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FIGURE 2.1 / Estimated Effects of Minimum Wages on Distribution of Family 
Income-to-Needs, 1986 to 1995

Source: Neumark, Schweitzer, and Wascher 2005.
Note: The estimates are based on data taken from matched CPS March files for 1986 to 1995. See
the text for explanation.



TABLE 2.1 / Estimated Effects of Minimum-Wage Increases on Proportions in Income-to-Needs Ranges

Income-to-Needs Ranges

0 to 1.5, 
0 to 1, 1 to 1.5, Poor/

0 to 0.5 0.5 to 1 in Poverty Near-Poor Near-Poor 1.5 to 2 2 to 3 1.5 to 3
(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8)

Changes in proportions
No controls 0.0005 0.0079*** 0.0083** 0.0046* 0.0130*** –0.0049* –0.0071** –0.0120***

(0.0018) (0.0025) (0.0035) (0.0027) (0.0040) (0.0028) (0.0031) (0.0040)
Fixed state and year effects 0.0002 0.0069** 0.0071* 0.0033 0.0104** –0.0072** –0.0074** –0.0146***
(proportional shifts) (0.0022) (0.0028) (0.0039) (0.0034) (0.0046) (0.0033) (0.0037) (0.0048)

Source: Neumark, Schweitzer, and Wascher 2005. 
Notes: The data come from matched CPS March files, from 1986 to 1995. Estimates are constructed by integrating under the densities like those re-
ported in figure 2.1. The total sample size for the analysis, including families with income-to-needs up to 6, is 196,270. Standard errors are boot-
strapped, based on five hundred repetitions, with implied t-statistics asymptotically normally distributed. 
* p ≤ .10; ** p ≤ .05; *** p < .01



nonparametric density estimates that adjust for state and year effects, and yield
similar conclusions. 

Table 2.2 illustrates more clearly how families with incomes initially above the
poverty or near-poverty line might be affected by an increase in the minimum
wage. Although minimum-wage workers (those earning less than 1.1 times the
minimum) account for a very small share of primary earners in families above 1.5
times the poverty line (panel A), it is not unusual for the lowest-paid worker in
higher-income families to be paid at or below the minimum wage (panel B). And
as shown in panel C, which presents the distribution of workers in each wage cat-
egory across income-to-needs categories, there is nearly as large a proportion of
minimum-wage workers (including those below the minimum) in families with
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TABLE 2.2 / Wages and Family Income-to-Needs

Income-to-Needs Ranges

0 to 0.5 0.5 to 1 1 to 1.5 1.5 to 2 2 to 3
(1) (2) (3) (4) (5)

A. Distributions of primary earners in 
family income-to-needs category by 
hourly earnings

Less than 90 percent of minimum 0.49 0.27 0.12 0.06 0.03
90 to 110 percent of minimum 0.17 0.18 0.12 0.05 0.02
110 to 200 percent of minimum 0.25 0.43 0.53 0.50 0.29
More than 200 percent of minimum 0.09 0.12 0.23 0.39 0.66

B. Distributions of lowest earner in 
family in family income-to-needs 
category by hourly earnings

Less than 90 percent of minimum 0.57 0.52 0.41 0.34 0.25
90 to 110 percent of minimum 0.20 0.16 0.18 0.17 0.14
110 to 200 percent of minimum 0.17 0.26 0.32 0.40 0.45
More than 200 percent of minimum 0.06 0.06 0.08 0.10 0.16

C. Distributions of workers by family 
income-to-needs

Less than 90 percent of minimum 0.13 0.15 0.12 0.11 0.18
90 to 110 percent of minimum 0.08 0.14 0.15 0.11 0.19
110 to 200 percent of minimum 0.03 0.08 0.12 0.14 0.23
More than 200 percent of minimum 0.01 0.01 0.03 0.05 0.16

N 2,979 5,980 8,852 10,741 24,420

Source: Neumark, Schweitzer, and Wascher 2005. 
Notes: Income-to-needs categories and income measures are reported for year one for each fam-
ily. Hourly earnings are calculated using annual wage and salary income / {(weeks worked last
year) ⋅ (usual hours worked last year)}; this way the full March files, rather than only the ORG
files, are utilized. In the first and second panels the columns sum to 1; in the third panel the rows
sum to 1 but entries are not shown for income-to-needs greater than 3. The second panel is re-
stricted to families with at least two earners. 



TABLE 2.3 / Evidence on the Distributional Effects of Minimum Wages

Study Data Sample Findings Comments

Card and Krueger March 1990 and Workers, all families Larger minimum-wage increases Conditioning on employment by 
(1995) 1992 CPS files associated with poverty reduc- studying workers masks poten-

tions, but never significant with tial adverse effects of minimum 
controls for overall state employ- wages.
ment or unemployment. 
Slightly stronger evidence of 
antipoverty effects for sample of 
workers only (but still often 
insignificant).

Burkhauser and Update of Card Workers, all families Larger minimum-wage increases Specifications with state employ-
Sabia (2007) and Krueger associated with poverty reduc- ment controls not included, al-

analysis, 1988 tions, but evidence never signif- though these entered more 
to 2003 icant with state unemployment strongly in Card and Krueger’s 

controls. Even for workers, esti- analysis.
mated effects near zero and 
insignificant.  

Sabia (2006) March CPS files, Employed single No evidence of effects of mini- Burkhauser and Sabia (2007) ex-
1990 to 2005 mothers aged mum wages on poverty. tend analysis to all single female 

fifteen to fifty-five heads of household, with no sig-
nificant evidence that minimum 
wages affect poverty.

(Table continues on p. 38.)



TABLE 2.3 / (Continued)

Study Data Sample Findings Comments

Gunderson and March CPS files, All families, and sub- Mixed evidence: some estimates 
Ziliak (2004) 1981 to 2000 groups (female- point to minimum wages reduc-

headed households, ing poverty; but for preferred 
married couples, specification (after-tax income, 
white families, using squared poverty gap) 
black families) estimated effect varies in sign 

and is never significant.
Wu, Perloff, and March CPS files, All families For a wide variety of inequality No year effects included in 
Golan (2006a) 1981 to 1997 measures (but not all), using specifications.

after-tax income, minimum 
wages increase inequality. Evi-
dence is strongest for inequality 
measures that place more weight 
on transfers at low end of in-
come distribution. Using pre-tax 
income, minimum wages are 
always estimated to increase 
inequality. 

Source: Author’s compilation based on studies cited in table.



cally decentralized. Estimates of coverage by city contractor provisions are typi-
cally below 1 to 2 percent, although there is considerable variation in these esti-
mates, and in some cities coverage is higher because of how the law is specified;21

coverage by financial-assistance provisions of living-wage laws is even less clear. 
There is ample evidence that living wages raise wages, and also evidence that

they cause some employment losses, although not surprisingly there is some con-
troversy about the latter conclusions; see Scott Adams and Neumark (2004 and
2005b). Estimates of wage and employment effects from CPS data are reported in
columns 1 and 2 of table 2.5.22
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TABLE 2.4 / Living-Wage Laws in the Eight Largest Cities, as of 2006

Prevailing
Minimum

Level Wage Coverage
(1) (2) (3)

New York $10 $5.15 Service contractors
Los Angeles $9.39 $6.75 Service contractors, financial-assistance

recipients
Chicago $10 $6.50 For-profit contractors in specific cate-

gories of workers
Philadelphia 150 percent of $5.15 Contractors; businesses with city leases,

higher of federal franchises, concessions; city employees
or state mini-
mum wage

San Diego $10 $6.75 Contractors, financial-assistance 
recipients

San Antonio For 70 percent $5.15 Financial-assistance recipients (tax 
of employees abatements)
in new jobs: 

$11.14 for services 
involving durable 
goods and 

$10.86 for services 
involving non-
durable goods.

Minimum for all 
workers is $9.62.

Detroit $10 $5.15 Service contractors, financial-assistance
recipients

San Jose $12.27 $6.75 Service contractors in specific cate-
gories, financial-assistance recipients

Source: Author’s compilation based on data from the Living Wage Resource Center, available at:
http://www.livingwagecampaign.org/index.php?id=1958 (accessed November 11, 2006).
Notes: In most cases, the required wage level is higher if health insurance benefits are not pro-
vided. The living wage if such benefits are provided is reported. The prevailing minimum wage
is the higher of the state or federal minimum.



What about distributional effects? Results from CPS analyses are reported in
column 3 of table 2.5. The evidence yields negative point estimates (implying
poverty reductions) for both contractor-only and the broader financial-assistance
living-wage laws, but only the estimated effect of financial-assistance living-wage
laws is statistically significant (at the 10 percent level). For the latter, the estimated
coefficient of –.024 implies that a one log unit (100 percent) increase in the living-
wage reduces the poverty rate by 2.4 percent.23 Relative to an 18.6 percent poverty
rate, this represents a 12 percent reduction, or an elasticity of –.12. This seems like
a large effect, given a wage elasticity for low-wage workers below .1. However,
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TABLE 2.5 / Estimated Effects of Living-Wage Laws

Log Wages, Employment, Probability that
Lowest Decile of Lowest  Decile of Family In-

Wage Distribution Predicted Wage come Is Below
(Elasticity) Distribution Poverty Line

Dependent Variable (1) (2) (3)

All living-wage laws
Log living wage, lagged 
twelve months 0.040 –0.053** –0.035**

Financial-assistance living-
wage laws

Log living wage, lagged 
twelve months 0.067* –0.076** –0.024*

Contractor-only living-wage 
laws

Log living wage, lagged 
twelve months –0.006 –0.027 –0.038

N 46,374 116,466 142,421

Source: Adams and Neumark 2004. 
Notes: The data on labor-market outcomes and other worker-related characteristics come from the Current
Population Survey (CPS) monthly Outgoing Rotation Group files (ORGs), from January 1996 through De-
cember 2002, and the CPS Annual Demographic Files (ADFs), from 1996 through 2002, for individuals or
families residing in MSA’s, in city-month cells with twenty-five or more observations. The data for the
first two columns cover 1996 to 2002, and for the last column cover 1995 to 2001. The regressions include
controls for city, year, month, minimum wages, and other individual-level controls in the wage and em-
ployment specifications, and controls for city, year, and minimum wages in the poverty specification. All
specifications also allow differential linear time trends for cities passing or not passing living-wage laws,
or passing different types of laws. The entries in the first row are from a specification with a single living-
wage variable, and the entries in the second and third rows are from a specification interacting the living-
wage variable with dummy variables for the type of living wage. The coefficients for the log wage equa-
tion are from log-log specifications, and hence are elasticities. The coefficients from the employment and
poverty regressions measure the change in the share employed or poor in response to a one-unit increase
in the log living wage (or a 100 percent increase). Reported standard errors are robust to nonindependence
(and heteroscedasticity) within city cells.
* p ≤ .10; ** p ≤ .05
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TABLE 2.6 / Linear Probability Estimates of Effects of School-to-Work Participation on
College Attendance and Employment

Some College Employment

(1) (2) (1’) (2’)

A. Detailed control variables
Job shadowing .015 .037 .006 –.000

(.026) (.023) (.025) (.025)
Mentoring .066* .026 –.035 –.029

(.036) (.031) (.033) (.033)
Coop –.019 .007 .079*** .078***

(.028) (.026) (.028) (.028)
School enterprise .112*** .088*** .025 .016

(.037) (.033) (.037) (.037)
Tech prep –.059** –.042 –.000 –.007

(.030) (.030) (.028) (.028)
Internship or apprenticeship .045 .021 .053* .059*

(.032) (.030) (.030) (.030)
Includes demographic controls Yes Yes Yes Yes
Includes controls for living arrange-
ments and family structure, ASVAB,
and school behaviors Yes Yes

B. Expectations proxies 
Job shadowing .024 .014 .017 .018

(.028) (.027) (.030) (.030)
Mentoring .019 –.008 –.007 .008

(.039) (.038) (.041) (.041)
Coop .021 .030 .055* .052

(.031) (.030) (.033) (.033)
School enterprise .113*** .104*** –.025 –.019

(.040) (.039) (.048) (.049)
Tech prep –.046 –.016 .031 .030

(.038) (.035) (.033) (.033)
Internship or apprenticeship .012 .016 .052 .052

(.036) (.035) (.037) (.037)
High school diploma by age twenty .010 .025

(.072) (.090)
Four-year degree by age thirty .428*** –.101**

(.035) (.043)
Work over twenty hours per week at 
age thirty .054 .226***

(.064) (.079)



mates are then used to test which types of school-to-work programs are particu-
larly effective at boosting postsecondary outcomes for the forgotten half. 

We use the same data as in the earlier paper, but extended through the fifth
round. In addition, we explore a richer set of education- and work-related out-
comes. Because the findings from Neumark and Rothstein (2006) suggested little
evidence of endogenous selection into school-to-work programs in a manner that
biases the estimates of program effects, for this analysis the regressions with the
detailed controls, but without either the subjective expectations data (available for
only a subsample) or school fixed effects, were used. 

Table 2.7 provides a summary of the results. The table displays the estimated
signs of effects for those in the forgotten half, showing all cases for which the esti-
mates are significantly different from zero only for the forgotten half (or signifi-
cant for both, but with the opposite sign for the forgotten half). The estimates are
also broken up into those indicating that school-to-work participation increases
skills, and the opposite case. Thus, the entries in the “skill increasing” panels
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TABLE 2.6 / (Continued)

Some College Employment

(1) (2) (1’) (2’)

C. School fixed effects
Job shadowing .035 .063** –.019 –.026

(.027) (.030) (.028) (.035)
Mentoring .018 .048 –.031 –.057

(.034) (.039) (.037) (.047)
Coop .004 –.013 .075** .102***

(.031) (.035) (.033) (.037)
School enterprise .091** .133*** –.002 –.018

(.038) (.048) (.047) (.056)
Tech prep –.070** –.095** .011 .036

(.036) (.040) (.032) (.041)
Internship or apprenticeship .038 .055 .116*** .073*

(.036) (.041) (.035) (.043)
Hausman test for excluding school 
fixed effects, p-value .18 .24

School fixed effects included Yes Yes

Source: Author’s compilation based on Neumark and Rothstein 2006. 
Notes: School and work outcomes are measured as of the post–high school interview (1999 or
2000). The standard errors allow for general heteroscedasticity and nonindependence within
schools. The sets of control variables are detailed in Neumark and Rothstein (2006). All of the
specifications in panels B and C include the demographic, living arrangement or family struc-
ture, ASVAB, and school behavior variables that are included in columns 2 and 2’ in panel A. 
* p < .10; ** p < .05; *** p < .01
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TABLE 2.7 / Summary of Effects of School-to-Work Participation on the “Forgotten
Half”

Schooling-Related Work-Related 
(1) (2)

Females
Skill increasing

Job shadowing Idle:– –
Mentoring
Coop Hours: +
School enterprise
Internship or 
apprenticeship Attended two-year college: ++ Earnings, uncond.: +++

Wage, uncond.: ++
Earnings, cond.: ++
Wage, cond.: ++

Skill decreasing
Tech prep Any college: –
Internship or 
apprenticeship Training: –

Males
Skill increasing

Job shadowing Weeks in school: ++ Earnings, cond.: +
Mentoring Any college: +

Currently enrolled: +
Attended four-year college: ++

Coop Any college: ++ Idle: – – –
Currently enrolled: +++
Attended two-year college: +

School enterprise Weeks working: +
Weeks idle: – –

Tech prep Weeks in school: + Weeks idle: –

Internship or 
apprenticeship Attended two-year college: ++ Currently working: +++

Weeks idle: –
Skill decreasing

Internship or 
apprenticeship Attended four-year college: – –

Source: Neumark and Rothstein 2007.
Notes: The results shown are those for which the estimated effect was statistically significant at
the ten percent level or better only for the forgotten half (or significant with the opposite sign for
the forgotten half). The sign is as indicated, appearing three, two, or one times to indicate that
the estimate for the indicated group is significantly different from zero at the 1, 5, or 10 percent
level, respectively. In all cases, effects that increase schooling, work, skills, or earnings are in-
cluded in the rows labeled “skill increasing,” and vice versa. 



count) along with other adverse conditions. During pregnancy, adequate folate
consumption helps to prevent congenital anomalies such as neural tube defects.
In January 1998, the U.S. government mandated that all flour and uncooked ce-
real grain be fortified with folate. Since then, folate deficiency prevalence has
dropped precipitously, even among the poor in the United States (Ulrich and Pot-
ter 2006). For data before 1998, such as the NHANES III, folate deficiency is a
good measure of nutritional inadequacy. 

Diabetes is a serious chronic illness caused by a deficiency in the body’s ability
to process glucose. The form of diabetes that is most common among adults, type
II diabetes, is strongly associated with obesity. The consequences of severe dia-
betes are adverse and manifold, including hypertension, heart disease, kidney
failure, and blindness, though these consequences can generally be delayed with
careful management of glucose levels. Measuring the level of glucose in the blood
stream while a patient is fasting is a standard way of screening for the presence of
diabetes (and is the method followed in the NHANES). High fasting blood-sugar
levels indicate the presence of diabetes. 

High levels of total cholesterol and low-density lipoprotein (LDL) in the blood
are good predictors of subsequent heart disease. These substances promote the
formation of atherosclerotic plaques in the coronary arteries, which can lead to is-
chemia (loss of blood flow to heart muscle tissue or heart attacks). Conversely,
high levels of high-density lipoprotein (HDL) tend to inhibit the formation of ath-
erosclerotic plaques. We analyze these measures because they are good markers
of cardiovascular health that may be affected by work stress or stress from job
loss. 

Anemia is a clinical condition that is caused by inadequate levels of either red
blood cells, which carry oxygen throughout the body, or hemoglobin, a molecule
that binds oxygen within red blood cells. There are many causes of anemia,
including inadequate nutrition and chronic disease. Among the milder conse-
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TABLE 3.1 / Health Outcome Definitions

Measure Definition 

Obese Body mass index ≥ 30 
High triceps skinfold Triceps skinfold ≥ 25 mm 
High subscapular skinfold Subscapular skinfold ≥ 27 mm 
Low folate Serum folate less than 7 nmol/L
Diabetes Fasting glucose ≥ 125 mg/dL
High cholesterol Serum cholesterol greater than 200 mg/dL
Low HDL Serum HDL less than 35 mg/dL
High LDL Serum LDL more than 130 mg/dL
Anemic (female) Hemoglobin < 12 g/dL and hematocrit < 36 percent
Anemic (male) Hemoglobin < 13 g/dL and hematocrit < 39 percent

Source: Authors’ compilation based on data from Fauci et al. 2008.



ences, however, they should not be overinterpreted. In particular, there may be
many salient differences between workers and nonworkers, which have nothing to
do with working per se, that may explain these differences in outcomes. Among
the demographic variables alone, workers are more likely to be male, better edu-
cated, younger, married, and (even in this comparison of poor people) richer. 
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TABLE 3.2 / Descriptive Statistics

Whole Sample Nonworkers Workers

Mean s.d. Mean s.d. Mean s.d. 

Folate deficiency .26 .44 .25 .43 .27 .44 
Diabetes .071 .26 .10 .30 .046 .21 
High cholesterol .44 .5 .46 .50 .42 .49 
Low HDL .11 .31 .12 .33 .10 .30 
High LDL .73 .44 .74 .44 .72 .45 
High subscap. fold .28 .45 .33 .47 .25 .43 
High triceps fold .28 .45 .33 .47 .23 .42 
Anemic .098 .30 .12 .32 .083 .28 
Obese .29 .45 .33 .47 .25 .43 

No walking .77 .42 .80 .40 .75 .44 
No weightlifting .90 .30 .93 .26 .88 .32 
No jogging .87 .33 .89 .31 .85 .35 
No biking .85 .35 .87 .34 .84 .36 
No swimming .94 .23 .96 .19 .93 .26 
No other exercise .48 .50 .54 .50 .44 .50 

Phone family infrequently .73 .44 .69 .46 .76 .43 
Visit family infrequently .28 .45 .28 .45 .29 .45 
Never visit neighbor .51 .50 .49 .50 .53 .50 
Never go to church .35 .48 .37 .48 .34 .47 
Never go to clubs .82 .38 .85 .35 .80 .40 

Worker .56 .50 0 0 1 0 
Male .46 .50 .36 .48 .53 .50 
Age 43.4 11.3 46.5 12.2 41.9 10.6 
Poverty-to-income ratio 1.1 .52 .93 .51 1.2 .50 
Race: white .19 .39 .17 .38 .20 .40 
Race: black .37 .48 .39 .49 .36 .48 
Race: Hispanic .39 .49 .37 .48 .4 .49 
Race: other .053 .23 .060 .24 .049 .21 
Married or cohabiting .54 .50 .46 .50 .59 .49 
Education: < high school .56 .50 .66 .47 .48 .50 
Education: high school .29 .46 .24 .43 .34 .47 
Education: > high school .15 .35 .10 .30 .18 .39 

N 5,085 2,239 2,845

Source: Authors' compilation based on the NHANES III.



The next set of results adjusts for the observed demographic differences (sex,
age, poverty-to-income ratio, race, marital status, and education) between work-
ers and nonworkers. Because working is likely to affect the health of men and
women differently, we report separate regression results by sex. Figure 3.1 plots
the point estimates on the worker dummy and the associated 95 percent confi-
dence intervals for each of the health outcomes. A point estimate to the right of
zero implies workers are more likely to be afflicted with some condition, and a
point estimate to the left implies workers are less likely. In other words, negative
point estimates (left of the bar) denote improvement, and positive point estimates
(right of the bar) signify a deleterious effect. Among men the only statistically sig-
nificant differences are for diabetes and anemia, though workers appear healthier
on the basis of every health status measure that we examine. Among women,
most of the statistically significant measures suggest that workers are healthier:
less obese, better blood lipid readings, and less likely to be diabetic. 

Figure 3.2 shows worker-to-nonworker differences in physical activity mea-
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FIGURE 3.1 / OLS Estimates of Effect of Work on Health

Source: Authors' compilation based on the NHANES III.
Note: The lines on the graph depict regression-adjusted estimates of the effect of working
on each outcome. We adjust for race, education, family income, and age. The sample con-
sists of poor individuals with a poverty-to-income ratio less than 2. 



sures, adjusted for demographic differences. As in figure 3.1, negative point esti-
mates signify improvement and positive point estimates signify worsening. Like
the unadjusted numbers in table 3.2, these regressions show that for both male
and female workers, workers are more likely than nonworkers to get some exer-
cise, whether it involves walking, running, jogging, biking, weightlifting, swim-
ming, or something else. Not all of these differences are statistically significant,
but for both men and women, some of them are. Working apparently does not
take so much time away that it prevents poor workers from getting some exercise
(relative to the nonworkers).5

Finally, figure 3.3 shows the adjusted differences between workers and non-
workers on our social connectedness measures. For women, the conclusions are
similar to the unadjusted numbers: workers are less likely to have frequent con-
tact with their neighbors or family, but are more likely to attend club meetings or
church. For men, there is no statistically significant difference between workers
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FIGURE 3.2 / OLS Estimates of Effect of Work on Physical Activity

Source: Authors' compilation based on the NHANES III.
Note: The lines on the graph depict regression-adjusted estimates of the effect of working
on each outcome. We adjust for race, education, family income, and age. The sample con-
sists of poor individuals with a poverty-income ratio less than two. 



and nonworkers in their contact with family or neighbors. Like the women, male
workers are more likely than male nonworkers to attend club or group meetings.
They are also more likely to attend church services. 

What do all these results mean regarding the self-sufficiency of workers? If we
interpret these differences as causal, they suggest that working improves the
physical health of both male and female workers on several clinically important
dimensions. They also suggest that working leads to more time spent on physical
activity and (for male workers) on social activities outside of work. If this inter-
pretation is right, programs that promote work by the poor lead to a virtuous cy-
cle. They cause poor people to invest more in their health, in their family, and in
their community, which in turn promotes long-run self-sufficiency, enabling these
people to stay at work. However, this pattern of results has an alternative expla-
nation. Perhaps the working and nonworking poor differ on bases other than
their work behavior that we as analysts do not observe. The working poor may be
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FIGURE 3.3 / OLS Estimates of Effect of Work on Social Contacts

Source: Authors' compilation based on the NHANES III.
Note: The lines on the graph depict regression-adjusted estimates of the effect of working
on each outcome. We adjust for race, education, family income, and age. The sample con-
sists of poor individuals with a poverty-to-income ratio less than 2. 
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Source: Authors' compilation based on the NHANES III, NHANES 1999 to 2000, and
NHANES 2001 to 2002.
Note: The sample consists of poor individuals with a poverty-to-income ratio less than 2.
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tures of the coin flip are that it assigns treatment and that it has nothing to do with
outcomes in the different branches of the trial once treatment is assigned. These
requirements for a coin flip are directly analogous to the requirements of a good
instrumental variable. Here we consider two different instrumental variables: the
unemployment rate in the county and the minimum wage in the state where each
NHANES III resident lives.6

In the labor economics literature, the local unemployment rate has often been
shown as a powerful correlate of whether an individual is working (see, for in-
stance, Black, McKinnish, and Sanders 2003). This is true in our data as well. We
calculate the average value of the monthly unemployment rate within each
county for 1988 to 1994, inclusive (mean = 6.23 percent; median = 5.73 percent;
standard deviation = 1.85 percent). For workers, the mean local unemployment rate
in this period was 6.13 percent and for nonworkers, it was 6.35 percent. Let z1 be an
indicator of whether the local unemployment rate is above its mean value of 6.23
percent. In our data, P[working |z1 = 1] = 0.529 and P[working |z1 = 0] = 0.552, so,
clearly, living in a county with high local unemployment is correlated with not
working. 

It is, of course, impossible to prove that z1 is uncorrelated with the unobserved
determinants of health, physical activity, or social connectedness. However, there
is at least a prima facie case to be made that it is. The local unemployment rate is a
reflection of the economic vigor of a community, which is determined largely by
the macroeconomic forces affecting that community. Given, individuals, espe-
cially poor individuals, have little control over the unemployment rate in the
counties where they live. Of course, people may choose where they live in part on
the basis of the local unemployment rate. However, to the extent that the transac-
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TABLE 3.3 / Summary of Results

Women Men

Workers Nonworkers Workers Nonworkers

Body mass index up up up up  
Subscapular skinfold down down flat flat  
Triceps skinfold flat flat up (a bit) up (a bit)
Diabetes up up up up  
High cholesterol up flat or down up flat
Low HDL flat flat up up  
High LDL down down down down  
Anemia down down flat down  
Folate deficiency down down down down  

Walk or bike frequency up up flat or up up  
Weightlifting up up up up  

Source: Authors' compilation based on the NHANES, various years.



ment rate) and z2 (minimum wages). Our strategy is to conclude that working has
a causal effect in a given direction only if both instruments imply SV bounds on
the treatment effect of working in the same direction. If the instruments point in
different directions, we interpret the data as inconclusive on the direction of the
causal effect. 

Figures 3.8 and 3.9 show the SV bounds for the health outcomes for females and
males. All of the figures in this section are configured so that a bar to the left of
zero indicates that working decreases the probability of the outcome, and a bar to
the right of zero indicates that working increases the probability of the outcome.
All of the outcomes are nonpreferred, meaning that negative bounds signify an
improvement and positive bounds signify worsening. For females, working in-
creases the probability of high cholesterol, high LDL levels, and high subscapular
skinfold measurements. It decreases the probability of obesity and folate defi-
ciency, and it has inconclusive effects on the other health outcomes. For males,
working increases the probability of high cholesterol, folate deficiency, and dia-
betes. It decreases the probability of low HDL levels and anemia. For both men
and women, the measured causal effects of working are mixed; from this pattern
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of results, we cannot say that working either improves or harms the physical
health of the poor.

Figures 3.10 and 3.11 show the SV bounds on the causal effect of working on
physical activity levels. For females, working increases the probability of not
biking, jogging, or walking. For males, working increases the probability of not
weightlifting, biking, walking, and other exercises. This pattern of results
seems like solid evidence that for both sexes working reduces the time avail-
able to exercise.

Finally, figures 3.12 and 3.13 show the SV bounds on the causal effect of
working on social connectedness measures. For females, working increases
the probability of infrequent family visits, of infrequent phone contact with
family members, and of not attending any club or group meetings. For males,
working increases the probability of not visiting neighbors, of infrequent fam-
ily visits, and of not attending any club or group meetings. As is the case for
exercise, the evidence shown here strongly suggests that working reduces the
time available to engage in social activities outside of work, even with family
members. 
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CONCLUSION

In this chapter we have considered the complex relationship between work and
health among the poor in the United States. Using evidence from the NHANES,
we have compared workers and nonworkers on the basis of several important ob-
jective measures of health, as well as on the basis of exercise habits and social con-
nectedness. A comparison of mean outcomes shows that both male and female
workers are healthier and more likely to exercise than nonworkers. By some mea-
sures, workers have more social contacts out of the workplace than nonworkers,
though by other measures the opposite is true. These conclusions remain true
even after adjustment for demographic differences between workers and non-
workers. 

Since the NHANES III finished collection in 1994, the outcome measures we ex-
amined have not remained static. The obesity epidemic has continued unabated,
statin drugs have been introduced to the market and become widely used, and
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the government has required the supplementation of folate levels. Certainly other
events that affect the health of the poor but that we do not consider have taken
place. We find that for the health trends that we do examine, workers and non-
workers have moved in the same direction. Apparently, the forces that shape
these trends do not distinguish between workers and nonworkers.8

We calculated bounds on the treatment effect of working on health, exercise,
and social connectedness. Although the mean differences between workers and
nonworkers in these outcomes are interesting, they should not be interpreted as
measures of the causal effect of working. The mean differences reflect a complex
set of decisions, circumstances, and constraints that lead to these outcomes. Our
causal estimates suggest that working has a complex set of effects on the health of
workers, but it unambiguously decreases the time workers spend on exercising
and on social relations with family, neighbors, and friends. To some degree this is
inevitable—there are only twenty-four hours in a day, and time spent on one ac-
tivity cannot be spent on another activity. Diminished leisure time is simply an
unavoidable consequence of employment. 

There may be policy interventions that would lower the cost of health-promot-
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ing activities by relaxing time constraints for poor workers. Such policies might
include improved public transportation and greater mixed zoning to reduce com-
muting times; subsidized day care to lower the cost of leisure time for parents; en-
trepreneurship incentives that would enable workers to create fulfilling jobs; and
expanding workplace policies that permit flexible working schedules. Calculating
whether such interventions are worth the money is beyond the scope of this pa-
per. Such calculations, when done, should take the benefits we measure for poor
workers into account. 

The main place where we find mixed results is on the causal effect of work-
ing on physical health. Both the conditional mean differences (reported in “A
Comparison of Workers and Nonworkers”) and the causal effect estimates on
physical activity and on social connectedness (reported in “Identifying the
Treatment Effect of Working”) point in a consistent direction. We believe that
our estimates of the causal effect of working on physical health are mixed be-
cause, in truth, the relationship between work and health is complicated and
conflicted. For instance, some jobs taken by poor people are physically danger-
ous. Others are often quite stressful (and it is well known—see the Whitehall
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studies—that stress harms physical health) (Marmot 2003). These considera-
tions might lead one to conclude that work is bad for your health. On the other
hand, work is a fundamental part of identity for many. In stage 7 (the mid-
adult years) of Erik H. Erikson’s (1994) theory of psychosocial development,
meaningful work is necessary to avoid mental stagnation, which surely cannot
be good for your health. 

Though our findings provide a valuable first step toward estimating the effect
of working on the health of the poor, more work will be necessary to fully explore
this relationship and make the results useful in a policy context. Of particular im-
portance is the need to define the scope of the effect of working on health-produc-
ing activities. Beyond exercise, are other health behaviors, such as eating habits
and regularity of medical care, affected as well? The answer to these questions
will determine the magnitude of the effect of working on the health of the poor
and guide the development of targeted policies. Further, such research would ei-
ther support or refute the causal mechanism suggested here, that employment re-
duces health-producing behaviors because of diminished leisure time. If other
health behaviors are found to be sensitive to the availability of leisure time, the
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health. All of these indirect pathways have been supported in the nonexperimen-
tal literature (McLoyd, Aikens, and Burton 2006). More specifically, a large body
of research suggests that poverty not only limits the resources that parents can
provide but also increases parental stress and negative parenting practices
(Bradley and Caldwell 1984; McLoyd et al. 1994; Smith, Brooks-Gunn, and Kle-
banov 1997; Sugland et al. 1995). In studies of parental job loss, parents who re-
acted with punitive, inconsistent parenting had children who experienced psy-
chological distress and displayed problem behavior (Elder 1974, 1979; Elder,
Liker, and Cross 1984; McLoyd 1990, 1998; McLoyd et al. 1994). 

A conceptual model of these possible mediating pathways is shown in figure
4.2. The first question in testing the mediating pathways is whether our experi-
mental programs had any effect on any of our hypothesized mediators. 

Income and Employment

Our first consideration is the direct targets of these welfare and employment pro-
grams—parents’ employment and income. Finding that the magnitude of pro-
gram impacts on, say, parents’ employment is roughly proportional to impacts on
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TABLE 4.1 / Impacts on Developmental Outcomes of Children Age Two to Five at Time of
Study Entry

P-Value of 
Earnings- Non-Earnings- Differences

All Supplement Supplement Between
Variables Programs Programs Programs Program Models

Achievement 0.05*** 0.08*** 0.04 ns
(0.02) (0.02) (0.03)

[7; 18,667] [4; 8,9411 [3;9,726]

Total problem behavior
Parent report –0.01 –0.01 –0.02 ns

(0.02) (0.03) (0.03)
[6; 11,256] [4; 5,843] [2; 5,413]

Teacher report –0.04 –0.03 –0.04 ns
(0.04) (0.08) (0.06)

[3; 2,034] [2; 653] [1; 1,381]

Externalizing behavior –0.02 0.00 –0.04 ns
Parent report (0.02) (0.03) (0.03)

[6; 11,273] [4; 5,851] [2; 5,422]
Teacher report –0.06 –0.06 –0.06 ns

(0.04) (0.08) (0.05)
[3; 2,079] [2; 652] [1; 1,427]

(Table continues on p. 127.)



children’s achievement would support a policy pathway involving increased em-
ployment. If developmental benefits are concentrated among programs with the
largest impacts on family income, then the income pathway would be supported.

To assess income effects, we first compared adult outcomes for parents who
participated in programs that had earnings supplements and other program mod-
els (that is, programs with mandatory employment services and a program with
time limits, both without earnings supplements). Table 4.2 shows similar program
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TABLE 4.1 / (Continued)

P-Value of 
Earnings- Non-Earnings- Differences

All Supplement Supplement Between
Variables Programs Programs Programs Program Models

Internalizing behavior 0.00 0.01 –0.01 ns
Parent report (0.02) (0.03) (0.03)

[6; 11,259] [4; 5,821] [2; 5,438]
Teacher report –0.01 0.05 –0.05 ns

(0.05) (0.08) (0.06)
[3; 1,873] [2; 649] [1; 1,224]

Total positive behavior
Parent report 0.00 0.01 –0.01 ns

(0.02) (0.03) (0.03)
[6; 11,251] [4; 5,812] [2; 5439]

Teacher report 0.06 0.11 0.03 ns
(0.04) (0.08) (0.06)

[3; 2,064] [2; 653] [1; 1,411]

Parent report of child’s –0.01 0.05** –0.06*** 0.002***
health status (0.02) (0.02) (0.02)

[6; 11,294] [4; 5,594] [2; 5,700]

Source: Authors’ compilation.
Notes: Standard errors are in parentheses. Number of studies and total sample size are in brackets.
All samples consist of children age two to five at the point of random assignment.
Economic variables are measured over study follow-up; child achievement is measured at time of follow-
up. Separate regression equations are conducted for earnings-supplement programs and non-earnings-
supplement programs. 
The regressions also include the following covariates measured at baseline: earnings in the prior year,
earnings in the prior year squared, amount of time mother was on welfare, employed in prior year,
mother had high school degree or equivalent, mother’s marital status, number of children in the family,
age of youngest child, mother’s race or ethnicity, and whether parents’ age was less than eighteen at the
time of child’s birth. Also included were the following additional covariates: study site flags (for example,
NEWWS—Atlanta, NEWWS—Riverside, LA-GAIN, and so on), elapsed time between study entry and
follow-up, and type of achievement report (for example, parent or test or teacher, when applicable).
* p < 0.1; ** p < 0.05; *** p < 0.01 (two-tailed)
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impacts on annual earnings, small impact differences in employment, and larger
impact differences on income. In non-earnings-supplement programs, parents’ in-
creased earnings were almost entirely offset by declines in welfare payments, re-
sulting in, at best, small gains in family income (which averaged a statistically in-
significant $170 per year). Programs with earnings supplements increased family
income by $1,300 per year, on average (Bloom and Michalopoulos 2001). With the
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TABLE 4.2 / Impacts on Policy Targets, Mothers of Children Age Two to Five at Time of 
Study Entry

P-Value of 
Earnings- Non-Earnings- Differences

All Supplement Supplement Between
Variables Programs Programs Programs Program Models

Participation in adult 0.02** –0.01 0.09*** 0.000***
education (0.01) (0.01) (0.01)

[6; 11,105] [4; 7,352] [2; 3,753]

Employment (fraction 0.07*** 0.08*** 0.06*** 0.08*
of quarters worked (0.01) (0.01) (0.01)
per year) [7; 12,537] [4; 6,408] [3; 6,129]

Earnings (in $1,000s 0.57*** 0.54*** 0.56*** ns
of annual income) (0.09) (0.13) (0.12)

[7; 12,537] [4; 6,408] [3; 6,129]

Family income (in 0.77*** 1.29*** 0.17 0.000***
$1,000s of annual (0.09) (0.13) (0.12)
income) [7; 12,537] [4; 6,408] [3; 6,129]

Welfare income (in –0.27*** –0.16** –0.36*** 0.039**
$1,000s of annual (0.05) (0.07) (0.06)
income [7; 12,537] [4; 6,408] [3; 6,129]

Source: Authors’ compilation.
Notes: Standard errors are in parentheses. 
Number of studies and total sample size are in brackets.
All samples consist of children age two to five at the point of random assignment.
Economic variables are measured over study follow-up; child achievement is measured at time of follow-
up. Separate regression equations are conducted for earnings-supplement programs and non-earnings-
supplement programs. 
The regressions also include the following covariates measured at baseline: earnings in the prior year,
earnings in the prior year squared, amount of time mother was on welfare, employed in prior year,
mother had high school degree or equivalent, mother’s marital status, number of children in the family,
age of youngest child, mother’s race or ethnicity, and whether parents’ age was less than eighteen at the
time of child’s birth. Also included were the following additional covariates: study site flags (for example,
NEWWS—Atlanta, NEWWS—Riverside, LA-GAIN, and so on), elapsed time between study entry and
follow-up, and type of achievement report (for example, parent or test or teacher, when applicable). 
Dollar amounts are adjusted for inflation to 2001 dollars.
* p < 0.1; ** p < 0.05; *** p < 0.01 (two-tailed)



/ 131

−1.5 –1 –0.5 10 0.5 1.5

M
ea

n 
C

hi
ld

 A
ch

ie
ve

m
en

t (
N

or
m

al
iz

ed
)

0.08

0.06

0.04

0.02

0

–0.02

–0.04

–0.06

–0.08

–0.1

Mean Annual Income (Normalized)

Slope = 0.0559

A B

C

D
E

F
G

H I J
K

LM
N

O P
Q R

S T
UV

W X

Y

Z

Z

AA BB

FIGURE 4.3 / Individual Study Achievement Means by Income Means

Source: Authors’ compilation.
Notes: A = Self-Sufficiency Project (SSP)—British Columbia (BC), experimental group
B = SSP—New Brunswick (NB), experimental group
C = Florida’s Family Transition Program (FTP), experimental group
D = National Evaluation of Welfare-to-Work Strategies (NEWWS)—Riverside, control
group
E = NEWWS—Atlanta Human Capital Development (HCD), experimental group
F = NEWWS—Riverside Labor Force Attachment (LFA), experimental group
G = Minnesota Family Investment Program (MFIP)—Urban Full Program, experimental
group
H = Los Angles Jobs-First Greater Avenues for Independence (LA-GAIN), experimental
group
I = NEWWS—Grand Rapids LFA, experimental group
J = SSP—Plus, experimental group
K = New Hope (NH), experimental group
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TABLE 4.3 / Impacts on Family Mediators, Children, and Families of Children Age Two to Five
at Time of Study Entry

P-Value of 
Earnings- Non-Earnings- Differences

All Supplement Supplement Between
Variables Programs Programs Programs Program Models

Only center-based care 1.02 2.91*** –1.90 0.011**
(percentage) (0.84) (0.98) (1.47)

[6; 8,399] [4; 4,866] [2; 3,533]

Only home-based care 2.64*** 0.76 5.33*** 0.024**
(percentage) (0.97) (1.36) (1.35)

[6; 8,485] [4; 4,903 [2; 3,582]

HOME cognitive 0.00 0.00 0.00 ns
stimulation (0.03) (0.04) (0.03)

[5; 5,834] [3; 2,276] [2; 3,558]

Maternal parenting 0.00 –0.01 0.03 ns
warmth (0.02) (0.03) (0.03)

[6; 7,566] [4; 4,156] [2; 3,410]

Maternal parenting 0.01 0.00 0.07 ns
harshness (0.02) (0.03) (0.05)

[4; 2723] [3; 2,094] [1; 629]

Maternal parenting 0.00 0.00 –0.01 ns
aggravation (0.02) (0.04) (0.03)

[5; 8,151 ] [3; 2,471 ] [2; 5,680]

Mother at risk for 0.87 2.26* –0.45 ns
depressive symptoms (0.95) (1.36) (1.31)
(percentage) [6; 11,445] [4; 5,893] [2; 5,552]

Married (percentage) –0.39 –0.22 –0.60 ns
(0.60) (0.85) (0.84)

[7; 12,497] [4; 6,399] [3; 6,098]

Married or cohabiting 0.01 0.04 –0.13
(percentage) (0.76) (1.09) (1.07)

[7 12,485] [4; 6,398] [3; 6,087]

Source: Authors’ compilation.
Notes: Standard errors are in parentheses. Number of studies and total sample size are in brackets.
All samples consist of children age two to five at the point of random assignment.
Economic variables are measured over study follow-up; child achievement is measured at time of follow-up.
Separate regression equations are conducted for earnings-supplement programs and non-earnings-
supplement programs. 
The regressions also include the following covariates measured at baseline: earnings in the prior year,
earnings in the prior year squared, amount of time mother was on welfare, employed in prior year,
mother had high school degree or equivalent, mother’s marital status, number of children in the family,
age of youngest child, mother’s race or ethnicity, and whether parents’ age was less than eighteen at the
time of child’s birth. Also included were the following additional covariates: study site flags (for example,
NEWWS—Atlanta, NEWWS—Riverside, LA-GAIN, and so on), elapsed time between study entry and
follow-up, and type of achievement report (for example, parent or test or teacher, when applicable).
* p < 0.1; ** p < 0.05; *** p < 0.01 (two-tailed)
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Appendix TABLE 4A.1 / Descriptions of the Studies

Key Policy Features Tested

When Study 
Generous Mandatory Expanded Began and 
Earnings Employment Time Child-Care Length of Primary

Study Sites Supplements Services Limits Assistance Follow-Up Source(s)

Connecticut Jobs-First Evaluation New Haven and √ √ √ 1996 Bloom et 
Manchester, 36 months al. (2002)
Connecticut 1994 Bloom et 

Family Transition Program (FTP) Escambia County, √ √ √ 48 months al. (2000)
Florida

Minnesota Family Investment Seven counties in √ √ √ 1994 Gennetian 
Program (MFIP) Minnesota 36 months and Miller

(2000)
National Evaluation of Welfare-to- Atlanta, Ga.; Grand  √ 1991 Hamilton 
Work Strategies (NEWWS) Rapids, Mich.; 24 months et al. 

Riverside, 60 months (2002) and 
Calif.; and McGroder 
Portland, Ore. et al. (2000)

New Hope Project Milwaukee, Wis. √ √ 1994 Bos et al. 
24 months (1999)
60 months

Los Angeles Jobs-First Greater Los Angeles County √ 1996 Freedman 
Avenues for Independence 24 months et al. 
(GAIN) (2000)

Self-Sufficiency Project (SSP) New Brunswick √ 1992 Morris and
British Columbia 36 months Michal-

54 months opoulos 
(2000)

Source: Authors’ compilation.
Notes: All sites used a random-assignment design that consisted of one or more program group and a control group. The control group in each case
was the traditional welfare system in place at the time of the study (typically, AFDC).

APPENDIX
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stantially across racial groups. Among white men in 2000, those without a high
school diploma are more than twice as likely to be institutionalized relative to
those with a high school diploma, with 4.5 percent of the former and approxi-
mately 2 percent of the latter institutionalized in 2000. Moreover, white male high
school dropouts experienced the largest increase in institutionalization rates be-
tween 1980 and 2000 (a 2.4 percentage point increase, compared with a 1.3 per-
centage point increase for white high school graduates and a 0.4 percentage point
increase for those with some college education).

These changes as well as the levels are small in comparison to what is observed
for black men. Between 1980 and 2000, the proportion of black men with less than
a high school diploma who were institutionalized on any given day increases
from 0.057 to 0.206. For black male high school graduates, the proportion institu-
tionalized increases from 0.027 to 0.087. Even among black men with some college
education, the incarceration increases by over two percentage points. In fact, the
changes observed among this group of black men are comparable in magnitude to
the changes observed among white high school dropouts. 

By comparison, the changes in institutionalization rates among Asian men are
small, as are the changes among Hispanic men. The relatively low institutional-
ization rates among Hispanic men are consistent with recent research by Kirsten
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TABLE 6.1 / Estimates of the Proportion of Men Eighteen to Fifty-Five Engaged in a
Productive Activity, Noninstitutionalized and Idle, and Institutionalized, 
by Race-Ethnicity

1980 2000 Change, 2000 to 1980

Non-Hispanic white
Employed or in schoola 0.899 0.878 –0.021
Idle 0.093 0.109 0.016
Institutionalized 0.008 0.014 0.006

Non-Hispanic black
Employed or in schoola 0.758 0.673 –0.085
Idle 0.206 0.239 0.033
Institutionalized 0.037 0.089 0.052

Non-Hispanic Asian
Employed or in schoola 0.918 0.859 –0.059
Idle 0.079 0.135 0.056
Institutionalized 0.003 0.006 0.003

Hispanic
Employed or in schoola 0.845 0.744 –0.101
Idle 0.140 0.226 0.086
Institutionalized 0.014 0.030 0.016

Source: Author’s compilation based on 1980 and 2000 Public Use Microdata Samples (Ruggles et
al. 2008).
a. Includes men in the armed forces.



TABLE 6.2 / Estimates of the Proportion of Men Eighteen to Fifty-Five Engaged in a Productive Activity, Noninstitutionalized and
Idle, and Institutionalized, by Race-Ethnicity and Education

Non- Non- Non-
Hispanic White Hispanic Black Hispanic Asian Hispanic

1980 2000 1980 2000 1980 2000 1980 2000

Less than high school
Employed or in schoola 0.794 0.698 0.658 0.430 0.804 0.699 0.793 0.667
Idle 0.185 0.257 0.285 0.364 0.186 0.278 0.188 0.297
Institutionalized 0.021 0.045 0.057 0.206 0.010 0.023 0.020 0.036

High school graduate
Employed or in schoola 0.895 0.835 0.776 0.630 0.889 0.793 0.864 0.734
Idle 0.099 0.146 0.197 0.284 0.106 0.195 0.124 0.232
Institutionalized 0.006 0.019 0.027 0.087 0.005 0.012 0.011 0.035

Some college
Employed or in schoola 0.941 0.911 0.866 0.794 0.952 0.880 0.927 0.855
Idle 0.054 0.079 0.110 0.156 0.046 0.115 0.065 0.126
Institutionalized 0.005 0.009 0.024 0.050 0.002 0.005 0.007 0.019

College plus
Employed or in schoola 0.963 0.947 0.917 0.890 0.958 0.913 0.943 0.892
Idle 0.035 0.051 0.073 0.096 0.041 0.087 0.053 0.101
Institutionalized 0.002 0.002 0.011 0.014 0.000 0.000 0.004 0.007

Source: Author’s compilation based on 1980 and 2000 Public Use Microdata Samples (Ruggles et al. 2008).
a. Includes men in the armed forces.



TABLE 6.3 / Estimates of the Proportion of Men Eighteen to Fifty-Five Engaged in a Productive Activity, Noninstitutionalized and
Idle, and Institutionalized, by Race-Ethnicity, Age,  and Education

Less than High School

Non- Non- Non-
Hispanic White Hispanic Black Hispanic Asian Hispanic

Age and Status 1980 2000 1980 2000 1980 2000 1980 2000

Eighteen to twenty-five
Employed or in schoola 0.784 0.797 0.604 0.473 0.791 0.794 0.760 0.703
Idle 0.188 0.161 0.314 0.307 0.192 0.164 0.212 0.257
Institutionalized 0.028 0.041 0.081 0.221 0.017 0.043 0.028 0.039

Twenty-six to thirty-five
Employed or in schoola 0.783 0.683 0.634 0.343 0.783 0.655 0.807 0.672
Idle 0.186 0.249 0.281 0.336 0.207 0.311 0.170 0.289
Institutionalized 0.032 0.069 0.085 0.321 0.010 0.034 0.023 0.039

Thirty-six to forty-five
Employed or in schoola 0.823 0.666 0.726 0.423 0.845 0.685 0.824 0.645
Idle 0.161 0.286 0.240 0.387 0.150 0.301 0.165 0.318
Institutionalized 0.016 0.047 0.034 0.191 0.005 0.013 0.011 0.038

(Table continues on page 194.)



TABLE 6.3 / (Continued)

High School Graduates

Non- Non- Non-
Hispanic White Hispanic Black Hispanic Asian Hispanic

Age and Status 1980 2000 1980 2000 1980 2000 1980 2000

Eighteen to twenty-five
Employed or in schoola 0.872 0.843 0.742 0.634 0.871 0.848 0.844 0.760
Idle 0.121 0.136 0.229 0.281 0.123 0.140 0.145 0.206
Institutionalized 0.007 0.021 0.029 0.084 0.007 0.012 0.012 0.034

Twenty-six to thirty-five
Employed or in schoola 0.900 0.845 0.780 0.624 0.888 0.769 0.874 0.726
Idle 0.093 0.131 0.184 0.259 0.104 0.213 0.111 0.231
Institutionalized 0.007 0.024 0.036 0.117 0.008 0.019 0.015 0.043

Thirty-six to forty-five
Employed or in schoola 0.926 0.845 0.827 0.635 0.913 0.785 0.898 0.725
Idle 0.069 0.137 0.156 0.280 0.085 0.208 0.094 0.244
Institutionalized 0.005 0.018 0.017 0.085 0.001 0.007 0.008 0.032

Source: Author’s compilation based on 1980 and 2000 Public Use Microdata Samples (Ruggles et al. 2008).
a. Includes men in the armed forces.



men and incarcerate them, the slope coefficient from a regression of the change in
employment on the change in incarceration should equal the employment rate for
men overall. To be sure, those admitted to prison are hardly a random sample of
adult men and are likely to have employment rates substantially below that of the
average male. Nonetheless, exogenous increases in incarceration will mechani-
cally reduce the employment rate for those impacted to the extent that some of
the newly admitted inmates were employed at the time of arrest.3 Since the lion’s
share of the increase in incarceration since the mid-1970s reflects changes in sen-
tencing policy rather than changes in behavior,4 this short-term contemporaneous
effect will be particularly important for the most impacted subgroups.5

Beyond this contemporaneous effect, incarceration is also likely to have a dy-
namic lagged impact on the employment prospects of former inmates as well as a
contemporaneous impact on the employment outcomes of men who have not
been to prison yet come from demographic subgroups with high incarceration
rates. On the positive side, a spell in prison may straighten some men out, and the
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cluding age, education, general appearance, demeanor, and race, to assess the ef-
fects of prior prison experience on the likelihood that each auditor is called back
for an interview. The author finds consistently sizable negative effects of prior
prison experience on the likelihood of being called back by the employer, with
callback rates for the auditor with prior prison time one-half that of the matched
coauditor.9

Existing Research on the Employment Consequences 
of Incarceration

In conjunction, the effects of stigma combined with the impact of incarceration on
human capital accumulation, and perhaps depreciation, suggest that serving time
is likely to adversely impact one’s employment prospects. Moreover, there may
be a negative spill-over affect for men from high incarceration subgroups to the
extent that employers wish to screen out ex-offenders and do so using informal
perceived signals of criminality such as race or gaps in one’s employment history.
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the incarcerated sample is roughly 1.5. During the post-incarceration period, this
ratio increases to an average of 2.6.

These two figures both illustrate the difficulties faced by research on this topic.
As is evident from the employment and earnings path of the treatment group, in-
carceration occurs at a point in the age-earnings profile of young men where la-
bor-force attachment is strengthening and annual earnings are increasing. Simple
before-after comparisons of earnings and employment among those who experi-
ence incarceration will underestimate the true consequences of having served
time to the extent that earnings and employment would have increased through
this period in the absence of an incarceration spell.

The figure also reveals the large base disparities between those who eventually
serve time and those who don’t even after having matched on a number of demo-
graphic and human capital dimensions. The comparison sample works nine more
weeks and earns 50 percent more than the sample of future inmates even before the
first incarcerated spell. Thus, although pre-incarceration employment and earnings
dynamics are similar, this large pre-treatment disparity in average outcomes raises
questions about whether the post-incarceration employment and earnings paths of
non-inmates provide accurate counterfactuals for those who serve time.
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Several researchers have employed a host of strategies to address these
methodological challenges using data from the NLSY79.10 Bruce Western (2002)
compares the earnings trajectories of NLSY79 youths who serve time to high-risk
youths who do not and finds a sizable relative decline in the hourly wages of the
formerly incarcerated. In previous research (Raphael 2007a), I compare the em-
ployment outcomes of NLSY79 youths who serve time early in their lives to those
who serve time later in life. I find a significant and substantial negative effect of
prior incarceration on annual weeks worked that corresponds in time with one’s
first incarceration spell. Using the more recent NLSY97 data, Gary Sweeten and
Robert Apel (2007) estimate the effects of a prior incarceration spell on various
employment, educational, and criminal justice outcomes after matching youths
who serve time to those who don’t, using a large number of observable variables.
The authors find sizable effects of a previous incarceration on the probability of
employment five years following release. The authors also find some evidence
that a prior incarceration predicts future criminal activity and poorer educational
outcomes.

A number of studies have used administrative data on arrest and incarceration
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The relatively small contribution of changes in behavior as well as the huge pol-
icy expansion in the use of incarceration as punishment have resulted in the incar-
ceration of increasingly less dangerous offenders. This is reflected in both changes
in the characteristics of the marginal offender as well as changes in the relation-
ship between crime and incarceration. Here I use data from the admissions files of
the National Corrections Reporting Program (NCRP) to document changes in the
marginal prisoner admission. I only use data for the subset of states that consis-
tently report admissions information to the NCRP for all years between 1984 and
2002. Fortunately, the thirty states that consistently report to the NCRP account
for an average of 70 percent of annual prison admissions over this time period.
Thus, I am able to characterize the overwhelming majority of prison admissions.

Figure 6.7 displays the percentage of prison admissions in each year that are not
attributable to a new felony commitment. Most of these admissions are of individ-
uals returned to custody for parole violations. This category of admissions has be-
come an increasingly important source of prison admissions over the past two
decades, increasing from approximately 29 percent of admissions in 1984 to over
40 percent in 2002.

Figures 6.8 and 6.9 present the composition of prison admissions for new
felonies and for parole violators by most serious offense. For those admitted on a
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new felony conviction, the proportion admitted for a violent or property crime
declines considerably during the 1980s and then stabilizes during the 1990s. In
1984 roughly 75 percent of prison admissions are accounted for by offenders con-
victed of violent or property felony offenses; by 2002 this figure falls to below 60
percent. The proportional importance of drug offenders, on the other hand, in-
creases considerably, from slightly over 10 percent in 1984 to over 30 percent by
1990, and fluctuates around 33 percent of admissions thereafter.

Similar changes are observed in the original offense composition of those re-
turned to custody without a new felony. In 1984, almost 80 percent of former
inmates returned to custody were originally committed to prison for either a
violent or property crime (those convicted of property crimes predominated).
Drug offenders accounted for only 5 percent of this inflow. By 2002 the impor-
tance of property and violent offenders diminishes and the importance of drug
offenders increases. By 2002, those originally convicted of drug offenses consti-
tute approximately one-third of inmates returned to custody for a parole viola-
tion.

I cannot infer from the NCRP data how the criminal propensities of those ad-
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mitted to prison have changed over time, but there are a few dimensions of poten-
tial criminality and offense severity that permit an assessment of how newly ad-
mitted inmates have changed on the margin. For example, the research on life-
course involvement in criminal activity provides strong evidence that the
criminally active desist from illegal activity as they age, and that the late teens
and early twenties are the most criminally active period.14 Since the NCRP data
include nearly complete information on the age of prison admits, we can explore
whether, along this dimension, the United States has been admitting persons to
prison less criminally active than in the past.

Figure 6.10 presents the 25th percentile, the median, and the 75th percentile of
the age distribution of those admitted to prison for each year between 1984 and
2002, and shows that there have been striking increases in the age of prison ad-
mits throughout the age distribution. The age of the admit at the 25th percentile
has increased by 2.2 years over this period, the median age has increase by 5.2
years, and the age at the 75th percentile has increase by over 6 years. Thus, to the
extent that older inmates are less criminally active, the United States has been ad-
mitting less dangerous offenders in recent years.

We can also use the sentences received by offense category to characterize the
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severity of the offense and then use changes in this variable over time to charac-
terize the change in prison admissions over time. But such an analysis would
have to account for the fact that sentencing may have changed over time. To per-
form such an analysis, I do the following. First, for each of seventy offense cate-
gories reported in the NCRP I tabulate the median maximum sentence handed
down to prisoners admitted in 1984. Next, I assign this median value to each ad-
mission in 1984 and each admission in 2002. Assigning the typical maximum sen-
tence in 1984 to those admitted in 2002 allows me to characterize the sentences
these latter prisoners would have received under the earlier sentencing regime.
Finally, I calculate the percentiles of this constructed distribution for each year for
comparison. If offenders in 2002 are admitted for less serious offenses (as judged
by the courts), then the distribution of sentences should have shifted toward
shorter prison spells.

Figure 6.11 presents the results of this exercise. The figure shows no change at
the 10th percentile and an increase in sentence length at the 25th percentile
(largely driven by the increased importance of drug offenders). For sentences at
or above the median, however, offense severity (as measured by the maximum
sentence that would have been handed down in 1984) diminishes by substantial
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amounts. In conjunction with the patterns in the age distribution, this suggests
that indeed the average admit in 2002 was less criminally predisposed and had
committed a less serious offense than the typical admit in 1984.

Change in the Effect of Incarceration on Crime 
at the Margin

The characteristics of the marginal prison admissions have shifted decisively to-
ward less serious offenders. We are currently admitting increasingly older offend-
ers for relatively less serious offenses than in years past. To what extent has this
shift impacted the crime-abating effects of incarceration?

Criminologists posit that changes in incarceration impact crime through two av-
enues: incapacitating the criminally active and deterring the potentially criminally
active. Estimation of these effects has proceeded in roughly two methodological
veins. A large body of criminological research has attempted to estimate the inca-
pacitation effect directly by using inmate surveys pertaining to previous offending
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2000s (an assumption that would bias the marginal crime-abatement upward), we
can use the latter elasticity estimate to forecast what the marginal crime-fighting
effect of a one-unit increase in the incarceration rate is for these latter years. Since
with a constant crime-prison elasticity the marginal absolute effect of a one-unit
increase in incarceration declines with increases in incarceration,17 the increases in
the incarceration rate through the late 1990s and early 2000s suggest that the
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TABLE 6.4 / Effects of Crime Abatement on Reported Felony Offenses

Effect on All 
Effect on Crimes Crimes Accounting 

Reported to the Police for Underreporting

1978 to 1990

Violent crime
Murder –0.038 –0.038
Rape –0.200 –0.615
Robbery –2.555 –4.467
Assault 0.262 0.474

Property crime
Burglary –6.769 –13.484
Larceny –2.627 –6.553
Motor vehicle theft –2.018 –2.564

Total –13.945 –30.247

1991 to 2004

Violent crime
Murder –0.006 –0.006
Rape –0.021 –0.065
Robbery –0.257 –0.449
Assault –0.037 –0.067

Property crime
Burglary –0.514 –1.024
Larceny –1.674 –6.087
Motor vehicle theft –0.505 –0.642

Total –4.182 –8.340

Source: Johnson and Raphael 2007.
Note: Figures are estimates of the crime-abating effect of a one-unit increase in the incarceration
rate on the number of crimes per 100,000 residents. These estimates come from state-level panel
data regressions that model the year-to-year change in crime rates as a function of the year-to-
year change in state incarceration rates. The models are estimated using variation along the dy-
namic adjustment path of incarceration to underlying shocks to identify as an instrument for the
interyear change in incarceration rates. See Johnson and Raphael (2007) for estimation details.
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come gains fell off somewhat, but in 2005 average income among less-skilled sin-
gle mothers was substantially higher than in 1990. Changes in earnings by other
family members or changes in other income sources were relatively minor over
this time period, although these other sources of income constitute a very high
share of the resources available to single mothers and their children.

It is worth noting that these data, based on reported cash income, are subject to
a variety of caveats and miss some important forms of support. In particular, in-
kind resources, often available through public assistance programs such as Food
Stamps or Housing Assistance, are not counted. On the other hand, the evidence
is quite mixed as to whether those most in need are the ones who receive program
benefits; this seems to vary across populations and programs. As Janet Currie
(2006) notes in her summary of the literature on program take-up, programs that
target populations that have difficulty dealing with complex eligibility require-
ments (such as the elderly or disabled) may find it hard to get benefits to the most
needy. 

There is also a debate about whether the data on extremely poor families are ac-
curately reported. Bruce D. Meyer and James X. Sullivan (2006) have noted that
reported consumption among the extremely poor seems higher than reported in-
come. This suggests that there are measurement problems and these families are
underreporting their actual income, or that these families are able to draw down
savings or build debt in order to smooth their consumption. We are willing to be-
lieve that these families have more resources than they report; indeed, it is hard to
understand how they survive if this were not the case. But even allowing for a
doubling of incomes among the extremely poor still leaves them below the
poverty line.

As already mentioned, we follow standard practice in defining poverty and as-
sume that only related persons who live together share income. This means as-
suming that male and female cohabiters do not share income. Previous research
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TABLE 7.1 / Income Components for Families Headed by Single Mothers with Less
than a High School Education

Income Components (Percentages)

Family Other
Average Public- Family Other

Total Family Assistance Own Members’ Family
Year Incomea Income Earnings Earnings Income

1990 $22,022 10.3 44.9 28.2 16.5
1995 $23,891 8.1 44.8 27.8 19.4
2000 $27,002 2.4 52.7 28.1 16.8
2005 $25,023 2.1 53.2 26.7 18.0

Source: Authors’ calculations based on Current Population Survey data, Annual Social and Eco-
nomic Supplement, various years.
a. All monetary values in real-year 2005 dollars, deflated using the BEA’s PCE price deflator.



TABLE 7.2 / Trends in the Percent of Disconnected Single Mothers as Percentage of All Single-Mother-Family Heads Whose Family
Income Is Below 200 Percent of the Official Poverty Line

Using Definition 3

Without
(1) Living (2) Living (3) Living Other Adult 

With at Least with Other Alone, Income Help: 
Calendar One “Connected” Disconnected Without Sum of 
Year Definition 1a Definition 2b Definition 3c Adult Adults Other Adults (2) & (3)d

(1) Current Population Survey 
1990 9.9 14.1 12.4 5.0 1.0 6.4 7.4
1995 11.7 15.8 13.0 5.7 1.2 6.1 7.3
2000 14.6 18.6 16.2 6.6 1.6 8.0 9.6
2005 20.0 25.1 21.7 8.0 1.7 12.0 13.7

Using Definition 3

Without
(1) Living (2) Living (3) Living Other Adult 

With at Least with Other Alone, Income Help: 
Calendar One “Connected” Disconnected Without Sum of 
Year Definition 1e Definition 2f Definition 3g Adult Adults Other Adults (2) & (3)

(2) Survey of Income and Program Participation
1990 18.8 19.9 19.0 5.4 4.0 9.5 13.6
1996 17.0 18.8 16.4 5.4 2.3 8.7 11.0
2001 23.2 24.5 20.8 7.6 2.4 10.8 13.3
2003 24.9 26.3 23.3 8.7 3.1 11.5 14.6

Source: Authors’ tabulation based on Current Population Survey, Annual Social and Economic Supplement; and Survey of Income and Program
Participation, 1990, 1996, and 2001 panels.
a. Not in school, no earnings, no welfare receipt over past year.
b. Not in school, annual earnings ≤ $2,000; annual welfare receipt ≤$1,000 (real year 2005 dollars).
c. Not in school, annual earnings ≤ $2,000; annual welfare receipt ≤$1,000; annual household SSI receipt ≤$1,000 (real-year 2005 dollars). This is
the “standard definition” used in tables 7.3 to 7.7.
d.This is the “stricter definition” used in tables 7.3 to 7.7.
e. Not in school, no earnings, no welfare receipt over past month.
f. Not in school, 12 x monthly earnings ≤ $2,000; 12 x monthly welfare receipt ≤ $1,000 (real year 2005 dollars).
g. Not in school, 12 x monthly earnings ≤ $2,000; 12 x monthly welfare receipt ≤ $1,000; 12 x monthly household SSI receipt ≤ $1,000 (real year
2005 dollars).
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TABLE 7.3 / Characteristics of All Single Mothers and Disconnected Single Mothers in 2005, by
Definition of “Disconnected” 

Disconnected Single Mothers

All Single 
Mothers 

with Family 
Income Below 
200 Percent of Standard Stricter

Characteristics Poverty Line Definitiona Definitionb

Percentage living with parents 11.0 15.9 8.1
Percentage living with other relatives 6.0 7.4 2.9
Percentage living with an unrelated male 18.2 20.1 1.9
Percentage living with an unrelated female 2.3 2.3 0.5
Percentage living alone, no other adults 63.7 55.3 87.6

Average number of children 1.9 1.8 1.9
Average number of preschoolers 0.6 0.7 0.6

Average own earnings $9,802 $200 $196
Average earnings from other family members $2,437 $3,933 $702
Average family income $16,445 $9,459 $7,045

Percentage white or other, non-Hispanic 40.7 41.9 42.4
Percentage African American, non-Hispanic 33.2 29.0 35.2
Percentage Hispanic 21.1 23.8 17.9

Percentage with education less than 
high school 23.8 31.8 27.1

Percentage with education exactly 
high school 40.1 39.7 39.6

Percentage with education more than 
high school 36.1 28.4 33.3

Percentage listing “health problems” as
reason for not working 17.4 25.7 31.6

Percentage poor 54.3 82.1 86.2
Percentage immigrants 9.9 12.7 9.6

Source: Authors’ tabulations based on Current Population Survey, Annual Social and Economic Supple-
ment 2006.
Note: All monetary values in real-year 2005 dollars, deflated using the BEA’s PCE price deflator.
a. See definition 3 in table 7.2. This includes all single mothers in families whose total family income is be-
low 200 percent of the official poverty line, who are not in school, and with annual earnings ≤ $2,000, an-
nual welfare receipt ≤ $1,000 and annual SSI receipt ≤ $1,000 (real year 2005 dollars).
b. Includes disconnected single mothers living without other adults or living with other disconnected
adults.
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TABLE 7.4 / Percentge of Disconnected Low-Income Single Mothers Reporting
Various Barriers to Work

Percentage Experiencing Barrier

Of Those Of Those
Who Report Who Report 

Of All Low- Any Period Multiple
Income Single of Discon- Months of Dis-

Mothers nectednessa connectedness
Barrier to Work (1) (2) (3)

Reported at least onceb

Child in family age two 
or younger 21.8 17.9 20.3

Report not working due 
to pregnancy or childbirth 6.8 9.2 12.6

Report not working due 
to caring for children or others 27.7 41.4 55.9

Report not working due 
to chronic health con-
dition or disability 9.5 12.1 16.2

Physical or mental work-
limiting condition 24.3 23.0 29.7

Reported in a one-time supple-
mentary survey
Child in family with 
developmental disability 0.8 0.6 0.6

Child in family with 
physical or mental 
disability 1.8 2.4 3.1

Child in family with 
mental retardation 0.9 0.9 0.8

Child in family with 
other developmental 
disability 5.1 5.9 6.5

No observed barriers 42.8 25.7 17.0

Source: Authors’ tabulation based on the Survey of Income and Program Participation panel
2001. 
Note: Includes only individuals observed in all waves.
a. See definition 3 in table 7.2. This includes all single mothers in families whose total family in-
come is below 200 percent of the official poverty line, who are not in school and have 12 x
monthly earnings ≤ $2,000; 12 x monthly welfare receipt ≤ $1,000; 12 x monthly household SSI
receipt ≤ $1,000 (real year 2005 dollars).
b. For columns 2 and 3, these are barriers reported during a period of disconnectedness.
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TABLE 7.5 / Percentage of Single Mothers (with Family Incomes Below 200 Percent of the
Poverty Line) By Length of Time Disconnected

Standard Definitionb Stricter Definitionc

Uncensored Uncensored
and Right- and Right-

Length of Time Uncensored Censored Uncensored Censored

(1) Spells of Disconnectedness (Based on First Non-Left-Censored Spells)a

Less than or equal to 4 months 71.2 65.4 74.4 70.4
5 to 8 months 16.6 17.8 15.0 15.4
9 to 12 months 7.7 7.5 6.6 6.4
13 to 16 months 2.9 4.9 3.0 4.8
17 to 20 months 0.8 1.5 0.7 1.1
21 to 24 months 0.5 1.3 0.2 0.7
25 to 28 months 0.3 0.9 0.2 0.6
28 to 32 months 0.0 0.7 0.0 0.5

Average number of months 
disconnected 4.4 5.3 4.2 4.8

Total number of non-left-
censored spells 1168 812

Percentage of low-income 
single mothers with a non-left-
censored spell 27.4 19.0

(2) Total Time Spent Disconnected (Without Regard to Continuity of Spells)
Less than or equal to 4 months 51.7 56.1
5 to 8 months 20.1 18.1
9 to 12 months 9.8 8.3
13 to 16 months 6.9 7.5
17 to 20 months 3.7 3.6
21 to 24 months 2.9 2.6
25 to 28 months 2.0 1.4
28 to 32 months 1.5 1.2
32 to 36 months 1.4 1.2

Average number of months disconnected 7.4 6.9
Total number of individuals ever 
disconnected 1,726 1,139

Percentage of low-income single mothers 
ever disconnected 40.4 26.7

Source: Authors’ tabulation based on Survey of Income and Program Participation panel 2001.
a. This panel does not include left-censored spells, thus omitting spells that are both right- and left-cen-
sored. There were forty-nine both-censored spells that lasted more than twelve months based on the stan-
dard definition of disconnectedness and twenty-six both-censored spells based on the stricter definition.
b. See definition 3 in table 7.2. This includes all single mothers in families whose total family income is be-
low 200 percent of the official poverty line, who are not in school and have 12 x monthly earnings ≤ $2,000;
12 x monthly welfare receipt ≤ $1,000; 12 x monthly household SSI receipt ≤ $1,000 (real year 2005 dollars).
c. Includes only disconnected single mothers living without other adults or living with other disconnected
adults.



In part 1, 16.3 percent of the spells start because a woman’s marriage breaks up,
a child is born, or she reaches her eighteenth birthday, having previously met all
other criteria for being classified as a disconnected single mother. Only 13.8 per-
cent of the spells start because of the loss of welfare or SSI income. (This number
would surely have been much higher in the late 1990s, when many women were
leaving welfare.) More than half (57.5 percent) of spells start because of a change
in earnings, probably caused by the loss of a job. Part 2 shows equivalent reasons
for disconnected spells to end. The beginnings of spells mirror endings very
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TABLE 7.6 / Reasons for Entering and Leaving a Spell of Disconnectednessa Among
Disconnected Single Mothers Age Eighteen to Fifty-five with Family
Incomes Below 200 Percent of the Povery Line

First Non-Left-
Censored Spell

(1) Percent breakdown of Reasons for Starting a Spell of Disconnectednessb

Left marriage 6.0%
Child under eighteen entered family 8.7
Mother aged into sample (became eighteen) 1.6
Welfare income fell below $1,000 per year or SSI income fell below 
$1,000 per yearc 13.8

Earnings fell below $2,000 per yearc 57.5
Family income fell below 200 percent of poverty line 5.4
No longer in school as primary activity 6.8

First Non-Right-
Censored Spell

(2) Percent breakdown of Reasons for Ending a Spell of Disconnectednessb

Entered marriage 5.7%
Mother aged out of sample (became fifty-six) 0.4
No more children under eighteen in family 8.2
Earnings rose above $2,000 per yearc 55.1
Family income rose above 200 percent of poverty line 8.2
Welfare income rose above $1,000 per year or SSI income fell below 
$1,000 peryearc 15.1

Entered school as primary activity 7.3

Source: Authors’ tabulation based on Survey of Income and Program Participation panel 2001.
a. Based on definition 3 in table 7.2. This includes all single mothers in families whose total fam-
ily income is below 200 percent of the official poverty line, who are not in school and have 12 x
monthly earnings ≤ $2,000; 12 x monthly welfare receipt ≤ $1,000; 12 x monthly household SSI
receipt ≤ $1,000 (real year 2005 dollars).
b. Reasons sum to 100 percent (up to rounding error) and are tabulated sequentially, so (for in-
stance) changes in marital status take precedence over changes in earnings. As a result, ordering
of reasons matters, although changes in order produce little change in relative magnitudes.
c. In real year 2005 dollars, deflated using the BEA’s PCE price deflator.



these changes was a turnaround in Food Stamp usage. The earlier declines were
reversed and a growing share of working families (particularly single mothers)
received Food Stamps.5 Similar efforts were made to cover women and their chil-
dren with Medicaid.

Table 7.7 tabulates the extent to which low-income single mothers participate in
assistance and insurance programs in 2005, on the basis of the relatively large
sample of such women observed in CPS data. The first three columns show pro-
gram usage among connected low-income single mothers, divided between those
who report high welfare income, high earnings, or high SSI income (a few women
may be in multiple categories). The last two columns show program usage among
disconnected women, using both the standard and the stricter definition.6

As expected, many more women among the “not disconnected” report welfare
or SSI income (by definition, only those with very low levels can be included in
the disconnected columns). Among women with welfare or SSI income, a high
share also receives Food Stamps and Medicaid. (Table 7.7 is based on data indicat-
ing that someone in the family is covered by these programs. We do not know
whether all family members are covered. So, for instance, Medicaid coverage is
likely to be more available to children in these families than to the mothers.) Sin-
gle mothers’ connections with public assistance assure their coverage by a range
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TABLE 7.7 / Percentage of Low-Income Disconnected and Not Disconnected Single Mothers
Receiving Public Assistance and Insurance Coverage in 2005

Not Disconnected Disconnected

Type of With With With
Assistance Significant Significant Significant Standard Stricter
or Coveragef Welfare Incomea Earningsb SSI Incomec Definitiond Definitione

Welfare 100.0% 8.3% 25.3% 4.0% 4.8%
SSI 11.8 2.2 100.0 1.1 1.2
Food Stamps 92.5 34.8 74.9 44.7 52.5
Medicaid 100.0 57.6 99.3 65.4 65.2
Employer-provided 
group health insurance 5.7 37.2 5.2 5.6 5.2

Any of the above 100.0 84.0 100.0 74.4 75.5

Source: Authors’ tabulation based on the Current Population Survey, Annual Social and Economic Supple-
ment 2006.
a. Annual welfare receipt > $1,000 (real year 2005 dollars).
b. Annual earnings > $2,000 (real year 2005 dollars).
c. Annual household SSI income > $1,000 (real year 2005 dollars).
d. See definition 3 in table 7. 2. This includes all single mothers in families whose total family income is be-
low 200 percent of the official poverty line, who are not in school and have annual earnings ≤ $2,000; an-
nual welfare receipt ≤ $1,000; annual household SSI receipt ≤ $1,000 (real year 2005 dollars).
e. Includes only disconnected single mothers living without other adults or living with other disconnected
adults.
f. Survey responses indicating receipt or coverage are based on whether anyone in the family is covered
by the relevant program.



through reforms to the Unemployment Insurance system and consolidation of ex-
isting means-tested welfare transfers and various specialized tax deductions and
credits currently provided to parents and to low earners. Whether a more inclu-
sive system for supplementing the income of low-earning parents imposes new
public costs will depend on benefit levels and the extent to which government
regulations and worker demands set a floor under wages. 

Financing for the second and third elements of this proposal—paid parenting
leaves and high-quality early-childhood education and care—would involve new
spending by the United States government. How much? 

As a thought experiment we estimate the direct costs of creating a comprehen-
sive and generous system of universal paid family leave and early-childhood ed-
ucation and care services for United States families (see table 8.1).14 We estimate
that the total direct cost of paid family leave would be approximately $22.5 billion
to $45 billion per year in new social insurance spending, depending on the level
of take-up. These costs are based on the provision of a six-month benefit for both
mothers and fathers, payable at 100 percent wage replacement (with an earnings
cap of about $69,000 per year in 2004), high take-up rates, and no minimum enter-
prise size. The lower-bound estimate assumes that leave-takers claim an average
of 50 percent of the days to which they are entitled; the upper bound assumes that
they take up the entire period to which they are entitled. 
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TABLE 8.1 / Estimated Direct Costs: Take-Up of Paid Family Leave and Early-
Childhood Education and Care Programs

Cost in U.S. Percentage of 
Type of Program Dollars (billions) U.S. GDP

Paid family leave
High take-up (100 percent) 45.0 0.43
Moderate take-up (approximately 50 percent) 22.5 0.22

Early-childhood education and care (ECEC)
High take-up (100 percent of children) 111.1 1.07
Moderate take-up (50 percent of children 
under three) 84.4 0.81

Total
High family leave take-up and high ECEC 
take-up 156 1.50

High family leave take-up and moderate 
ECEC take-up 129 1.24

Moderate family leave take-up and high 
ECEC take-up 134 1.28

Moderate family leave take-up and moderate 
ECEC take-up 107 1.03

Source: Authors’ calculations.
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Sources: “AFDC/TANF Cash Assistance” includes both federal and state expenditures. Data are from House and Ways Com-
mittee, 1998 Green Book, p. 411, “Total Benefit Payments”), and the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, Administra-
tion for Children and Families, “TANF Financial Data”, Table F, various years. Expenditures for 2006 and 2007 are extrapolated
from 2005 data, assuming a constant relationship to the 2005 federal block grant.

“Tax-based” payments are the refundable section only of the federal Earned Income Tax Credit and the Child Tax Credit. Data are
from Office of Management and Budget, Budget of the United States Government, Fiscal Year 2008, Historical Tables, Table 11-3.

“Foster care, child care, TANF noncash, and LIHEAP” data are federal expenditures only for child care and foster care plus LIHEAP
plus combined federal and state expenditures under TANF other than expenditures under basic assistance and expenditures under
prior law. Sources are Office of Management and Budget, Budget of the United States Government, Fiscal Year 2008, Historical Tables, Table
11-3, and U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, Administration for Children and Families, “TANF Financial Data,” Table F,
various years.

“Food Stamps” are federal expenditures for all categories of Food Stamp recipients, and “Nutrition Except Food Stamps” are federal
expenditures under the child nutrition and special milk programs and the supplemental feeding programs (WIC and CSFP programs).
Source is Office of Management and Budget, Budget of the United States Government, Fiscal Year 2008, Historical Tables, Table 11-3. Health-
care expenditures are federal and state vendor payments under the Medicaid program for dependent children under age twenty-one
and for adults in families with dependent children, plus federal payments under the State Children’s Health Insurance Program.
Sources are for Medicaid, Social Security Bulletin, Annual Statistical Supplement, 1984–85, Table 155, and Social Security Bulletin, Annual
Statistical Supplement, 2006, Table 8E; for S-CHIP, Office of Management and Budget, Budget of the United States Government, Fiscal Year
2008, Historical Tables, Table 11-3. Medicaid expenditures after 2003 are extrapolated from 2003 assuming a constant ratio between fed-
eral Medicaid expenditures and total Medicaid expenditures for children under age twenty-one and adults in families with dependent
children.

Unemployment Insurance expenditures are total UI expenditures as listed in Office of Management and Budget, Budget of the United
States Government, Fiscal Year 2008, Historical Tables, Table 11-3.



surance than from universal demogrants, since social insurance usually provides
little to those with low career earnings and brief or interrupted work histories.

The conventional wisdom on social insurance programs is that while they may
face major obstacles to winning enactment, once enacted they are politically re-
silient and prone to expansion: the fact that benefits are based on contributions
gives beneficiaries both a moral and legal claim on benefits owed. In addition, the
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TABLE 9.1 / Spending on Low-Income Families in Selected Programs, 1980 and 2005
(as a Percentage of Total)

Program Category 1980 2005

AFDC/TANF cash assistance 23 5
Foster care, child care, TANF noncash, and Low Income 
Home Energy Assistance Program 3 6

Tax-based assistance 2 21
Food Stamps 18 14
Nutrition except Food Stamps 9 8
Health care 12 32
Unemployment Insurance 33 14

Source: “AFDC/TANF Cash assistance” includes both federal and state expenditures. Data are
from House and Ways Committee, 1998 Green Book, p. 411, “Total Benefit Payments”), and the
U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, Administration for Children and Families,
“TANF Financial Data”, Table F, various years. Expenditures for 2006 and 2007 are extrapolated
from 2005 data, assuming a constant relationship to the 2005 federal block grant.

“Tax-based” payments are the refundable section only of the federal Earned Income Tax
Credit and the Child Tax Credit. Data are from Office of Management and Budget, Budget of the
United States Government, Fiscal Year 2008, Historical Tables, Table 11-3. 

“Foster care, Child Care, TANF noncash, and LIHEAP” data are federal expenditures only for
child care and foster care plus LIHEAP plus combined federal and state expenditures under
TANF other than expenditures under basic assistance and expenditures under prior law. Sources
are Office of Management and Budget, Budget of the United States Government, Fiscal Year 2008,
Historical Tables, Table 11-3, and U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, Administration
for Children and Families, “TANF Financial Data,” Table F, various years.

“Food Stamps” are federal expenditures for all categories of Food Stamp recipients, and “Nu-
trition except Food Stamps” are federal expenditures under the child nutrition and special milk
programs and the supplemental feeding programs (WIC and CSFP programs). Source is Office
of Management and Budget, Budget of the United States Government, Fiscal Year 2008, Historical Ta-
bles, Table 11-3. Health-care expenditures are federal and state vendor payments under the Med-
icaid program for dependent children under age twenty-one and for adults in families with de-
pendent children, plus federal payments under the State Children’s Health Insurance Program.
Sources are for Medicaid, Social Security Bulletin, Annual Statistical Supplement, 1984–85, Table
155, and Social Security Bulletin, Annual Statistical Supplement, 2006, Table 8E; for S-CHIP, Office
of Management and Budget, Budget of the United States Government, Fiscal Year 2008, Historical Ta-
bles, Table 11-3. Medicaid expenditures after 2003 are extrapolated from 2003 assuming a con-
stant ratio between federal Medicaid expenditures and total Medicaid expenditures for children
under age twenty-one and adults in families with dependent children.

Unemployment Insurance expenditures are total UI expenditures as listed in Office of Man-
agement and Budget, Budget of the United States Government, Fiscal Year 2008, Historical Tables,
Table 11-3.
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These constraints may tempt politicians to “legislate by regulation” to keep di-
rect budget costs down, using mechanisms such as minimum-wage increases and
health-care coverage mandates, but this is likely to encounter strong resistance
from business, which will be discussed later in this chapter. Efforts to use the tax
system for social policy initiatives will also hold substantial appeal for many poli-
cymakers, although room for further permanent expansions of the Earned Income
Tax Credit appears to be limited (Pierson 2001b, 73).

Institutional Polarization and Institutional Fragmentation

A fourth factor that will shape policies toward low-income families is the partisan
composition of government and institutional fragmentation within national gov-
erning institutions. Figure 9.3 provides a very rough indicator of changes over
time in the balance of political forces in national legislating institutions—the two
houses of Congress and the presidency. The indicator (described in notes to the
table) combines nine measures of party institutional control as well as (for both
chambers of Congress) ideological shifts on a left-to-right scale. The indicator is
very crude, but it does provide a visual reminder of just how unusual the institu-
tional configurations of the New Deal (especially 1935 to 1938) and the Great Soci-
ety years (especially 1965 to 1966) were, and thus how unlikely it is that the tor-
rents of social legislation—and especially very expensive social insurance
programs—that those periods produced will be repeated. Each of the peaks of De-
mocratic institutional power since the Great Society (during the Carter years and
the first two years of the Clinton administration) has been at levels significantly
lower than those during the Great Society. Indeed, if we project that the new 111th
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TABLE 9.2 / Distribution of Deficit Reduction Across Program Categories in Recent Deficit-
Reduction Packages

Percentage of Deficit Reduction

Mandatory Discretionary Debt Five-Year 
Revenue Spending Spending Service Totals (Billions 

Legislation Changes Changes Changes Changes of Current $$)

Omnibus Budget Recon-
ciliation Act of 1990 32.8 15.6 39.4 12.2 –482

Omnibus Budget Recon-
ciliation Act of 1993 55.7 17.8 15.9 10.9 –433

Balanced Budget and Tax-
payer Relief Act of 1997 –67.8 90.7 75.4 1.7 –118

Source: Robert Keith, Deficit Impact of Reconciliation Legislation Enacted in 1990, 1993 and 1997, Congressional
Research Service Report for Congress, Order Code RS22098 (Washington, D.C.: updated August 30, 2006).
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FIGURE 9.3 / Liberal Control of Federal Executive and Congress, 1929 to 2008



Sources: Congressional seat share data is from Norman J. Ornstein, Thomas E. Mann, and Michael J. Malbin, Vital Statistics on Con-
gress, 2008, Washington, D.C.: Brookings Institution Press, 2008, pp. 46–53. DW-NOMINATE first dimension scores are from
“Party Medians from DW-NOMINATE Congresses 1-110, available at: http://voteview.ucsd.edu/pmediant.htm (accessed Janu-
ary 28, 2009).

Scores in figure 9.3 are the additive results of the following components:
a. A measure of party control of the presidency, with a Democratic president getting a score of +1, and a Republican president a

score of −1.
b. A continuous scale of the Democratic presidential candidate’s share of the presidential popular vote, with a Democratic share

of 60 percent counting as +1, 50 percent as 0, and 40 percent as −1 (thus scores of greater than +1 and less than −1 are possible).
c. A continuous scale of the Democratic presidential candidate’s share of the electoral vote, with a Democratic share of 90 per-

cent counting as +1, 50 percent as 0, and 10 percent as −1 (thus scores of greater than +1 and less than −1 are possible).
d. A measure of party control of the U.S. Senate, with Democratic control getting a score of +1, and Republican control a score of

−1.
e. A continuous scale of Democratic seat share in the U.S. Senate, with a Democratic share of 60 percent counting as +1, 50 per-

cent as 0, and 40 percent as −1 (thus scores of greater than +1 and less than −1 are possible).
f. Standardized DW-Nominate first dimension chamber median scores for the entire Senate for Congress, with scores of 1.5

standard deviations from the mean equaling a difference of 1 on the scale. 
g. A measure of party control of the U.S. House of Representatives, with Democratic control getting a score of +1, and Republi-

can control a score of −1.
h. A continuous scale of Democratic seat share in the U.S. House of Representatives, with a Democratic share of 60 percent

counting as +1, 50 percent as 0, and 40 percent as –1 (thus scores of greater than +1 and less than −1 are possible).
i. Standardized DW-Nominate first dimension chamber median scores for the entire U.S. House of Representative for Congress,


