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ABSTRACT

KEYWORDS

Since 1996 the U.S. government has stated the primary purpose of Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) is to
help needy families achieve self-sufficiency. Twenty years after
welfare reform this cross-sectional, survey study tests this proposition with a sample of 60 former TANF recipients in Georgia.
Applying three different operational definitions of economic
self-sufficiency (ESS), between 4% and 17% of respondents
were self-sufficient. Implications include advancing the methodology, operationalization, and debate around ESS in addition to questioning the fundamental premise of welfare
reform: that simply working in the current economy lifts most
TANF leavers from poverty to ESS.

self–sufficiency; TANF; TANF
leavers; welfare reform

The first sentence on the official U.S. government website explaining Temporary
Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) reads, “The Temporary Assistance for
Needy Families (TANF) program is designed to help needy families achieve selfsufficiency” (Office of Family Assistance US Department of Health and Human
Services, 2017, p. 1). Considering the primacy of the self-sufficiency goal for TANF
it is surprising that a thorough search of the TANF website was unable to find a
definition of self-sufficient. In addition, it is surprising that few studies have
defined or measured the percentages of TANF leavers that became self-sufficient
after leaving welfare. This is perplexing especially considering the drastic decline of
TANF caseloads over the past 20 years concomitant with the recent rise in extreme
poverty in the uNITED States. Edin and Shaefer (2015), using conservative
assumptions, estimate more than 1.5 million U.S. families with three million
children were living on less than $2 a day of cash income in 2011. This was a
159% increase of families living on $2 a day compared to 1996 (Covert, 2016).
The current study aims to address this gap in TANF-leaver studies by
estimating income streams from employment, tax returns, and safety-net
programs in addition to asking respondents if they were able to pay their
monthly living expenses with their present income. Using three operational
definitions of economic self-sufficiency (ESS), plus the official US poverty rate,
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this study reports the percentages of the sample that attained different levels
of economic self-sufficiency at the time of their 2016 interview.

Literature review
Defining self-sufficiency and economic self-sufficiency

Passed by Congress in 1996, The Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity
Reconciliation Act (PRWORA; 1996) stated that the legislation works to reduce
families’ dependency on government aid by increasing self-sufficiency through
employment of the parent. Without offering an explicit definition, federal
welfare policies appear to define the term narrowly only looking at ESS, and
this is achieved primarily through employment (Morgan, 2001).
Despite widespread use of the phrase “self sufficiency” among policymakers, the term itself is poorly defined. ESS is largely defined as earning a
wage that allows a person to provide the household with basics such as food,
shelter, and healthcare without government assistance (Cheng, 2010; Joyce
et al., 2015), but even this definition is complicated by various provisions in
the tax code, as well as widespread government programs that many middleand upper-class families benefit from (Hawkins, 2005). Moreover, such
definitions do not take into account the nonmonetary factors important for
self-sufficiency, like social support and psychological health (Fineman, 2000).
It is necessary, therefore, to separate ESS for one’s family, from overall selfsufficiency (Hetling, Hoge, & Postmus, 2016). Economic factors, though
important, are not necessarily sufficient to ensure true self-sufficiency.
In the aftermath of the Great Recession and its disproportionate impact on
the poor, it is increasingly important to understand the various survival
strategies that economically disadvantaged people employ (Heflin, London,
& Scott, 2011; Hetling, Kwon, & Mahn, 2014; Kwon & Meyer, 2011). In
addition, Hong (2013) showed that family, health, attitude, and skills can all
be barriers to economic self-sufficiency that must be addressed.
These factors have led many studies to change the focus from macromeasures like the federal poverty line or a living wage and focus on a clientcentered concept of self-sufficiency, still framed through economic terms.
Recent work, for example, by Hetling et al. (2016) adapted a self-report scale
created by Gowdy and Pearlmutter (1993) that measured three factors: (1)
the ability to manage daily financial needs, (2) the ability to have discretionary funds, and (3) the ability to maintain independent living. This is
consistent with Hong’s (2013) argument that though ESS will remain the
dominant benchmark, self-sufficiency must be centered around the client’s
perspective (Hong, Polanin, & Pigott, 2012; Hong, Sheriff, & Naeger, 2009).
In U.S. Department of Health and Human Services Eleventh Report to
Congress (2016), a self sufficiency wage was defined as one that enables a person
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or a family to meet basic needs without any governmental assistance. Although
this HHS definition does not allow any government aid to meet ESS, other
definitions such as the following one from Fairfax County, Virginia, allow room
for some level of public or private aid. Self-sufficiency is “the ability of individuals and families to consistently meet their needs—including food, housing,
utilities, health care, transportation, taxes, dependent care and clothing—with
minimal or no financial assistance or subsidies from private or public organizations” (Fairfax County Human Services Council, 2012, p. 1). This conceptual
definition aligns with one of the operational definitions of ESS we use in this
study. Although the Fairfax County definition is more explicit than most, the
authors did not go further and stipulate exactly what types or how much public
or private aid someone can receive and still be considered economically selfsufficient. The current study aims to extend the methodology on ESS by
explicitly outlining income and aid support streams that are included and
excluded in different operational definitions of economic self-sufficiency (see
Method section).
Without an agreed-upon definition of ESS (plus the inability to measure
multiple income streams with secondary data) most TANF-leaver studies
simply used the official federal poverty level (FPL) or a multiple of it (Acs &
Loprest, 2004; Cheng, 2010).
TANF trends and policies in Georgia

National comparisons suggest Georgia’s TANF policies and trends tend to be
more parsimonious compared to most other states. The Center on Budget and
Policy Priorities (2015) ranked Georgia 46th on how much it spent on core
services, which included basic cash assistance, work activities, supportive services, and child care subsidies. In 2015, Georgia only spent 23% of its TANF
budget on these services (Center on Budget and Policy Priorities, 2015). In 2001,
Georgia spent 33% of its TANF budget on basic assistance, 12% on work
activities, and 13% on childcare; however, in 2015, Georgia spent 12% on basic
assistance, 2% on work activities, and 4% on child care (Center on Budget and
Policy Priorities, 2015). Many of these policy priorities are dictated by Georgia’s
General Assembly. For example, in 2013, through HB 742, the General Assembly
appropriated $330.7 million to TANF, whereas in 2012, the appropriation was
$386.3 million (Richie, 2012). In addition, this appropriation prioritized noncore
TANF activities such as child welfare support over core activities such as basic
assistance or job services (Richie, 2012).
Self-sufficiency findings from TANF-leaver studies

The vast majority of TANF-leaver studies occurred during the first 5 years after
welfare reform passed in 1996. Acs and Loprest (2004) compiled and reported on
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15 TANF-leaver studies in their book Leaving Welfare. None of these 15 studies
clearly defined or measured ESS. Acs and Loprest offered a rough definition of
ESS as 185% of the FPL, which they stated was around the earnings level where a
family no longer qualified for federal programs like Food Stamps. Using this
definition about 10% of welfare leavers in Missouri and 20% of welfare leavers in
Iowa (Kauff, Fowler, & Fraker, 2001) were considered self-sufficient after leaving
welfare. A 2002 study of TANF leavers in Wisconsin found 80% of the sample
was employed at some point after one year of leaving TANF, around 70% lived
below poverty line (Cancian, Haveman, Meyer, & Wolfe, 2002).
Maryland is one of the only states that has consistently researched welfare
leavers over the past 20 years. The Ruth Young Center for Families and
Children at the University of Maryland School of Social Work publishes an
annual update on TANF leavers. Relying on secondary data, they do not
explicitly measure ESS in their 2016 Annual Update (Passerella, Nicoli, &
Hall, 2016), however they do measure family size and median annual income.
The typical leaver family was one adult and two children. The poverty level
for this size family was $20,160. The median income for all families for the
first full year after exiting TANF was only $7,845. In reference to moving
toward self-sufficiency they state that median earnings “were well below the
poverty threshold, suggesting many of these families faced difficulties in their
efforts to maintain self-sufficiency” (Passerella et al., 2016, p. 18).
In a secondary data analysis of a national sample of 116,000 TANF leavers,
Cheng (2010) found 57% of the sample’s working spells resulted in incomes
above the poverty line. This percentage increased from Cheng’s (2003study,
where only 32% of the sample transitioned from working poor to working
non poor. Cheng (2010) also found that many individuals who apply for or
return to TANF are in fact employed, challenging the idea that employment
leads to ESS. The present study aims to build on prior studies by operationalizing three definitions of ESS and measuring how many families meet the
different measures of self-sufficiency.

Method
Design and sample

The study design was cross-sectional, descriptive research that included inhome, personal interviews with the adult who had left TANF. Inclusion
criteria (stipulated by the funder) for the sample were TANF-leaver cases,
where the adult and children were on the TANF check and exited TANF
between July 1, 2009 and June 30, 2015. Budgetary constraints prevented us
from conducting in-home interviews with a statewide random sample; the
majority of the sample was from Metro Atlanta, plus four counties in
disparate parts of the state (north, east, central and south Georgia). With
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contact information that was 1 to 7 years old finding ex-TANF recipients was
challenging. In Metro Atlanta 642 calls to schedule interviews with randomly
selected TANF leavers resulted in 567 bad numbers/no answer, 75 contacts,
24 no’s, 10 maybes, 41 yes’s, and 38 completed interviews. Although a 6%
response rate comparing completed interviews to total calls is very low, 50%
of those contacted were interviewed (a reasonable response rate).
Recruitment procedures were the same for non-metro interviews but
included an initial letter mailed to the most recent address, followed up by
a phone call. The goal was to complete 10 interviews in each of the four
nonmetro counties. In Clarke (east) and Bibb (central) counties response
rates were similar to Metro Atlanta and eight and 12 interviews were
completed in these counties, respectively. Recruitment efforts in far north
(White County) and south (Lowndes County) were very challenging.
Extensive outreach efforts resulted in just one interview per county meeting our inclusion criteria. This was a result of outdated contact information and these rural counties having a small sampling frame of TANF
leavers meeting the inclusion criteria for the study. Budgetary and time
constraints prevented the research team from meeting the 10 interview
quota in these counties.
As Table 1 shows the present study’s sample of 60 was quite similar to
the entire population of all TANF leavers for the variables gender, number
of children on the TANF case, race, and marital status. Our sample was
slightly older (median age at exit 28 compared to 26). The most notable
difference was for level of education; 85% of the present sample had a
high school diploma or General Educational Development (GED) compared to 63% of all TANF leavers during the time frame. Because education is typically positively correlated with employment and income, this
Table 1. Sample demographics compared to state-wide administrative data.
Variable
% Female
Median age at exit
Mean # children on TANF case
Race
% Black
% White
% Other
Marital status HOH
% Never married
% Married
% Widowed/divorced/Separated
Level of education
% High school diploma

Sample
(n = 60)
97
28
2

Statewide Administrative
Data (n = 36,778)
98
26
1.9

85
7
8

82
17
1

73
10
17

83
10
7

85

63

Note. Statewide Administrative Data from Bourdeaux & Pandey (2017). TANF = Temporary
Assistance for Needy Families; HOH = Head of Household.
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difference suggests the present sample might be skewed toward higher
rates of employment and income compared to the entire population of
TANF leavers in Georgia from 2009 to 2015.
Measures

The interview guide was designed by researching prior TANF leaver study
questionnaires (Acs & Loprest, 2004), consultation with the research
funders, and current research on extreme poverty in the United States
(e.g., Edin & Shaefer, 2015).
Income
All income measures were self-reported from adult TANF leavers. Because
accurately measuring income is difficult (Acs & Loprest, 2004; Sheffield &
Rector, 2016), our strategy was to triangulate income measures by asking a
variety of questions about current and past year’s income. The majority of
questions measuring employment and income came from instruments used
previously by Brooks (2000) and Foster and Rickman (2001). (The present
instrument is available upon request by e-mailing the first author.)
Extrapolating income backward for 12 months is susceptible to error because
many income streams fluctuate. Employment churning (frequent employment
entrances and exits) is well documented in TANF leaver studies (Acs & Loprest,
2004). Sixty percent (15 of 25) of unemployed participants in this sample were
employed some months during 2015. Many recipients of child support stated
payments were very erratic. Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP)
vouchers rise and fall frequently based on any change in a recipient’s income.
Accordingly, in addition to participants’ self-report of employment income for
2015, we calculated current monthly income from employment by multiplying
hourly wage x hours worked per week x 4.3. This produces the best estimate of
monthly gross income. We calculated income to poverty ratios in the following
three ways: (1) current monthly employment income divided by monthly poverty
rate for family size, (2) all current monthly cash income (from any source) divided
by poverty rate for family size, and (3) all current monthly cash income plus
monthly in-kind benefit estimate by monthly poverty rate for family size. These
different income-to-poverty ratio calculations allow for a more refined portrait of
poverty levels compared to prior studies relying on administrative data. Including
the cash value of the in-kind benefits shows the impact of these income streams on
families where the head of household is precariously employed.
Respondents were asked if they could pay their monthly bills with their
current income, and if they could not, how much more money they estimated they needed to pay their monthly bills. Participants were asked if
anyone else helped with monthly household expenses, who helped, and how
much they contributed to monthly household expenses.
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Economic self-sufficiency
This study measured ESS in three ways. The first method takes the most
conservative approach and does not allow for any means tested benefits
including the Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC) or Medicaid (see Rector,
2016; Sheffield & Rector, 2016). We will call this the conservative definition
of ESS. The second way (we’re calling the liberal definition) operationalized
the Fairfax County’s definition of self-sufficient: A family’s ability to pay their
basic monthly living expenses with “little” government aid. Table 2 displays
income streams we allowed or disallowed to be self-sufficient for the conservative and liberal operational definitions of self-sufficiency.
The third method of measuring self-sufficiency compared current hourly
wages participants were earning to the Massachusetts Institute of Technology
(MIT) Living Wage Calculator for the family’s size and county of residence.
In contrast to the official federal poverty guidelines, the MIT wage calculator
(Living Wage Calculator, n.d.) takes into consideration the cost of living on a
county and state level and adjusts the wage accordingly.

Procedures

All interviews were scheduled via telephone calls. Interviewees who agreed to be
interviewed were given a choice of being interviewed in their home, a restaurant/coffee shop, or an office at Georgia State University (for Metro Atlanta
participants). Most participants preferred to be interviewed in their own home,
but some participants preferred a restaurant or the University. Interviews were
Table 2. Income streams allowed or not allowed in measuring
self-sufficiency.
Type of Income
Employment
Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC)a
Medicaid (adult/child)a
Child care subsidy
SNAP
Housing supports
Section 8 Voucher
Public housing
Sliding scale rental
Relatives/room mates
Parents (not living with participant)
Spouse/partner/boyfriend
Children
Roommate
Child support payments
Social Security
Social Security Disability

Allowed
X
X
X

Not Allowed

X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X

Note. SNAP = Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program.
a. For conservative operational definition EITC and Medicaid were moved to
Not Allowed Column.
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conducted by the principal investigator and five graduate research assistants.
The typical interview lasted about one hour; the interviewer asked questions
and filled out the interview guide. Participants were paid a $50 cash honorarium at the completion of the interview. All research procedures were approve
by the Institutional Review Board at Georgia State University.
Analytic strategy

The primary analytic strategy was to determine how many participants in the
random sample of 60 TANF leavers met the criteria for the different operational definitions of ESS outlined above. For the conservative and liberal
definitions of ESS, the analysis was simple: participants were coded as selfsufficient if they stated they could pay their monthly household bills based on
the income streams allowed for the definition. If participants’ hourly income
was equal to or above the MIT calculation for family size and county of
residence they were coded as self-sufficient for the third operational definition. After determining the percentage of economically self-sufficient TANF
leavers, we compare ESS leavers to non-ESS leavers for demographics and
other variables that might be related to economic self-sufficiency.
Limitations of methods

Weaknesses in methodology were the challenges associated with accurately
measuring income (Acs & Loprest, 2004; Sheffield & Rector, 2016), the small
sample size, and unknowns about sample representativeness. As previously
discussed the primary calculation of income was current monthly streams
from various sources, though only one data point, it is more accurate than
projecting income streams backward based on memory or forward based on
employment churning and variability of other income streams. The previously noted comparisons of the current sample to statewide administrative
data suggest the sample is fairly similar to all statewide TANF leavers for
most demographic variables except for level of education.
Results
Sample demographics

Most demographic variables were described in the Method section; this
section will describe a few more pertinent demographic variables. The average respondents left TANF 3 years and 3 months prior to their interview in
2016. The typical family had two children while on TANF and had 2.5
children at the time of the interview. The average respondent collected a
$235 TANF check for a median of 7 months. Sixty-five percent of
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respondents left TANF because they found employment; other reasons for
leaving TANF included the following: reached time limit (8%), sanctioned
(8%), quit because of the hassle/bureaucracy (7%). Fifteen percent of the
sample had less than a high school diploma, 23% a high school diploma/
GED, 30% some college or tech school, 23% two-year degree, 7% four-year
college degree, and one person had a graduate degree.

Employment and income streams for the full sample

Although 58% (n = 35) of the sample were currently employed in some fashion,
only 40% were employed full-time in the formal economy, 7% were employed
part-time, 8% were self-employed, and 3% reported other informal employment.
Forty-two percent (n = 25) were unemployed at the time of the interview. Sixty
percent (n = 15) of unemployed participants held a job at least some months in
2015. There were significant differences between hourly salaries of employed
participants. The highest earners were those employed full-time in the formal
economy; they were averaging $12.90 per hour, compared to $7.59 for part-time,
and $10.84 for self-employed respondents. An ANOVA suggested these hourly
wages were significantly different, F(4, n = 55) = 3.96, p = .007.
As Table 3 shows, significant proportions of the sample had various
income and benefit streams besides employment. The most common benefit
was SNAP, 77% (n = 46) of the sample were still receiving a mean monthly
SNAP benefit of $421. Although the 10 highest earning participants in our
sample were making an average of $17.69/hour, five of these respondents
were still eligible and receiving SNAP benefits.

Table 3. Number of respondents and mean income streams from different sources.
Type of Income
Employment income all of 2015
Tax return for 2015
Monthly employment income
Monthly SNAP benefit
Monthly contribution from others
Monthly child care subsidya
Monthly child support
Monthly WIC benefit
Monthly Section 8 housing assistance
Monthly Social Security
Monthly value of public housinga
Monthly Social Security Disability
Monthly Workers Compensation
Monthly Unemployment Compensation
Monthly income recycling
Monthly income providing child care

Mean
$18,510
$4,615
$2,068
$421
$574
not able to estimate
$233
$68
$724
$716
not able to estimate
$689
$387
$268
$100
$80

n (% of full sample N = 60)
43 (72)
31 (52)
34 (57)
46 (77)
31 (52)
16 (27)
16 (27)
10 (17)
12 (20)
7 (12)
7 (12)
6 (10)
1 (1.6)
1 (1.6)
1 (1.6)
1 (1.6)

Note. SNAP = Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program; WIC = Women Infants and Children.
a. While 16 working participants were receiving subsidies to help pay for child care and seven participants
were living in Public Housing participants did not know the dollar value of these benefits.
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Economic self-sufficiency

Seventeen percent of the sample (10 of 60) met the liberal operational definition of ESS, that is, they were able to pay monthly bills with the allowed
income streams described in Table 3. Only 6% of the sample (4 of 60) met the
conservative operational definition of ESS. Only three women in the sample
were earning a self-sufficient wage when calculated by the MIT Living Wage
Calculator. All three of these women had children who were older than age 18,
which significantly lowered the wage they needed to earn to be ESS. The
average employed participant was earning 52% of a living wage based on her
family size. The median participant was earning 41% of a living wage.
Table 4 compares the participants who met the conservative and liberal
operational definitions of ESS compared to the 50 participants who did not
meet the criteria. The groups were quite similar for the variables race and
number of children on TANF and today. Even with a small n of 10 for the
liberal ESS group, these participants were significantly different than nonESS participants for the variables of marital status, months on TANF, months
off TANF, and employment in the formal economy. Although not reaching
the .05 level of significance, the raw data suggested the possibility that
women who were ESS were older, more likely to have a high school diploma,
more likely to be represented by a labor union, and more likely to live with
Table 4. Comparing economic self-sufficient (ESS) and not-self-sufficient participants for demographics, employment, wages housing assistance, and food security.
Variable
Age at interview
% African American
% Less than high school diploma
% Single/never married*
Months on TANF*
Months off TANF*
# Children on TANF
# Children today
% Unemployed
% Full-time employment in formal
economy*
Current hourly wage earned**
% Represented by labor union
% Stating they need a union
Perception of living wage
% Participants with others contributing to
household expenses
% Receiving government housing
assistance
% Food insecure

ESS Conservative
(n = 4)
43.3
75
0
25
12
82
3.25
3.25
0
100

ESS Liberal
(n = 10)
36.7
80
0
50
10.7
57
2.2
2.3
0
100

Not ESS
(n = 50)
32.2
86
18
78
30.9
35
2.0
2.6
50
28

Full Sample
(N = 60)
33
85
15
73
27.5
39
2.05
2.53
42
40

$17.00
75
75
$16.00
75

$16.54
40
70
$19.75
80

$9.40
16
50
$15.43
58

$10.63
20
54
$16.26
62

0

0

41

34

25

30

38

36

Note. TANF = Temporary Assistance for Needy Families.
Due to small n for conservative ESS statistical comparisons were calculated only between liberal ESS and
not-ESS participants. All conservative ESS participants were also liberal ESS participants.
*p < .05, **p < .01.
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others who contributed to household expenses compared to participants who
were not ESS.
ESS participants earned higher wages compared to not self-sufficient participants, $16.54/hour compared to $9.40/hour. Because ESS participants were
earning more money, they would be expected to have jobs that required more
education/training compared to the jobs held by non-self-sufficient participants.
The 10 ESS (liberal) participants held the following jobs: three in medical field
(two patient techs, one scheduler), two in manufacturing (air conditioners and
aircraft), a forklift operator, a Department of Family and Children Services
caseworker, a Centers for Disease Control (CDC) research fellow, an apartment
property manager, and a Metropolitan Atlanta Rapid Transit Authority
(MARTA) bus driver. Non-ESS participants were more likely to work in food
service, retail, and call centers/customer service. It was notable that four of 10
ESS participants were represented by labor unions, (and three of four participants meeting the conservative ESS criteria were in unions); this is in sharp
contrast to the 5% of the total labor force in Georgia represented by unions
(Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2016). Two of the three highest paid workers were
represented by labor unions, the aircraft assembler earning $24/hour, and the
MARTA bus driver making $22/hour. The second highest paid worker earned
$23/hour for the federal government (CDC researcher). The aircraft assembler
and bus driver were also two of the three participants earning a self-sufficient
wage based on the MIT Living Wage Calculator.
Wage theft

Although the interview guide did not have questions specifically designed
to measure it, the issue of wage theft emerged in a number of interviews
of non-ESS participants. One participant was earning $8.75/hour fueling
airplanes even though she stated her contractor received $16/hour for her
position. She stated that for the price the company was receiving for her
job, they were hiring another worker and splitting the pay between them.
Another woman held a nonmanagement position at McDonalds but
performed management duties while the “manager” clocked in, left the
premises for hours and made her run the restaurant while he was gone.
Her management duties included supervision of other employees, closing
the restaurant, and making night deposits of revenues collected. A third
example of wage theft was a participant shampooing hair at a salon for $2
per hour. Another scenario was not exactly wage theft, but the irony of
her position was disturbing. This participant had a job taking customer
service calls from people in Connecticut applying for health insurance on
their state’s Affordable Care Act (ACA) health care exchange. Her call
center office was her apartment in suburban Atlanta. To perform this job
she had to know all the policies and options for obtaining health
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insurance in Connecticut. If Georgia had accepted the ACA Medicaid
expansion, she likely would have been eligible for Medicaid, but though
this woman helped hundreds of customers buy health insurance she had
none for herself.
Income-to-poverty ratios

Sixty-two percent of employed participants had incomes above the FPL and the
mean and median income to poverty ratios were above poverty for employed
participants. When we expand the analysis to the entire sample and include all
cash income only 42% had cash incomes above the FPL. Table 5 shows these
distributions and income streams included in the calculations.
Cash income streams were much lower for families where the head of
household was not employed. One half the sample had cash income below
75% of the FPL. The cash value of safety net benefits (column 3 in Table 5)
increased the average family’s monthly income by $481. This was largely due
to 77% of the sample receiving SNAP benefits. Including all cash streams and
benefits also dramatically raised the percentage of families living above
poverty from 42% to 60%. Median income to poverty ratios increased from
.75 to 1.10. These increases probably would have been somewhat higher if we
had been able to calculate the cash value of both public housing for the seven
families receiving that benefit, and monthly child care subsidies for the 16
families receiving financial support for child care.
Results compared to previous TANF leaver studies

This section briefly compares current results to the 15 TANF leaver studies
summarized by Acs and Loprest (2004). Results from this study are similar to
Table 5. Current monthly income and income to poverty ratios for employment income, all cash
income, and all cash income plus in-kind benefits.

Monthly Income
Income-to-poverty ratios
Less than 1.00
1.00 to 1.99
2.00 or above
Mean ratio
Median ratio

Employment

All Cash Income

Cash & Benefits

(n = 34)
$2068

(n = 60)
$1698

(n = 60)
$2179

38%
41%
21%
1.36
1.15

58%
25%
17%
1.10
.75

40%
40%
20%
1.39
1.10

Note. All cash income included income from employment, contributions from relatives/friends to monthly
household expenses, child support payments, Social Security, Social Security Disability Insurance, unemployment compensation, and workers compensation. Cash and benefits included all cash income plus
monthly dollar value of SNAP and Section 8 Housing Vouchers.
SNAP = Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program.
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previous leaver studies for the variables of employment, SNAP receipt, and
income-to-poverty ratios. Prior studies found a median employment rate of
57% during the first quarter of exit; this study found 58% of participants employed
at the time of interview. Previous studies found significant employment churning,
and the current findings are similar. Sixty percent of unemployed participants held
a job at least a few months in the prior year. If these 15 women had kept their jobs
the employment rate for this study would move from 58% to 83%.
The median percentage of families receiving Food Stamps from prior
studies was 45%, though the prior study from Georgia found 74% of
TANF-leaver families receiving food stamps (Foster & Rickman, 2001).
The present study found 77% of leaver families receiving SNAP benefits.
The present study found higher percentages of leaver families receiving
Social Security and similar percentages receiving Social Security Disability
Insurance compared to the studies summarized by Acs and Loprest
(2004). The respective comparisons were 12% to 7% for Social Security,
and 10% to 11% for disability (median percentages reported from prior
studies). A possible reason the current study had a higher percent of
respondents drawing Social Security might be related to the fact that the
typical respondent in the present study had been off TANF 3 years and
3 months; most prior studies were conducted in the first year after TANF
exit.
Considering the challenges previously described about measuring income,
comparing monthly cash income to prior studies is trickier. Some prior
studies simply asked one question, such as “Counting all sources, what is
your monthly cash income?” Acs and Loprest (2004) suggest these income
estimates are probably less accurate compared to studies (like the current
one) that asked for estimates of a variety of income streams. In the prior
studies mean monthly income estimates (in 2016 dollars) ranged from $1,479
in Illinois to $2,308 in New York. The present study found mean monthly
cash income of $1,698 for the typical family. This figure is very close to the
$1,660 mean monthly family income (in 2016 dollars) Loprest (2002) estimated from a 1999 national sample of TANF leavers.
Even though they used 185% of poverty level to measure ESS, our finding
of 4% to 17% of families being self-sufficient was similar to the studies from
Iowa and Missouri that found (respectively) 10% and 20% of welfare leavers
attaining self-sufficiency (Acs & Loprest, 2004). Income-to-poverty ratios
were very similar between the present sample and the national estimate
from the studies summarized by Acs and Loprest (2004). Acs and Loprest
estimated that 53% of TANF leavers were poor (all cash income) compared
to 58% in the present sample. When they estimated the cash value of food
stamps the percentage of poor families fell from 53% to 41%. When we added
the value of SNAP and housing subsidies, the percent poor fell from 58%
to 40%.
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Policy and practice implications
As the comparisons in the above section demonstrate, 20 years after welfare
reform the percentage of TANF leavers escaping poverty and becoming economically self-sufficient seems to have changed little over the past two decades.
This sample of TANF leavers in Georgia, interviewed in 2016, suggests that a
strong majority of TANF leavers were not ESS based on employment and wages
earned 3 years after leaving welfare. Although it is not clear how generalizable
the present findings are (if biased in any direction the current sample is biased in
the direction of better jobs and incomes), these findings potentially have implications concerning the major premise of welfare reform, the impact of safety-net
benefits, the service sector economy, labor laws, organized labor, and the continuing utility of self-sufficiency being the primary goal of TANF.
Our findings seem to lend further support for Edin and Shaefer’s (2015)
conclusion that the major premise of welfare reform is false: the economy and
wage labor is enough to lift a majority of TANF leaver families out of poverty. In
their book, $2 A Day: Living on Almost Nothing in America, they assert that the
major assumption behind the 1996 welfare reform legislation was that the
economy and wage labor, with proper supports such as child care subsidies and
Medicaid, would allow the vast majority of welfare leavers to escape poverty and
become economically self-sufficient. Using conservative estimates, they document the increase of families living on less than $2 a day from 600,000 in 1996 to
1.5 million in 2011. Even when we allowed the income streams of Medicaid and
the EITC, 83% of participants were not economically self-sufficient.
A second policy implication of the current research is the significant
impact the safety net is having for families in the low-wage economy.
Although the safety net in the United States is widely disparaged as parsimonious and insufficient, our findings suggest various in-kind benefits are
making a considerable difference in alleviating severe material hardships.
Based on the modest wages the majority of TANF leavers were earning,
safety net supports such as child care subsidies, SNAP, Medicaid, Section 8
vouchers, public housing, Women Infants and Children vouchers, and the
EITC, all remain vital to keeping families from experiencing severe material
hardship (such as hunger and homelessness). As this article goes to review in
the summer of 2017 the current administration is proposing large cuts to
Medicaid and SNAP (Davis, 2017). If this or a similar budget passes we
predict an increase in extreme poverty and material hardship.
The median employed participant in this study was earning just 41% of a living
wage. This finding suggests that if the economy and wages alone are going to create
self-sufficiency, the low wage, service sector economy will have to be radically
transformed. The federal minimum wage should be raised to $15/hour, and follow
the lead of the 14 cities and states that passed graduated increases to that level in
2015 (National Employment Law Project, 2015). The fight for $15 movement has
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been a major organizer of these campaigns across the nation for the past 6 years.
Labor laws need considerable reform around issues like wage theft, minimum shift
lengths, on-call compensation, and the like (Lein, Romich, & Sherraden, 2016).
Another significant and important transformation would be to change federal
labor law to make it easier for workers to unionize. The current political climate (in
2017) suggests that it is unlikely any of the economic or policy transformations
noted above will happen any time soon.

Conclusion
As other studies have before (Fineman, 2000; Hawkins, 2005; Hetling et al.,
2016; Hong, 2013), this study raises questions about defining and measuring
self-sufficiency. Even after measuring ESS three different ways, the small
percentages of self-sufficient TANF leavers in the present study lends further
support to prior critiques of “self-sufficiency” being the gold standard of
federal welfare policy and ongoing research with low income families.
Our findings question whether economic self-sufficiency should be the primary
goal of TANF. Our study raises the question of why tax breaks and government
subsidies to families who are low income and single parent are stigmatized,
maligned, and constantly threatened with budget cuts whereas tax breaks and
subsidies to affluent individuals and corporations are not? In 2016 mostly middleand upper-income families benefitted from $77 billion in tax breaks for mortgage
interest on home ownership, whereas families who were low income received $73
billion in tax breaks for the EITC (Desilver, 2016). Are the middle- and upperincome homeowners self-sufficient? Why is one considered means tested welfare
and the other not?
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