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Past effarts to conceptualize the effects of welfare on work have failed to
consider the full range of incentives and disincentives that low-siill single
mothers perceive and act upon when making the choice between welfare and
wark., They also have neglected the fundamental economic reality of these
mothers’ fives—neither welfare nor low-wage work gives single mothers
enough income to meet their families’ expenses. In-depth interviews with 379
low-income single wothers in four U.S. cities show that welfare recipients
and low-wage workers employ a set of survival strategies to make ends meei.
The range of strategies available to mothers is shaped by the social-strue-
tiural characteristics of the cities in which they live and by the quality of
their private social safery nets. We argue thar because some survival strate-
gies are more compatible with work than others, the strategies a mother em-
ploys may affect har ability to move from welfare to work. Most welfare re-
cipients want to leave welfare for work, However, mast also believe that un-
less they can lower the costs associared with work or increase thely earning
pawer through investments in further education, they will be unable to meet

their expenses by working.

I n 1996, federal lawmakers dramatically
changed the rules poor people live by and
made states responsible for implementing
these rules. Twenty-five percent of the moth-
ers on each state’s welfare caseload must be
working by the end of 1997; by 2002, 50 pet-
cent must be working. If this legislation is
fully implemented, virtually every single
mother who is not disabled will be expected
to work after two years an the welfare rolls,
regardless of her educational preparation or
skill level.!

We cannot predict the full effect of these
reforms on low-skill single mothers and their
children because we do not know what sup-
port services states will provide for these

* Direct all correspondence to Kathryn Edin,
Department of Sociology, Rutgers University,
New Brunswick, NI 08901 (edin®@rei. rutgers.
edu). This research was funded by the Russell
Sage Foundation. The authors thank attendees of
the Gender Pre-Conference of the Social Science
Histary Association Annual Meeting, October
1996, Kathleen Mullan Harris, Leslie McCall,
Timothy 1. Nelson, Patricia Roos, and three
anonymous ASR reviewers for their comments.

' Ellwoad (1986) estimates that 20 percent of
the welfare caseload have a work-prohibiting dis-

workers. However, the reforms will probably
force more single mothers than ever before
into attempting a speedy transition from wel-
fare to work. Mothers who fail to sustain
their families with their wages will, after a
lifetime limit of five years, have na govern-
ment safety net to fall back on,
Longitudinal data an welfare dynamics
suggest that if states are to comply with these
new federal rules, they face an enarmous
challenge. In recent years, most maothers who
entered the welfare rolls exited relatively
quickly—60 percent within two years. Most
left for a job, but more than half of rthose who
left welfare for work returned for a subse-
quent spell (Bane and Ellwood 1994, Harris
1993, 1994; Pavetti 1992). Not surprisingly,
thosa mothers most vulnerable to repeated
welfare use had the least work experience
and education (Edin and Harris 1996; Harris
and Edin 1996). Why was the route from
welfare to wark sa difficult under the ald

ability. Under the new federal rules, states can
exempt 20 percent of their average monthly case-
load from waork requirements. We presume that
mast of these slots will be filled by mothers with
digabilities.
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federal system, and what do the experiences
of single mothers who moved between wel-
fare and work under the old system tell us
about how single mothers might fare under
the new state-regulated systems?

Data drawn from multiple intensive inter-
views with 379 low-income single mothers in
four U.S. cities between 1988 and 1992 show
that family economics is the primary prob-
lem maothers face as they try to move from
welfare to work. Under the old rules, welfare
did not pay nearly enough to cover a family’s
monthly bills. However, neither did the kinds
of jobs available to former welfare recipients,
Therefore, both welfare mothers and work-
ing mothers balanced their budgets by gener-
ating substantial supplementary income.

Welfare recipients generated extra income
by working at side jobs and by obtaining cash
from network members, community groups,
and local charities. They hid most of this side
income from their caseworkers so they could
keep their welfare benefits.? Working moth-
ers faced larger budget deficits than welfare
mothers because they often did not get Med-
icaid and had considerable work-related ex-
penses. Moreaver, working mothers had far
less time to work at a side job or solicit aid
from community groups and charities. Thus,
mathers generally found it more difficult to
make ends meet when they worked than when
they collected welfare. We demonstrate that
those mothers who managed te sustain their
families while working at low-wage jobs had
unusually [ow expenses and/or received regu-
lar and substantial cash help from people in
their persanal networks.

[n this analysis, we first itemize the expen-
ditures for low-income single mothers and
show how these mothers supplemented their
main income sources with other income (ei-
ther welfare or a low-wage job). Second, we
demanstrate how low-income single moth-
ers’ overall economic situations affected
their view of the trade-offs between welfare
and work. Although scholars have speculated
about the economic incentives and disincen-
tives inherent in the welfare system (Mead
1992, Moffitt 1992; Murray 1984), our moth-
ers' accounts suggest that the incentives and
disincentjves mothers actually perceived and

* There was nearly a $1.00 deduction in ben-
efits for every $1 00 of reparied earnings.

acted upon, and the ways in which their ac-
tions were constrained by their social-struc-
tural and individual contexts, were far more
complex than these scholars suggest. Last,
we discuss how these data can inform states
as they attempt to implement the new federal
welfare legislation, and how low-income
single mothers and their children are likely
to fare under the new rules.

DATA AND METHOD

We draw our data from multiple and inten-
sive interviews with welfare- and wage-reli-
ant single mothers in four U.5. cities—the
Boston area, Chicago, Charleston, and San
Antonic. In these interviews we gathered in-
depth data on the full range of economic sur-
vival strategies hoth welfare-reliant single
mothers and single mothers who relied on
low-wage employment used. National-level
data indicate that low-income single mothers
in both groups report spending far mare on
average than they receive in benefits aor
wages (Edin 1993; Edin and Jencks 1992).
Qur interviews were designed to document
haw mothers resolve their budget deficits.

In an earlier project in Chicago, Edin at-
tempted to conduct interviews with welfare
recipients by telephone, drawing a sample
from respondents who had participated in a
pricr random-sample study of Chicago resi-
dents (Edin 1993). While a few respondents
were foarthcoming, most were unwilling to
offer budget information over the phone.
When interviewing these respondents in per-
son, she could not construct budgets that bal-
anced—mothers reported spending more
than their welfare benefits or earnings cov-
ered, but would not reveal the supplementary
income sources that allowed them to do this.
Lein had similar experiences with a ran-
domly selected group in San Antonia. We
believe these difficulties stemmed from the
fact that these mothers had no personal in-
troduction to us and feared we would report
their incame-generating activity to their
casewarkers, who would then reduce ar even
eliminate their benefits.

Because of these difficulties, we recruited
welfare-reliant mothers by asking individu-
als from nongovernmental community orga-
nizations and local institutions to introduce
us to welfare recipients with whom they had
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established some rapport and testify to our
trustwaorthiness. We then asked these moth-
ers to introduce us to one or twa other moth-
ers whom they thought we would not contact
through an organization. We used the same
strategies to recruit our wage-reliant sub-
jects. In each of the four cities, we contacted
more than 100 low-income single mothers
from between 33 to 40 independent net-
works, and close to 90 percent of the moth-
ers we approached agreed to participate.

We interviewed approximately equal num-
bers of African Americans and Whites in
Chicago, Charleston, and the Boston area,
and equal numbers of African Americans,
Whites, and Mexican Americans in San An-
tonio. We recruited roughly equal numbers of
welfare-reliant and wage-reliant mothers in
each racial/ethnic group. Approximately one-
half of the mothers in each subgroup lived in
subsidized housing and one-half lived in pri-
vate housing. We oversampled mothers in
public housing because we wanted to maxi-
mize our chances of finding mothers who
could live on their welfare benefits or their
wages. (Nationally, only 23 percent of wel-
fare recipients receive housing subsidies
[U.S. House of Representatives 1993:712}).

After contacting each respondent, we ar-
ranged several interviews, which usually
taok place in respondents’ homes and l[asted
from one to three hours. In the initial intet-
view, we gathered topical life histories. In
subsequent interviews, we gathered deatailed
incore and expenditure data. To ensure reli-
ahility, after each interview we compared the
respondent’s income and expenditure data
with the budget data they had reported in ear-
lier interviews. Using this method, welfare
recipients and workers eventually reported
enough income (from welfare, wages, and
other sources) to cover their expenditures.

We chose the Boston area, Chicagoa,
Charleston, and San Antonio to represent the
range of welfare benefits states offered in the
late 1980s and early 1990s. Chicago pro-
vided cash welfare benefits that approxi-
mated the national average, while Boston’s
benefits were more generous. Charleston and
San Antonio, on the other hand, paid benefits
that were significantly below average.

Wages varied in these cities as well. We
recruited onfy those wage-reliant single
mathers whaose hourly wages fit within the

range that our welfare-reliant mothers re-
potted earning in the past. In San Antonio,
the slackest labor market we studjed, we lim-
ited our wage-reliant sample to mathers earn-
ing $7.00 per hour or less. In Charleston and
Chicago, where labor markets were tighter
and wages somewhat higher, we interviewed
single mothers earning up to $7.50 per hour.
In Boston, where a tight labor market during
the 1980s had pushed wages amang law-skill
wotkers somewhat higher, we included
maothers earning up to $8.00 per hour.?

Finally, these four cities varied in their liv-
ing costs. In Boston, rents at the 25th per-
centile averaged $446 per month in 1990,
whereas rents at the 25th percentile were
$375 in Chicago, $346 in Charleston, and
only $292 in San Antonio.*

Although our sample is neither random nor
representative, it is heterogeneous. It in-
cludes bath never-married mothers and di-
vorced mathers; high school dropouts,
graduates, and mothers with past-secondary
training; mothers from the inner city and the
suburbs; African American, White, and
Mexican American mothers; mothers living
in private housing and public housing; and
mothers of different ages.® Our past experi-
ences suggest that the budget information we
sought was so seasitive that this study prob-
ably could not have been done using conven-
tional survey techniques.

RESULTS

We begin by reporting the economic situa-
tions of the welfare mothers we interviewed,

} San Antonio mothers earned $4.50 per hour
an average, Charleston and Chicago mathers av-
eraged about $5.73, and Boston-area mothers av-
eraged $6.50. Fust over one-third of working
mothers in our sample worked at technical and
skilled jobs—secretaries, receptionjsts, licensed
practical nurses, cosmetologists, maintenance
workers, licensed health-care workers, restaurant
coaks, and teacher's aides. Two-thirds worked in
unskilled or semiskilled cccupations—cashiers,
stock clerks, general office clerks, nurse’s aides,
and child-care warkers.

* Our calculations are based an data from the
U.5. Bureau of the Census {1594, table 243, pp.
440-44). We assume that in each metrapolitan
area, the range [n rents is evenly distributed
throughout the population.

S Mathers younger than |8 were excluded from
our analysis.
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Table 1. Average Monthly Income and Expenses: Welfare-Reliant Mothers in Four U.§. Cities

Average Monthly Expenses/Income Baoston Chicago Charleston  San Antonja
TOTAL EXPENSES %927 $1,003 $891 $704 h
Housing %239 $289 $224 512 o
Faod $217 5288 $249 $278 -
Total Other Essential Expenses $372 8365 $I72 $258 -
Childeare 10 5 12 4
Medical 15 15 28 17
Clothing 74 75 70 58
Transportation 62 67 97 34 i
Telephone 47 36 25 18 -
Laundry/toiletries/cleaning 53 47 44 44
Diapersfbaby care 20 8 27 19 *
School supplies/fees 8 24 11 13
Appliancesffurniture 23 18 21 10
Miscellaneous 59 50 36 45
Total Nonessential Expenses 599 %60 %46 355 -
Entertainment 26 24 14 14
Cigaretres and alcohol 26 29 16 15 *
Laottery 10 3 a 1 ’
Cable TV 13 2 6 4] -
Eating out 24 2 10 19 "
TOTAL WELFARE INCOME $696 $599 $493 5488 "
AFDC 495 168 193 92 -
Food stamps 14G 236 220 276 *
S8I 61 1 81 21 *
BUDGET DEFICIT
Welfare income minus roal -$231 —$404 -$398 ~§216 *
expenses
Welfars incame minus housing $240 $22 520 $98 -
and food expenses
Number of mathers 45 62 44 63
Family size 2.87 3.32 2.95 3.40
Percent paying market rent 1L 34 14 14 ”

‘Nere: Income and expenses are in 1991 dollars. Income/expense subcategories may not sum exactly to

tatals shown because of rounding error.

"p<.05 ** p < .01 (two-tailed tests for significance of differences in means between cities)

we then compare their situations to the eco-
nomic situations of the low-wage working
mothers. For the welfare recipients, we com-
pare the results for San Antonio, Charlesteon,
and the Boston area with the resules for Chi-
cago reported in previous wark (Edin 1991,
1993: Edin and Jencks 1992).

Welfare Recipients’ Expenditures

Table 1 shows the welfare recipients’ expen-
ditures by city. In Chicago, recipients re-

ported spending roughly $1.003 each month
to keep their families together. Expenditures
in the ather cities were somewhat lower. Av-
erage monthly expense for the welfare-reli-
ant sample as a whole was $876. Much of
the between-city difference is a result of
variation in housing costs and food costs
(which varied by family size).

The Boston area had the highest rents, fol-
lowed by Chicago, Charleston, and San An-
tonio. However, Boston-area welfare recipi-
ents spent less on housing than Chicago re-
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cipients did. In Boston and its inner suburbs,
rents were so high that most welfare recipi-
ents without a housing subsidy or a rent-can-
trolled apartment had to share an apartment
with anather family.® San Antonio rents were
low, but welfare benefits were also low. Fut-
thermore, a slack labor market meant that op-
portunities for supplementing one’s income
through side work were limited in this city.
Thus, San Antonio recipients who couldn’t
get 2 housing subsidy were as likely to
double up as recipients in the Boston area
were, Variations in other expenditures largely
resulted from the special features of each city
rather than from differences in families’ con-
sumption.’

Table 1 also shows how much welfare re-
cipients in each city received from welfare
and compares average monthly welfare in-
come to average monthly expenditures ® Wel-
fare-reliant mothers in Chicago and Charles-
ton reported the largest budget deficits. After
Chicago maothers paid for their basic needs—
housing and food—they had only $22 left
over on average. Charleston mothers were in
similar straits, and San Antonio mothers were
not much beiter off. Boston-area mothers
were the best off, but only because so many
of them shared apartments to save on housing

& Most of our Boston-area interviews were con-
ducted narth of the Charles River where rents are
particularly high.

? Charleston recipients’ expenditures for trans-
portation were unusually high because the public
transpaortation system did not adequately serve
many poor neighborhoods, and mathers often had
to maintain used cars or pay taxi fare. Phone
costs varied because local phone companies
charged varying rates for basic service. Chicago
mothers’ expenditures for diapers were upusually
low because several local charities supplied dia-
pers to poor families who asked for them. Finally,
hecause the Boston-area mothers received rela-
tively generous welfare benefits and saved
money by sharing apartments, they spent a little
mare on nonessentials each month.

¥ Chicago recipients received less $31 income
than the other recipients because we interviewed
the Chicago mothers befate the SSI program was
expanded in 1990 to cover disabled children. S81
incorme varied in the other cities because some
city health departments (particularly Charles-
ton’s) actively helped mothers with disabled chil-
dren get S51. Nationwide, 4 percent of welfare-
reliant farmilies received S81 m 1993 (U.S. House
of Representatives 1993:719).

casts. Because we oversampled mothers with
housing subsidies, these are lower-bound es-
timates of welfare recipients’ budget deficits.

Low-Wage Workers® Expenditires

Table 2 shows how the average monthly ex-
penses of welfare recipients compared with
those of low-wage working mothers. We do
not discuss spending differences by city for
working mothers because they generally mir-
ror those of .the welfare mathers.? Working
mothers spent substantially more each maonth
to keep their families together than welfare
recipients did. Working mothers spent more
on housing, partly because they purchased
slightly better housing and partly because
warking mothers who had a housing subsidy
had more cash income than did mothers who
received welfare. Both groups paid about 30
percent of their cash incame for rent.'® The
anly other large differences in spending be-
tween the groups were for work-related ex-
penses.'!

In sum, Tables | and 2 show that neither
welfare recipients nor low-wage working
mothers made ends meet an their main in-
come sources alone. 2 Although the working
mothers had more income left over after pay-
ing for housing and food, their overall bud-
get deficits were larger because working was
more expensive than relying on welfare. The
welfare recipients had an average budget

? The only major exception is that working
mothers in Charleston paid the most in rent be-
cause few were daubled up.

0 Welfare recipients received a substantial por-
tiort of their benefits in food stamps, which are
not taxed hy the housing authority.

' Diaper costs varied bhecause few woarking
mothers had infants, Variation in the miscella-
neous category was largely due to the fact that
working mothers spent more on hair care, cosmet-
ies, and burial insurance than welfare mothers
spent. Finally, working mothers spent slightly
more for nonessentials than did welfare mothers.
Mast of this difference was due to the fact that
warking mathers ate out more than welfare moth-
ers did.

12The one exception amang the welfare-reliant
mothers was a Boston-area mother whase child
went without basic necessities so frequently that
the mother was investigated for child peglect.
There were no exceptions in the wage-reliant
group.
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Table 1. Average Monthly Expenses and In-
come: Welfare-Reliant Mothers and
Low-Wage Working Single Mothers in
Four 11.58. Cities

Welfare-

Average Manthly Reliant Warking

ExpensesfIncame Mathers Mothers
TOTAL EXPENSES $876 $1,243 **
Hausing 3213 §341 ¢
Food 3262 $249
Total Quher Essential Jlems  §336  $569 7
Childcare 7 66
Medical 18 36
Clathing 69 95 "
Transpartatian 62 129
Telephane 31 33
Laundry/toiletries/cleaning 52 53
Diapers/baby care 18 1w
School supplies/fees 14 23
Appliances/furniture 17 22
Miscellanequs 47 78
Toral Nonessential Irems 564 %84
Entertainment 20 27 ¢
Cigarettes and alcohol 22 22
Lottery 3 1
Cable TV 4 g "
Eating out 13 5 "

TOTAL WELFARE INCOME  $56% §60 ™

AFDC 307 —

Foad stamps 122 57 %

851 38 i
INCOME FROM MAIN JOB* — 802

BUDGET DEFICIT

Welfare/main job income® -3311  -$441 7
minus total expenses

Welfare/main job income®  $50  $212 ™7
minus housing and
faod expenses

Number af mathers 214 165
Family size 34 29

Note: Incame and expenses are in 1991 dallars.
Income/expense subcategories may naot sum exactly
ta totals shown bhecause of rounding error.

¢ Welfare/main job income includes manthly
earned income tax cradic (EITC).

‘< 05 "fp < 01 {two-tailed tests for signifi-
cance of differences in means hetween welfare-reli-
ant mathers and warking mothersy

shortfall of $311 per month as compared to
$411 for working mothers. Although the
waorking mathers reported spending about
$367 more each manth than the welfare re-
cipients spent to keep their families together
($1,243 compared to $876), the welfare re-
cipients we interviewed probably would have
needed to spend more than this if they went
to work. Most low-wage working mothers
had several mitigating circumsiances that
lowered the cost of working.

Welfare Recipients’ Supplemental Income

Table 3 shaws how welfare recipients in each
city made up for thejr monthly budget short-
falls. In Chicago, 60 percent of the welfare
recipients used wark-based strategies to
supplement their welfare benefits, whereas
only 36 to 44 percent of recipients in other
cities worked side jobs. We divide waork into
three categories: reparted work, unreported
work, and underground wark. Reparted wark
refers to work in the formal sector that recipi-
ents report to their caseworkers. Acrass cities,
between 2 and 9 percent of aur welfare re-
cipients worked at jobs and reported their
earnings, compared to 6.4 percent nationally
(U.S. House of Representatives 1993:696).
Unreported work refers to either formal sec-
tor work that is not reported or to cash work
in the informal sector. Between 32 and 52
percent of our welfare recipients engaged in
such work to supplement their budgets, Fi-
nally, between 2 and 19 percent sold sex,
drugs, or stolen goods to generate exira
maney. We call this underground work be-
cause it violates bath the welfare rules and
other laws.

In addition, between 25 and 44 percent re-
ceived cash assistance from a community
group, local charity, or other nonwelfare
agency.!? Finally, frem 69 to 91 percent of
the welfare recipients we interviewed in each
city used network-based strategies to make
extra money. Between 40 and 55 percent of
the recipients got cash help from a family
member. From 24 to 32 percent received cash
assistance from a bayfriend. Finally, between
27 and 41 percent of recipients received cash

'3 We cashed our vouchers and payment of
overdue hills, but not other forms of in-kind as-
sistance such as tood and clathing.
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Table 3. Economic Survival Strategies of Welfare-Reliant Mothers in Four U.S. Cities
Percent ? Average Monthly Income
Charles-  San Charles-  San
Survival Strategy Boston Chicago ton  Antonio Baston Chicage  ton  Antonio
TOTAL SUPPLEMENTAL 44 60 36 41 $101  $180  $108  SL1)
WORK ?
Reported work 2 2 9 6 16 5 25 29
Unreported wark 34 52 32 35 54 133 79 81
Underground work 7 19 2 3™ i1 40 3 {
COMMUNITY GROUP/ 44 27 25 kli] 524 538 $49 §13
AGENCY ASSISTANCE
TOTAL NETWORK INCOME * 69 17 91 71 $126  $157  $253  S$l14 77
Family 53 40 35 40 44 53 106 54 7
Bayfriends 3l 24 32 29 62 §0 78 32
Absent fathers 27 kYl 4] 32 20 43 89 27
Covert support 24 2 6 15 18 40 80 17"
Formal suppart 4 13 18 21 2 4 9 g "
Number of mathers 45 62 44 43 45 42 44 63

Mare: Percentages for subeategories will not sum ta tatal percentages because women engaged in mul-
tiple survival strategies. Average maonthly income is in 1991 dollars. Income subcategaries may not sum

exactly to totals shown because of rounding errar.

* Some maothers engage in more than one survival strategy within a category.

b Percent participating over 2 12-month period.

“p< 05 *p < .01 (twa-tailed tests for significance of differences in means belween cities)

help from a child’s father. Some fathers con-
tributed through the formal child-support
system, and some fathers gave money di-
rectly to the mothers,!* These mothers
agreed to hide a father's identity from child-
support officials if he agreed to pay them di-
rectly, using the threat of the formal system
to enforce these agreements (Edin 1995).
Our cities differed in ways that explain
these variations in welfare recipients’ strate-
pies. For this group, we identified four im-
portant differences: the strength of the local
labor market, city size, the character of the

' Fourteen percent of our recipients received
some income through the Child Support Enforce-
ment system in the last year: This is somewhat
marte than the national average for welfare recipi-
ents af 12 percent (1I.5. Department of Health
and Human Services 1990:43). Twenty-three per-
cent of our mothers received suppart maney di-
rectly from fathers and eircumvented the official
system.

informal and underground economy, and the
practices of local child-support officials.

Tight labor markets (as measured by the
county unemployment rate) affected welfare
recipients’ survival strategies in two ways.
First, Chicago’s tight labor market provided
mothers more apportunities for side work.
{Charleston’s labor market was even tighter,
but other features of the city prohibited some
recipients from taking side jobs). Secaond,
Charleston’s and Chicage's favorahle lahor
markets increased recipients’ income from
network membets, presumably because these
network members’ earnings increased. One
Charleston mother compared her network
support in the late 1980s to her situation in
the early 1980s when the city’s unemploy-
ment rate was higher:

Faor a while, nobody in my family was helping
me 'cause nobady was working, Now my
mother and my sister got jobs, and neither one
of them are raising kids. . . . [Now] they help
me with my bills from time ta time.
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City size affected welfare recipients’ sur-
vival strategies in two ways.'® First, in large
metropolitan areas like Chicago, recipients
who worked at unreported jobs had little
chance of being detected. In smaller urban
areas, recipients whe engaged in unreported
wark had difficulty hiding this work from
their caseworkers or others in their commu-
nities who might have reported them. One
Charlestan recipient told us:

I could never get away with taking a regular
job [without my caseworker knowing]. Let's
say I worked at McDonald's. Everybody in my
neighborhood would know about it and some-
one would wrn me in. BEven if they didn't, [
would prabably end up taking an arder from
my casewarker in the drive-through. Every-
bady know everybody else’s business around
here.

Welfare caseworkers in small cities were
usually as busy as those in larger metropoli-
tan areas, hut found it harder to ignore com-
munity members who reported blatant viola-
tions of welfare regulations. In these cities,
welfare recipients who wanted to combine
welfare with covert work generally took less
visible jobs in the infarmal sector (i.e. house-
cleaning, baby-sitting, or sewing). Mothers
usually found these jobs through trusted fam-
ily members or friends whom they believed
wauld not report them. The need for ano-
nymity also applied to underground work,
which also varied with city size.

The character of each city’s informal and
underground economy also affected welfare
recipients’ range of possible survival strate-
gies. Only in Chicago and San Antonio did
recipients tell us they knew how to obtain a
false ID, probably because the large numbers
of illegal immigrants in each city had created
a market for false Social Security cards. In
Chicago, mothers paid roughly $20 for a So-
cial Security card with another name. They
paid up to $70 if they also required a birth
certificate and picture ID. Most welfare-reli-
ant mothers could find suppliers through
friends or former coworkers. One Chicago
recipient told us:

15 1n 1990, the Chicaga PSMA numbered over
7 million persons, the Boston PSMA abaut 3.2
million, the San Antonio MSA roughly 1.3 mil-
lion, and the Charleston MSA about 500,000,

At the factory [where [ worked] there was a Jot
of foreigners. They was all illegal to this coun-
try. Every one of them was deing it. They told
me, “Why don't you go out and get a Social
Security card in somebody else’s name? Then
you can get welfare too!” | went down to Madi-
sorn Avenue, just like they said. [ just showed
thern my money, and the rest was easy.

San Antonio mothers generally knew how to
get false [Ds as well, but few used them to
waork in the farmal sector because the labor
market was so slack.

The practices of local child-support en-
forcement officials, which varied cansider-
ably from place to place, also affected wel-
fare recipients’ survival strategies. In
Charleston, where enforcement was much
stricter than in other cities and county judges
routinely jailed absent fathers on contempt
charges for failing to meet their child-support
abligations, welfare recipients were the mosi
successful in getting contributions from ab-
sent fathers. Charleston’s strict enforcement
rules made mathers' threats of turning fathers
whe did not pay informally aver to the au-
thorities more credible than in other
cities.'8 In addition, when Charleston moth-
ers used the formal system, they also received
mare child support than mothers in other cit-
ies did. One mother in Charleston tald us:

I get $100 a month [under the table] from my
son’s father and $100 a month [informally]
from my daughter's father, and that’s the way
it's been since my bahies were born. That's
maney that welfare would take away from me
if I went through the [child-suppart enforce-
ment] system. If they don't pay, 1 [will] turn
‘em in. Then they will make them pay [even
mote every month, and] if they get behind, they
[will] go to jail,

Working Mothers® Supplemental Income

Haw did welfare-reliant mothers® survival
strategies compare with those of low-wage

" 1In all cities except San Antonio, mothers
were mare likely to receive covert support than
formal suppart. [n San Antanio, a greater propor-
tion of welfare-reliant respondents had been mar-
ried (because of the high marriage rates of
Latinas). For married couples, paternity is as-
sumed, and mothers cannot circumvent the for-
mal system by hiding the father's identity (his
name 15 generally on the birth certificate).

SINGLE MOTHERS® ECONOMIC SURVIVAL STRATEGIES 261

Table 4. Economic Survival Strategies of Welfare-Reliant Mothers and Low-Wage Warking Singie

Maothers in Four U.S. Cities

Percent * Average Monthiy [neame
Welfare- Welfare-
Reliant Warking Reliant Working
Survival Strategy Mathers Mothers Mathers Moathers
TOTAL EARNED SIDE INCOME 46 39 $128 588 °
Reparted part-time jah or avertime 5 12" 19 27
Unreported side jab or secand job 39 28 ° 50 59 %
Underground econcmy ) [ 9 2"
COMMUNITY GROUP/AGENCY al 22 " 337 %36
ASSISTANCE
TOTAL NETWORK INCOME 7 ]2 3157 $253 **
Family and friends 46 47 62 65
Boyfriends 29 7 56 af
Absent fathers 13 42 19 127 *
Number of mathers 2114 165 214 165

Note: Percentages for subcategaries will not sum to total percentages because women engaged in mul-
tiple survival strategies. Average monthly income js in 199 dellars, Income subcategories may not sum

exactly ta totals shown because of rounding error,

“ Percent patticipating over a 12-month period.

‘B A5 “p < .01 (two-tailed tests for significance of differences in means between welfare recipi-

ents and warkers)

working mothers? Table 4 compares the sur-
vival strategies of mothers in the two groups.
We do not discuss differences in working
mothers’ strategies by city because they
mostly mirror the differences for welfare re-
cipients.'? First, although roughly the same
number of welfare recipients and working
mothers engaged in side work to supplement
their budgets, working mothers who took
side jobs made less money than their welfare
counterparts did because they worked fewer
kours. This in turn was due to the time con-
straints imposed by their main jobs. Second,

7 Workers in 82n Antonio, where unemploy-
ment was high, were rthe least likely to supple-
ment their wages with additional work, especially
a second job. In Charleston, where unemployment
was law, workers earned the mast from second
jobs. Workers in tight markets also got more cash
help from networks. Tight labor markets also
meant that workers were less reliant on local
charities. City size had little effect on the survival
strategies of workers because their side jobs did
not endanger a cash welfare payment. The char-
acter of each city’s informal and underground

virtually none of the working mothers had
earnings from the underground economy,
while some of the welfare recipients did. Al-
thaugh several workers told us they had
taken such jobs in the past (when they were
an welfare), they felt that leaving welfare
had made them more respectable in the eyes
of their friends and neighbors and they
weren't willing to forgo this new status by
risking incarceration. Third, welfare recipi-
ents were somewhat more likely to receive
cash help from community groups. Finally,
they were just as likely as the working moth-
ers o rely on members of their personal nei-
works, but working mothers received far
more generous contributions from their net-

economy had no measurable effect on workerss'
survival strategies because only two respondents
warked in the underground economy. For work-
ing mothers, the practices of the Charleston child-
support officials also resulted in higher child-sup-
port payments. Finally, the mare highly devel-
oped service economies of the Boston area and
San Antonio meant that more workers received
help from community groups and agencies there.
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works than did welfare recipients (especially
from absent fathers).

In sum, welfare recipients relied more
heavily on side work and on local charities
and community groups to supplement their
earnings; working mothers relied more
heavily on members of their personal net-
warks. We explain these differences in two
ways. First, mothers who had to parent chil-
dren alone and work at full-time jobs had
little time to take side work or hunt for a com-
munity group or charity that would help them
financially. Second, working mothers were
mare likely to have network ties with athers
who were hetter off and could provide steady
cash help. Following Bourdieu (1986} and
Coleman {1990), we conceive of these ties as
forms of social capital. A growing literature
shaws that social ties have an important ef-
fect on hoth cash and noncash resources (An-
gel and Tienda 1982; Hofferth 1984; Hogan
1991; Hogan, Hao, and Parish 199(; Marks
and McLanahan 1993; Martineau 1977; Par-
ish, Hao, and Hogan 1991; Stack 1974; Tay-
lor 1993; Wellman and Wortley 1990).

Working mothers also had mare noncash
resources than welfare recipients had—re-
sources that lowered the casts of working.
Same had a child-care subsidy, a friend or
relative who watched their children for free,
or other low-cost child-care arrangements;
others lived with friends or relatives who
charged them little or na rent; still athers had
low commuting costs because they could
walk to work or had someone who could
drive them: and some workers found employ-
ers who were willing to provide full family
health coverage or managed to get such cav-
erage from their children’s fathers' employ-
ers. One Boston-area working mother de-
scribed her personal safety net as follows:

My expenses are very low since [ live with my
parents. That means I have no rent, no electric
bill, no housing bills that peaple aut on their
own must pay.

A San Antonio mother who lived with her
sister and mather in a three-bedroom apart-
ment (there were five children) told us how
she managed to stay at her job:

[We] share all of our expenses in this house,
which allows us to afford much maore than if
were living separately. [All our kids are in
school all day]. [I work from] 9:30 A [to

6:30 p.m. ). [My sister] works from 7:00 s.M. to
3:00 p.m. I drop all the ehildren off at scheol.
She pick[s] up the children from schoal and
[takes] them home. We manage to work [our
second jobs] on alternate weekends so that
someone is always home with these kids. [If]
all ¢lse fails, we can always ask our mother ta
baby-sit. And we don't have to pay her either.

Nine of 10 working mothers reported at
least ane of these noncash resources, two-
thirds reported two or more, and nearly half
reported three or more. When we asked our
welfare-reliant mothers whether they thought
they would have access to similar resources
if they left welfare and took a job, less than
one-third reported that one or more of these
resources would likely be available if they
went to wark immediately.

Because the working mothers had, on av-
erage, more cash network support and more
access to noncash resources than welfare re-
cipients had, working mothers generally bad
a much stronger private safety net than wel-
fare recipients. In many cases, this protected
them from having to rely on the public safety
net (welfare), at least in the short term. For
welfare recipienis who relied on covert work
or charities, taking a full-time reported job
generally meant having to forgo much or all
of their income from these sources. For these
welfare recipients, leaving welfare far work
would result in a net loss in income. For
families already living very close o the eco-
nomic margin, this prospect posed a serious
threat to their material well-being.

Mothers’ Perceptions of the Benefits of
Welfare and Work

The economic realities described above pro-
foundly affected low-income mothers’ per-
ceptions of the relative utility of welfare ver-
sus wark. Most of the welfare mothers we in-
terviewed were aware of the economic con-
sequences of working because they had held
reported jobs in the past—83 percent had
wark experience in the formal sector and 63
percent had worked at a formal sector job
within the previous five years. Furthermore,
our recipients had an average of 5.6 years of
work experience. National level data shaw
similar levels of wark experience among
welfare recipients (Bane and Ellwood 1994
Gritz and MacCurdy 1991; Harris and Edin
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1996; Pavetti 1992, Spalter-Roth et al. 1995,
U.S. House of Representatives 1993:718).

Our mothers learned five primary lessons
from their low-wage wark experience. First,
althcugh even a low-wage job paid more than
welfare, it also cost more to work. These
costs often equaled, and often even aut-
weighed, a job’s earnings advantage. Second,
taking a job made the pursuit of other work-
based strategies more difficult, so that math-
ers who relied primarily on these strategies
would realize a net loss when they went to
work. Thitd, work income was less stable
than welfare income—employers who offer
low-wage jobs can seldom guarantee their
workers full-time hours, and they are more
likely to lay them off than other employers
are (Danziger and Gottshalk 1987).18 Fur-
thermare, such workers were seldom eligible
for unemployment insurance (Spalter-Roth,
Hartmann, and Burr 1993). Fourth, things
would prabably not improve over time be-
cause most low-wage jobs offer virtually no
premium on experience (Blank 1995;
Burtless 1985; Harris and Edin 1996; Levitan
and Shapiro 1987).'"? Fifth, working in the
low-wage sector was often not compatible
with parenting. Most of the positions moth-
ers had held offered employees no sick leave
ar pajd vacation days to take care of sick
children whe could not attend school. In ad-
dition, employers seldom allowed mothers to
make personal calls from work to check on
children left home alane.

Despite these hard lessons, most of the
welfare recipients we interviewed showed re-
markable dedication to the work ethic. They
recognized the stigma thar their friends, com-
muniiies, and the larger saciety imposed on
welfare recipients, as well as the boost in self-
esteem and social standing they gained from
working. This is why they had tried to live off
of work in the past and also why they were
trying ta find a way to do so in the future.

Of the 214 welfare recipients interviewed,
only 15 percent had no real plans ta get off

12 [ mothers could not find another job right
away, it took the welfare department two to thriee
months to reinstate benefits.

19 Same unskilled and semiskilled single maoth-
ars do become econamically self-sufficient over
time. Because we limited our sample of workers
to those earning low wages, we did not interview
any of these mathers.

welfare for wark. Of these, more than one-
third were receiving disability payments for
themselves or a child. About one-half of the
rest said they were not planning to leave wel-
fare for work because they worked nearly
full-time in the informal or underground
economy and believed they were better off
combining welfare with unreported work
than having to forgo them both for a formal
sector job. Of the remaining mothers, one-
half planned to marry off of walfare and the
other one-half claimed their current situa-
tions were simply too unstable to allow them
to think about the future (most of these were
victims of domestic abuse).

The rest of the welfare recipients we inter-
viewed (85 percent) expressed a strong de-
sire to leave welfare for work, but only 13
percent said they were ready to do so imme-
diately.?9 These mothers had significantly
more education and work experience than
did the welfare-reliant group as a whole, and
nene anticipated paying market child-care
casts.

Seventy-two percent said they wanted to
wark, but because of their current circum-
stances they beliaved the casts of work
would be impossibly high. More than two-
thirds of this group of welfare recipients said
that the lack of access to affordable childcare
created the primary barrier. These women
knew that the welfare system would subsi-
dize their daycare costs for a short time, but
doubted their incomes would increase fast
enough for them to pick up the cost of
daycare ance the subsidies lapsed. One-third
of the group said they ot their children had
temporary health problems and they didn't
want ta risk losing their Medicaid benefits
until the problem had fully abated (automatic
Medicaid eligibility generally ended ane
year after leaving welfare for a job). For
these mothers, the solution to the economic
problems of working involved waiting until
the costs of working were lower—until their
children no longer neaeded daycare or their
health improved.

Hawever, two-thirds of mothers who had
plans to leave welfare thought that even if

M gurvey researchers have repeatedly found
highly favarable attitudes toward work among the
welfare poor (Goodwin 1972; Tienda and Stier
1991}
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their child-care difficulties and health insur-
ance problems were solved, they would have
difficulty sustaining their families on a low-
wage job. For these recipients, the answer
was twofold: Find a way to {ower their po-
tential work costs, and in the meantime, pur-
sue further education to improve their earn-
ings potential. In fact, Most recipients be-
lieved that combining welfare with quality
training was the best way to achieve the
long-term goal of economic self-sufficiency.
One welfare recipient with substantial wark
experience told us:

The system is all messed up. When people look
in from the outside, [welfare] loaks good. You
don’t have to work and you get maney. But no
one can live on this. I can't see [any way out].
[Tf] I get a full-time job [I can't get any help
from the government] to go back to school. [If
I stay on welfare] I can't afford to live on it
So I'm [going to get a part-time job under the
table] and [go part-time to] school.

CONCLUSION

We have offered a detailed account of the
family economics of the choice between
welfare and wotk low-skill single mothers
must make. Past efforts to conceptualize the
effects of welfare on work have generally
failed to take into account the fundamental
realities of welfare and low-wage work—
neither option offers single mothers enough
to pay their bills. Past research also has not
accounted for the impact of mothers’ eco-
nomic survival strategies on the welfare/
work choice. We have shown that network
strategies are conducive to moving from
welfare to work, while side wark and agency
strategies are ngt. We have argued that moth-
ers do nat freely choase the straregies they
employ. Rather, their choices are constrained
both by the social-structural characteristics
of the cities in which they live and by the
quality of mothers’ social capital and access
to noncash resources. Because data regard-
ing these strategies have not been avajlable,
most past research has not addressed them.
Finally, we have shown that despite the
constraints welfare-reliant mothers face,
most have worked in the past and want to
work in the future. However, many believe
that unless their personal circumstances

change or their job skills improve, the in-
creased costs of working will make it diffi-
cult, if nat impossible, for them to meet their
financial obligations while working.

These findings have clear policy relevance.
If welfare reform works the way it is sup-
posed to, two results are relatively certain.
First, the “two years and a job" requirement
will mean that far more low-skill single
mothers will be forced to work at reported
jobs. This also means that they will have less
time to employ the supplemental income-
generating strategies that allowed them to get
by economically under the federal welfare
system. As a result, substantial numbers of
low-skill single mathers, particularly those
with littie network suppart or access to nan-
cash resources, will be significantly worse
off financially. Their financial situations will
be even more desperate if the increase in the
labor supply exerts downward pressure on
low-skill women’s wages, as many econo-
mists fear (Burtless [993; Levine 1994
McCrate 1996; Tilly 1996).

If families have less money, mothers and
children likely will be warse off. In another
analysis of these data, we showed that the
material hardship rates of families varied
substantially by how much they spent {Edin
and Lein forthcoming). We believe that as
states move single mothers from welfare to
work, mothers' and their children’'s material
well-being should be safeguarded. We also
believe that only a work-based solution to
welfare is politically feasible. Given these
convictions, we offer the following policy
suggestions.

(1) Allow recipients to count participation
in high-quality training or educational pro-
grams that lead to living wages as satistying
the work requirement.

(2} Expaad transitional child-care and
heaith-care benefits for mothers who leave
welfare for work so that they do not end af-
ter ane or twa years, but are continually ad-
justed according to a mother’s earnings.

(3) Expand the Federal Unemployment In-
surance program to cover more workers in
the {ow-wage sector, including part-time
workers.

(4) Provide affordabie high-quality train-
ing oppartunities for low-wage working par-
ents that will lead to living-wage employ-
ment.
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(5) Expand the Earned Income Tax Credit
further. The new minimum wage of $5.15 per
hour (about $10,300 per year) will fall far
short of the $16,500 that our privately
housed low-income working mothers needed
to meet their families’ expenses, even though
they had smaller-than-average families (1.9
children on average) and had access to sub-
stantial noncash resources. The current tax
credit fills about one-half of the gap between
the $5.15 per haur the typical welfare recipi-
ent can expect to earn (Micalopoulos and
Garfinkel 1989) and the $9 per hour that
most single mothers will need to earn to pay
their bills.2!

{6) Continue to improve child-support
collection rates for those mothers at the bot-
tom of the income distribution so that they
do not have to bear the full cost of raising
their children.??

Not all of these solutions seem feasible in
the immediate future. However, as increas-
ing numbers of low-skill single mothers try
to move from welfare to work, public sym-
pathy for their plight may increase.

Kathryn Edin holds a joint appointment af the
Department of Sociology and the Center for Ur-
ban Policy Research at Rutgers University. She
is currently a W. T. Grant facuity scholar., Her
primary research interests are poverty, race, gen-
der, and urban and communiry sociology

Laura Lein is a senior lecturer and résearch sci-
entist at the School of Social Work and the De-
partment of Anthrapology at the University of
Texas in Austin, Fler wark in social anthropology
has concentrated on the interface between fami-
lies in poverty and the institutions that serve
thent.

Edin and Lein have just completed a book exam-
ining the straregies used by low-income mothers
to generate resources (Making Ends Meet: How
Single Mothers Survive Welfare and Low-Wage
Waork, Russell Sage Foundation, forthcoming).

20 Most welfare recipients have largerfamilies
and more preschaol children than the mathers in
our wage-reliant group.

2 We do not advocate requiring mothers whose
children’s fathers have abused them to seek child
support, however. Our data suggest that the pro-
portion of mothers who fear retaliation from abu-
sive ex-partners may be high. More than one-half
of our respondents spontaneously reparted past or
current domestic abuse,
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