-
ture of dispossession and devaluation that in 
the United States stems from chattel slavery” 
(Mayorga et al. 2022, 241). While the pathways 
through which racialized oppression operates 
have morphed over time, the essential parallel 
between resource accumulation in White com-
munities and disinvestment and extraction in 
Black neighborhoods predates Sunnyside’s or-
igins. These mechanisms help explain not just 
Houston’s present, but, if unaddressed and un-
acknowledged, will continue to structure and 
delimit its possible futures (Ponton 2024). Re-
calling and emphasizing the salience of these 
histories is vital in a political landscape like 
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Texas that has legislated against teaching how 
past racialized violence and resource extraction 
perpetuates and concentrates contemporary 
inequalities (Lopez 2021).

Although Texas is not always considered the 
Deep South in popular imagination, its history 
shares much in common with its Southern 
neighbors, including a reliance on the labor of 
enslaved people. Houston sits on what scholars 
have termed a “cultural fault line”: it “straddles 
the new and the old, the urban and the rural, 
growth and decline, and the South and the 
West” (Longoria and Rogers 2015, 25). After the 
news of emancipation reached Galveston in 
1865, there was a massive influx of formerly 
enslaved people to what is now the Houston 
metro area (Ponton 2024). Roughly fifty years 
later, Sunnyside was platted during the Jim 
Crow era and designated as an area where Black 
homeowners could live, just outside of the city 
limits. It was located next to a dump, and as 
historian David Ponton (2024) notes, this initial 
siting is telling, as it already marked Sunnyside 
as both a Black space and a dirty space.

Before annexation in 1956, Sunnyside—like 
other Black neighborhoods discussed—func-
tioned independently of the city of Houston, 
organizing its own water system, schools, and 
fire department. Yet even after annexation, 
years after Sunnyside residents began paying 
city taxes, the city refused to provide “sewer, 
water, drainage, sidewalks, streetlights,” or 
other services to the community (Texas Low In-
come Housing Information Service 2017)—a 
pattern of disinvestment whose effects are felt 
today as Sunnyside’s poor drainage exacerbates 
flood conditions. The same exploitation oc-
curred in Settegast, a Black neighborhood in 
northeast Houston, that was annexed in 1949 
but did not receive sewer lines from the city 
until 1969 (Fisher 1989).

Deliberate interventions by policymakers 
also withdrew the possibility of housing secu-
rity itself from the area. Sunnyside was among 
Black Houston areas designated as “hazard-
ous” by the Home Owners’ Loan Corporation, 
such that residents could not obtain federally 
backed mortgages (Understanding Houston 
2021). The effects of redlining included the con-
centration of poverty in Black neighborhoods 
and wealth in White neighborhoods, and an in-

tensification of residential segregation. Even 
Sunnyside residents who could purchase 
homes have not benefited from the intergen-
erational transfer of wealth that homeowner-
ship produced for owners in predominantly 
White neighborhoods. Low-income homeown-
ers of color face heightened property taxes and 
lower property value assessments, resulting in 
a disproportionate rate of tax delinquency and 
vulnerability to dispossession (Kahrl 2015. 
These same historically Black neighborhoods 
in Houston have the highest concentration of 
tax delinquent properties, complicating the 
designation of homes as “owner-occupied” 
(Longoria and Rogers 2008). Following the 
same pattern, supermarkets have engaged in 
“retail redlining,” avoiding development in 
neighborhoods of color (Reese 2019). When we 
consider how these interventions constrained 
Sunnyside residents’ pursuit of stable, prosper-
ous lives, the insufficiency of the food desert 
framing becomes clear. Far from an ecological 
inevitability, conditions in Sunnyside reflect 
historic processes of extraction and unequal re-
source allocation. In the face of those forces, 
mothers’ narratives of intergenerational strug-
gle and resilience can be viewed as ongoing 
acts of resistance.

Limitations
The present study makes the case for focusing 
on the particular social, historical, civil, and po-
litical processes that shape the specific chal-
lenges faced by communities navigating con-
centrated poverty and food insecurity. While 
we treat Houston’s Sunnyside neighborhood as 
a case for examining these overarching pro-
cesses, we suspect that the dynamics we ob-
serve in Sunnyside are operating elsewhere, 
particularly in other Black communities with 
concentrated poverty. We note, however, that 
these dynamics may differ in places that do not 
share the particular legacy of enslavement and 
subsequent Jim Crow policies. We center Black 
communities; however, further research should 
build out our understanding of how a similar 
framing offers insights into the experiences of 
other marginalized populations, including 
Latino/a and Indigenous communities. We 
conducted our study during the COVID-19 pan-
demic, a time of unprecedented hardship. Over 
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the course of the pandemic, after an initial 
spike, food insecurity dropped on average 
across the United States due to an infusion of 
resources in the food safety net, including the 
Pandemic Electronic Benefits Transfer pro-
gram. However, this was not the case for Black 
and Latino/a households (Bitler et al. 2023), 
making this a useful period for our research 
aims. Because of the pandemic context, we con-
ducted interviews virtually. While this neces-
sarily changed the interview dynamic, we felt 
that the remote format gave respondents more 
agency in choosing how to portray their home 
life (Keen et al. 2022); specifically in terms of 
where to point the camera, helping to counter-
balance how poverty research can parallel sur-
veillance and intrusion (Hughes 2019).

Conclusions
To better understand how poor mothers meet 
their families’ food needs, we looked to the 
granular everyday strategies that mothers em-
ployed to ensure adequate food for their fami-
lies day in and day out, following a long tradi-
tion of qualitative scholarship (see also Edin 
and Lein 1997, Newman and Massengill 2006). 
By focusing on the experience of Black mothers 
in a context where welfare has virtually disap-
peared, we contribute to our understanding of 
how multidimensional place-based conditions 
increasingly shape what it means to be poor in 
the US. In the decades since Making Ends Meet 
was published, place remains as important as 
ever in shaping the opportunities and con-
straints poor mothers face. In connecting 
mothers’ individual struggles to structural dis-
advantages in Sunnyside over time through a 
critical lens, we help explain why their intensive 
labor is often simply not enough to avoid food 
insecurity and hunger. This project brings the 
insights of low-income Black mothers into con-
versation with a history of scholarship and ac-
tivism around food justice that foregrounds 
fundamental structural inequalities rooted in 
racism (see also Reese 2019; Garth and Reese 
2020; Sachs and Patel-Campillo 2014). We hope 
that by taking seriously Black mothers’ experi-
ences navigating the multiplicative disadvan-
tages in Sunnyside and their critiques of the 
foodscape, we offer a roadmap for future re-
search that better attends to the realities of the 

present by acknowledging the vestiges of the 
past. 

In the context of Texas’ austere and punitive 
safety net, individuals like the mothers in this 
study labor intensively to feed their families. 
Yet we show how their strategies, developed in-
tergenerationally, are stymied by the structural 
disadvantages that suffuse Sunnyside as a 
place, including inadequate transportation and 
housing infrastructure. We trace how disinvest-
ment in places like Sunnyside, viewed through 
the lens of food apartheid, has resulted in con-
ditions where inequalities are chronic and 
acute. Widening our focus to consider the im-
pact of disinvestment across domains high-
lights how and why food insecurity is deeply 
rooted in some places while food access is plen-
tiful in others. This shift in perspective means 
moving away from locating problems in people 
and instead learning from them about how the 
places they live shape their opportunities. 

Scholars using quantitative methods have 
charted a path for critical scholarship that 
moves beyond thinking of place as a static in-
dicator and instead considering its “prior life” 
(Rucks-Ahidiana 2022, 175). We draw on recent 
work exploring the relationships between past 
mechanisms of racial oppression and present-
day outcomes, including Black-White poverty 
inequality and the prevalence of contemporary 
Black poverty in particular places (O’Connell 
2012; Baker et al. 2022; Vargas 2022). These 
scholars encourage us to think about place as 
dynamic, paying attention to the land on which 
communities have developed and considering 
how historical processes actively shape individ-
uals’ contemporary lives and choices (Carney 
2012). This work reveals the durability of struc-
tural racism and its consequences, and encour-
ages reorienting from behavioral explanations 
and centering structural, political, and critical 
race explanations for racial inequalities in pov-
erty outcomes (Baker et al. 2022, 1071). We ar-
gue that highlighting these historical processes 
helps contextualize mothers’ struggles around 
food insecurity and redirects policy focus from 
individuals, for example, teaching poor people 
how to manage food more efficiently, to the 
structural conditions mothers have been strug-
gling within and resisting for generations. This 
approach pushes us to ask questions about the 
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ongoing unequal allocation of resources, dy-
namics of exploitation and extraction, and col-
lective efforts to equitably redistribute land and 
power, shifting our analysis away from individ-
ual behavioral choices.

Applied to the case of food insecurity, this 
reorientation means moving away from a nar-
row focus on behavioral choices and individ-
ual strategies that risks blaming people for 
their perceived deficits when those strategies 
are not successful. Well-intentioned public 
health interventions around food and racial-
ized health disparities often fall into this trap. 
For example, interventions aimed at tackling 
the so-called obesity epidemic included mis-
guided attempts to stigmatize families of color 
for their insufficient choices in accessing nu-
tritious food (Firth 2012; Warbrick et al. 2019). 
In doing so, such interventions emphasize “in-
dividual mechanisms rather than the subtle 
and systemic ways racism shapes access to op-
portunities in education, employment, hous-
ing, and neighborhood resources” (Phojana-
kong et al. 2019, 4370). A structural approach 
would instead aim to redress those inequali-
ties in resource access and opportunity. And 
though it may appear paradoxical, we posit 
that rigorous qualitative analysis—including 
data from individual interviews—is especially 
useful here. Placing individual narratives into 
a broader and longer social context offers a 
way to better understand the “structural in-
equalities [that] are so baked into the lega-
cies and culture of our nation’s most disad
vantaged regions that they can be taken for 
granted” (Edin et al. 2023, 149). As much as we 
learned about coping and survival strategies 
from Edin and Lein’s (1997) study, a historical 
structural approach might encourage policy-
makers to focus less on individual family units 
and more on the places in which marginalized 
families are embedded. 

Food justice scholars Hanna Garth and 
Ashanté M. Reese (2020) argue that rather than 
treating “Black neighborhoods and communi-
ties as blank slates in need of guidance or struc-
ture,” scholars must treat “Black and other peo-
ple of color . . . [as] theorists, creators, and 
experts” (6). This approach requires assuming 
that those most affected by racial oppression 
have sophisticated and informed analyses of 

their experience. Centering interviewees’ own 
interpretation of their circumstances lends it-
self to better sociological analysis, and pushes 
back against discourses and policy interven-
tions that locate the problems associated with 
poverty and food insecurity within Black people 
rather than the historically produced structures.

Policymakers should consider interventions 
that move toward addressing the systemic pro-
cesses that perpetuate racialized inequalities, 
with particular attention to accumulation and 
disinvestment. The logic of restorative justice 
is useful in considering actors who have insti-
tuted, perpetuated, and benefited from in-
equalities to discern how they, and their re-
sources, might be involved in remediation. For 
example, interventions should consider how to 
address profiteering by corporate food sellers 
and reinvest in community-led efforts at food 
sovereignty (see also Detroit Black Community 
Food Sovereignty Network, n.d.). Interventions 
must also address the dearth of affordable 
housing and entrenched inequalities that stem 
from residential segregation. Proposals to pro-
vide direct assistance for low-income families 
to acquire their own homes are promising (Na-
tional Low Income Housing Coalition 2024b), 
as are measures aimed at strengthening low-
income tenants’ rights. Further, as food inse-
curity is bound up with economic hardship, 
shoring up programs including the Earned In-
come Tax Credit and the expanded Child Tax 
Credit is critical.

By emphasizing historic structures such as 
legally sanctioned residential segregation and 
ongoing economic disinvestment in neighbor-
hoods like Sunnyside, and locating these struc-
tures in the framework of food apartheid under 
racial capitalism, our findings underscore the 
fact that contemporary conditions that moth-
ers experience are not inevitable (Mayorga et al. 
2022). Food apartheid emerges from sequential 
decisions and actions over time, such that it is 
an instrument and consequence of interlock-
ing oppressions rather than an accident. Our 
findings lead us to ask where Sunnyside would 
be today had different choices been made, and 
to consider what Sunnyside might look like 
thirty years from now if policy choices were 
aimed at dismantling food apartheid rather 
than treating its symptoms.
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sibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation 
Act of 1996 (PRWORA), which promised to “end 
welfare as we know it,” described how single 
mothers’ income from welfare and low-wage 
work was insufficient to cover their expenses. 
Cash contributions from private sources like 
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Economic and policy changes since Making Ends Meet was first published have fundamentally restructured 
the social safety net available to single mothers, while simultaneously eroding the economic position of the 
men with whom they share children. This study examines the degree of socioeconomic precarity among non-
resident fathers and its implications for the economic well-being of mothers in the post-welfare reform era, 
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p r e c a r i t y

Making Ends Meet and the robust literature that 
followed vividly documented how single moth-
ers’ economic security is inextricably linked 
with that of their children’s fathers. Kathryn 
Edin and Laura Lein’s (1997) seminal work, 
published the year after the Personal Respon-
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children’s fathers were an important source of 
supplemental funds to fill the gaps in mothers’ 
budgets. Indeed, more than half of the mothers 
in Edin and Lein’s study (1997, chap. 6) turned 
to economic support from partners and fathers 
as a supplemental survival strategy. A funda-
mental assumption of the post-PRWORA social 
welfare state has been that private support, 
through mothers’ own work and support pro-
vided by their children’s fathers, would in-
crease to compensate for the loss of cash wel-
fare (Ananat et al. 2026). While the expansion 
of several programs shored up the safety net for 
some mothers (Pilkauskas and Bruey 2026, this 
issue; Bruch et al. 2026), the transition from 
cash support to a block grant program with 
work-based eligibility requirements meant 
mothers without strong connections to the for-
mal economy fell deeper into poverty (Brady 
and Parolin 2020; Shaefer and Edin 2013).

Although nonresident fathers were not nec-
essarily considered “reliable” providers by 
mothers in Edin and Lein’s study, there is rea-
son to anticipate that conditions since the pas-
sage of PRWORA have further compromised 
fathers’ ability to shore up the economic situ-
ations of struggling mothers. Research in the 
decades since this book was published has un-
derscored the importance of nonresident fa-
thers’ formal and informal contributions for 
the economic security of households with chil-
dren (Nepomnyaschy et al. 2022; Nepomnyas-
chy and Garfinkel 2011; Cuesta and Meyer 2018; 
Lewis and Kornrich 2020; Kane et al. 2015; Ha 
et al. 2011). Changes to the economic and policy 
landscape have created significant barriers for 
fathers’ ability to provide time and resources 
to support their children’s households. Eco-
nomic restructuring over this period under-
mined the quality and remuneration of work 
for men without college degrees, a demo-
graphic disproportionately comprised of non-
resident fathers (Binder and Bound 2019; 
Smeeding et al. 2011; Nepomnyaschy and Miller 
2023). At the same time, policy changes that 
strengthened child support enforcement 
mechanisms and extended the reach of the 
criminal legal system have had serious collat-
eral consequences for socioeconomically mar-
ginalized fathers and their families. Rather 
than compensating for the loss of cash welfare, 

fathers have faced challenges more likely to 
erode than bolster their provision of support to 
single mothers. 

This study provides an updated and com-
prehensive look at the socioeconomic circum-
stances of nonresident fathers much like those 
in Making Ends Meet, and the implications for 
mothers’ economic survival in the post-welfare 
reform era. We find that fathers’ socioeco-
nomic precarity is both ubiquitous and closely 
linked to mothers’ economic hardship, raising 
serious questions about the viability of sup-
port from nonresident fathers as a core sur-
vival strategy to compensate for gaps in the 
public safety net. Indeed, while this study pro-
vides a systematic investigation of men’s socio-
economic vulnerability, our analysis is primar-
ily motivated by an interest in understanding 
how this is linked to mothers’ precarity. As 
documented in the other articles in this issue, 
the circumstances faced by many single moth-
ers—who were already struggling at the end of 
the millennium—have become increasingly 
strained. While some are shored up by a work-
based safety net, those not well served by this 
new regime are further destabilized by the pre-
carity of their children’s fathers. 

The Importance of Nonresident 
Father Support as a Survival 
Str ategy for Single Mothers 
Making Ends Meet identified a set of survival 
strategies that mothers employed to patch to-
gether the resources needed to keep their 
households afloat prior to welfare reform, in-
cluding work, cash welfare, network-based 
strategies (that is, family, friends, romantic 
partners, and nonresident fathers), support 
from agencies or community organizations, 
and other public benefits programs. As other 
studies in this issue illustrate (Bruch et al. 2026; 
Pilkauskas and Bruey 2026, this issue; Ananat 
et al. 2026; van der Naald et al. 2026; Fong 
and McCarthy 2026; Abbott et al. 2026), policy 
changes in the last thirty years have fundamen-
tally altered the survival strategies available to 
mothers. Most notable of these changes was 
the passage of PRWORA in 1996, which re-
placed Aid to Families with Dependent Chil-
dren (AFDC) with Temporary Assistance for 
Needy Families (TANF) and essentially removed 
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cash welfare from the suite of tools available to 
single mothers (Pilkauskas and Bruey 2026, 
this issue; Bruch et al. 2026). Only twenty-one 
out of every one hundred families in poverty 
received TANF cash assistance in 2020, with tre-
mendous variation by state (for example, from 
71 percent in California and Vermont to 4 per-
cent in Arkansas, Louisiana, Mississippi, and 
Texas), compared to sixty-eight out of one hun-
dred families in 1996 (Shrivastava and Azito 
Thompson 2022). Underscoring the serious-
ness of these changes, H. Luke Shaefer and 
Kathryn Edin (2013) found a large increase in 
extreme poverty in the years following the pas-
sage of PRWORA among mothers “discon-
nected” from both work and cash welfare.

The post-PRWORA public safety net, with 
time limited cash welfare and work require-
ments for many programs, also made mothers 
more reliant on private and network-based 
survival strategies (van der Naald et al. 2026; 
Kwon et al. 2026; Pilkauskas and Bruey 2026, 
this issue; Ananat et al. 2026). Using network-
based resources ranked highly in the moral hi-
erarchy of survival strategies among the moth-
ers in Making Ends Meet, but strategies like 
“doubling-up” could also increase risk of abuse 
(Edin and Shaefer 2015; Edin and Lein 1997). 
Thus, while resources from private networks 
were an important source of support, this car-
ried risks and was understood to be supple-
mental to cash welfare or work-based strate-
gies. 

Large-scale changes to the child support en-
forcement (CSE) system in the decades since 
Making Ends Meet sought to increase formal 
contributions from fathers, both lending the 
force of the state to mothers’ claim to economic 
support from nonresident fathers and further 
shifting responsibility to private support. Orig-
inally created in 1975 to recoup the cost of cash 
welfare paid to custodial mothers, CSE has 
evolved into an extensive system of policies and 
practices to establish legal paternity and child 
support orders and enforce collections (Toll-
estrup 2021). Consistent with the mantra of 
“personal responsibility,” extensive state in-
vestment in the CSE system began in earnest 
just after the enactment of welfare reform in 
PRWORA even as enrollment in public benefits 
declined and program generosity largely stag-

nated (Bruch et al. 2026). Most families in the 
CSE system are required to participate as a con-
dition of custodial mothers’ receipt of public 
benefits (Selekman and Holcomb 2018), not be-
cause of parental preference for state involve-
ment (Waller 2019; Rambert 2021). This means 
that while some mothers intentionally seek out 
involvement with CSE to secure resources to 
support their families, most do not engage vol-
untarily with the system and many do not par-
ticipate at all. Indeed, only half of custodial 
mothers have a formal child support agree-
ment (Grall 2020). Despite state efforts to en-
force collections from fathers, less than one-
third of children with a nonresident parent 
receive any formal child support (Grall 2020), a 
lower share than before welfare reform; this de-
cline is the result of fewer child support orders 
being established, especially orders with any 
support due (Grall 2002; Pilarz and Cuesta 
2025; Cancian et al. 2023). 

The amount of formal child support due is 
typically set by the state, withheld from fathers’ 
paychecks (Office of Child Support Enforce-
ment 2023), and then distributed to mothers or 
kept as repayment for benefits the mother has 
received. All but two states retain payments if 
mothers received TANF, either currently or in 
the past, though half pass through a small part 
of those funds to custodial parents (National 
Conference of State Legislatures 2023). Moth-
ers who receive child support get direct cash 
payments, which affords them the freedom to 
use the funds as they deem necessary. While 
formal child support receipt has been shown 
to increase the regularity of low-income moth-
ers’ total income and to reduce poverty and ma-
terial hardship in children’s households (Ha et 
al. 2011; Cuesta and Meyer 2018; Nepomnyaschy 
et al. 2022), recent evidence suggests that only 
a small and select group of mothers receiving 
the highest amounts of formal cash support ac-
tually see a reduction in poverty or material 
hardship (Nepomnyaschy et al. 2022). Indeed, 
the large investment in CSE in recent decades 
has not resulted in substantial increases to ei-
ther the proportion of mothers receiving any 
support or the amount of support received (Pi-
larz and Cuesta 2025; Cancian et al. 2025). 

A large share of the monetary support moth-
ers receive from their personal networks comes 
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from the fathers of their children outside of the 
formal CSE system, primarily as direct cash 
and noncash contributions. In-kind (noncash) 
contributions such as toys, clothes, food, med-
icine, and paying directly for child care, after-
school, or other enrichment programs are 
common, with nearly 60 percent of custodial 
mothers receiving such support according to 
national data (Grall 2020; Sorensen 2021). Im-
portantly, in-kind support also carries more 
emotional and symbolic value because it sig-
nals fathers’ commitment, connection, time 
with children, and cooperation with their chil-
dren’s mothers (Waller et al. 2018; Craigie 2012; 
Waller 2002). Fathers are more likely to provide 
this voluntary support (Nepomnyaschy et al. 
2020; Kane et al. 2015), and it may be of greater 
financial value than formal child support (Kane 
et al. 2015) as it cannot be intercepted by the 
state. In-kind support is also provided more 
consistently over the child’s life (Sariscsany et 
al. 2019; Nepomnyaschy and Garfinkel 2010), 
making it particularly beneficial for mothers’ 
allocation of household resources and finan-
cial planning (Flanagan and Halpern-Meekin 
2026, this issue). Evidence from the Future of 
Families Study shows that in-kind support is 
associated with improved behavioral and aca-
demic outcomes for children (Miller et al. 2020; 
Nepomnyaschy et al. 2020) and reduced mate-
rial hardship in their households, especially 
when nonresident fathers are involved in their 
children’s lives (Nepomnyaschy and Garfinkel 
2011, 2014; Nepomnyaschy et al. 2022). Thus, 
the importance of nonresident fathers’ volun-
tary support as a survival strategy for mothers 
spans the pre- and post-welfare reform eras. 

Although not an explicit focus of Making 
Ends Meet, nonresident fathers’ positive copa-
renting, engagement, and time spent with chil-
dren, as well as fathers’ emotional and physical 
well-being, may also have implications for sin-
gle mothers’ economic precarity. Recent work 
indicates that fathers’ engagement is associ-
ated with better child outcomes and improved 
economic standing of mothers’ households, as 
well as reductions in socioeconomic disparities 
in child outcomes (Nepomnyaschy et al. 2020, 
2022; Miller et al. 2020). Fathers’ time spent 
with children is highly correlated with their 
provision of informal and in-kind support, as 

they often purchase or bring things to children 
when they visit or spend time with them 
(Nepomnyaschy 2007; Waller et al. 2018). Fur-
ther, fathers’ time with children may reduce 
stress and provide mothers with time for other 
needed tasks.

Fathers’ Socioeconomic Precarit y 
Prior to welfare reform, Edin and Lein (1997, 
167) observed: “As important as these contribu-
tions were to mothers’ budgets, most mothers 
knew that they could not count on fathers over 
the long term because fathers’ incomes were 
too precarious,” echoing Carol B. Stack’s (1975) 
assessment of the “reliability” of support from 
fathers in the early 1970s. Changes to public 
policy and the economy already underway in 
the 1990s, including the loss of manufacturing 
jobs, decline in union power, relocation of re-
maining work to less accessible areas, and de-
clining real value of the minimum wage, fur-
ther undermined the wages and employment 
of economically vulnerable men (Autor et al. 
2016; Sugie and Lens 2017; Verick 2009; Wilson 
1997). This is particularly true for the popula-
tion of socioeconomically marginalized men 
most likely to be nonresident fathers (Berger 
and Langton 2011). As a result of these changes, 
fathers’ ability to support their children has 
eroded rather than expanded to meet mothers’ 
changing needs. Thus, while men are generally 
understood to be better off economically than 
women—even among those at the lowest end 
of the economic spectrum (Chun-Hoon 2023)—
the deteriorated position of men with low so-
cioeconomic status (low-SES) means that non-
resident fathers may need to prioritize their 
own needs over supporting family members in 
other households. Coupled with the fact that 
they are often ineligible for more generous ben-
efits from the Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC) 
and Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Pro-
gram (SNAP) if they are able-bodied and have 
no other dependents, nonresident fathers may 
have very limited resources to mitigate hard-
ship faced by mothers struggling to make ends 
meet post-PRWORA. 

This deterioration is evident across multiple 
metrics. Continuing a decades-long slide, the 
labor force participation rate of men declined 
from 75 percent in 1997 to 68.9 percent in early 
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2020 (United States Bureau of Labor Statistics 
2024). Likewise, rates of participation in the la-
bor force among prime-age men (ages twenty-
five to fifty-four) have decreased with each suc-
cessive recent generation (United States Bureau 
of Labor Statistics 2024; Binder and Bound 
2019). Except for those at the highest end of the 
distribution, earnings for prime-age men have 
also declined or remained stagnant in the de-
cades since welfare reform (England et al. 
2020), and wage stagnation has been worst for 
men of color with the lowest earnings, com-
pounding long-standing racial disparities (Wil-
son and Rogers 2016). These data reflect, in 
part, large-scale macroeconomic shifts that 
have contributed to the increasing precarity of 
men without a college degree, 64 percent of all 
men over age twenty-five in the United States 
(United States Census Bureau 2023). Following 
all but the most recent economic recession, as 
industries traditionally dominated by women 
were among the most affected by the COVID-19 
pandemic (Center on Budget and Policy Prior-
ities 2024), the return to employment has been 
slower for men than women following down-
turns (Sahin et al. 2010), with some evidence 
that nonresident fathers are hardest hit (Mincy 
et al. 2015). The jobs that remain available to 
such fathers frequently pay little while requir-
ing irregular and nonstandard schedules, two 
features that make balancing family needs dif-
ficult and undermine well-being (Ananat and 
Gassman-Pines 2021; Schneider and Harknett 
2019). 

These downward trends in economic stabil-
ity have occurred alongside the expansion of 
the CSE system, often compounding fathers’ 
precarity. Both the public and policymakers ex-
pect fathers to support their children, and fa-
thers unable to meet their obligations have 
been pilloried as “deadbeats,” driving the ex-
pansion of CSE (Mincy and Sorensen 1998; 
Rambert 2021). At the same time, enforcement 
measures have become increasingly punitive 
and focused on fathers’ apparent willingness 
to pay while ignoring their ability to pay. Be-
cause orders often include retroactive support, 
such as the repayment of birthing costs covered 
by Medicaid, fathers can immediately find 
themselves in substantial child support debt 
when an order is established. It has also been 

common practice, when fathers are not present 
at hearings or information is missing, for 
courts to impute their income in setting a child 
support order (Turetsky 2019), a practice that 
frequently overestimates the amount that fa-
thers can contribute (Plotnick and Kennedy 
2018). Similarly, not all states require the use of 
self-support reserves, which stipulate that child 
support orders include a set-aside that allows 
fathers to retain some income for basic suste-
nance, and reserves are not always imple-
mented in states that require them (National 
Conference of State Legislatures 2020). 

These practices have resulted in child sup-
port obligations that are beyond the means of 
many fathers, and falling behind on required 
payments can lead to serious penalties, includ-
ing court-ordered reductions in time with chil-
dren, driver’s license suspension, interception 
of tax returns, criminal charges, and incarcera-
tion (Haney 2018, 2022; Sorensen et al. 2007; 
Tollestrup 2021; National Conference of State 
Legislatures 2021; Rambert 2021). Compound-
ing the challenges of unrealistic orders, thirty-
four states charge interest on child support ar-
rears, with rates as high as 12 percent (National 
Conference of State Legislatures 2021). As a re-
sult of all of these CSE practices, fathers are 
much more likely than in prior decades to incur 
unmanageable child support arrears (Turetsky 
and Waller 2020), with 77 percent of nonresi-
dent parents in the child support system today 
carrying arrears (Office of Child Support En-
forcement 2021) and only 40 percent of those 
arrears likely to be collected (Sorensen et al. 
2007). Most of these arrears are owed by men 
making less than $10,000 a year, and this debt 
is associated with a host of negative outcomes 
for men and their families (Miller and Mincy 
2012; Nepomnyaschy et al. 2021; Robbins et al. 
2022; Turner and Waller 2017; Sorensen et al. 
2007; Rambert 2021). 

The reach and punitiveness of the criminal 
legal system also grew in parallel with the 
expansion of CSE. The 1990s were an era of 
“tough on crime” laws that accelerated the 
growth of this system (Enns 2014) until 2009, 
when a peak of 7.2 million people, most of 
whom were parents, were incarcerated or un-
der criminal justice supervision (Glaze 2010; 
Glaze and Maruschak 2010). As a result, even 
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those with nonviolent and low-level offenses 
found themselves coping with crippling levels 
of legal debt (Bing et al. 2022; Friedman and 
Pattillo 2019; Harris et al. 2022), and more ex-
tensive and extended periods of supervision 
(King 2019). This dramatic expansion in the 
criminal legal system disproportionately im-
pacted Black and Latino men with less than a 
high school degree and those from disadvan-
taged communities (The Pew Charitable Trusts 
2010; Kurlychek and Johnson 2019). Both the 
loss of income during supervision and the col-
lateral consequences of these criminal legal en-
tanglements directly undermine nonresident 
fathers’ ability to support their children, and 
child support arrears can grow during this 
time. Interactions between labor markets and 
both the criminal legal and CSE systems trap 
men in ongoing cycles of unemployment, in-
carceration, and debt, which significantly limit 
their economic stability (Agan and Makowsky 
2018; Apel and Horney 2017; Apel and Powell 
2019; Dwyer Emory 2021; Haney 2018; Turetsky 
and Waller 2020). Unsurprisingly, criminal legal 
system contact has been shown to undermine 
fathers’ contributions of time and resources to 
their families. Indeed, mothers who share chil-
dren with formerly incarcerated men received 
less voluntary and formal support from either 
nonresident fathers (Geller et al. 2011; McLeod 
and Gottlieb 2018; Dwyer Emory et al. 2020) or 
others in their networks (Turney et al. 2012). 

In sum, large-scale changes have unfolded 
in the decades since Making Ends Meet was first 
published that have substantially limited the 
viability of support from nonresident fathers 
as a survival strategy for single mothers. While 
some mothers have benefited from these 
changes, those unable to capitalize on the 
work-focused safety net that has emerged find 
themselves also unable to depend on support 
from their children’s fathers, a key means of 
making ends meet in the pre-welfare reform 
era. Changes in the labor market and greater 
exposure to punitive systems have had pro-
foundly negative implications for fathers’ eco-
nomic prospects, social connections, and even 
health, and virtually all of these changes have 
had a greater impact on lower-SES men and 
Black or Latino men (Battle 2018; Adams 2018; 
Pratt 2016; Nepomnyaschy and Miller 2023; 

Smeeding et al. 2011). As fathers struggle to 
meet their own basic needs, fewer resources are 
available to support single mothers. Financially 
strained fathers are also more likely to experi-
ence physical and emotional problems, includ-
ing poor physical health, depression, and sub-
stance use (Robbins et al. 2022; Massoglia and 
Remster 2019; Williams 2003), likely further 
limiting their ability to provide effective and 
consistent support. What resources they do 
have are likely to first go toward supporting 
their current-household needs over those of 
nonresident children and custodial mothers 
(Edin and Nelson 2013). There can even be a 
reversal in the flow of resources away from chil-
dren’s families through kinship networks as 
families struggle to support incapacitated men, 
as has been documented in cases of criminal 
justice involvement (Braman 2004; Katzenstein 
and Waller 2015; Miller 2021; Page et al. 2019). 
Thus, the socioeconomic precarity fathers face 
is likely to have implications for entire kin net-
works, as men have fewer resources to distrib-
ute and may even draw on the resources of kin 
and romantic partners to help meet their own 
needs. 

Current Study 
In this study, we use longitudinal population-
based data from an economically, racially, and 
ethnically diverse sample to identify and de-
scribe multiple dimensions of nonresident fa-
thers’ socioeconomic precarity and access to 
support that could potentially affect custodial 
mothers’ economic well-being. We describe 
nonresident fathers’ socioeconomic circum-
stances using five broad conceptual domains 
related to the policy changes outlined above 
and to existing research on the multifaceted 
sources of socioeconomic disadvantage fathers 
face (Osborne 2020; Smeeding et al. 2011; 
Nepomnyaschy and Miller 2023). We first cap-
ture three domains of fathers’ socioeconomic 
precarity. Given the shift in the years after Mak-
ing Ends Meet to a work-based safety net and 
co-occurring erosion in the low-wage labor 
market, we first examine fathers’ employment 
precarity. Because of the expansion of the CSE 
and criminal legal systems over this period and 
their impact on low-SES families, we also mea-
sure fathers’ exposure to these two punitive sys-
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tems. Related to these, we also examine fathers’ 
resource precarity, or their challenges meeting 
their own households’ needs. We next measure 
two potential sources of support fathers may 
use to mitigate hardship, specifically support 
from private networks and receipt of public 
benefits. Finally, we examine the extent to 
which the three domains of fathers’ socioeco-
nomic precarity (employment, exposure to pu-
nitive systems, and resource precarity) are as-
sociated with economic insecurity in mothers’ 
households, controlling for a rich set of indi-
vidual, family, and structural factors that may 
confound this association. 

Methods 
Our study takes advantage of five waves of 
population-based data from the Future of Fam-
ilies and Child Wellbeing Study (FFCWS). In 
many ways, the FFCWS is an ideal dataset for 
this study as it contains unparalleled informa-
tion about a group of fathers who were first in-
terviewed in the three years after Making Ends 
Meet was published and who were followed 
over the period when many of the policy and 
economic changes described earlier were un-
folding. Specifically, FFCWS has followed a co-
hort of nearly 5,000 children born in large US 
cities between 1998 and 2000 and their biologi-
cal parents, tracking these families in the pe-
riod immediately following welfare reform and 
through the resultant changes to the economy 
and social welfare state. The study oversampled 
births to unmarried mothers (a 3 to 1 ratio) and 
is representative of all such births in large cit-
ies (population greater than 200,000) at that 
time (Reichman et al. 2001). Mothers and avail-
able fathers were interviewed at the child’s 
birth, with follow-up interviews when their 
children were approximately one year old (in-
terviewed in 1999–2002), three years old (inter-
viewed in 2001–2003), five years old (inter-
viewed in 2003–2006), and nine years old 
(interviewed 2007–2010). While additional sur-
veys were conducted when children were ages 
fifteen and twenty-two, fathers were only con-
sistently interviewed in the first five waves of 
the FFCWS. As most of the detailed indicators 
of fathers’ precarity are self-reported, our study 
uses data from these earlier waves to capture 
with as much rigor as possible this population 

of fathers who are famously invisible in most 
national surveys (Pettit 2012). This study thus 
focuses on the families whose pre-welfare re-
form experiences in the early 1990s were docu-
mented by Making Ends Meet, following them 
during a period of rapid policy change that led 
to the modern welfare state documented by the 
other articles in this issue. While data only 
cover the period from 1999 to 2010, there is 
strong reason to expect findings to apply to fa-
thers in the current era, as the conditions un-
derlying nonresident fathers’ economic precar-
ity have not substantively improved across 
most domains (Binder and Bound 2019). 

Sample 
To focus on men most similar to those who 
were partnered with the women in Making Ends 
Meet, our analytic sample is limited to fathers 
who were not married to the focal child’s 
mother at the child’s birth and were not living 
with her at the observed wave. The single moth-
ers in this analytic sample were never married 
to, and were living apart from, the focal child’s 
biological father, regardless of whether they 
had repartnered. This conceptualization recog-
nizes the fluidity of family relationships by de-
fining them relative to a shared child rather 
than in relation to romantic ties, and allows 
parents to shift into and out of the sample at 
different waves. We do not use data from waves 
when parents were coresident, reflecting both 
the methodological challenge of disentangling 
the household resources of coresident mothers 
and fathers and the conceptual focus of Making 
Ends Meet on resources from nonresident fa-
thers. 

To maximize the analytic sample and in-
clude the most expansive period of time in the 
post-welfare reform era (1999–2010), we pooled 
data from four survey waves (years 1, 3, 5, and 
9) when fathers were interviewed and met the 
analytic criteria. This generated an initial sam-
ple of 4,134 observations from 1,942 unique fa-
thers, with each contributing an average of 1.8 
observations. After these restrictions, 45 per-
cent of variables were measured with no miss-
ing data. Of the remaining variables, only three 
were missing data for more than 5 percent of 
observations (whether the child was the fa-
thers’ first born, whether the father lived with 
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both biological parents at age fifteen, and 
whether he was US-born). To avoid further re-
ductions to the samples for our multivariate 
analyses, we added a third category to these di-
chotomous variables indicating missingness 
(Allison 2001). Thereafter, we conducted com-
plete case analysis, with sample sizes in the re-
gression models varying between 3,952 and 
4,134 observations, depending on the measure 
of fathers’ precarity being examined. 

Measures 
Our analyses focus on measures of mothers’ 
economic precarity, fathers’ socioeconomic 
precarity, fathers’ sources of public and private 
support, and a set of covariates. 

Mothers’ Economic Precarity
Mothers’ economic precarity, our primary out-
come of interest, is indicated by their experi-
ences of material hardship and poverty mea-
sured at the 1, 3, 5, and 9-year survey waves. 
Material hardship is measured using a series of 
questions about mothers’ difficulties making 
ends meet, such as the inability to pay full rent 
or mortgage, the inability to pay bills, or the 
inability to get medical care because there was 
not enough money. We create a binary mea-
sure of whether the mother reports any such 
experience, with more detailed indicators of 
prevalence listed in table A.1. Mothers’ poverty 
status is constructed from their reported 
household income from all sources, adjusted 
for household size and composition by the 
FFCWS, consistent with the official poverty 
measure used by the United States Census Bu-
reau. We create a binary outcome indicating 
whether household income is below this offi-
cial federal poverty level (FPL). 

Fathers’ Socioeconomic Precarity
The three domains of fathers’ socioeconomic 
precarity (employment precarity, interactions 
with punitive systems, and resource precarity) 
are not mutually exclusive either practically or 
in our operationalizations. Our indicators of 
employment precarity measure the quality, sta-
bility, regularity, and remuneration associated 
with fathers’ work. To capture as comprehen-
sively as possible the complexity of their em-
ployment situations, we create a categorical 

variable for type of work, distinguishing among 
work without irregular shifts, work with irregu-
lar shifts, and no reported employment. This is 
determined by questions of whether fathers 
were doing any work for pay, and whether they 
worked at different times each week. Second, 
we created an indicator for fathers who re-
ported working fewer than both full-time (40 
hours per week) and full-year (52 weeks per year) 
in the past year. Next, we consider a continuous 
measure of weekly earnings from all jobs in the 
past year, top coded to the 99th percentile, and 
an indicator for whether these earnings were 
below what would be expected for full-time 
work at the federal minimum wage. 

Fathers’ interaction with punitive systems is 
operationalized as exposure to the child sup-
port enforcement and criminal legal systems. 
Interaction with the child support enforcement 
system is measured by whether the father had 
any child support arrears. Criminal legal con-
tact is a categorized into three groups: fathers 
who had been incarcerated; fathers who had 
contact with the criminal legal system, includ-
ing being arrested, charged, or convicted but 
not incarcerated; and fathers who had no con-
tact with the criminal legal system. Following 
convention in previous work, criminal legal 
contact is defined by a combination of moth-
ers’ and fathers’ reports to address potential 
underreporting. 

Finally, fathers’ resource precarity is cap-
tured using their reports of household income, 
material hardship, housing insecurity, and ac-
cess to health insurance. A categorical measure 
of poverty captures fathers’ reports of house-
hold income from all sources that was below 
the official FPL, between 100 and 200 percent 
of the FPL, or above 200 percent of the FPL. Fa-
thers’ experience of material hardship is con-
structed as a dichotomous indicator from fa-
thers’ interviews in the same way as described 
above for mothers. Next, following Amanda 
Geller and Marah A. Curtis (2011), we construct 
a binary indicator of housing instability, mea-
suring whether fathers experienced any of the 
following: did not pay full mortgage or rent, 
moved in with others to save money, moved 
more than once in the past year, lived with oth-
ers without paying rent, lived in a shelter or 
place not intended as permanent housing, or 
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were evicted. These two indicators of material 
hardship and housing instability are overlap-
ping, with some measures of housing instabil-
ity contributing to both variables. Finally, we 
create an indicator for fathers reporting that 
they had no health insurance, either public or 
private. 

Fathers’ Private and Public Support
In our descriptive analyses only, we analyze two 
additional domains which index the private 
and public support available to fathers. Fa-
thers’ perceived network support includes self-
reports of whether they could borrow money—
either $200 or $1,000—from someone or move 
in with someone if needed. Fathers’ actual net-
work support includes whether they reported 
borrowing money from friends or family to pay 
bills, moving in with someone out of need, or 
receiving free food because of a lack of re-
sources. Last, we include two separate indica-
tors for fathers’ reports of receiving means-
tested public benefits: receipt of TANF, SNAP, 
or Supplemental Security Income (SSI) and re-
ceipt of the EITC. 

Covariates
Our multivariate analyses include a number of 
characteristics that may be associated with fa-
thers’ socioeconomic precarity and commit-
ment to the child, all taken from the baseline 
survey at the child’s birth. Fathers’ character-
istics include their age, whether they were 
born in the US, race and ethnicity, education, 
whether they were ever interviewed in Spanish, 
and whether they lived with both biological 
parents at age fifteen. Mothers’ characteristics 
similarly include self-reports of whether they 
were born in the US, whether the mother was 
the same race and ethnicity as the father, the 
difference in their ages, and whether she had 
more education than him. Characteristics of 
the child include their sex assigned at birth, 
whether the child was the mother’s firstborn 
(mothers’ reports) or the father’s (fathers’ re-
ports), whether Medicaid paid for the child’s 
birth, and a 4-item scale measuring fathers’ 
level of commitment to the focal child at the 
birth (mothers’ report). Finally, we include an 
indicator for whether the parents were cohab-

iting at the child’s birth (mothers’ report) and 
indicators for interview wave. Detailed infor-
mation on the covariates is included in table 
A.1. 

Analytic Strategy 
The analysis proceeds in two phases. First, we 
identify and richly describe the three dimen-
sions of fathers’ socioeconomic precarity as 
well as their private and public support. This 
information draws primarily on fathers’ reports 
from surveys collected between 1999 and 2010. 
As an initial assessment of the associations be-
tween parental circumstances, we then stratify 
these descriptive analyses by whether fathers 
shared a child with a mother who experienced 
hardship since the previous wave and test for 
statistically significant differences between 
these subgroups. Second, we examine whether 
and how each dimension of nonresident fa-
thers’ socioeconomic precarity (employment 
precarity, interactions with punitive systems, 
and resource precarity) is associated with the 
economic well-being of mothers using three-
level random intercept linear regression mod-
els including the full set of controls described 
above. These models nest multiple observa-
tions within fathers and fathers within states, 
as fathers were included up to four times and 
lived in forty-two different states with wide 
ranging policy contexts. Because the dimen-
sions of fathers’ precarity are highly collinear, 
we consider each dimension in each model sep-
arately. In supplementary analyses, we describe 
our sample and re-estimate our multivariate 
models stratified by fathers’ race and ethnicity 
and fathers’ region of residence to examine 
whether regional differences in availability of 
supports, program generosity, and economic 
strength affected our results. 

Results 
Our analysis describes fathers with nonmarital 
births who were living apart from their chil-
dren’s mothers during the post-welfare reform 
era, a group who are the counterparts of the 
men with whom the mothers in Making Ends 
Meet shared children. Our results indicate that 
struggles for this group persist. Overall, socio-
economic precarity among these fathers was 
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pervasive, with at least one type of socioeco-
nomic precarity present for a stunning 96 per-
cent of observations. To further contextualize 
this finding, over the four waves of data in our 
study, 98.4 percent of these nonresident fathers 
described at least one wave of exposure to em-
ployment precarity, system contact, or resource 
precarity; only 1.6 percent experienced no pre-
carity. As illustrated in table A.1, while the over-
whelming majority of the fathers in the sample 
were working age (98 percent), only 69 percent 
reported good health, and most had a high 
school education (39 percent) or less (38 per-
cent). In addition, 39 percent of fathers re-
ported that the focal child lived with them at 
least half of the time, and most of these fathers 
were also connected to children other than the 
study focal child: 54 percent had another bio-
logical or adopted child; 30 percent lived with 
another biological or adopted child in their cur-
rent household; and more than half (55 per-
cent) lived in a household with at least one mi-
nor child. These attributes put these fathers at 
greater risk of economic precarity and suggest 
that they may struggle to meet their own needs, 
those of their households, and those of non-
resident children and custodial mothers. None-
theless, the vast majority of fathers (85 percent) 
provided some kind of financial or in-kind sup-
port to the focal child’s mother. 

The level of hardship reported by the moth-
ers with whom the fathers in our sample share 
children underscores the similarities between 
our sample and the families in Making Ends 
Meet. As shown in table 1, about half of moth-
ers in our pooled sample across four waves of 
data reported experiences of economic precar-
ity in the form of either poverty (53 percent) or 
material hardship (46 percent), and approxi-
mately 72 percent of mothers in the sample re-
ported experiencing either of those outcomes. 
As illustrated in figure 1, while mothers and fa-
thers have a good deal of overlapping economic 
precarity, mothers on average reported lower 
income-to-poverty ratios than fathers, indicat-
ing lower incomes and deeper poverty. Supple-
mental analyses (not shown) echoed this find-
ing, indicating that on average mothers were 
more likely to report material hardship and 
economic precarity than the men with whom 

they shared children. Thus, while our results 
and discussion emphasize the challenges faced 
by fathers and the constraints they face sup-
porting their own households and those of 
their children’s custodial mothers, we view 
their precarity as shaping the resources avail-
able to mothers struggling to make ends meet 
post-welfare reform. 

Dimensions of Fathers’ 
Socioeconomic Precarity 
We consider three dimensions of fathers’ so-
cioeconomic precarity of particular salience for 
fathers’ ability to provide support to single 
mothers in post-welfare reform period. These 
are employment precarity, system exposure, 
and resource precarity. 

Employment Precarity
Fathers experienced one or more types of em-
ployment precarity in just over three-quarters 
(78 percent) of observations in our pooled sam-
ple. Fathers living apart from their child’s 
mother reported some employment in the vast 
majority of cases (84 percent), with about 39 
percent working regular shifts or hours at the 
time of the survey and nearly 45 percent work-
ing irregular or variable shifts. In nearly 60 per-
cent of cases, fathers reported less than full-
time, full-year work over the past year. In our 
sample, average weekly earnings were $573, 
with fathers reporting earnings over the past 
year that fell below the threshold of full-time 
minimum wage work 40 percent of the time. 
Thus, while most fathers were largely working 
when observed, this work was often unstable 
or low paid. Fathers working less than full-time 
and full-year were also more likely to share a 
child with a mother experiencing material 
hardship, though the other measures of em-
ployment precarity did not significantly differ 
by mothers’ hardship. 

System Exposure 
Contact with punitive systems was also exten-
sive, reported by just over three-quarters of fa-
thers (77 percent). In 31 percent of cases, fa-
thers had accrued child support arrears, 
putting them at risk for a range of punitive en-
forcement practices from driver’s license sus-
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Table 1. Nonresident Fathers’ Socioeconomic Precarity and Maternal Material Hardship

Mean (Standard Deviation) or Percent

Difference by 
Maternal 
HardshipFull Sample 

Mother Not 
Experiencing 

Hardship

Mother 
Experiencing 

Hardship

Mothers’ socioeconomic precarity 
Any material hardship 46.20% 0% 100%
Household below federal poverty line 53.50% 48.60% 59.30% ***

Fathers’ socioeconomic precarity
Any socioeconomic precarity  95.55% 94.60% 96.65% ***

Employment precarity 
Working only regular shifts 39.40% 40.80% 37.90% +

Working any irregular shifts 44.70% 44.30% 45.00%
Not employed 15.90% 14.90% 17.10% +

Working less than full-time, full-year 57.70% 54.80% 61.10% ***
Earning less than the equivalent of 

full-time minimum wage 
37.50% 36.60% 38.60%

Weekly earnings ($) 572.5 (936.6) 591.7 (959.9) 549.8 (908.0)
Fathers’ system exposure 

Any arrears 31.40% 27.70% 35.60% ***
No criminal legal contact 31.10% 34.40% 27.30% ***
Criminal legal contact without 

incarceration
15.40% 17.40% 13.20% ***

Incarceration 53.50% 48.20% 59.50% ***
Fathers’ resource precarity 

Household below federal poverty line 31.70% 30.20% 33.50% *
Household earnings between 100% 

and 200% of poverty line
25.20% 24.10% 26.50% +

Household earnings > 200% of poverty 
line

43.10% 45.70% 40.10% ***

Any material hardship 33.30% 26.30% 41.40% ***
Any housing problems 30.90% 28.90% 33.10% **
No health insurance 57.70% 56.30% 59.30% +

Fathers’ supports
Fathers’ network support
Perceived support 0.75 (0.33) 0.77 (0.32) 0.74 (0.33) *
Received support 0.16 (0.25) 0.13 (0.22) 0.19 (0.27) ***

Fathers’ receipt of public benefits
Received any public assistance (SSI, 

TANF, SNAP)
14.20% 11.90% 16.90% ***

Received EITC 24.40% 24. 00% 24.90%

Complete sample size 4,134 2,224 1,910

Source: Authors’ calculations. 
Note: Sample size varies from n = 4,134 to n = 3,820 based on item-specific nonresponse. Asterisks in-
dicate significance level of bivariate OLS regressions of each indicator of nonresident father’s socioeco-
nomic precarity on the material hardship of his child’s mother.
+ p < .1; * p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001 
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pensions to incarceration. Criminal legal sys-
tem contact was even more common among 
these men. Fathers reported no criminal legal 
exposure less than one-third of the time (31 per-
cent), while lower-level criminal legal contact 
(15 percent) or a history of incarceration (54 
percent) were more common. Fathers’ arrears 
accrual and criminal system contact were both 
substantially higher in cases in which chil-
dren’s mothers were experiencing material 
hardship.

Resource Precarity 
Unsurprisingly given the prevalence of precari-
ous employment and exposure to punitive sys-
tems, nonresident fathers reported experienc-
ing at least one type of resource precarity nearly 
85 percent of the time and lived in households 
whose combined earnings fell below the fed-
eral poverty line about one-third of the time. 
Despite these experiences of resource precarity, 
in 43 percent of cases fathers were living in 
households with incomes above 200 percent of 
the FPL, indicating important heterogeneity in 

fathers’ economic standing. Fathers in house-
holds with incomes more than double the pov-
erty line were significantly more likely to share 
a child with a mother not reporting material 
hardship than a mother reporting this type of 
resource precarity, while differences for the 
other two income groups (less than 100 percent 
FPL and 100–200 percent FPL) were somewhat 
smaller. In approximately one-third of observa-
tions, fathers reported experiencing material 
hardship or housing instability. A substantially 
higher proportion of fathers who shared a child 
with a mother experiencing material hardship 
themselves reported material hardship (41 per-
cent), while the proportion was lower among 
mothers without hardship (26 percent). Finally, 
most nonresident fathers (58 percent) reported 
having no health insurance (either public or 
private) when observed. It is important to note 
that these data predate the Medicaid expan-
sion, enacted by the Affordable Care Act in 2010 
and implemented beginning in 2014, which 
likely would have extended coverage to many 
men in our sample. There was only a margin-

Figure 1. Income-to-Poverty Ratios Among Fathers and Mothers at Year 1

Source: Authors’ calculations.
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ally significant association between fathers 
lacking health insurance and mothers’ mate-
rial hardship (p < .10). 

Dimensions of Fathers’ Public 
and Private Support 
We consider two dimensions of fathers’ public 
and private support that could provide an im-
portant buffer to fathers’ precarity. Private sup-
port, which includes both perceived access to 
support and actual support received from their 
networks, and receipt of public benefits. 

Network Support
Fathers’ perceived support averaged 0.75 on a 
scale ranging from 0 (no perceived support) to 
1 (all three types of support included in the 
scale), indicating that most fathers believed 
they could access some type of support if 
needed. Fathers’ actual received support aver-
aged 0.16 on a scale from 0 (no support) to 1 
(received all three supports), indicating that fa-
thers rarely received any type of support. Fa-
thers received greater support when mothers 
were experiencing hardship (0.19 versus 0.13), 
suggesting that receiving support is a strong 
indicator of precarity and need within the fam-
ily system. Unlike actual support, the level of 
perceived support was significantly higher in 
cases in which fathers’ former partners were 
not experiencing hardship. This imbalance be-
tween perceived and received support likely re-
flects differences in both needs and network 
resources. 

Receipt of Public Benefits
Despite the relatively high levels of socioeco-
nomic precarity described above, only 14 per-
cent of fathers reported receiving any of the 
three types of federal public assistance consid-
ered here (TANF, SSI, SNAP). In cases where 
mothers reported hardship, nonresident fa-
thers were substantially more likely to receive 
benefits (17 percent of the time versus 12 per-
cent), likely reflecting fathers’ own economic 
need and the tendency for the neediest fathers 
to have partnered with mothers in the most 
difficult circumstances. On the other hand, 
fathers reported receiving the EITC nearly 
one-quarter (24 percent) of the time, and there 
was no difference in the likelihood of receipt 

by mothers’ experiences of material hardship. 
This rate of receipt likely reflects the tax com-
plexity of nonresident parents, as eligibility de-
pends on tax filing and dependent children the 
parent claims (Michelmore and Pilkauskas 
2022). 

Multivariate Results 
Figures 2 and 3 present results of our multilevel 
linear models that account for the nesting of 
observations at the father and state levels, pos-
sible confounding variables measured at the 
child’s birth, and survey wave. These models 
separately capture the associations between 
different facets of fathers’ socioeconomic pre-
carity (employment precarity, punitive system 
exposure, and resource precarity) and mothers’ 
economic precarity (material hardship and 
poverty). They do not include measures of fa-
thers’ private or public support, which, while 
relevant for understanding the depth of fa-
thers’ precarity, are indirectly tied to mothers’ 
resources in ways that our data cannot ade-
quately capture. Full results are available as ap-
pendix tables. 

Figure 2 presents coefficients from regres-
sion models examining associations between 
each indicator of fathers’ precarity and the like-
lihood of mothers experiencing material hard-
ship. Only two of the indicators of father em-
ployment precarity were associated with 
maternal hardship. Working irregular shifts 
was associated with a greater likelihood of 
mothers’ material hardship relative to fathers 
working consistent hours, as was fathers’ less 
than full-time, full-year work status. Interest-
ingly, neither fathers’ unemployment nor low 
earnings were significantly associated with 
mothers’ hardship. Two indicators of exposure 
to punitive systems, having child support ar-
rears and having been incarcerated, were asso-
ciated with a greater likelihood of maternal ma-
terial hardship. Fathers’ criminal legal contact 
without incarceration was not, however. Fi-
nally, turning to resource precarity, fathers’ ex-
periences of being in poverty (less than 100 per-
cent of the FPL) and being near poverty 
(100–200 percent of the FPL), having material 
hardship, and lacking health insurance were all 
associated with a higher likelihood of mothers’ 
material hardship. Of these measures of re-
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source precarity, only fathers’ housing instabil-
ity was not associated with mothers’ hardship. 
The strongest predictors (fathers’ material 
hardship and incarceration) were associated 
with approximately 24–26 percent higher likeli-
hood of mothers’ material hardship, while the 
other indicators were associated with 8–11 per-
cent higher likelihood (compared to the 53 per-
cent sample mean). 

Figure 3 presents associations between 
these same indicators of fathers’ socioeco-
nomic precarity and mothers’ poverty, reveal-
ing some interesting differences from the re-
sults for material hardship. Like in the 
previous figure, fathers’ working less than full-
time, full-year was associated with a greater 
likelihood of maternal poverty. Associations 
with the other facets of employment precarity 
diverge, however. While irregular work was not 
significantly associated with maternal poverty 
in these models, being unemployed (compared 
to employed with no irregular shifts) and earn-
ing less than the minimum wage were associ-
ated with a higher likelihood of mothers’ pov-
erty. Weekly earnings were also associated with 
greater poverty but not material hardship, as 

shown in table A.2. Like the hardship out-
come, having child support arrears or a history 
of incarceration was associated with a higher 
likelihood of poverty among mothers, though 
other types of criminal system contact did not 
differ from no contact at all. As with the mea-
sures of employment precarity, notable differ-
ences emerge for our measures of resource 
precarity. Only fathers’ poverty level and lack 
of health insurance were significantly associ-
ated with the likelihood of both material hard-
ship and poverty among mothers. In contrast 
to the results for mothers’ material hardship, 
fathers’ experience of material hardship was 
only weakly associated with mothers’ poverty 
and fell short of conventional statistical sig-
nificance (p < .10), while fathers’ housing in-
stability was associated with a significantly 
higher risk of poverty only. For this outcome, 
the strongest relationship was for fathers’ pov-
erty, which was associated with a 23 percent 
greater likelihood of maternal poverty, while 
the other indicators were associated with 7–13 
percentage-point greater probability of mater-
nal poverty (compared to the 46 percent sam-
ple mean). 

Source: Authors’ calculations.
Note: Bars represent increases in probability of mothers’ household poverty associated with each indi-
cator of fathers’ socioeconomic precarity from separate multivariate random effects models including 
all previously described covariates.
+ p < .1; * p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001
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Sensitivity Checks 
We first examined differences in our indicators 
of precarity by fathers’ region of residence and 
race and ethnicity, as shown in table A.5. As 
expected, White fathers had children with 
mothers who had lower levels of economic 
precarity than did Black and Latino fathers. 
Similarly, White fathers experienced less of 
most types of precarity compared to Black and 
Latino fathers except for material hardship, 
types of work schedules, and having any ar-
rears. Most surprisingly, fathers’ experiences 
of criminal legal system contact did not differ 
by race or ethnicity in our sample. Fathers’ res-
idence in the Midwest was associated with 
greater maternal and paternal economic pre-
carity than in other regions, with the notable 
exception of fathers’ income and risk of pov-
erty, type of work schedule, and lack of health 
care coverage. Next, we stratified models of the 
association between fathers’ and mothers’ pov-
erty status by race and ethnicity and region of 
residence to test for potential heterogeneity in 
our results (not shown). Post hoc tests com-
paring coefficients across models indicated 
that the strong association between parents’ 
poverty status did not differ by fathers’ racial 

and ethnic background. The association be-
tween fathers’ and mothers’ poverty was pres-
ent across all regions, but it was significantly 
stronger for those in Western than Midwestern 
states.

Finally, we tested whether mothers’ eco-
nomic precarity was worse if the biological fa-
ther of the focal child was never interviewed. 
Based on prior work (Teitler et al. 2003), we ex-
pect that fathers who were never interviewed 
would be more economically disadvantaged 
than those for whom we have data, and that 
mothers associated with such fathers would 
also be experiencing more precarity. However, 
our results showed that mothers’ economic 
precarity did not differ by whether fathers were 
ever interviewed. In light of these findings, we 
hypothesize that if fathers’ lack of participation 
in the study is a marker of being less connected 
to the mother and focal child from the very 
start, then perhaps these mothers were more 
likely to repartner earlier and thus their eco-
nomic circumstances might on average be bet-
ter. This hypothesis aligns with prior work 
(Bzostek et al. 2012) showing that in most cases 
mothers who repartnered did so with more ec-
onomically advantaged men. 

Figure 3. Fathers’ Socioeconomic Precarity and Mothers’ Household Poverty (< 100% FPL)

Source: Authors’ calculations.
Note: Bars represent increases in probability of mothers’ household poverty associated with each indi-
cator of fathers’ socioeconomic precarity from separate multivariate random effects models including 
all previously described covariates.
+ p < .1; * p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001 
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Discussion 
This study provides insight into the inextrica-
ble link between the socioeconomic precarity 
of nonresident fathers and that of single moth-
ers in the post-welfare reform era, suggesting 
that the deterioration of fathers’ economic 
standing has made it even more difficult for 
mothers to draw on private support to make 
ends meet. Edin and Lein (1997) documented 
the range of survival strategies that poor single 
mothers used in the early 1990s to fill gaps in 
their household budgets, including support 
from nonresident fathers. While this support 
was an important survival strategy for mothers 
in this era, it was also understood to be supple-
mental to income from work, welfare, and 
other network-based strategies. The restructur-
ing of the social welfare system shortly after 
Making Ends Meet was published forced moth-
ers to rely more heavily on private support both 
through their own work and from their chil-
dren’s fathers. As captured by other papers in 
this issue, mothers have been pushed into low 
quality, unstable jobs both to meet their basic 
needs and to access public benefits. 

Amidst these changes, it was expected that 
private support from nonresident fathers could 
compensate for the loss in cash benefits when 
women were forced out of the welfare system 
(Kurz and Hirsch 2003). The expansion of the 
child support enforcement system in this era 
was intended to offset the loss in cash welfare 
and compensate the state for mothers’ use of 
public benefits. In practice, this expansion has 
yielded few benefits for single mothers and has 
sometimes come at great cost to family sys-
tems (Cuesta and Meyer 2018; Robbins et al. 
2022; Nepomnyaschy et al. 2021; Turner and 
Waller 2017; Nepomnyaschy 2007). This study 
illustrates that nonresident fathers face mul-
tiple forms of socioeconomic precarity, per-
haps even more than was the case in the early 
1990s, which undermine their ability to fill 
mothers’ resource gaps. These fathers have in-
stead found themselves buffeted by changes in 
economic and social policy that have created 
stagnancy in the labor market for all but the 
highest earning men, and have disproportion-
ately exposed the most vulnerable fathers to 
punitive systems that exacerbate their eco-
nomic insecurity. 

Our study draws on data from the first 
decade after welfare reform using a large 
population-based sample of fathers who are 
much like those described by mothers in the 
original Making Ends Meet study. Our descrip-
tive analysis shows that nearly every father (98 
percent) experienced at least one type of socio-
economic precarity. Although most were em-
ployed, nearly half reported having work that 
was irregular, unstable, or insufficient to keep 
their earnings above the equivalent of the min-
imum wage. Fathers also reported extensive in-
volvement with both the child support enforce-
ment and criminal legal systems (including 
over half reporting a history of incarceration) 
that likely compounded their employment and 
resource precarity. In turn, a substantial pro-
portion of the fathers also reported lacking the 
resources needed to support their households, 
pay bills, maintain housing, or access health 
care. Fathers also reported receiving relatively 
limited private and public safety net support to 
offset these challenges. Whether this finding 
reflects fathers’ ineligibility for more generous 
public benefits available to custodial parents 
like the EITC, lack of knowledge about avail-
able resources, or circumstances in which fa-
thers have used all available resources and 
goodwill from their private networks, our study 
paints a picture of a population of men who are 
struggling on multiple fronts with few sources 
of support. While fathers reported having more 
household resources on average than their chil-
dren’s mothers, these fathers were nonetheless 
not in a strong position to provide support for 
mothers’ households. Rather than having sur-
plus resources to fill the gaps in single moth-
ers’ budgets left by the restructuring of the so-
cial safety net, this widespread precarity more 
likely led fathers to draw on their networks to 
support themselves and the dependents in 
their current household. 

Results from bivariate and multivariate re-
gressions further illustrate that the economic 
precarity of mothers and nonresident fathers 
is closely linked even after their romantic rela-
tionship has ended. Not all aspects of fathers’ 
precarity are equally consequential for moth-
ers, however, and our findings shed light on 
important nuances in how parents’ situations 
are linked. First, fathers’ exposure to punitive 
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systems was more consistently linked with 
both material hardship and poverty among 
mothers than their employment or resource 
precarity. The consistency of these associations 
emphasizes how policies primarily targeting 
men can have serious negative implications for 
the economic stability of mothers and chil-
dren. Second, there was a consistent associa-
tion between fathers’ experiences of material 
hardship and poverty and mothers’ experi-
ences of the same type of precarity, though the 
strength of the association was greatest for the 
most disadvantaged fathers. These patterns 
suggest that policies designed to assist the 
most disadvantaged fathers could have positive 
spillovers for economically vulnerable moth-
ers. Finally, there was important variation in 
which types of maternal economic well-being 
were sensitive to different measures of fathers’ 
precarity. Among the indicators of fathers’ em-
ployment and resource precarity, only fathers’ 
lack of full-time, full-year employment, poverty, 
and lack of health insurance were associated 
with both mothers’ poverty and material hard-
ship. Future research should examine why and 
how different forms of fathers’ precarity are as-
sociated with different aspects of mothers’ eco-
nomic well-being. 

The data used in this study provide a snap-
shot of fathers in the post-welfare reform era, 
from 1999 to 2010. While we do not document 
the precarity of nonresident fathers after 2010, 
the persistence of the sociodemographic, po-
litical, and economic changes that gave rise to 
the pronounced levels of hardship documented 
in this analysis suggests the circumstances of 
these men are unlikely to have substantially 
changed in the intervening fifteen years. Fa-
thers’ employment precarity continues to be 
shaped by declining men’s labor force partici-
pation (United States Bureau of Labor Statistics 
2024), a labor market increasingly character-
ized by unstable jobs (Ananat and Gassman-
Pines 2021), and ongoing wage stagnation 
(Binder and Bound 2019). These trends, many 
of which also impacted low-SES single moth-
ers, were exacerbated by the COVID pandemic’s 
disruption of low-wage labor markets (Center 
on Budget and Policy Priorities 2024). Fathers’ 
system exposure has shifted somewhat over the 
last fifteen years. Incarceration rates began de-

clining nationally around 2009 (Carson 2020), 
though this trend reversed after a sharp but 
temporary decline during the COVID pandemic 
(Mueller 2024; Zeng 2024; Kaeble 2024). The 
benefits of lower incarceration rates are likely 
attenuated by the lingering collateral conse-
quences of past criminal justice contact and 
the strain of even low-level system involvement 
(Kohler-Hausmann 2018). Similarly, while fewer 
child support orders are being established 
(Cancian et al. 2023), the amount of arrears in 
the CSE system has increased over the last few 
decades, and there has been little abatement 
of punitive collection measures (Nepomnyas-
chy and Miller 2023; Battle et al. 2024). While 
fathers’ resource precarity was likely improved 
by the 2014 Affordable Care Act’s expansion of 
health care access, this gain is balanced against 
losses to the overall health of men most likely 
to be nonresident fathers (Pathak et al. 2022) 
and rising housing costs (DeLuca and Rosen 
2022). Moreover, nonresident fathers remain 
largely ineligible for public benefits programs 
that kept mothers afloat during the most dif-
ficult years of this period. Thus, today’s fathers 
are likely in similarly, if not more, precarious 
positions than those documented in this study. 

These findings must be considered in light 
of some potential limitations. First, though our 
findings paint a robust picture of the link be-
tween nonresident fathers’ precarity and the 
economic well-being of custodial mothers and 
their children, our analyses are not causal and 
results should be interpreted with all the usual 
caveats pertinent to analyses of observational 
data. Thus, while we can firmly conclude that 
the circumstances of nonresident fathers and 
their children’s mothers are connected, we can-
not assess whether fathers’ precarity causes 
that of mothers. Rather, our findings likely 
show both a relationship between fathers’ and 
mothers’ economic standing as well as the well-
recognized tendency for homogamy, or moth-
ers with the fewest resources partnering and 
having children with fathers in similar circum-
stances. Second, our reliance on fathers’ re-
ports of their socioeconomic circumstances 
limits our analyses to fathers who were inter-
viewed at each wave. While the use of data on 
this group of fathers, who are mostly missing 
in national datasets (Pettit 2012), is a key con-
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tribution of our study, the interviewed fathers 
are more economically advantaged and more 
connected to their children’s mothers than 
those who were not interviewed. While our sen-
sitivity analyses did not find worse outcomes 
for mothers who shared children with fathers 
who never participated in the survey, our study 
cannot fully capture the experiences of moth-
ers who do not know or who have no connec-
tion with their child’s father. Thus, our results 
likely underestimate the economic precarity of 
both fathers and mothers as well as the 
strengths of these associations in the popula-
tion of such families. 

Our study set out to examine how nonresi-
dent fathers have fared since the publication of 
Making Ends Meet, and how their circumstances 
are linked to those of mothers closely resem-
bling the original subjects of Edin and Lein’s 
book. Whatever the cause of the link between 
mothers’ and fathers’ circumstances, our find-
ings support a key conclusion from that semi-
nal work: that single mothers cannot rely pri-
marily on private contributions from 
nonresident fathers to survive. Despite the as-
sumption that fathers’ support could compen-
sate for the loss of cash welfare, this updated 
portrait of nonresident fathers finds them 
struggling to meet their own needs. Relying on 
either fathers’ voluntary support or punitive 
child support enforcement mechanisms to pro-
vide economic security to mothers has been 
largely counterproductive given the extent and 
level of socioeconomic precarity among non-
resident fathers. Indeed, this interpretation is 
supported by declining collections in the past 
several decades (Pilarz and Cuesta 2025; Grall 
2002, 2020). Thus, while some mothers have 
benefited from the reconfigured social safety 
net, those who fell through the cracks of public 
support likely found themselves without a 
strong private safety net, as fathers’ own pre-
carity undermined the viability of this survival 
strategy. 

Our findings suggest a two-pronged policy 
approach that seeks to promote both fathers’ 
and mothers’ economic well-being may better 
support vulnerable families. First, the results 
demonstrate the need for addressing the socio-
economic precarity of nonresident fathers with 
whom single mothers share children. Fathers’ 

well-being, social and financial, matters for the 
well-being of their children and their children’s 
households. Rather than becoming a reliable 
private resource for mothers in the post-welfare 
reform era, the evidence shows that fathers 
face omnipresent, multifaceted precarity that 
likely compounds the precarity of the most vul-
nerable mothers. Addressing the sources of so-
cioeconomic precarity among fathers is thus 
likely to have spillover benefits for mothers 
most reliant on fathers as sources of private 
support. These findings indicate that fathers’ 
incarceration, child support arrears, material 
hardship, and poverty are most salient for 
mothers’ economic insecurity. 

The multifaceted and interconnected nature 
of fathers’ precarity precludes simple policy so-
lutions, instead requiring a systematic recon-
figuration of the policy supports available to 
low-SES families. As outlined in greater detail 
in other scholarship (Osborne 2020; Nepom-
nyaschy and Miller 2023; Turetsky and Waller 
2020), this would involve improving access to 
high-quality employment opportunities and 
public benefits, whether by making these sup-
ports more universal or ensuring that nonresi-
dent parents are not excluded from existing 
programs. Commonsense reforms to the CSE 
and the criminal legal systems could have im-
mediate benefits and mitigate the impact of 
these systems on other types of precarity. For 
example, implementing federal requirements 
to ensure that child support orders reflect ac-
tual earnings and ability to pay, include a self-
support reserve, and are able to be modified 
during incarceration would ensure that fathers 
are better able to meet their own needs and 
contribute to their children while avoiding un-
manageable debt. Reducing or eliminating 
penalties for the nonpayment of child support 
arrears, such as incarceration or driver’s license 
suspension, would further help fathers main-
tain formal employment. Likewise, reducing 
the scale and scope of criminal justice involve-
ment and the collateral consequences that fol-
low would help to promote fathers’ ability to 
support custodial mothers, for instance by 
minimizing barriers to stable employment. 

Second, efforts are needed to shore up the 
economic standing of mothers falling through 
the cracks of the reconfigured social safety net 
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directly rather than leaving these mothers to 
rely on increasingly scarce sources of private 
support. Single-parent families in the US have 
a much greater risk of poverty than those in 
other rich countries, in large part due to differ-
ences in public benefits available to them 
(Aerts et al. 2022). Policies that address moth-
ers’ needs directly, such as guaranteed mini-
mum child support assurance, child tax cred-
its, and child-focused allowances that are 
provided to families in most other rich coun-
tries, can effectively provide mothers and chil-
dren with economic stability, even in the face 
of nonresident fathers’ economic precarity 
(Pilkauskas and Bruey 2026, this issue; Bruch 
et al. 2026; Cancian and Meyer 2018; Nepom-
nyaschy et al. 2022). The possibilities of these 
programs are illustrated by findings such as the 
rate of child poverty more than doubling after 
the expanded, fully refundable Child Tax Credit 
expired in 2022 (Shrider and Creamer 2023. Ma-

terial hardship, such as food and housing inse-
curity or difficulty paying rent and bills, also 
decreased after the implementation of cash 
transfer programs during the COVID pan-
demic, especially for the lowest income house-
holds (Cooney and Shaefer 2021). 

In sum, our findings identify a critical weak-
ness in implicit assumptions that private sup-
port would fill the gaps in the restructured 
safety net faced by single mothers in the post-
welfare reform era. Fathers, whose own socio-
economic precarity has been exacerbated by 
efforts to enforce expectations of support, can-
not provide a sufficient private safety net to 
catch mothers who fall through the holes in the 
reconfigured public support system. Private 
support from fathers thus remains an unreli-
able survival strategy for the most vulnerable 
single mothers, perhaps even more unreliable 
now than it was when Edin and Lein first asked 
how these mothers made ends meet.
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Table A.1. Detailed Descriptive Statistics for the Full Study Sample

Domain Variable N

Mean (Standard 
Deviation) or 

percent

Mothers’ 
economic 
precarity

Household in poverty 4,427 53.50%
Any material hardship 4,425 46.20%

Unable to pay bills in full 4,419 29.76%
Unable to afford health care 4,424 6.09%
Received free food 4,424 13.25%
Did not pay rent in full 4,420 16.60%
Evicted 4,421 3.80%
Stayed in a shelter or unhoused 4,424 11.26%

Fathers’ 
employment 
precarity 

Working only regular shifts 4,105 39.40%
Working any irregular shifts 4,105 44.70%
Not employed 4,105 15.90%
Underemployment 3,952 57.70%
Earning less than the minimum wage equivalent 3,820 37.50%
Weekly earnings ($) 3,820 572.50 (936.60)

Fathers’ system 
exposure

No criminal legal contact 4,035 31.10%
Criminal legal contact without incarceration 4,035 15.40%
Incarceration 4,035 53.50%
Any arrears 3,928 31.40%

Fathers’ resource 
precarity

Household in poverty 4,134 31.70%
Household earnings between 100% and 200% of FPL 4,134 25.20%
Household earnings > 200% of FPL 4,134 43.10%
Any material hardship 4,134 33.30%

Unable to pay bills in full 4,119 19.20%
Unable to afford health care 4,127 5.84%
Received free food 4,134 8.73%
Did not pay rent in full 4,124 15.40%
Evicted 4,129 2.66%
Stayed in a shelter or unhoused 4,131 4.53%

Any housing problems 4,132 30.90%
More than one move 4,118 7.31%
Staying without paying rent 4,058 7.00%
Staying in a shelter or unhoused 4,131 4.53%
Moved in with friends or family 4,131 13.50%
Evicted 4,129 2.66%
Did not pay rent in full 4,124 15.40%

No health insurance 4,078 57.70%

Fathers’ network 
support

Perceived support 4,127 0.756 (0.33)
Could move in with someone 4,095 86.60%
Could borrow $200 4,075 82.80%
Could borrow $1,000 3,886 55.30%

Received support 4,134 0.159 (0.25)
Moved in with friends or family 4,131 13. 0%
Borrowed money from friends or family 4,131 25.50%
Received free food 4,134 8.73%

Appendix
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Fathers’ receipt  
of public  
benefits

Received any public assistance 4,134 14.20%
Received SNAP 4,122 10.70%
Received TANF 4,122 2.84%
Received SSI 4,080 4.56%

Received EITC 3,937 24.40%

Fathers’ 
contextual  
factors

Healthy 4,134 69.10%
Working age (18–65) 4,134 97.70%
Children under age 18 living in household 4,134 55.40%
Focal child lives with father at least half time 4,134 38.70%
Live with any biological or adopted children 3,855 30.20%
Number of other biological or adopted children in 

household 
3,855 0.51 (0.93)

Father has any biological or adopted children other 
than focal child

4,134 53.70%

Any child support, cash, or in-kind support provided 
to nonresident mother and focal child

4,134 84.90%

Living with a new partner 4,124 20.00%

Control  
variables

Coresiding at birth 4,134 41.30%
Father White, not Hispanic 4,134 9.80%
Father Black, not Hispanic 4,134 68.30%
Father Hispanic of any race 4,134 18.70%
Father other race, not Hispanic 4,134 3.14%
Mother same race as father 4,134 84.60%
Father born in the US 3,638 93.90%
Mother born in the US 4,134 95.60%
Father ever took survey in Spanish 4,134 3.27%
Father less than high school education 4,134 38.20%
Father high school degree or equivalent 4,134 39.00%
Father more than high school education 4,134 22.80%
Mother more educated than father 4,134 27.20%
Father lived with both parents at age 15 3,629 35.10%
Mother lived with both parents at age 15 4,134 31.30%
Focal child’s birth insured by Medicaid 4,134 74.70%
Focal child is father’s firstborn 3,627 43.90%
Focal child is mother’s firstborn 4,134 39.30%
Father commitment at birth 4,134 0.87 (0.22)
Focal child is boy 4,134 51.20%
Father age in years 4,134 26.17 (7.16)
Difference in years between father and mother ages 4,134 2.63 (5.11)
Future of Families Survey - wave 2 4,134 24.20%
Future of Families Survey - wave 3 4,134 25.10%
Future of Families Survey - wave 4 4,134 27.90%
Future of Families Survey - wave 5 4,134 22.90%

Source: Authors’ calculations. 
Note: Shaded rows represent measures of fathers’ socioeconomic precarity included in the reported 
analyses. 

Table A.1. (continued)

Domain Variable N

Mean (Standard 
Deviation) or 

percent
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Table A.2. Multivariate Models of Nonresident Fathers’ Employment Precarity and Mothers’ Economic 
Precarity

Mother Reported Any  
Material Hardship

Mother’s Household  
in Poverty

Irregular shifts 0.035* 0.025
(0.02) (0.02)

Unemployed 0.03 0.049*
(0.02) (0.02)

Less than full-time, full-
year work

0.046** 0.062***
(0.02) (0.02)

Less than minimum wage 
equivalent earnings

0.002 0.051**
(0.02) (0.02)

Logged weekly earnings –0.001 –0.005*
(0.00) (0.00)

Observations 4,105 3,952 3,820 3,820 4,105 3,952 3,820 3,820

Source: Authors’ calculations. 
Note: Standard errors in parentheses. All models include wave fixed effects and nest observations within 
state and family. Models control for whether father’s commitment to the child at baseline, focal child is a boy, 
focal child is the mother’s firstborn or father’s firstborn, whether Medicaid paid for the child’s birth, whether 
the mother and father lived with both of their respective biological parents when they were aged fifteen, fa-
ther race/ethnicity, whether the mother was a different race-ethnicity than the father, father ever took the 
survey in Spanish, father born in the US, mother born in the US, father education, whether the mother had 
more education than the father, father age, age difference between the mother and father, and whether the 
parents were cohabiting at the birth. 
+ p < .1; * p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001

Table A.3. Multivariate Models of Nonresident Fathers’ System Exposure and Mothers’ Economic 
Precarity

Mother Reported Any  
Material Hardship

Mother’s Household  
in Poverty

Arrears 0.044* 0.040*
(0.02) (0.02)

Reference: no CL contact
CL contact without incarceration 0.001 0.025

(0.02) (0.02)
Incarceration 0.104*** 0.068***

(0.02) (0.02)
Observations 3,928 4,035 3,928 4,035

Source: Authors’ calculations. 
Note: Standard errors in parentheses. All models include wave fixed effects, and nest observations 
within state and family. Models control for whether father’s commitment to the child at baseline, focal 
child is a boy, focal child is the mother’s firstborn or father’s firstborn, whether Medicaid paid for the 
child’s birth, whether the mother and father lived with both of their respective biological parents when 
they were aged fifteen, father race-ethnicity, whether the mother was a different race/ethnicity than 
the father, father ever took the survey in Spanish, father born in the US, mother born in the US, father 
education, whether the mother had more education than the father, father age, age difference between 
the mother and father, and whether the parents were cohabiting at the birth. 
+ p < .1; * p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001
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Table A.4. Multivariate Models of Nonresident Fathers’ Resource Precarity and Mothers’ Economic Precarity

Mother Reported Any Material 
Hardship Mother’s Household in Poverty

Household below 
FPL

0.05** 0.12***

(0.02) (0.02)
Household 100–

200% of FPL
0.04* 0.06***

(0.02) (0.02)
Any material hard-

ship
0.13*** 0.03+

(0.02) (0.02)
Any housing prob-

lems
0.03 0.04*

(0.02) (0.02)
No health insur-

ance
0.05** 0.05***

(0.02) (0.02)
Observations 4,134 4,134 4,132 4,078 4,134 4,134 4,132 4,078

Source: Authors’ calculations. 
Note: Standard errors in parentheses. All models include wave fixed effects, and nest observations within state 
and family. Models control for whether father’s commitment to the child at baseline, focal child is a boy, focal 
child is the mother’s firstborn or father’s firstborn, whether Medicaid paid for the child’s birth, whether the 
mother and father lived with both of their respective biological parents when they were aged fifteen, father race-
ethnicity, whether the mother was a different race/ethnicity than the father, father ever took the survey in Span-
ish, father born in the US, mother born in the US, father education, whether the mother had more education than 
the father, father age, age difference between the mother and father, and whether the parents were cohabiting at 
the time of their child’s birth. 
+ p < .1; * p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001
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