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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 

The last two decades has seen profound changes in U.S. social welfare policies.   
Implicit tenants driving these changes are that able adult family members, including 
single parents, should work to support their families and that by working their families 
should be able to escape poverty.  Yet in 2002, 36 percent of persons below the national 
poverty line were in families where adult members worked on average more than 1000 
hours per year.  This represents a substantial increase from 28 percent of persons in poor 
families with the same level of attachment to the workforce in 1982.  Of these ‘working 
poor’ families, only 29 percent received food stamps and only 6 percent received cash 
public assistance in 2002.  Comparable rates of food stamp and TANF program 
participation among non-working poor families were 40 percent and 17 percent, 
respectively.  The rural south, historically the poorest region of the country, shows 
different trends from the nation as a whole, with the share of the poor in working families 
essentially constant at about 36 percent in 1982 and 2002 and the use of public assistance 
among working poor families more heavily weighted towards food stamps.   
 
This report provides a comprehensive portrait of working poor families and their 
utilization of public assistance programs nationally, in rural America, and in the rural 
south based on Current Population Survey Annual Demographic Files data at four year 
intervals from 1982 to 2002.  Descriptive statistics show that the composition of the 
working poor changed significantly over this period.  Families where the head has some 
education beyond high school increased as a share of the working poor, while the share of 
persons in single parent families increased and the share in two-parent families with 
children declined.  The share of persons in working poor families headed by a Hispanic 
also increased dramatically, as did the share of working poor families headed by a person 
born outside of the U.S.  In comparison to the nation as a whole, the rural south in 1982 
had a far greater share of persons in working poor families with a head who did not have 
a high school degree.  However, the education levels of working poor families increased 
much more rapidly in the rural south than in the nation as a whole.  As a result, by 2002 
the share of persons in working poor families where the head did not have a high school 
degree was actually lower in the rural south than in the nation as a whole, while the share 
in families with a high school degree or some college was 5 percentage points higher.  
Similar trends are seen for single-parent and Hispanic-headed family shares.  Thus, by 
2002 the characteristics of working poor families in the rural south appear to be much 
more similar to those seen in the nation as a whole than in 1982.  This suggests that a 
similar set of policies to address family characteristics that perpetuate poverty in the 
nation may be employed in the rural south. 
 
Non-parametric and parametric statistical models are then employed to identify factors 
associated with differences in family economic well-being both over time and between 
regions.   The analysis reveals that erosion in economic well-being of families where the 
head has a high school degree or less appears to be the driving force in mitigating the 
impact that the significant increase in general education levels should have had on 
reducing the incidence of persons in working poor families.  However, the rural south 
appears to have experienced less severe erosion in economic well-being among low 



  

educational asset families, largely because the levels of economic well-being associated 
with a high school degree or less are initially lower in the rural south than the nation as a 
whole in 1982.   
 
The erosion of well-being in working families with low educational assets calls into 
question the common policy prescription of fostering human capital investments in a high 
school degree.  It appears that families, particularly in the rural south, increasingly need a 
member with some college to substantially increase family income and reduce the risk of 
working poverty.   Thus, community colleges are becoming an increasingly important 
component of efforts to improve the workforce skills of poor and near-poor working 
families.  The increasing diversity of working poor families also creates challenges for 
workforce skill enhancement programs aimed at lifting working families above the 
poverty line.  Hispanics in particular often have language and citizenship barriers that 
limit their entrance into skilled workforce positions.  Families headed by a Black also 
continue to show lower levels of economic well-being even after controlling for other 
family characteristics.  This suggests that it is premature to roll-back race conscious 
policies in higher education and employment.   
 
Parametric statistical models are also used to identify factors associated with Food Stamp 
Program and cash public assistance use among the working poor.  The analysis suggests 
that while overall rates of food stamp use by working poor families are similar in 1982 
and 2002, there has been a significant structural change in the relationship between Food 
Stamp Program use and family characteristics.  Of particular note, the differential 
propensity for Blacks to use the Food Stamp Program has disappeared and Hispanic 
headed families show an increasingly negative propensity to use the Food Stamp Program 
relative to non-Hispanic families.   
 
The results also suggests that program use propensities of working poor families declined 
both for cash public assistance and the Food Stamp Program after controlling for family 
characteristics.  Part of the decline in working poor family propensities to use the Food 
Stamp Program may be linked to the increased use of short recertification periods.  As 
work becomes an increasing prerequisite for cash public assistance, efforts must be made 
to ensure that working families are not deterred from obtaining other forms of public 
assistance for which they are eligible.  Efforts have been undertaken in some states to 
streamline program reauthorization procedures and establish more accommodating office 
hours for working family heads.  The effectiveness of these changes in assistance 
program accessibility needs to be analyzed so other states can learn from these reforms 
and avoid indirectly restricting program access to working poor families.   
 
 
 
 



  

INTRODUCTION 
 
Implicit tenants driving recent changes in U.S. social policy are that able adult family 
members, including single parents, should work to support their families and that by 
working their families should be able to escape poverty.  Yet in 2002, 36 percent of 
persons below the national poverty line were in families where adult members worked on 
average more than 1000 hours per year.1  This represents a substantial increase from 28 
percent of persons in poor families with the same level of attachment to the workforce in 
1982.  Of these ‘working poor’ families, only 29 percent received food stamps and only 6 
percent received cash public assistance under the Temporary Aid for Needy Families 
(TANF) program in 2002.  Comparable rates of food stamp and TANF program 
participation among non-working poor families were 40 percent and 17 percent, 
respectively.  Thus, at first glance, working seems to dampen assistance program 
participation.  Further, long-term trends from 1982 to 2002 also indicate that cash public 
assistance program use has declined among the working poor.    
 
While the percentage of poor families classified as working has increased for the nation 
as a whole, the rate has remained constant almost in the poorest region of the country, the 
rural south.  In 1982, the percent of poor families in the rural south classified as working 
was well above the national average (35 percent compared to 28 percent).  In 2002, 
however, the national average rose to 36 percent, while the rural South the rate remained 
relatively constant at 37 percent.  The use of public assistance among working poor 
families also appears to be more heavily weighted towards Food stamps in the rural 
south.  In 2002, 34 percent of persons in working poor families in the rural south received 
Food stamps, but only 4 percent received TANF payments.   
 
Several sets of questions arise from these broad trends.  The first set focuses on why the 
share of persons below the poverty line that live in working families has increased 
nationally over the last two decades.  Has the share of working poor risen because less 
skilled workers enter the workforce as workforce participation rates have increased?  Or 
have declines in the real wages of low-skill workers driven more working families into 
poverty?  Further, in contrast to the national trend, why has the share of poor families 
with working adults remained relatively constant in the rural south?   
 
Previous research has identified several factors that have shaped changes in the economic 
well-being of working families.  The most notable trend is the decline in the real wages 
of low-skill workers, particularly among adult males (Juhn, Murphy, and Pierce, 1993; 
Fortin and Lemieux, 1997; Beaudry and Green, 2003).   Workforce participation rates 
have also increased rather dramatically for the nation as a whole over the last two 
decades from 76 percent of adults in 1982 to 83 percent in 2002.  At the same time the 
average education levels of workers rose significantly, leaving low-skill workers with a 
high school degree or less as a diminished share of the workforce (Mills, 2002).    
 
Changes in family structure have also contributed to both increases in workforce 
participation and shifts in family economic well-being (Burtless, 1999).  For example, the 
                                                 
1 Note that all statistics on economic well-being and working are based on recall over the previous year. 



  

increase in single mother families in the 1980s has been associated with increased 
inequality in family economic well-being.  But increases in workforce participation 
within family types have also been observed; the most notable being a recent dramatic 
increase in both workforce participation and education levels among single mothers 
(Blank, 2002; Mills, Alwang, and Hazarika, 2001).   
 
Little previous research has addressed changes in working poverty in the rural south 
relative to the nation as a whole.  But broad regional differences in metropolitan – non-
metropolitan labor markets have been documented (see for example Findeis and Jensen, 
1998; Wojan, 2000).  Mills and Hazarika (2002) find that for single mothers, those in 
non-metropolitan areas appear to have particularly low returns on low-skill labor.  It may 
be that the national increase in the share of poor families with working adult members to 
levels seen in the rural south is related to a decline in national returns to low skill labor to 
lower levels historically seen in the rural south. 

 
The second set of questions focuses on relatively low rates of utilization of public 
assistance among the working poor.  Not all poor families are eligible to participate in 
food stamp, TANF and other public assistance programs.  For example, TANF eligibility 
will vary by family type and levels of attachment to the workforce.  Immigrant families 
and able-bodied adults without dependents have seen their eligibility for Food stamps 
restricted under the 1996 Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation 
Act (PRWORA) and WIC is targeted to pregnant women and children under five years of 
age. Eligibility guidelines for TANF, and to a lesser extent food stamps, were also 
changed as part of welfare reform measures.  But historically, fewer families have 
participated in the assistance programs than are eligible and declining rates of assistance 
use among working families are a source of particular concern.  Low participation rates 
are commonly attributed to stigma and transaction costs associated with food stamp and 
cash public assistance use (e.g. Moffitt, 1989).  Transaction costs may be particularly 
high for working families because office hours for application and re-certification 
procedures often conflict with the working family member’s work schedule (United 
States Department of Agriculture, 2001).  Decisions to participate in one assistance 
program are also often linked to the decision to participate in other programs (Frakker 
and Moffit, 1988; Keane and Moffit, 1998).  In fact a significant portion of recent 
declines in food stamp program participation has been linked to declines in TANF 
program participation (Wilde et al, 2000; Mills et al., 2001).  Differences in family 
characteristics and local economic conditions may also explain part of observed 
variations in program participation among working and non-working families.  However, 
the changing role of public assistance among working poor families has seen limited 
attention in the literature.  Further, while TANF program payments are notably lower in 
the rural south and food stamp participation is historically high; little attention has been 
devoted to the unique role of public assistance in assuring the well-being of working poor 
families in the region. 
 
Although not usually considered public assistance, Earned Income Tax Credits (EITC) 
are an important, and often overlooked, earnings subsidy for low income working 
families.  EITCs, along with TANF work requirements and time limits, have created new 



  

incentives for adults in low income families to enter the workforce (Blank, 2000).  
Tailoring current assistance programs to better support the needs of these working poor 
families can help to further strengthen workforce attachment, while protecting the well-
being of poor families.  However, generating effective reforms requires a firm 
understanding of the particular assistance needs and concerns of working poor families.  
Since the rural south continues to show the highest overall rate of poverty of any region 
in the country, identifying and addressing constraints to public assistance utilization and 
increased economic well-being among low-income working families in the region is 
particularly important.   

 
This report provides a comprehensive portrait of working poor families and their 
utilization of public assistance programs both nationally, in rural America, and in the 
rural south.  The next section details the data and alternative definitions of ‘working’ 
used in the study.  Section 3 then presents a description of working poor families, 
including trends in the utilization of public assistance and changes in family 
characteristics.  Shifts in the well-being of working families at four year intervals from 
1982 to 2002 are documented in section 4.  These shifts are then related non-
parametrically to changes in family characteristics.  Section 5 then provides a 
complementary parametric analysis of factors influencing working family well-being.  
Section 6 explores the changing role of public assistance in working poor families and 
relates shifts in the role of public assistance to changes in family characteristics.  In the 
concluding section the results are distilled into recommendations on how public 
assistance programs may be altered to cater to the needs of working poor families, 
particularly in the rural south.    
 



  

DATA AND DEFINITIONS   
 
The major sources of data for the analysis are the 1982, 1986, 1990, 1994, 1998, and 
2002 Annual Demographic Files of the Current Population Survey (CPS).  The CPS is a 
nationally representative survey of U.S. families.  The Annual Demographic Files contain 
data on earnings of approximately 50,000 families, as well as individual characteristics of 
family members.  The CPS includes several measures of 'work' in the previous year, such 
as the number of hours usually worked and the number of weeks worked.  Food stamp 
and TANF program participation in the previous year is recorded.  For the 2002 CPS, 
participation in the Women, Infants, and Children (WIC) program is also recorded.  To 
supplement the CPS, information on area unemployment rates is obtained from Bureau of 
Labor Statistic Local Area Unemployment Statistics state level data.  The CPS files from 
1994 onward also contain information on EITCs, and other federal and state tax 
payments.  It is important to note that this data is simulated based on family's income 
level and number of children (U.S. Department of Commerce, 1993).  Thus, estimated 
EITC use from the data overstates the actual use of EITCs, since it is not likely that all 
families eligible for EITC use the program.   
 
Rural counties are those defined as non-metropolitan based on the 1993 U.S. Census 
designations.  Metropolitan counties generally have populations greater than 100,000 
(75,000 in New England) or a town or city of at least 50,000 and are referred to as urban 
areas for the purposes of this paper.  Non-metropolitan counties are those counties not 
classified as metropolitan and are referred to as rural areas.  U.S. Census designations of 
regions are also employed and the south encompasses the states of Alabama, Arkansas, 
Delaware, District of Columbia, Florida, Georgia, Kentucky, Louisiana, Maryland, 
Mississippi, North Carolina, Oklahoma, South Carolina, Tennessee, Texas, Virginia, and 
West Virginia.   
 
A core issue for the analysis is the appropriate definition of a ‘working’ family.  
Alternative definitions can generate significantly different incidences of working poverty 
(Acs, Phillips, and McKenzie, 2001).  More stringent definitions (such as an adult 
member working 35 or more hours per week and 40+ weeks per year) will result in a 
lower share of poor families that work than will relatively lax definitions requiring fewer 
hours or weeks worked to be classified as a working family.  The definition of a working 
family may also affect measured participation rates of various assistance programs.  The 
frequencies of poor families that are ‘working’ and rates of utilization of public 
assistance are explored under the four alternative definitions listed below.    

 
Definition 1 (Work 1):  
At least one adult (18 to 65 years of age) works: 

• 27+ weeks per year, 35+ hours per week or 
• 40+ weeks per year, 20+ hours per week 

 
Definition 2 (Work 2): 
At least one adult works: 

• 14+ weeks per year, 35+ hours per week or  



  

• 27+ weeks per year, 20+ hours per week 
 
Definition 3 (Work 3): 

• All adults in the family average 1000 hours per year 
 
Definition 4 (Work 4): 
At least one adult works: 

• 40+ weeks per year, 35+ hours per week. 
 

These four definitions cover a continuum of intensity of family workforce participation.  
The choice of definition also significantly affects national rates of 'working’.  In 2002, 
under alternative definitions of ‘working’ the share of persons in working families varies 
from 83 percent under the rather strict definitions of Work 3 and Work 4 to 91 percent for 
the rather lax definition of Work 2 (table 1).2   Definitions 1, 2, and 4 all show very 
similar moderate increases in the incidence of persons in working families between 1982 
and 2002.  The increase in family workforce participation over this period is, however, 
much larger under the Work 3 definition.  This difference stems from using the most 
active adult workforce participant in the family as the base for definitions Work 1, Work 
2, and Work 4.  While under definition Work 3 the average of all adult members annual 
hours worked is the basis for determining if the family is ‘working’.  Thus, the increased 
workforce participation of spouses and other family members is more fully reflected in 
Work 3.       
 
Workforce participation rates are consistently slightly lower in rural America under all 
definitions or working.  Further, the gap between rates of family workforce participation 
in rural America and the nation as a whole widened slightly between 1982 and 2002 from 
around one percentage point to three percentage points.  In the rural south, the incidence 
of persons in working families is generally another percentage point lower under all 
definitions of working than for rural America as a whole (table 1).  In 2002 about 79 
percent of persons living in the rural south were in working families under definition 3 
and 86 percent were classified as working under the more lenient definition 2.  Further, 
family attachment to the workforce does not show the same rate of growth under 
definitions 1 and 2 as in the nation as a whole.  However, a similar rate of increase is 
found under definitions 3 and 4.  This suggests that in the rural south there was an 
increase in the incidence of persons in families with a strong attachment to the workforce, 
but not in families with a relatively weak attachment.   
 
Nationally, while workforce participation has trended up, family poverty rates have 
trended downward.  The incidence of persons in poor families declined from around 13 
percent 1982 to 11 percent and 2002, with a higher rate of poverty actually occurring 
between the two end points in 1994.  The change in poverty rates appear to be generally 
responsive to national economic conditions (Freeman, 2001).  Poverty rates are 
consistently higher in rural America than the nation as a whole.  Rates have also trended 
downward in rural America after a spike in 1986, but the percentage point gap relative to 

                                                 
2 All statistics reflect nationally representative person-level weights applied to the family measures.   



  

the nation as a whole did not change.  The rural south also showed a distinct downward 
trend in poverty (table 1), but poverty rates remained significantly above those for the 
nation as a whole, with around 17 percent of persons living in poor families in 2002.   
 
Not surprisingly, working (under all definitions) greatly reduces a family’s risk of 
poverty (table 1).  From 1982 to 2002, the incidence of poverty among persons in 
working families showed a slight decline under the loosest definition Work 2, but the rate 
of poverty under definitions Work 3 and Work 4 remained essentially constant in the 4 to 
5 percent range.  In rural America rates are consistently higher, in the 6 to 8 percent 
range.  In the rural south the poverty rate for persons in working families is even higher 
than for rural America as a whole, with 8 percent of persons in working families below 
the poverty line in 2002 under the strict definitions Work 3 and Work 4.  But the poverty 
rate within working families also showed a robust rate decline in the rural south between 
1982 and 2002 under all definitions.  This decline in the rate of poverty among working 
families in part explains why the rural south has not seen the same rate of increase in the 
share of poor that are working as the nation as a whole.   
 
The choice of definition of working has, perhaps, the greatest impact on the estimated 
share of the poor that are in working families.  As indicated in table 1, most poor families 
have at least some attachment to the workforce.  Nationally in 2002, under the relative 
lax definition of working, Work 2, 54 percent of poor families are working, indicating 
that most families have adults with some attachment to the workforce.  While under 
relatively strict definitions Work 3 and Work 4, 36 percent and 32 percent, respectively, 
of families are classified as working.  The share of persons in poor families that are 
classified as working also increases under all of the definitions between 1982 and 2002.   
 
In rural America, the share of the poor who are in working families was initially higher 
than for the nation as a whole, at 34 percent under the Work 3 and Work 4 definitions.  
But the subsequent increase in the share of the poor in working families was also slightly 
less.  By 2002, the share of the poor in working families was 39 percent under the Work 3 
definition and 36 percent under the Work 4 definition.  In the rural south, the share of 
poor who are in working families is roughly the same in 2002 as for the nation as a whole 
and lower than for rural America as a whole.  But, as mentioned, long-term trends are 
very different in the rural south.  Under the lax definitions (Work 1 and Work 2) the share 
of poor in families that are working in the rural south decreased significantly, particularly 
between 1990 and 1994.  But under the more strict definitions (Work 3 and Work 4) the 
share of poor in working families remained essentially constant.  These differential trends 
in the rural south can be attributed to the lower rates of increase in workforce 
participation, particularly under the lax definitions of working, and steeper declines in 
poverty rates for working families in the rural south than the nation as a whole. 
 
The remainder of the paper will use definition 3 to classify families as working.  This 
definition more fully accounts for shifts in workforce participation among multiple 
family members.  The descriptive statistics also indicate that the definition provides a 
high threshold for a family being classified as working relative to the other measures.  
Trends under the Work 3 definition also closely track those associated with a family 



  

having a full-time adult worker under Work 4.  Thus, Work 3 identifies families with 
strong attachment to the workforce who are still not able to escape poverty.    
 



  

DESCRIPTION OF WORKING POOR FAMILES 
 
This section presents the characteristics of working poor families.  We first look at the 
use of public assistance by working poor families in comparison to non-working poor 
families.3  Characteristics of working poor families like family structure, education, and 
race – ethnicity are then examined.  
 
Public Assistance Use by the Working and Non-Working Poor 
 
The analysis of public assistance use clearly demonstrates that both for the nation, for 
rural America, and for the rural south, program participation is lower among persons in 
working families than among persons in non-working families.  For example, in 2002 6 
percent of persons in poor working families received cash public assistance nationally, 
compared to 17 percent of persons in non-working poor families (table 2).4  Working and 
non-working poor families also show different trends over time in the rate of utilization 
of cash public assistance.  Among persons in working poor families, the rate of cash 
public assistance utilization increased from 1982 through 1994, was flat between 1994 
and 1998, and then declined sharply in the post-TANF reform period between 1998 and 
2002.  The mean annual value of recipient’s cash public assistance payments also 
declined sharply between 1998 and 2002.  Among poor non-working families, the rate of 
cash public assistance utilization was fairly flat between 1982 and 1994, but then started 
to decline sharply in 1994 as many states implemented cash-public assistance program 
waivers that were pre-cursors to TANF.  Similarly, the mean value of recipient payments 
also started to decline significantly around 1990 - 1994.  In rural America the rate of 
utilization of cash public assistance among those in working poor families is lower than 
for the nation as a whole.  The mean value of assistance among recipients is also lower.  
The drop in the rate of use also appears to be slightly sharper between 1994 and 2002 in 
rural America.  Until 1994 the rural south shows even lower rates of utilization of cash 
public assistance than rural America.  But the drop in the rate of use in 1998 and 2002 is 
less severe, leaving the rural south with a higher rate of cash public assistance use among 
working poor families in 2002 than is seen in rural America generally.   
 
Food Stamp Program participation rates are much higher than rates of cash public 
assistance use for both working and non-working poor families.  Nationally in 2002, 29 
percent of working poor families reported receiving Food stamps in the previous year, 
while 40 percent of non-working families reported receiving Food stamps.5  Further, 
declines in food stamp utilization among working poor families since 1994 have been 
much more moderate than declines in cash public assistance use.  In fact, increases in the 
rate of utilization between 1982 and 1994 slightly outweigh the decline seen from 1994 to 
2002.  The mean imputed value of Food stamps among recipients also increased from 
1994 to 1998, and then showed only a slight decline from 1998 to 2002.  By contrast, 

                                                 
3 Assistance program use is defined at different levels (family, household, and person) in the CPS.  See 
Appendix A for an analysis of the comparability of measures for the various survey years.   
4 The AFDC cash public assistance program was replaced by the TANF program in 1996.  We sometimes 
refer to the two programs as TANF in the text.  
5 Add footnote documenting the underreporting of Foodstamp benefits in the CPS. 



  

among non-working poor families the decline in Food Stamp Program utilization after 
1994 has been very sharp, with the rate of utilization dropping from 59 percent in 1994 to 
40 percent in 2002.  The mean imputed value of food stamps also dropped significantly 
for the non-working poor between 1994 and 2002. 
 
In contrast with TANF utilization, Food Stamp Program usage by persons in rural 
working poor families is roughly equivalent to rates for the nation as a whole, while both 
working and non-working families in the rural south show higher rates of Food stamp use 
than respective groups for the nation as a whole.  Consistent with the national trend, the 
highest rate of decline in food stamp participation in the rural south occurred among non-
working poor families.  Changes in the mean imputed values of recipient benefits are also 
similar to those seen for the nation as a whole, reflecting the nationally uniform benefits 
schedule.  For 2002, the CPS also includes information on WIC participation.  
Nationally, in contrast with TANF and the Food Stamp Program, utilization rates for the 
WIC program are very similar between working and non-working families (11.5 vs 12.2 
percent).  In the rural south, working poor families actually show a higher utilization rate 
of WIC (14 percent) than non-working poor families (10 percent).   
 
Information on imputed EITC utilization is available from the 1994, 1998, and 2002 
CPSs.  These data indicate eligibility for receipt of EITCs based on the family’s income 
and composition.  However, not all eligible families apply for credits.  Analysis for those 
years clearly suggests that EITCs have become the most important form of assistance to 
working poor families in terms of both the share of families covered and the size of 
benefits received.  In 2002 the share of working poor families eligible for EITCs stood at 
84 percent, a 12 percentage point increase from the share in 1994.  Further, the mean real 
value of EITC payment increased from $1,468 in 1994 to $2,659 in 2002.  Non-working 
poor families also show an increase in EITC payments, but as expected mean benefits 
levels and the share of families covered are significantly lower than the levels for 
working poor families.  Data on national expenditures also indicate the EITCs have 
become the largest means-tested government transfer (Scholtz and Levine, 2001). 
 
A significant body of research has examined the reasons for recent declines in Food 
Stamp and TANF program participation.  Changes in de-jure eligibility requirements may 
account from some of these declines.  The Food Stamp Program saw tighter eligibility 
(work) requirements for able bodied adults with no dependents and restrictions for 
immigrants under the 1996 PRWORA.  While for cash public assistance, the 1988 
Family Support Act required all states to make cash public assistance available to two-
parent families, usually with more stringent eligibility requirements than for single parent 
families.  Later, public cash assistance restrictions under PRWORA directly influenced 
non-working families through work requirements.  These tighter work requirements 
appear to have also spilled over to working families, including some families who left 
TANF – became employed and felt they were no longer eligible (Blank 2002).  The 
portion of the change in program participation that is due to changes in family 
characteristics and the portion that is due to changes in the relationship between family 
characteristics and program utilization will be examined in section 6. Such structural 



  

change in the relationship between family characteristics and public assistance may result 
from changes in program policy or from changes in the broader economic environment.  
 
Characteristics of Working Poor Families  
 
Descriptive statistics on education level, family structure, and racial / ethnic 
characteristics of working and non-working poor families are now presented.  A common 
problem when analyzing family characteristics is deciding which member’s 
characteristics will be used to represent the family.  For example, which member’s 
education level should be used to represent the education level of the family?  While the 
CPS data designates a head of family, it is not clear that the designated head is the main 
economic decision maker in the family.  The current analysis uses an alternative approach 
to identify the characteristics of the family.  The education level of the family is 
determined based on the highest education level of any family member 18 to 65 years 
old, or the highest level of any member if no member falls within this age group.  Age, 
race, and ethnicity of the family are then determined based on the characteristics of the 
person identified in this manner.6   
 
Education Level  
 
As expected, working poor families show generally lower levels of education among 
adult heads than do non-poor families.  However, education levels of working poor 
family heads are also above levels found in non-working poor families.   In 2002, 26 
percent of working poor families did not have an adult member who completed high 
school, compared to 30 percent of non-working poor families (table 3); while a greater 
share of working poor families had an adult family member with a high school degree or 
some college. It is also interesting to note that the education level of working poor 
families increased from 1982 to 2002, but the change occurred mainly in the high school 
diploma to some college range.  The share of persons in families where the most educated 
adult did not have a high school degree declined only slightly between 1982 and 2002 
from 27 to 26 percent, while the share of families where the most educated adult had a 
high school diploma declined from 43 to 40 percent.  The biggest increase in education 
share then came at the level of some college, increasing from 20 to 25 percent between 
1982 and 2002.  Over the same period, the share of persons in working poor families 
where the most educated adult had a college degree actually declined slightly from 10 to 
9 percent. 
 
Compared to the overall labor force, the changes seen in the education levels for working 
poor families have been disproportionately low at the level of college graduate, but 
disproportionately high at the level of some college.  For example, the decline noted 
above in the share of persons in working poor families with a college degree (10 percent 
in 1982 to 9 percent in 2002) does not compare favorably to the trend shown for all 
working families, where the incidence of college graduates rose from 29 percent to 39 

                                                 
6 If two members have the same level of education, then the characteristics of the oldest member are used.  
In several cases family members had the same age and education levels.  The characteristics of the one with 
the highest earnings were then used. 



  

percent.  However, the percentage point increase in the incidence of some college 
education for the working poor (20 to 25 percent) is larger than the increase seen for all 
working families (28 to 32 percent).  The slight declines noted in the incidence of 
working poor families with lower levels of education (no high school degree, high school 
graduate) are much smaller than the declines seen at these education levels for all 
working families.  Thus, in a relative sense, working poor families may have fallen 
further behind the nation in terms of education.    
 
Educational trends for working poor families in rural America differ from national trends, 
particularly in those families where the head has less than a high school diploma and 
where the head has some college.  For the nation, the share of working poor families 
where the most educated adult had less than a high school education remained 
consistently around 25 – 26 percent, but for rural areas, this share declined dramatically 
from 29 percent in 1982 to 19 percent in 2002 (table 4).  This decline was even larger 
than the one seen for all working families in rural areas.  On the other hand, the share of 
persons in working poor families where the head had some college education, but no 
college degree, increased by 11 percentage points between 1982 and 2002 compared to 5 
percentage points for the nation as a whole.  This 11 percent increase was about the same 
seen for all persons in rural working families.  Hence, while rural areas still had a slightly 
smaller percentage of working poor family heads with college degrees in 2002 than the 
nation as a whole, they had higher shares of working poor families where the most 
educated adult had a high school diploma or some college.   
 
Education levels for working poor families in the rural south are also notably different 
than levels for working poor families in the nation as a whole.  In 2002, only 21 percent 
of working poor families in the rural south had no adult member with a high school 
degree, compared to 26 percent of the nation as a whole (table 5).  This represents a 
dramatic decline from 1982, when 37 percent of families had no adult member with a 
high school degree.  Thus, the region went from having a larger share of working poor 
with no adult member with a high school degree than the nation as a whole, to a smaller 
share in 2002.  This trend is very similar to the one displayed in all rural areas, as noted 
above.  However, trends for other education levels differ from those seen in all of rural 
America.  In particular, the rate of increase of those families where the most educated 
adult has some college is smaller in the rural south than it is for rural America as a whole.  
When compared to the nation, the rural south shows a much larger share of persons in 
working poor families where the most educated member has a high school degree and a 
smaller share at the some college and college degree levels.  On the other hand, education 
levels of non-working poor in the rural south continued to lag behind levels for non-
working poor in the nation as a whole.  A comparison of the education levels of working 
poor families in the rural south to the entire workforce in the rural south yields 
differences similar to those seen in the nation as a whole.  The increase in the percentage 
of college graduates in working poor families is much smaller than the increase from 20 
to 25 percent seen among all working families in the rural south.  Additionally, the 
increase in the incidence of working poor families where the most educated adult has 
some college is higher than the incidence of this education level among all working 
families in the rural south.   



  

 
Family Structure 
 
The most dramatic change in the composition of working poor families has been a 
decrease in the share of persons in two parent families and an increase in the share in 
single parent families.  This increase in single parent families is the primary difference in 
family structure between working poor families and all working families.  While the 
share of persons in all working families headed by a single parent increased only by 1 
percentage point from 1982 to 2002, the share of persons in working poor families that 
were headed by a single parent increased from 27 percent to 38 percent.  At the same 
time, the share of persons in dual parent working-poor families declined from 50 percent 
to 38 percent (table 3).  The overwhelming majority (between 75 and 85 percent, 
respectively) of these single parent families are headed by a female.  Clearly workforce 
participation among single mothers does not automatically lead to the escape of poverty, 
as 15 percent of persons in working single parent families were below the poverty line in 
2002, almost three times the national rate for persons in working poor families.  
Interestingly, non-working poor families show a very different change in family 
structure.  Between 1982 and 2002 the share of non-working poor single parent families 
actually declined from 42 percent to 35 percent (table 3).  While an increasing share, 35 
percent in 2002, of the non-working poor are single adults with no children.   
 
The primary difference in working poor family structure trends in rural America is for 
single parent families.  While the nation showed an 11 percent increase in single parent 
families between 1982 and 2002, rural areas showed a 15 percent increase (table 4).  This 
was accompanied by a larger decrease in dual parent working poor families (57 percent to 
42 percent) than the nation exhibited.  The change in structure of non-working poor 
families in rural areas is very similar to that seen on a national level.  In particular, the 
share of non-working poor single parent families declined from 1982 to 2002, although 
the total change was much smaller than for the nation.  Also consistent with national 
trends, the share of non-working poor single adults with no children rose from 1982 to 
2002. 
 
The rural south shows an even more dramatic shift in the family structure of the working 
poor.  The share of working poor in two parent families declined from 57 percent in 1982 
to 40 percent in 2002 (table 5).  While the share in single parent families, the 
overwhelming majoring headed by single mothers, increased from 22 percent to 38 
percent.  As a result, by 2002, the composition of families in the rural south was similar 
to the composition of working poor families for the nation as a whole.  It appears that 
workforce participation among single mothers is even less of a guarantee of escape from 
poverty in the rural south than in the nation as a whole, as 24 percent of persons in single 
mother parent families fall below the poverty line in 2002.  Among the non-working 
poor, the share of persons in single parent families remained relatively constant between 
1982 and 2002. 
 
Race and ethnicity 
 



  

Race and ethnicity also play an important role in determining economic well-being in the 
U.S. (Darity and Mason, 1998).  We focus on the well-being of two groups; those headed 
by Blacks and those headed by Hispanics.  Nationally in 2002 13 percent of persons lived 
in families headed by a Black, but for working poor families 21 percent of persons were 
in families headed by a Black (table 3).7  This represents a slight increase over the 20 
percent share in 1982, but is consistent with the 1-2 percentage increase in the share of all 
working families headed by Blacks.  However, it is also a decline from higher shares in 
the 1990s.  For non-working poor families, on the other hand, the share of persons in 
families with a Black head declined fairly consistently from 32 percent in 1982 to 27 
percent in 2002.  
 
Working poor families in rural America have a lower incidence of Black headed families 
than the nation as a whole (table 4).  The share of working poor families headed by a 
Black in rural America was around 16 percent in both 1982 and 2002, but was at 19 
percent in 1990.  Additionally, the incidence of non-working poor families headed by a 
Black in rural America decreased from 25 percent in 1982 to 18 percent in 2002, which is 
a slightly larger decrease than that seen nationally.   
 
Since the rural south has a relatively high share of Blacks, it is not surprising that the 
region also sees higher shares of persons in poor families with a Black head than the 
nation or rural America as a whole.  In 2002, among working poor families, 28 percent of 
persons were in families headed by a Black, while for non-working families 30 percent of 
persons were in families headed by a Black (table 5). Trends over time in the share of 
rural south working poor families headed by Blacks have been relatively similar to trends 
for the nation as a whole. 
 
Hispanics are one of the fastest growing population cohorts in the US.  Not surprisingly, 
the share of persons in working poor families that are headed by a person of Hispanic 
origin showed a dramatic increase between 1982 and 2002.  In 1982 only 12 percent of 
persons lived in working poor families that were headed by a Hispanic.  By 2002 this 
share had increased to 29 percent (table 3).  This represents a much larger increase than 
that seen among all working families, which rose only from 7 to 13 percent over this 
same period.  Hispanics as a share of the non-working poor also stood at 12 percent in 
1982 and increased less rapidly to 21 percent in 2002.  In rural America (including the 
rural south), Hispanics represent a smaller share of the population than in the nation as a 
whole, but Hispanics also comprise a rapidly increasing share of the working poor.  For 
rural America, the share of persons in working poor families that were headed by a 
Hispanic jumped dramatically from 4 percent in 1982 to 15 percent in 2002, with an 
increase from 10 percent to 15 percent between 1998 and 2002 alone (table 4).  This 
trend is even more pronounced for the rural south, as the share increased from 9 percent 
in 1998 to 17 percent in 2002 (table 5).  The share of persons in non-working families 
that were of Hispanic origin shows a much smaller increase, reflecting the relatively 
strong attachment that persons of Hispanic origin have to the workforce. 
 

                                                 
7 As discussed, head is identified as the adult member with the highest level of education.  



  

Immigrants also comprise an increasingly important share of the working poor.  Among 
persons in working poor families, the share where the head was born outside of the U.S. 
increased from 22 percent in 1994 to 29 percent in 2002 (table 3). 8  For all periods the 
non-working poor are less likely to have a family head born outside the U.S. than are the 
working poor, but the share in non-working poor families headed by a person born 
outside of the U.S. also increased from 18 percent in 1994 to 22 percent in 2002.  For 
both working poor and non-working poor families in rural America, a smaller share of 
persons are in families with a head born outside of the U.S. (table 4).  However, rural 
America also shows an increase between 1994 and 2002 in the share of persons in both 
working poor and non-working poor families with a head born outside the U.S.  These 
trends also hold for the rural south (table 5).  
 
The final trend that we examine is changes in the intensity of work.  Nationally, the 
average number of hours worked per adult in working poor families has been relatively 
stable around 1550 hours per year (table 3).  In rural America the variation in intensity of 
work has been much greater over time, increasing from 1610 in 1982 to 1660 in 2002, but 
dipping below 1600 hours in 1998 and above 1700 hours in 1994 (table 4).  The rural 
south also displays a high variation in hours worked, rising from 1560 in 1982 to 1635 in 
2002 (table 5), with higher and lower averages between those endpoints.       
 
In summary, the characteristics of working poor families have changed greatly over the 
last two decades.  Education levels have increased substantially, while the share of two 
parent families has declined.  The working poor have also become more ethnically 
diverse.  In the rural south, these same characteristics of working poor families have 
changed even more rapidly than for the nation as a whole.  As a result, the characteristics 
of working poor families in the rural south have become more similar to characteristics 
for working poor families in the nation as a whole.  The paper next looks at trends in the 
economic well-being of working poor families and how these trends are related to 
changes in family characteristics documented in this section.

                                                 
8 This question was only asked starting in 1994, hence there are only 3 data points in the analysis. 



  

 ECONOMIC WELL-BEING IN WORKING FAMILIES 
 
The 1982 and 2002 distributions of economic well-being of working families nationally 
and in the rural south are estimated using a non-parametric kernel density function.9  95th 
percentile confidence intervals are also bootstrapped for the two distributions based on 
500 sample draws with replacement.10  In contrast to the previous section, this approach 
examines the distribution of economic well-being of all working families, not just 
families below the poverty line.  Economic well-being is initially measured using an 
adjusted family income measure (AFI) of total family pre-tax income relative to the 
family size specific U.S. poverty line.  For example, an AFI of one means the family’s 
pre-tax income puts it exactly at the poverty line.  While a measure of two indicates the 
family’s income is twice the family’s poverty line.  This same pre-tax income measure is 
used to calculate official U.S. poverty statistics.     
 
The kernel density estimates reveal that the distribution of adjusted family income for 
working families shifted rather dramatically between 1982 and 2002 (figure 1).  While 
the portion of the distribution that is below the poverty line stayed about the same, the 
incidence in 2002 of persons in families between 1 and 5 times the poverty line is far 
lower in 2002 than in 1982.  By the same token, the incidence of persons in working 
families above 5 times the poverty line is far greater in 2002.  In addition to statistically 
significant differences in point estimates in the 2 to 3 and 6 to 8 AFI rage, the overall 
distributions are statistically different at the p=0.05 level in a Kolomogorov-Smirnov test.  
The result also suggests that the observed widening in family income inequality in the 
U.S. during this period is not due solely to increasing differences in the well-being of 
working and non-working families, as the dispersion of economic well-being among 
working families also increased.   
 
Kernel density estimates of the distributions of 1982 and 2002 working family well-being 
for the rural south are presented in figure 2.  The confidence intervals associated with the 
density estimates are considerably wider with the smaller sample sizes and few point 
estimates are statistically different in the two years.  However, the two distributions 
remain significantly different in a Kolomogorov-Smirnov test.  As for the nation as a 
whole, the variance of the distribution of working family economic well-being appears to 
have widened in the rural south.  But the decline in the incidence of families between one 
and five times the poverty line was smaller than for the nation as a whole.  
Correspondingly, gains in the share of families above five times the poverty line also 
appear to be smaller. 
 
In an effort to account for the shift in economic well-being between 1982 and 2002, we 
examine the contributions that changes in economic well-being within specific groups 
(e.g. families whose heads did not finish high school) have made to the change in the 
distribution of economic well-being estimated above.  The contributions of changes in 
shares of family head education levels, family composition, and racial / ethnic makeup of 

                                                 
9  Given the difficulties in visualizing multiple distributions, distributions for rural America are not 
examined. 
10 See Efron and Tibshirani (1998) for a description of bootstrap methodology. 



  

families, outlined in the previous section, are also examined (see appendix B for further 
details).  
 
Education levels 
 
The estimated 1982, 1990, and 2002 distributions of economic well-being for persons in 
working families where the most educated adult member did not have a high school 
degree are presented in the upper left-hand-panel of figure 3.  The graph indicates that the 
incidence of families below both the poverty line and between one and two times the 
poverty line are much higher in 2002 than in 1982 or 1990, while fewer persons reside in 
families with AFIs between three and five times the poverty line in 2002.  These changes 
are depicted more clearly in the right-hand-side panel.  For persons in families where the 
most educated adult does not have a high school degree, the difference between 2002 and 
1982 (dashed line) is above the x-axis for AFIs between 0 and 2, while it is below the x-
axis for most of the remaining income levels.  This indicates that families whose most 
educated adult member did not have a high school degree were generally worse off in 
2002 than in 1982.  The result is consistent with documented declines in the wages of low 
skill workers.  However, the measure of estimated density changes in the 1990 to 2002 
period is above the same measure for 1982 to 2002 between 0 and the poverty line, 
indicating that the increase in the incidence of poverty among families where the family 
head did not have a high school degree occurred in the 1990 to 2002 period.11   
 
Similar estimated distributions for persons in families where the most educated adult 
member has a high school diploma are presented in the lower left-hand-panel of figure 10 
and the associated differences in estimated density between 2002 - 1982 and 2002 – 1990 
are presented in the lower right-hand-side panel.  For persons in families the most 
educated adult member has a high school diploma there appears to be a small increase in 
the incidence of AFIs below two and a decrease in the incidences of AFIs between two 
and three during both of the time spans.  Again, most of this decline in well-being 
occurred in the 1990 to 2002 period.         
 
AFI distributions for persons in families where the most educated adult has some college 
and where the most educated adult has a college degree are presented in figure 4.  
Interestingly, the distribution of economic well-being for persons in families where the 
most educated adult member has some college appears to have widened considerably 
between 1982 and 2002, and particularly between 1990 and 2002 when the incidence of 
persons in families with AFIs between zero and two, as well as the incidence of persons 
in families with AFIs between four and six, increased.  For persons in families where the 
most educated member has a college degree, the incidence of persons in families with 
AFIs above five also increased between 1982 and 2002.  It also appears that the incidence 
of persons in families with AFIs below four declines dramatically between 1982 and 
1990, reflecting in part documented increases in returns to college education.  However, 
between 1990 and 2002 there is little evidence of further positive shifts in the well-being 

                                                 
11 Others have found that the decline in the wages of low skill workers was strongest in the early nineties 
and that low skill workers may have actually seen slight increases in real wages in the late 1990s (Freeman, 
2001). 



  

of families with a college educated adult.  Overall, working families that have an adult 
member with at least some exposure to college appear to have at least maintained levels 
of economic well-being over the last two decades, while those without an adult member 
with exposure to college can expect lower levels of economic well-being. 
 
Fewer observations on working families in the rural south again reduce the precision of 
the density estimates.  In contrast with the nation as a whole, the incidence of AFIs below 
two times the poverty line shows only a small increase among families where the head 
has no high school degree (figure 5), further families with an adult who has a high school 
degree show no clear change in their well-being.  Since the rural south had lower levels 
of economic well-being among family with low levels of education in 1982, less erosion 
in well-being among families where the most educated adult had no high school or only a 
high school degree suggests that the rest of the nations mapping between low educational 
assets and economic well-being may have become more similar to levels historically 
found in the rural south.   The most discernable trend by education cohorts in the rural 
south is a decrease in the incidence of persons in families where the head has a college 
degree below five times the poverty line and an increase in the incidence above five times 
the poverty line (figure 6).   
     
Significant changes in the educational assets of heads of working poor families were 
documented in the previous section.  The contribution of changes in the education levels 
of family heads to changes in the distribution of well-being of all working families is now 
examined through a density reweighting experiment (see Appendix B for further details).  
The density reweighting experiment asks the question “what would be the distribution of 
economic well-being if the distribution of well-being within each grouping of family-
heads education remained as in 2002, but the incidence of family head education groups 
were set to 1982 levels?”   
 
The results of this reweighting experiment are reported in figure 7.  For AFIs below two 
times the poverty line, the reweighted distribution is above the 2002 distribution and its 
confidence intervals.  This indicates that the incidences of persons in families below the 
poverty line and between one and two times the poverty line would have been higher if 
family heads had the distribution of education levels seen in 1982.  However, the 
incidence of AFIs below two times the poverty line is also higher under the reweight than 
under the 1982 distribution.  This stems from the previously documented fact that 
significant erosion occurred in the well-being of families with heads who had high school 
or lower levels of education.  In fact the result suggests that the 1982 and 2002 
distributions of economic well-being are similar up to the poverty line due to two 
countervailing forces.  First, educational assets of family heads increased between 1982 
and 2002 as fewer families had no adult member who had not finished high school.  
Second, the economic well-being of families with adults with low education levels 
eroded.  As a result, poverty levels stayed about the same because while there were fewer 
families with very low levels of educational assets, those low education asset families 
were more likely to be poor.  The reweight also suggests that part of the gains in the 
incidence of economic well-being above five times the poverty line in 2002 can be traced 
to high incidences of persons in families with a college educated adult member.  The 



  

unexplained residual in this case is attributable to previously documented increases in 
economic well-being of families with heads with a college education.     
 
Turning to the rural south, a similar reweighting experiment appears to explain some of 
the change in economic well-being in working families up to two times the poverty line 
(figure 8).  This is not surprising, since the erosion in economic well-being that occurred 
nationally among families with heads with no exposure to college was not observed in the 
rural south.  Most of the change in the lower half of the distribution can, therefore, be 
explained by the dramatic decrease in the share of persons in families where the most 
educated adult had a high school degree or less.  By contrast the reweighted density 
appears to explain only a small share of gains above five times the poverty line, reflecting 
the fact that for the rural south, as for the nation as a whole, increases in levels of well-
being associated with a college education appear to have driven observed gains at the 
upper end of the distribution of economic well-being.   
 
Differences in the education levels of family heads in the rural south and the nation as a 
whole also in part explain differences between distributions of economic well-being in 
the rural south and the nation as a whole.  The density reweighting experiment asks the 
question “what would be the national distribution of economic well-being if the 
distribution of well-being within each grouping of family-heads education remained as in 
the nation, but the incidence of family head education groups were set to rural south 
levels?”   
 
As figure 9 indicates, the national distribution for pre-tax adjusted family income is 
below that for the rural south in 2002 for AFIs below four times the poverty line and 
above the rural south for AFIs above four.  Looking at the reweighted national 
distribution based on rural south education levels, it appears that the differences in 
education levels can explain a portion of the regional disparity in well-being.  For AFIs 
below four, the reweighted distribution is higher than the distribution of the nation, 
indicating that a larger portion of the working population would have lower AFIs in this 
range if they had the education levels that are present in the rural south.  In particular, 
those households in poverty (AFIs under one) show a large increase over national levels.   
AFIs above four times the poverty line show a lower incidence under the reweight, 
indicating that a smaller proportion of the population would have these higher levels of 
economic well-being with the generally lower education levels seen in the rural south.   
 
Family Structure 
 
AFI density estimates are also examined for the four working family types; single with no 
children, single with children, married with no children, and married with children in 
order to understand how overall changes in well-being have been influenced by changes 
in the well-being of particular family types.  The estimated AFI distributions in 1982, 
1990, and 2002 for persons in single adult families with no children are presented in the 
upper left hand panel of figure 10, while changes in the estimated density of these 
distributions between 1982 and 2002 and between 1990 and 2002 are presented in the 
upper right-hand panel.  The incidence of persons in single adult – no child families both 



  

below the poverty line and below two-times the poverty line declined from 1982 to 1990, 
but then increased from 1990 to 2002.  As a result, the overall incidence of persons in this 
family type below the poverty line increased from 1982 to 2002, as did the incidence of 
persons between one and two times the poverty line.  The downward shift in well-being 
associated with the increased incidence of single adults at these low levels of economic 
well-being came at the expense of lower incidences of single adults with AFIs above four 
times the poverty line.  Most of this shift also occurred in the 1990 to 2002 period.  
 
Turning to the most frequently examined family type, single parents with children, shifts 
in the distribution of economic well-being of working single-parent families over the last 
two decades appear to be rather limited.  Between 1982 and 2002 persons in single parent 
families showed a slight decline in the incidence of persons below 1.5 times the poverty 
line and a slight increase in families above five times the poverty line (figure 10).  Most 
of the decrease in the incidence of persons at very low levels of economic well-being 
below one-half the poverty line appear to have occurred in the recent 1990 to 2002 
period, but the incidence of persons between one and three times the poverty line also 
increased slightly during this period.        
 
Interestingly, the most dramatic shift in the economic well-being of working families 
appears to have occurred within the family type married with no children (figure 11).  
While the incidence of persons below the poverty line in this family type showed little 
change, a very large decline occurred in the incidence of persons between one and five 
times the poverty line.  The decline was offset by gains above five times the poverty line.  
These shifts appeared to occur within both the 1982 to 1990 and 1990 to 2002 sub-
periods.  Working two-parent families with children show a similar, but less pronounced, 
shift.  The incidence of persons in two-parent families with children that were below the 
poverty line increased slightly between 1982 and 2002 due to a large increase from 1990 
to 2002 in the incidence of persons in this family type below the poverty line.  On the 
other hand, the incidence of persons in families between one and three times the poverty 
line showed a decline from 1982 to 2002.  This decline was offset by gains in the 
incidence of persons in working two-parent families with AFIs above four times the 
poverty line.   
 
For working families in the rural south, the smaller dataset again makes it harder to 
identify trends within family types, but slight declines in the incidence of persons with 
AFIs below three times the poverty line appear to have occurred among married couples 
with children and married couples without children.  In contrast with the nation as a 
whole, the most notable change in economic well-being appears to occur among working 
single parent families (figures 12 and 13).  Between 1982 and 2002 the variance in the 
distribution of economic well-being among this family type showed a large increase, as 
both the incidence of persons in single parent families below the poverty line and above 
three times the poverty line increased.  However this increased variation of economic 
well-being within single parent working families in the rural south is unrelated to TANF 
reforms as increases in the incidence of persons at the upper and lower ends of the 
distribution occurred in the period 1982 to 1990.  Between 1990 and 2002 the variance 
actually appears to have decreased.   



  

 
The impact of changes in the prevalence of family types on changes in the distribution of 
economic well-being between 1982 and 2002 is examined using a density reweighting 
experiment similar to that employed to examine the impact of changes in family head 
education levels.  In this case the reweighting experiment poses the question “what would 
be the distribution of economic well-being if the distribution of well-being within each 
family type grouping remained as in 2002, but the share of family types were set to 1982 
levels?”  The results of this reweighting experiment are reported in figure 14.  The 
reweighted density closely resembles the 2002 density, suggesting that, unlike shifts in 
family head education levels, changes in family structure between 1982 and 2002 explain 
little of the observed shift in economic well-being that occurred during that period.  In 
fact, the reweight even suggests that changes in the incidence of family types should have 
resulted in even greater rightward shifts in the distribution of economic well-being than 
were actually observed to exist.  This is due to the higher incidence of family types in 
1982 of family types like married couples with children with generally higher 
distributions of well-being.  Conversely, the incidence of single parent family, with 
generally lower distributions of economic well-being, is lower in 1982 than in 2002.   
 
The results for the reweighting experiment in the rural south are almost identical to those 
for the nation as a whole (figure 15).  Thus the changing composition of US families 
explains little of observed changes in the distribution of working families over the last 
two decades in either the rural south or the nation as a whole.  Significant changes have 
occurred, however, in the distribution of economic well-being of specific family types, 
with married couples (both with and without children) generally showing the largest 
gains in economic well-being.  Again comparing the distributions of AFI for the nation 
and the rural south in 2002, a reweighting experiment adjusting the national distribution 
of economic well-being for the incidences of family types seen in the rural south suggests 
that little of the difference in the distributions of economic well-being in the nation and 
the rural south stems from differences in the incidence of family types (figure 16).    
 
Race and Ethnicity 
 
Shifts over time in the distributions of economic well-being of persons in families headed 
by Whites and Blacks are examined separately in figure 17.  Among families with a 
White head a small increase in the incidence of persons in families below the poverty line 
occurred between 1990 and 2002.  A small increase also occurred in the probability of 
residing in a family above three times the poverty line.  Positive shifts in economic well-
being are much more dramatic in working families headed by a Black.  Between 1982 
and 2002 the probability of a person residing in a Black-headed family below the poverty 
line declined sharply, and an increase of similar magnitude occurred in the probability of 
lying above three times the poverty line.  Except for a decrease in the probability of being 
extremely poor, most of this decrease appears to have occurred in the 1982 to 1990 
period, suggesting that economic gains among working Black families lessened 
considerably in the 1990s. 
 



  

Shifts in well-being among Hispanics are less clear.  The probability of being below the 
poverty line decreased sharply between 1982 and 1990, but then increased between 1990 
and 2002 (figure 18).  This led to a small decline overall between 1982 and 2002 in the 
probability of persons in Hispanic headed families being poor.  The incidence of 
Hispanics in middle-class families between three and five times the poverty line also 
increased between 1982 and 2002.   
 
Changes in economic well-being in working families headed by Blacks and Hispanics 
were even greater in the rural south than for the nation as a whole.  Working families 
headed by Whites showed a small broad-based rightward shift in the distribution of 
economic well-being between 1982 and 2002, with most of these gains occurring in the 
1990 to 2002 sub-period (figure 17).  But persons in families headed by Blacks, as in the 
nation as a whole, showed a very large rightward shift in the distribution of economic 
well-being.  However, unlike for the nation as a whole, most of these well-being gains 
occurred in the 1990 to 2002 sub-period.  Working Hispanic families in the rural south 
also showed strong and broad-based economic gains between 1990 and 2002.  This 
broad-based rightward shift in economic well-being countered a deteriorating distribution 
of well-being among working Hispanic families in the rural south between 1982 and 
1990, when the concentration of families between one and two times the poverty line 
increased markedly.   
 
Turning to the impact of increasing racial and, particularly, ethnic diversity on the 
distribution of economic well-being for the nation as a whole, a density reweighting 
experiment is implemented to address the question “what would be the distribution of 
economic well-being if the distributions of well-being of families headed by Blacks and 
non-Blacks, as well as Hispanics and non-Hispanics, remained as in 2002, but the shares 
of these racial/ ethnic groups were set at 1982 levels?”  The results of this experiment 
show that increased racial and ethnic diversity in the US population over the period 1982 
to 2002 had virtually no impact on the national distribution of economic well-being 
(figure 20).  The same experiment applied to working families in the rural south, 
however, suggests that the distribution of economic well-being would have shifted 
slightly rightward with the lower levels of racial and ethnic diversity seen in 1982 (figure 
21).  This result is not surprising, given that the distributions of well-being of Blacks and 
Hispanics are far lower than the distributions for non-Blacks and non-Hispanics, 
respectively, in the rural south.  Applying a similar reweighting to differences between 
the nation and rural south AFIs in 2002, it is clear that the higher incidence of Black 
headed families and the lower incidence of Hispanic headed families in the rural south 
also accounts for virtually none of the differences in the distribution of economic well-
being in the nation and the rural south (figure 22). 
 
Overall, the analysis suggests that changes in family structure and increased racial and 
ethnic diversity had little impact on shifts in the distribution of economic well-being of 
working families either nationally or in the rural south.  In fact, increasing shares of 
single parent families and Hispanic families actually tended to mitigate broad gains in 
economic well-being that occurred between 1982 and 2002.  Changes in the levels of 
education of family heads, on the other hand, explain a significant share of observed 



  

gains in economic well-being, especially in the rural south which saw a dramatic decline 
between 1982 and 2002 in the share of working families where the most educated adult 
did not have a high school degree.  
 
Shift in Well-Being Under Alternative Measures of Income 
 
Although pre-tax income is the most commonly used income-based measure of family 
economic well-being in the US, post-tax measures of disposable income may better 
reflect the economic status of families.  Changes in the distribution of economic well-
being of working families under two alternative measures of well-being, post-tax income 
(income minus imputed federal and state taxes, and imputed values of available EITCs) 
and post-tax income plus the imputed value of food stamps and Medicare, are, therefore, 
examined using the 1994, 1998, and 2002 CPS datasets.12 
 
First the 2002 AFI distribution under the alternative measures of income are compared to 
the previously estimated pre-tax income distribution for working families (figure 23).  
Federal and state taxes, including EITCs, clearly have a major impact on the distribution 
of economic well-being.  Both the top and bottom ends of the income distribution are 
compressed by federal and state tax liabilities, leading to a smaller dispersion of post-tax 
income than pre-tax income.  The incidence of working families with incomes below the 
official poverty line is also reduced dramatically from 4.9 percent under the pre-tax 
measure to 3.6 percent under the post-tax measure.  This drop in the share of working 
poor is directly attributable to EITC supplements for working families below the poverty 
line.  At the same time, the incidence of persons in working families between one and 
five times the poverty line increases with tax adjustments from 63 percent to 74 percent,   
while the incidence of persons in families above five times the poverty line drops from 33 
to 23 percent. 
 
Including the imputed value of food stamps and Medicaid creates an additional small 
decrease in the incidence of persons in families below the poverty line from 3.6 percent 
under the post-tax measure to 3.1 percent under the post-tax plus imputed value of public 
assistance measure.13  Interestingly, inclusion of the imputed value of food stamps and 
Medicaid appears to have the largest impact on the incidence of persons in families 
between one and two times the poverty line.  Many of these families meet the gross 
eligibility requirements for food stamps and are moved further above the poverty line 
through EITCs, as well as food stamp and Medicaid benefits.  As expected, for income 
levels above two times the poverty line the inclusion of the imputed value of food stamps 
and Medicaid benefits has little impact on the post-tax income distribution.   
 

                                                 
12 Information on family tax payments is not available prior to the 1992 CPS. 
13 Imputed values of non-cash benefits are based on CPS datafile calculations.  Food Stamp receipts are set 
equal to their face value.  Medicaid receipts are imputed as the amount of family income, up to the amount 
of mean Medicaid outlays for families in the risk class, available for medical care after basic food and 
housing needs were met.  For more information on the progressive discounting of Medicaid benefits among 
poorer families see U.S. Department of Commerce, 1992.  



  

Changes between 1994, 1998, and 2002 in the distribution of pre-tax, post-tax, and post-
tax plus the imputed value of food stamp and Medicaid benefits AFI measures are 
examined next.  As shown in figure 24, the 2002 distribution of pre-tax income relative to 
the poverty line shows relatively little change from the 1994 pre-tax distribution.  
However, when tax incidences are added to the income measure, the 2002 and 1994 
distributions begin to separate.  The incidence of persons in working families below the 
poverty line and the incidence of persons in families between one and three times the 
poverty line both decline between 1994 and 2002.  Over the same period, the incidence of 
persons in families above three times the poverty line increases.  This shift over time is 
even more pronounced when the imputed values of food stamps and Medicaid are 
included in the income measure.  The shift in the distribution of post-tax income plus 
imputed in-kind transfers between 1994 and 2002 appears to be largest between one and 
two times the poverty line.  Because many of these families have pre-tax income that 
place them above the poverty line, these changes would not have been noted in the 
previous analysis of public assistance use among working poor families.  Overall, the 
results show that tax and non-cash public assistance policies have had an increasingly 
important role in raising the economic well-being of working poor families, as well as 
working families between one and two times the poverty line.   
 
Turning once again to the rural south, figure 25 shows the 2002 distributions of AFI 
under three alternative measures of income.  Again, federal and state taxes clearly have a 
major impact on the distribution of economic well-being.  The incidence of working 
families below the poverty line is greatly reduced from 8.0 percent to 5.7 percent when 
taxes (particularly EITCs) are included in the income measure (figure 26).  On the other 
hand, the incidence of families between one and four times the poverty line increases 
after taxes, while the incidence of families above four times the poverty line declines 
sharply.  As for the nation as a whole, inclusion of the imputed value of food stamps and 
Medicaid benefits further amplifies the decline in the incidence observed between 1 and 2 
times the poverty line.   
 
 



  

PARAMETRIC ANALYSIS OF WORKING FAMILY WELL-BEING 
 
In this section working families’ pre-tax measures of AFI are regressed on basic family 
characteristics in 1982, 1990, and 2002 for the nation, rural America, and the rural south.  
Parameter estimates from these regression equations are then used to decompose changes 
in average AFIs over time into the portion that is due to structural shifts in the 
relationship between AFIs and family characteristics and the portion that is due to 
changes over time in the mean of specific family characteristics.  AFI regressions for the 
nation as a whole, rural America, and the rural south in 2002 are also compared in a 
similar fashion to understand if lower average AFIs in the rural south are due to 
differences in family characteristics or to less favorable relationships between family 
characteristics and family economic well-being. 
 
AFI regressions 
 
The family characteristics used as independent variables in the AFI regression equation 
include a quadratic specification for age of the designated family head, number of adult 
male and number of adult female family members at four education levels (no high 
school, high school degree, some college, and college degree), if the family had a single 
adult head (leaving married adults as the base), number of children in single adult 
families under 6 years of age, number of children in single adult families between 6 and 
18 years of age, number of children under 6 in two-parent families, number of children 6 
to 18 in two-parent family, if the family head is Black, and if the family head is Hispanic.  
Location indicators for residence in a non-metropolitan (rural) county and region of the 
county (with northeast as the base) are also included, along with an interaction term for 
residence in the rural south.  State unemployment rates for the previous year are also 
included as an indicator of the strength of area economic conditions.  Variable means are 
reported by year both for the nation, rural America, and the rural south in table 6.  Note 
that the number of adults in all education categories is larger in 1982 than in 2002.  This 
is due to the fact that families had significantly more adults in 1982.   
 
Survey weighted regression parameter estimates for working families nationally are 
reported in table 7.  What is most striking in the results is the shift in regression 
parameter estimates over the three time periods.  AFI of working families increases with 
age at a slightly decreasing rate in each period.  But the relationship between family 
human capital assets and AFI shifts dramatically over the three periods.  In 1982 an 
additional adult male with no high school education in the family has no impact on the 
AFI.  In essence, a male with this level of education would be expected to bring enough 
additional income to the family to keep it at the same level of economic well-being 
relative to the poverty line.  However, by 1990 an additional male with no high school is 
associated with a 0.06 point drop in the AFI and by 2002 the drop in AFI increases to 
0.19.  A similar trend is seen for additional adult females with no high school education.  
In 1982 an additional female family member with no high school education lowers AFI 
by 0.29, while by 2002 an additional adult female member with no high school education 
lowers the AFI by 0.53. 
 



  

A similar decline in the level of AFI associated with an additional family member is 
found at the high school degree level.  In 1982 an additional adult male with a high 
school degree was associated with an increase in AFI of 0.30.  By 1990 AFI increased by 
only 0.22 with an additional high school degree holding adult male, and by 2002 the 
increase was only 0.09.  Similarly, for females AFI decreases by 0.08 with an additional 
high school degree holding adult in 1982, but by 2002 the same female with a high 
school degree is associated with an AFI decrease of -0.30.  Even at the level of some 
college, the positive association between additional family members and AFI declines 
between 1982 and 2002, from 0.43 to 0.38 for males and from 0.17 to 0.03 for females.   
 
In sharp contrast with the trends for other education levels, increases in AFI associated 
with additional college educated family members rise dramatically over the three periods.  
In 1982 an additional college educated male is associated with an increase in AFI of 0.95.  
By 1990 the associated increase in AFI for a college educated male is 1.14, and the 
increase then doubles to 2.34 in 2002.  Similarly, an additional college educated female 
increases AFI by 0.11 in 1982, 0.27 in 1990, and 1.37 in 2002.  Thus the AFI regressions 
provide additional evidence of the growing bifurcation of working family well-being 
based on educational assets.   
 
Working families headed by a single adult also show lower AFIs than two adult 
households in every period.  Further, the negative impact of single adult households 
almost doubles between 1982 and 2002 from -0.64 to -1.21 AFI.  As expected, additional 
children, both under 6 years of age and between 6 and 18, decrease AFI in single adult 
families for all periods.  The impact of on AFI of children under 6 the impact is relatively 
constant at around -0.6 AFI, while for children between 6 and 18 the impact is around -
0.4.  Surprisingly, children appear to have a greater negative impact on AFI in two-parent 
families.  For example, in 2002 an additional child under 6 was associated with a -0.86 
change in AFI, while an additional child 6 to 18 was associated with -0.73 AFI.  Turning 
to the impact of race and ethnicity on family well-being, even after controlling for family 
educational assets and composition, families with Black and Hispanic heads show lower 
AFIs than other families.  Further, the gap increases over the three periods.  In 1982 
families headed by a Black had 0.66 lower AFIs than families with a non-Black head, 
while families with a Hispanic head showed 0.47 lower AFIs than families with a non-
Hispanic head.  These gaps increase to -0.87 for Blacks and -0.71 for Hispanics in 2002. 
 
AFIs also vary by region and state unemployment rate after controlling for family 
attributes.  For all three time periods, residence in a non-metropolitan county lowers AFI 
relative to residence in a metropolitan area.  The gap may, in part, represent real cost of 
living differences, particularly in housing, between metropolitan and non-metropolitan 
areas (Mills and Hazarika, 2002).  The metropolitan – non-metropolitan difference in AFI 
also increases over the three periods, from -0.45 in 1982 to -1.0 in 2002.  Other regional 
variations are also significant. Apparently, ceteris paribus, AFIs have risen in the 
Northeast relative to other regions, with the south showing a particularly strong decline in 
AFI between 1982 and 2002.  But the parameter estimate on the rural south interaction 
term changes from -0.22 in 1982 to 0.19 in 2002.  This suggests that, within this general 
decline in the south, the rural south shows a rise in well-being compared to levels that 



  

would be expected from the separate effects of residence in a rural area and the southern 
region.  Thus the results provide no evidence that AFI is disproportionately low in the 
rural south after controlling for family attributes.  Finally, as expected, state 
unemployment rates show negative parameter estimates in all periods, but only the 1990 
unemployment rate parameter estimate is statistically significant.   
  
Looking now at AFI regression results for working families in rural America (table 8), 
the parameter estimates reveal different trends.  While the presence of an additional male 
with no high school degree is not statistically significant in any of the three time periods, 
the negative impact of an additional female adult with no high school degree increases 
over the periods.  In contrast to the declining trends seen for the nation, the effect of an 
additional male with high school degrees has been relatively constant, while the effect of 
an additional male with some college has increased significantly (from 0.38 in 1982 to 
0.57 in 2002).  The only education level where trends are similar to those seen for the 
nation is at the level of college degree, where a sharp rise in the impact of a college 
degree on AFI is observed for both males and females.  However, these shifts are not as 
dramatic as those seen for the nation.  In rural areas, an additional male with a college 
degree increased AFI by 0.72 in 1982, and 1.78 in 2002.  Comparable numbers for the 
nation were 1.14 in 1982 and 2.34 in 2002.   
 
The impact of single adult family heads is negative in rural areas in all periods and shows 
the same declining trend that is seen nationally.  The presence of children in the family 
also shows a similar impact on well-being to that found nationally.   In 2002 an additional 
child under 6 years of age in a single parent family is associated with a decline in AFI of 
-0.58, while a child 6 to 18 is associated with a decline of -0.33.  Meanwhile for two-
parent families in 2002, AFI declines associated with children under 6 and children 
between 6 and 18 were -0.70 and -0.55, respectively.  The negative association between 
AFI and having a Black family head is also smaller in rural America for every period 
than for the nation as a whole, as is the negative association between AFI and having a 
Hispanic family head.  Interestingly, the relationships between geographic location and 
AFI are not significant in 2002, while in 1982 and 1990 location in the midwest and 
south are associated with lower AFIs.  As with the national results, unemployment rates 
are not significant.   
 
Turning to AFI regression results for working families in the rural south, many of the 
trends documented in the national AFI regressions also hold.  An additional male family 
member with no high school degree has a larger positive benefit on AFI in 1982 than is 
seen nationally (table 9).  But as for the nation as a whole, the association between 
additional adult male family members with low levels of education and family economic 
well-being deteriorates in subsequent periods.  The association does not, however, 
become as strongly negative as seen in the nation as a whole.  The returns on an 
additional adult female family member with no high school education are initially 
negative in 1982.  However, unlike the national trend, they actually become less negative 
in subsequent periods. 
 



  

An additional adult male with a high school degree was associated with a 0.45 increase in 
AFI for the rural south in 1982.  This positive association decreased to 0.24 in 2002, but 
remains substantially higher than for the nation as a whole.  Again, in contrast with the 
nation as a whole, the parameter estimate for the change in AFI with an additional high 
school degree holding female adult family member actually increases from 0.06 AFI in 
1982 to 0.13 AFI in 2002, but is not statistically significant in any period.  An additional 
male family member with some college also sees the positive impact on AFI increase 
between 1982 and 2002 in the rural south, while the AFI associated with an additional 
female with some college shows a slight decline.   
 
Both additional male and female college degree holding family members show positive 
associations with AFI and these associations increase over the three periods in a similar 
magnitude as is seen for the nation as a whole.  Thus, the analysis of changing 
relationships between family educational assets and economic well-being suggests that 
families with high educational assets (college and above) have seen similar gains in well-
being in the rural south and the nation as a whole.  But families with members possessing 
low educational assets in the rural south have not seen the same degree of erosion in well-
being as is seen nationally. 
 
In the rural south, the negative impact of single adult family heads increases from -0.44 
to -0.81 between 1982 and 2002, but remains about one-third less than that seen 
nationally in 2002.  Children also seem to have less of a negative impact on AFI in the 
rural south.  In 2002 an additional child under 6 in a single parent family caused a decline 
in AFI of -0.46 in the rural south, while a child 6 to 18 is associated with a decline of -
0.33.  For two-parent families in 2002, AFI declines associated with children under 6 and 
children between 6 and 18 were -0.71 and -0.56, respectively.  As with rural America as a 
whole, the negative association between AFI and having a Black family head is lower in 
the rural south in every period than in the nation as a whole, as is the negative association 
between AFI and having a Hispanic family head.   
 
AFI Decompositions 
 
AFI regression results are now used to decompose differences between average pre-tax 
AFI levels in 1982 and 2002 into the portions due to differences in variable means and 
the portions due to parameter estimates for four groupings of variables; races and 
ethnicity of family heads, educational assets of the family, family composition, and 
location. Similar decompositions are also conducted on average AFI differences in the 
rural south between 1982 and 2002, as well as for AFI differences in the nation as a 
whole versus the rural south in 2002.  Unlike the nonparametric decompositions 
presented in the previous section, these decompositions focus only on mean changes in 
AFI and will not capture the possibility of different shifts in well-being occurring among 
families near or below the poverty line.   
 
In 1982 the average person was in a family with an AFI of 3.61, by 2002 this average 
rose to 4.82 (table 10).  As with the non-parametric decompositions, the parametric 
decompositions results show that the increased incidence of Black and Hispanic headed 



  

families explain none of this increase.  In fact, the increased incidence of Black and 
Hispanic family heads in 2002 appears to have exerted downward pressure on AFI means 
(-0.05 AFI).  Similarly, Black and Hispanic family heads, if anything, show larger 
declines in AFIs under 2002 AFI regression parameter estimates than under 1982 
parameter estimates, this shift in parameter estimates in turn generates a decrease in AFI 
of -0.06.  The changes in AFI associated with changes in both race - ethnicity variable 
means and parameters are, however, very small relative to the total increase seen between 
1982 and 2002.   
 
Surprisingly, changes in family educational assets (the number of male and female family 
members in each of the four education categories) appear to have made no contribution to 
the increase in mean AFI between 1982 and 2002.  This is due to the fact that as total 
family sizes declined between 1982 and 2002, the number of adult family members in 
each gender – education category, except for females with some college, also declines.  
Increases in AFI due to few adult members with low levels of education, in turn, offset 
losses due to fewer members with high education levels.  On the other hand, adding 2002 
parameter estimates for family adult education assets, along with 2002 education means, 
generated a fairly substantial increase in AFI. In fact, the increase accounts for 38.9 
percent of the total increase in AFI between 1982 and 2002.  Parameter estimates for 
college degree holders rose dramatically between 1982 and 2002, but parameter estimates 
for all other education levels fell.  This suggests that increases in returns on college 
education in terms of AFI on average more than offset the erosion in returns at lower 
levels of education and resulted in a rise in the mean AFI of the general population of 
working families. 
 
Changes in the means of family composition variables also contributed to a small 
increase in mean AFI as working families have on average older heads in 2002 and fewer 
children.  On the other hand, changing family structure parameter estimates from 1982 to 
2002 levels generate a slight decline in mean AFI.  Changes in the location of families 
and state unemployment rates also generate a very small increase in AFI of 0.07.  
However, using 2002 parameter estimates for regional and state unemployment rates 
generates a strong decline in AFI of -0.43.  Most of this decline comes from the overall 
decline in AFIs in most regions of the country relative to the metropolitan northeast.  
Finally, after controlling for all other variable and parameter changes the intercept term 
increases by 1.15 AFI.  This shift alone accounts for 94.9 percent of the total increase in 
AFI between 1982 and 2002.  Thus, a large component of the mean increase in AFI 
remains associated with a broad-based increase in mean family well-being.  The 
aggregate contributions of mean changes and parameter estimate shifts to the total change 
in AFI from 1982 to 2002 are also shown at the bottom of table 10.  The results confirm 
that changes in variable means appear to have had a relatively minor contribution to the 
overall mean increase in family well-being.  On the other hand, parameter shifts 
(particularly in the intercept term and education parameters) account for most of the 
change.  When the order of the decomposition is reversed, starting from 2002, the results 
of the decomposition remain essentially unchanged (table 10). 
 



  

Turing to families in rural America, the mean AFI for working families shifted from 3.09 
in 1982 to 3.74 in 2002 (table 11).   While the percentage of families headed by a Black 
remained about the same over these periods, the increased incidence of Hispanic family 
heads did not explain any of the increase in the mean AFI.  Additionally, substituting 
2002 race and ethnic parameter estimates for 1982 estimates exerts slight downward 
pressure on AFI from 3.09 to 3.08.  Similar to the patterns seen for the nation, changes in 
the mean values of family educational assets also do not appear to have contributed to the 
overall increase in AFI, but use of 2002 education level parameters can account for over 
60 percent of the increase.  Using family structure and head age means from 2002 also 
increases mean AFI by 20.9 percent, but, interestingly, using the 2002 parameters 
associated with these means drops AFI all the way down to 2.60 (below its starting value 
in 1982).  This suggests that the changing relationship between AFI and family structure 
significantly decreased the mean AFI of working families over time.  Adjusting the 
regional distribution of rural household residences for 2002 levels and the associated 
parameter values for 2002 slightly increases the estimated mean AFI, but it is still below 
the starting value in 1982.  Similar to the results for the nation, the intercept term plays a 
large role, increasing AFI from 2.74 to 3.74 (more than 100 percent of the overall 
difference).  Thus, the mean increase in AFI of rural areas can be associated with a broad-
based increase in mean family well-being.  Further, examining the aggregate mean – 
parameter decomposition, the majority of the increase in AFI was due to shifts in 
parameters, not means.  Reversing the order of the decomposition results in some slight 
changes, but the driving forces (the parameter shift for family structure, and the intercept 
term) remain the same.  
 
Turning to changes in AFI means of working families in the rural south between 1982 
and 2002, a similar decomposition shows that increased racial and ethnic diversity had 
little impact on the observed mean increase in AFI (table 12).   Further, neither a change 
in parameter estimates for Black and Hispanic family heads nor a change in the mean 
values of family educational assets appears to have contributed to increases.  However, 
the previously discussed relatively broad-based increases in return on family education 
assets at the some college and above level for males and high school and above level for 
females can account for 42 percent of the total increase in mean AFI between 1982 and 
2002 in the rural south.  Changes in family structure account for 24.2 percent of the total 
increase.  Again, older family heads and fewer total children account for most of this 
increase.  Changes in family structure parameter estimates also account for 21.8 percent 
of the observed increase.  Most of this increase stems from a smaller decline in the 
increase in AFI with age.  
 
In the rural south decomposition, the only variable in the location variable grouping is the 
state unemployment rate and the half-percent decline in the average rate faced by 
working families in the rural south generates only a very small increase in the mean AFI.  
However, the negative parameter estimate associated with the state unemployment rate 
drops almost ten fold between 1982 and 2002.  This decline leads to a 0.32 increase in 
estimated mean AFI when the 2002 state unemployment rate parameter estimate is added 
to the decomposition.  Finally, unlike the results for the nation as a whole, the intercept 
term estimate is actually lower in 2002 than in 1982, this lower intercept estimate reduces 



  

the gap in mean AFI between 1982 and 2002 by 38.6 percent.  Again, reversing the order 
of the decomposition by starting with the 2002 mean, has very little impact on the results.  
Also, aggregate decompositions shown at the bottom of table 12, suggest that changes in 
variable means played a much more important role in generating the observed increase in 
mean AFI in the rural south than in the nation as a whole.  The results also suggest that 
AFI in the rural south would have been higher in 2002 with 1982 parameter estimates but 
2002 variable means. 
 
The final two decompositions focus on the roles that variable mean differences and 
parameter estimate differences play in observed differences in mean AFIs in the rural 
south and the nation as a whole and the rural south and rural America.  These 
decompositions are slightly more problematic than the previous two, because the exact 
same set of variables is not used in the two AFI regression equations that are compared in 
the decomposition.  Therefore, we undertake only partial decompositions, starting with 
the 2002 rural south mean AFI and replacing variable means for Black and Hispanic 
heads, education assets of the family, family structure, and unemployment rates with 
corresponding means for the nation as a whole and rural America.     
 
Comparing the rural south and the nation as a whole, differences in the incidence of 
Black and Hispanic headed families do not appear to contribute to the lower mean AFI 
found in the rural south (table 13).  However, generally lower levels of household 
educational assets in the rural south do account for 32.4 percent of the observed gap, as 
AFI rises by 0.39 when means for the number of family members in each educational 
group in the rural south are replaced with national means.  Differences in family 
composition, on the other hand, actually lower the mean AFI when means for the rural 
south are replaced with national means, while differences in state unemployment rates 
have essentially no impact.  Overall, differences in variable means appear to explain 
about 27 percent of the gap in AFI in the rural south relative to the nation as a whole, 
with educational assets of families being the key explanatory factor. 
 
Differences in mean AFIs in the rural south (3.63) and rural America (3.74) are much 
smaller.  Interestingly, the high incidence of Black headed families compared to 
relatively racially homogeneous rural America accounts for 43 percent of this small gap, 
while education levels account for 75 percent of the gap (table 14).  On the other hand, 
the structure of families in the rural south actually appears to increase the regions mean 
AFI.  Thus, despite a significant increase in education levels over the last two decades, 
observed lower levels of economic well-being in the rural south relative to rural America 
as a whole can still be linked to low education levels and the lower levels of economic 
well-being that accrue to families headed by a Black.    
 



  

DETERMINANTS OF ASSISTANCE PROGRAM USE 
 
In this section the factors associated with food stamp and cash public assistance program 
use among working poor families are identified using linear probability models (LPMs) 
applied to 1982, 1990, and 2002 CPS data.  Several concerns arise over applying LPMs  
to discrete decisions.  First, under OLS the estimated variance will be heteroskedastic 
(Wooldridge, 2002).   Therefore, robust standard errors are estimated with the LPM to 
correct for heteroskedasticity.  Second, the LPM restricts the change in probability (of 
assistance program use) associated with a change in an independent variable to be 
constant.  This raises the possibility of changes in independent variables leading to 
changes in the probability of assistance program use that are outside of the feasible zero 
to one range.  However, as Woolridge (2002) notes, if changes in independent variable 
are evaluated at their means, then the linear specification provides an accurate 
approximation of the impact of changes on the dependant variable.   
 
For the current application the advantages of the LPM, relative to more commonly used 
Logit and Probit models for discrete dependent variables, are two-fold.  First, parameter 
estimates across time periods, and between the rural south and the nation, can be easily 
compared using the LPM estimates, while for Logit and Probit model parameter 
estimates adjustments for changing variable means are necessary.  Second, differences in 
assistance program use can be readily decomposed into components due to changes in 
specific variable and parameter means.  This type of linear decomposition is employed to 
understand the forces behind changing rates of food stamp and cash public assistance use 
for working poor families in 1982 and 2002 both nationally, in rural America, and in the 
rural south.  Differences in assistance program use between working poor families in the 
rural south and the nation as a whole and the rural south and rural America in 2002 are 
also decomposed in a similar fashion.  The same set of independent variables that are 
employed in the AFI regressions are also employed in the FSP and cash public assistance 
LPMs.  Table 15 presents the means of the independent variables for working poor 
families in the years 1982, 1990, and 2002. 
 
Food stamp Use LPM 
 
The LPM results for FSP use by working poor families in 1982, 1990, and 2002 are 
presented in table 16.  Parameter estimates for the quadratic age specification are, except 
for the negative age-squared estimate in 2002, not statistically significant.  On the other 
hand, the families’ adult educational assets significantly influence FSP use, particularly 
for males.  In 1982 the presence of an adult male with a high school degree or with less 
than a high school degree both reduced the probability of FSP use by 7 percentage points.  
While males with higher levels of education generated an even greater reduction in the 
probability of family FSP use; 13 percentage points with some college and 18 percentage 
points with a college degree.  By 2002, the influence of adult males with less than a high 
school degree diminished and was statistically insignificant, but the influence of adult 
males with high levels of education did not shift significantly.   
 



  

In contrast with the consistent negative impact of the presence of adult males in the 
family on FSP use, the impact of adult female family members on FSP use varies with 
education.  In 1982, a female with no high school degree was associated with a 9 
percentage point increase in the probability of FSP use, while a female with some college 
was associated with a 12 percentage point decline in use.  Interestingly, by 2002 these 
differential impacts by education level appear to have diminished, with the only 
significant association being a 5 percentage point increase in the probability of assistance 
with an additional female family member with a high school degree.  
 
In all periods, there also appears to be no additional influence on FSP use from being in a 
single adult family after the number of adults in the family at each education level is 
controlled for.  Children, however, have a significant positive influence on FSP use in all 
periods.  In single parent families each additional child under 6 years of age is associated 
with a 11 percentage point increase in the probability of FSP use.  Children between 6 
and 18 years of age have a far smaller influence on FSP use in single parent families 
(ranging from 5 to 7 percentage points).  As might be expected, children also have a 
much smaller influence on FSP use in two-parent families.  For example, in the 2002 FSP 
use LPM, an additional child under 6 years of age is associated with a 6 percentage point 
increase in the probability of FSP use, while an additional child 6 to 18 years of age is 
associated with a 4 percentage point increase.   
 
One of the most notable trends in the FSP use regressions is the diminishing differential 
propensity for working poor families headed by a Black to use the FSP, all other factors 
constant.  In the 1982 LPM, families headed by a Black are 21 percentage points more 
likely to use the FSP, while in 2002 the differential propensity to use the FSP is reduced 
to 9 percentage points.  Family headed by Hispanics show the opposite trend, in 1982 
Hispanic headed families show no significant differences in FSP use propensity.  
However, in the 1990 LPM they are 10 percentage points less likely to use the FSP than 
non-Hispanic families and in 2002 they are 6 percentage points less likely to use the 
program. 
 
Turning to the impact of location, regional differences in FSP use seem to have 
intensified over time.  In 1982 the only significant difference by region was a 9 
percentage point higher propensity for FSP use in the south.  However, in 2002 families 
in the south, midwest, and west all show higher propensities for FSP use than do families 
in the northeast.  For all periods, families in rural areas show no significant differences in 
their propensities to use food stamps and the only significant differential for the rural 
south is found in the 1990 model.   
 
Potential differences in FSP use between the rural America, the rural south, and the 
nation as a whole may not be adequately captured by interaction terms.  Therefore, 1982, 
1990, and 2002 FSP use LPMs are estimated separately for working poor families in rural 
America and the rural south.  For rural America the presence of adult males with a high 
school degree or some college has a negative influence on the propensity for working 
poor families to use the Food Stamp Program (table 17).  In fact, the negative effect of 
adult males with these levels of education is slightly stronger in rural America than for 



  

the nation as a whole.  The influence of adult females on Food Stamp Program use, by 
contrast, is only significant for those with a college degree.  Surprisingly, in 2002 
families with a single adult head also show a lower propensity to use the Food Stamp 
Program.  But unlike the nation as a whole, the positive influence of children on Food 
Stamp Program use is limited to single parent families.   
 
The decline in the differential propensity for families headed by Blacks to use food 
stamps is also larger in rural America than in the nation.  In 1982 Blacks in rural America 
were 33 percentage points more likely to use the Food Stamp Program, ceteris paribus, 
but in 2002 they did not show a significantly different propensity to use the program.  
Hispanic headed families also show an increasingly large negative propensity to use the 
Food Stamp Program relative to non-Hispanic headed families.  Regional variations in 
food stamp use also appear to be greater in rural America than the nation as a whole, with 
rural areas of the South, Midwest, and West all show more than 20 percentage point 
greater propensities relative to the Northeast.  
 
In the rural south, the sample size of working poor families is smaller in these models and 
overall fewer variables are statistically significant (table 18).  In 1982 the presence in the 
family of adult males, particularly with some college or a college degree, decreases 
family propensity for FSP use in the rural south.  But by 2002 the negative influence of 
adult males on FSP use has dissipated.   The influence of adult females also changes over 
the three time periods in the rural south.  In 1982 additional females both with no high 
school degree and a high school degree have no impact on family propensity to use the 
FSP, while some college education has a significant negative impact on FSP use (-28 
percentage points).  In 2002 an adult female with no high school degree increases the 
family’s propensity to use the FSP by 19 percentage points, while parameter estimates for 
other female education groups are not statistically significant.  As for the nation as a 
whole, families with a single adult do not show a differential propensity to use the FSP 
after family educational assets are controlled for.  But the presence of children, especially 
those under 6 years of age in single parent families, continues to have a strong positive 
impact on FSP use.  
  
As for rural America, one of the most notable differences between trends in national 
parameter estimates and estimates in the rural south is found in the differential propensity 
of families headed by a Black to use the FSP.  For the rural south, in 1982 families with a 
Black head showed a 36 percentage point higher propensity to use the FSP than families 
headed by a non-Black.  However, in 2002 the estimated differential propensity of Black 
headed families is negative, but not statistically significant.  Thus, while the differential 
propensity for Black families to use the FSP declined for the nation as a whole, it was 
entirely eliminated in the rural south.  Hispanic headed families also show a declining 
propensity to use the FSP relative to the non-Hispanic population in the rural south.  In 
1982 the parameter estimate for Hispanic headed families is not statistically significant, 
but suggests a 18 percentage point higher propensity to use the FSP than for similar non-
Hispanic families.  Yet in 2002, Hispanic headed families show a 24 percentage point 
lower propensity to use the FSP.  Finally, state unemployment rate estimates are positive 
and significant for the rural south in 1990 and 2002, suggesting that FSP use may be 



  

more responsive to variations in local economic conditions within the region than for the 
nation as a whole. 
 
FSP decompositions 
 
Five decompositions of rates of FSP use by working poor families are undertaken.  The 
contributions of changes in means and changes in parameters estimates associated with 
four variable groups (race and ethnicity, educational assets, family structure, and regional 
indicators and conditions) are examined.  The first decomposition focuses on factors 
associated with changes in the national rate of FSP use by working poor families.   As 
previously noted, the shift in the overall rate of FSP use among working poor families 
between 1982 and 2002 is actually very small (less than one percentage point).  However, 
the ensuing decomposition will show that this relatively small shift is the result of a 
number of offsetting shifts in propensities for working poor families to use the FSP. 
 
Starting with the 1982 rate of FSP use, if the incidence of Black and Hispanic headed 
families are set to 2002 levels, but all other variables and parameters remain at 1982 
levels, the incidence of FSP use remain relatively unchanged (table 19).  However, if the 
1982 parameters for differential propensities for families headed by Blacks and Hispanics 
are replaced by their lower propensities in 2002, the rate of FSP use declines by 5 
percentage points.  Thus, the decline in propensities of Black and Hispanic headed 
working poor families to use the FSP placed major downward pressure on rates of FSP 
use among the working poor families.  However, changes in the means and parameters 
associated with educational assets largely counteract these downward shifts.  As family 
composition changed between 1982 and 2002 to contain fewer adult members, the 
associated decline in family educations assets placed upward pressure of one percentage 
point on FSP use, while shifts in the relationship between family educational assets and 
FSP use resulted in an additional upward shift of approximately 3 percentage points. 
 
Changes in family structure variable means and parameters also placed upward pressure 
on FSP use.  In particular, increases in the number of children both under 6 years of age 
and between 6 and 18 years of age in single parent families generated upward pressure on 
FSP use of around 2 percentage points, while increasing propensities to use the program 
with age and (for 3 of 4 groupings) additional children placed additional upward pressure 
on FSP use of 7 percentage points.  Changes in the means of regional indicators then 
generate a decline in use of slightly under 3 percentage points, while shifts in regional 
indicators and the unemployment rate parameter estimates are associated with a decline 
of another percentage point.  Finally, a decline in the intercept term creates a downward 
shift of 4 percentage points.  Thus, much of the downward pressure on FSP use comes 
from general changes in use propensities and is not associated with specific 
characteristics of families.  These changes are, to a large extent, offset by significant 
upward pressures from shifts in the impact that family structure and educational assets 
have on FSP use.     
 
In rural America, the increase in the rate of use of the Food Stamp Program between 
1982 and 2002 is slightly larger than that for the nation as a whole.  The decomposition 



  

of this change over time suggests that substantial changes over time in variable means 
and parameter estimates give rise to this relatively small increase.  For example, 
increasing racial and ethnic diversity accounts for about 66 percent of the aggregate 
change in the rate of Food Stamp Program use among the working poor.  However, the 
lower differential propensities for Blacks and Hispanics to use the Food Stamp Program 
in 2002 account for a 9 percentage point drop in program use.   
 
Changes in education means and parameters suggest one and two percentage point 
increases in use, respectively, while changes in family structure and age of head means 
account for a one percentage point increase.  However, shifts in the parameter estimates 
associated with the family structure and age of head variables are associated with a 30 
percentage point increase in use.  This suggests that a major structural transformation 
occurred in the relationship between Food Stamp Program use and rural family structure.  
Shifts in unemployment parameter estimates then account for 17 percentage point 
increase in Food Stamp Program use.  These large increases in propensities for Food 
Stamp Program use are offset by a 41 percentage point drop in the intercept term. 
 
Turning to the factors that influence changes in FSP use among working poor families in 
the rural south, again the overall change in the incidence of program use is very small.  
But this small overall change again appears to stem from the countervailing influence of 
several factors.  The small increase in families headed by a Black and large increase in 
Hispanic headed families from 1982 to 2002 in the rural south is associated with a 3 
percentage point increase in FSP use.  But the large estimated decline in the differential 
propensities of Black and Hispanic headed families to use the FSP from 1982 to 2002 
suggests a 18 percentage point decline in FSP use should have occurred.  This decline 
was, however, more than offset by a 29 percentage point increase in FSP use associated 
with the increased propensities of families with specific adult educational asset levels to 
use the FSP.  Changes in family structure variable means then account for a 3 percentage 
point decline in FSP use, but changes in the family structure variables, particularly 
increases in the propensity of families to use the FSP with age, accounts for an extremely 
large 73 percentage point increase in the propensity of working poor families to use the 
FSP in the rural south.  While unemployment rate means and parameter estimates 
combine to reduce FSP use by 4 percentage points, leaving a 81 percentage point decline 
through the intercept term to counter the large increase in predicted FSP use stemming 
from changes in the age parameters.   
 
The imprecision associated with some of the parameter estimates suggest that the 
estimated magnitude of many of the countervailing forces should be viewed with caution.  
But the results, again, clearly suggest that underneath the relative stable rate of FSP use 
among working poor families in the rural south there has been significant structural 
shifting in the determinants of program use.  
 
As noted, in 2002 aggregate rates of Food Stamp Program use by persons in working 
poor families in rural America and the nation as a whole are similar, while the rural south 
shows a substantially higher rate of use.  The fourth decomposition focuses on the 
components underlying the gap in Food Stamp Program use among working poor 



  

families in the rural south and all of rural America.  As in the decomposition of AFI 
differences in the rural south and rural America, we focus on the influence of differences 
in variable means because difference in the specification of the rural south and rural 
America LPMs make it problematic to compare some parameter estimates.  The results 
indicate that only racial and ethnic differences in the two regions make a substantive 
contribution to the gap in Food Stamp Program use.  But even differences in the 
incidence of Black and Hispanic headed families in the rural south and rural America 
account for less than one percentage point of the gap.   
 
The final FSP use decomposition focuses on the role that differences in variable means 
play in the 6 percentage point higher rate of use in the rural south than in the nation as a 
whole.  The results suggest that replacing 2002 rural south incidences of Black and 
Hispanic headed families with the, respective, national incidences, accounts for about 
half of the higher rate of FSP use in the rural south.  Because families headed by Blacks 
show no differential propensity to use the FSP in 2002, the contribution of national 
incidences of Black and Hispanic headed families to the rural south – national difference 
in the incidence of FSP use stems from the lower incidence of Hispanic families in the 
rural south and their corresponding lower propensity to use the FSP.  Adding national 
family educational assets, by contrast, would tend to increase rather than close the rural 
south – national gap in the incidence of FSP use.  This increase stems from the fact that 
families in the rural south still tend to have more adult males, whose presence lowers FSP 
use propensities in working poor families. 
 
Cash Public Assistance LPMs 
 
LPMs are estimated for cash public assistance use among working poor families using 
the same set of independent variables that are employed in the FSP use models.  The 
results for the nation in 1982, 1990, and 2002 are presented in table 20.  No significant 
association between the age of the family head and use of cash public assistance is found 
in any of the periods.  But as in the FSP LPMs, cash public assistance appears to be less 
likely to be used when adult males are present in the family.  Interestingly, in 1982 the 
negative influence of adult males on cash public assistance use does not differ by 
education level, as parameter estimates range from negative 8 percentage points for males 
with a high school degree to negative 6 percentage points for adult males with some 
college.  By 2002 the influence of adult males on cash public assistance appears to have 
weakened particularly at low education levels, with no statistically significant association 
found for males with a high school degree or less and parameter estimates of negative 3 
percentage points for males with some college or a college degree.  This declining 
association between the presence of males in the family and the propensity to use cash 
public assistance may stem in part from the Family Support Act of 1988 which broadened 
cash public assistance eligibility for two-parent families.  However, in 1990 the reduction 
in the negative propensities for cash public assistance use with adult males in the family 
is found to be restricted to adult males with a high school degree or less.   
 
The presence of adult females in the family, on the other hand, is positively associated 
with cash public assistance use when females have a high school degree or less than a 



  

high school degree in 1982 and when they have some college in 1990.  But no significant 
association between the presence of adult females in the family and cash public 
assistance use is found at any education level in 2002.  As with FSP use, being in a 
single-adult family also shows no significant association with cash public assistance use 
in any period.  The presence of children under 6 years of age in single parent families is, 
however, strongly associated with cash public assistance usage in all three time periods, 
with each additional child under 6 years of age estimated to increase the probability of 
cash public assistance use by 6 percentage points in 2002.  By contrast, children 6 to 18 
years of age in single parent families show no significant impact on the probability of 
cash public assistance use in 1982 and 1990, but an additional child between 6 and 18 
years of age does increase the propensity for cash public assistance use by 3 percentage 
points in 2002.  The impact of children in two-parent families is far weaker.  In 1982, 
children 6 to 18 years of age in two-parent families actually have a negative impact on 
cash public assistance usage.  The only other significant association is found in 2002, 
when children under 6 years of age have a small positive influence on cash public 
assistance usage.   
 
As with FSP usage, families headed by Blacks show a 12 percentage point higher 
propensity to use cash public assistance in 1982 than other families, but this differential 
propensity declines over time.  By 2002 no differential propensity for family headed by 
Blacks to use cash public assistance is found.  Hispanic headed families, by contrast, do 
not show a significantly different propensity to use cash public assistance than non-
Hispanic headed families in 1982 and 1990, and actually show a 4 percentage point lower 
propensity to use cash public assistance in 2002. 
 
Regional differences in cash public assistance use appear to be relatively minor.  In 1982 
the only significant regional difference is an estimated 7 percentage point lower 
propensity to use cash public assistance in the rural south, while in 1990 the only 
significant difference is a 6 percentage point lower propensity to use cash public 
assistance in the south.  In 2002, however, there are three significant estimated regional 
differences in cash public assistance propensities.  First, families in rural areas are 
estimated to have a 4 percentage point lower propensity to use cash public assistance 
relative to urban areas.  Second, families located in the west are estimated to have a 5 
percentage point higher propensity to use cash public assistance relative to the northeast.  
Third, state unemployment rates are negatively associated with cash public assistance 
use.  Thus, cash public assistance use actually appears to be lower in states with high 
unemployment rates.  The increased significance of regional variables in determining 
cash public assistance use in 2002 may stem, in part, from the greater flexibility given to 
states to set guidelines for cash public assistance benefits and eligibility under the 1996 
PRWORA Act. 
 
As with the Food Stamp Program LPMs, separate 1982, 1990, and 2002 cash public 
assistance use models are estimated for working poor families in rural America (table 
21).  Many of the relationships found for the nation as a whole also hold for cash public 
assistance use in rural America.  For example, the presence of adult males in the family 
continues to deter cash public assistance program use.  In 2002 the presence of males 



  

with a high school degree, some college, or a college degree lowers families’ propensity 
to use cash public assistance by 3 to 4 percentage points.  At the same time, the presence 
of adult females in the family continues to have no influence on cash public assistance 
use. 
 
Unlike for the nation, families headed by a single adult do show a lower propensity to use 
cash public assistance.  But as seen nationally, the presence of children under 6 years of 
age in single parent families strongly increases cash public assistance use propensities, 
while children ages 6 to 18 in single parent families and of all ages in two-parent families 
have no significant impact on propensities for cash public assistance use.  Families 
headed by a Black also show a positive differential propensity to use cash public 
assistance in 1982, but parameter estimates for families headed by a Black in the other 
periods, as well as for Hispanic headed families in all periods, are not significant.  For 
2002 higher regional propensities to use cash public assistance are also found in the rural 
south and west, relative to the rural northeast. 
 
Separate 1982, 1990, and 2002 cash public assistance use models are also estimated for 
families in the rural south.  The results are reported in table 22.  Given the smaller sample 
sizes of working poor families in the rural south and the low rate of cash public assistance 
use within those samples, it is not surprising that few variables show strong statistical 
associations with cash public assistance use.  For example, in 1982 the presence of an 
adult male with a high school degree or with less than a high school degree shows 
negative associations with cash public assistance use.  But adult males show no 
significant association with cash public assistance use at other education levels or in other 
periods.   In contrast with the nation as a whole, the presence of adult females with a high 
school degree is negatively associated with cash public assistance use in 1982 and 1990, 
while in 2002 the presence of females with some college or with college is associated 
with lower use.    
 
Working poor families in the rural south with a single adult member are, surprisingly, 
also found to have a 6 percentage point lower propensity to use cash public assistance in 
2002 than are multi-adult families.  Further, in 1982 and 1990 the presence of children in 
single-parent families does not show the same positive association with cash public 
assistance use that is seen in the nation as a whole.  Single parent families do show a 10 
percentage point increase in the propensity to use cash public assistance with an 
additional child under 6 years of age in 2002.  Families headed by Blacks also show the 
same decline over time in their differential propensity to use cash public assistance that is 
found in the nation as a whole.  While state unemployment rates show a weak negative 
association with cash public assistance use in 1982, but no significant association with 
use in 1990 and 2002. 
 
Cash Public Assistance Decompositions 
 
Changes in the incidence of working poor family’s use of cash public assistance between 
1982 and 2002 are more dramatic than changes in FSP use over the same period.  This 
may reflect greater program changes during the period.  Nationally, between 1982 and 



  

2002 the rate of usage of cash public assistance among working poor families dropped 
from 9 to 6 percent.  The LPM regression results are used to examine how changes in 
variable means and parameter estimates for four variable groups (race and ethnicity, 
family education assets, family composition, and location) have contributed to this drop 
in cash public assistance usage.  The results of five decompositions – 1982 to 2002 for 
the nation, rural America, and rural south; and rural south to both rural America as well 
as the nation in 2002 - are presented in table 23.   
 
Starting with the national means for 1982, the results indicate that replacing 1982 
incidences of Black and Hispanic family heads with 2002 incidences has no impact on 
the rate of cash public assistance use.  However, if 1982 propensities for Black and 
Hispanic headed families to use cash public assistance - relative to non-Black and non-
Hispanic headed families respectively - are replaced by similar propensities in 2002, then 
cash public assistance usage declines by almost 3 percentage points.  Thus, most of the 
decline in cash public assistance usage (79 percent) can be explained by declining 
propensities among Black and Hispanic headed families.  Shifts in parameters associated 
with the influence of adult members at different levels of education account for another 
one percentage point decline in cash public assistance usage.  
 
These are not the only factors influencing shifts in cash public assistance usage, however.  
As with FSP decompositions, there are other offsetting forces that influence cash public 
assistance program usage.  For instance, changes in means for family composition 
variables would tend to increase cash public assistance usage by 1 percentage point, 
while changes in the parameter estimates associated with the family composition 
variables would raise cash public assistance use by another 2 percentage points.  Changes 
in location variable means and location variable parameters would also each tend to raise 
cash public assistance use by 2 percentage points.  These increases are then offset by a 7 
percentage point drop in the intercept term.  This suggests that there was a significant 
general decline in the propensity to use cash public assistance that can not be traced to 
changes in the specific characteristics of families or the association between 
characteristics and cash public assistance use.  Part of this general decline may stem for 
cumulative time eligibility restrictions under TANF and part may stem from general 
increases in the level of stigma associated with cash public assistance use. 
 
As for the nation as a whole, rural America saw a significant decline in the rate of use of 
cash public assistance from 1982 to 2002.  Again, this decline appears to be the product 
of a number of forces.  The declines in the propensity for Black and Hispanic headed 
families to use cash public assistance relative to non-Black and non-Hispanic headed 
families, respectively, appears to account for 94 percent of the gap.  However, changes in 
family structure parameter estimates also account for 90 percent of the gap.  These 
decreases in propensities to use cash public assistance are, however, offset by increases in 
use propensities associated with education level variables and parameter estimates.  Very 
large increases in cash public assistance use propensities are also associated with regional 
shifts in family locations and unemployment rates in those locations (3 percentage 
points), as well as shifts in parameter estimates associated with these regional variables (8 
percentage points).  These large increases are, again, offset by a general 12 percentage 



  

point decline in the propensity of working poor families to use cash public assistance 
through the intercept term. 
 
As previously noted, cash public assistance usage actually increased among persons in 
working poor families in the rural south from slightly under 4 percent to slightly more 
than 4 percent between 1982 and 2002.  Again, however, a number of offsetting forces 
appear to underlie this relatively small change in cash public assistance program usage in 
the rural south.  As for the nation as a whole, the declining differential propensity for 
Black and Hispanic headed families to use cash public assistance appears to account for a 
3 percentage point decline in cash public assistance use.  On the other hand, changes in 
the mean number of adult family members in education categories and the parameters 
associated with each education category each accounts for a 2 percentage point increase 
in cash public assistance usage. 
 
The largest shift in 1982 to 2002 rates of cash public assistance usage among working 
poor families in the rural south come from changes in family composition parameters.   In 
fact, changes in family composition parameters account for a 15 percentage point decline 
in cash public assistance usage.  This shift is driven by a strong decrease in the influence 
that age has on cash public assistance use.  However, it is worth noting that neither the 
1982 nor the 2002 age parameters underlying this shift are statistically significant.  This 
large downward shift in use propensity is then partially offset by 2 and 6 percentage point 
increases associated with shifts in state unemployment rate means and parameter 
estimates, respectively.  The intercept term shift also suggests an 8 percentage point 
increase in the general propensity for cash public assistance usage in the rural south 
between 1982 and 2002.  As with the FSP decomposition, the imprecision associated 
with many of the parameter estimates in the rural south LPMs tempers the confidence 
that can be placed in the magnitude of the estimated parameter shifts underlying the 
decomposition results.  But the results, again, clearly indicate that significant shifts in the 
structural determinants of cash public assistance usage underlie relatively constant rates 
of use among working poor families in the rural south. 
 
Turning to cash public assistance use differences in the rural south and rural America in 
2002, the small observed gap does not appear to stem from differences in variable means.  
Substituting adult family member educational assets in the rural south with those for rural 
America would tend to increase, not decrease, cash public assistance use, while similar 
substitutions for other groups of variables have essentially no impact on predicted rates of 
cash public assistance use.   
 
The last cash public assistance use decomposition focuses on how different variable 
means in the rural south and the nation as a whole contribute to the relatively modest 
difference in cash public assistance use rates among working poor families in the rural 
south and the nation as a whole in 2002.  Replacing the incidence of Black headed 
families in the rural south with the lower incidence seen in the nation as a whole and the 
incidence of Hispanic headed families with the higher incidence seen in the nation as a 
whole would actually lower the rate of use of cash public assistance seen in the rural 
south by around one percentage point.  Thus differences in the incidence of Black and 



  

Hispanic headed families in the rural south and the nation as a whole do not contribute to 
lower rates of use of cash public assistance in the rural south.  Similarly, rural south and 
national differences in family educational assets, family composition, and unemployment 
rate variable means all contribute little towards explaining lower rates of cash public 
assistance use in the rural south among the working poor in 2002.  Thus differences in 
propensities to use cash public assistance, given a families characteristics, appear to 
underlie lower rates of use in the rural south.  These differences in propensities may stem, 
in part, from lower payments under AFDC and then TANF in southern states than in most 
other states. 



  

 
DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS     
 
In this section we draw on results from the previous descriptive, non-parametric, and 
parametric analysis to generate the implications for policies to lower the incidence of 
working poverty in the nation as a whole and in the rural south.  The implications for 
policies to increase assistance among eligible working families that remain below the 
poverty line are also discussed.   
 
Nationally, the incidence of persons living in working families that were poor remained 
virtually unchanged between 1982 and 2002.  But the composition of the working poor 
changed significantly during this period.  Families where the head has some education 
beyond high school increased as a share of the working poor. While the structure of 
working poor families became more diverse, the share of persons in single parent families 
increased and the share in two-parent families with children declined.  The share of 
persons in working poor families headed by a Hispanic also increased dramatically, as 
did the share of working poor families headed by a person born outside of the U.S.  In 
comparison to the nation as a whole, the rural south in 1982 had a far greater share of 
persons living in working poor families with a head who did not have a high school 
degree.  However, the education levels of working poor families increased much more 
rapidly in the rural south than the nation as a whole.  As a result, by 2002 the share of 
persons in working poor families where the head did not have a high school degree was 
lower in the rural south than in the nation as a whole, while the share in families with a 
head with a high school degree or some college was actually 5 percentage points higher.  
Similar trends, of greater changes in the characteristics of working poor families in the 
rural south, are seen for changes in family structure and Hispanic headed family shares.  
Thus, by 2002 the characteristics of working poor families in the rural south appear to be 
much more similar to those seen in the nation as a whole.  This is not to say that 
differences in family characteristics in the rural south and the nation as a whole do not 
contribute to generally lower levels of economic well-being among all working families 
in the rural south.  In fact, lower education levels among working families in the rural 
south appear to account for 32 percent of the gap in adjusted family income of working 
families in the rural south and the nation as a whole.  But within the population of 
working poor families, the characteristics of those in the rural south are now more similar 
to those seen in the nation as a whole, suggesting that the same set of policy interventions 
may be employed to address family characteristics that perpetuate poverty.   
 
Erosion in the level of economic well-being experienced in families where the head has a 
high school degree or less appears to be the driving force in mitigating the impact that the 
significant increase in general education levels should have had on reducing the incidence 
of persons in working poor families.  But this erosion appears to be less severe in the 
rural south, because the levels of economic well-being associated with a high school 
degree or less appear to be initially lower in the rural south than the nation as a whole in 
1982.  Thus, there also appears to be convergence in the relationships between economic 
well-being and educational assets in the rural south and the nation as a whole, as 



  

conditions for families with low education levels eroded faster in the nation as a whole 
toward lower levels traditionally seen in the rural south.   
 
The erosion of economic well-being in working families with low educational assets also 
calls into question the policy prescription of fostering human capital investments in a 
high school degree.  It appears that families, particularly in the rural south, increasingly 
need a member with some college to substantially increase family income and reduce the 
risk of working poverty.   Thus, community colleges are becoming an increasingly 
important component of efforts to improve the workforce skills of poor and near-poor 
working families.  But few working poor families appear to currently access any type of 
workforce training program (2002 CPS data indicates that access rates are 2 percent for 
the nation as a whole and less than 0.5 percent in the rural south).  The increasing 
diversity of working poor families also creates challenges for workforce skill 
enhancement programs aimed at lifting working families above the poverty line.  
Hispanics, in particular, often have language and citizenship barriers that limit their 
entrance into skilled workforce positions.  Families headed by a Black also continue to 
show lower levels of economic well-being even after controlling for other family 
characteristics.  There is also concern that the intra- and intergenerational persistence of 
working poverty is particularly high in Black families (McMurrer and Sawhill, 1998).  
This suggests that it is premature to roll-back race conscious policies in higher education 
and employment.  While the growth of the share of the working poor in single parent 
families appears to level off between 1998 and 2002 at around 40 percent, the presence of 
children (particularly under 6) in the household also generates particular high barriers to 
workforce participation and lowers economic well-being.  The barriers associated with 
young children may also be greater in rural areas than urban areas (Mills and Hazarika, 
2002).   
 
One increasingly popular policy option aimed at increasing the well-being of low income 
working families is living wage legislation.   Such legislation aims to increase the wages 
paid to low skill adult workers to levels that ensure a typical family with a full-time adult 
worker has an income that exceeds the poverty line.  Living wage ordinances have been 
enacted in over 40 cities; in most cases they apply to city employees and contractors who 
do business with the city (Osterman, 2001).  Living wages are usually calculated to be in 
the range of 9 to 12 dollars per hour, far above the current federal minimum wage.  Thus, 
the passage of living wage legislation with widespread application stands to create a 
significant distortion in the low-skill labor market.  Many economists argue that this 
distortion would swell the ranks of the non-working poor as demand for low skill labor 
falls, while others argue that the fall in labor demand would not be that significant 
(Neumark and Adams, 2003).  Employment losses associated with living wage legislation 
can also be minimized by targeted support for the expansion of industries that create low 
skill positions that are likely to provide living wages.  Foster-Bey and Bednarz (2001) 
suggest that such industries are likely to be found in the construction, manufacturing, 
transportation and communications, and retail trade sectors.  However, growth trends in 
these sectors (particularly manufacturing) are not strong and it is unclear that such 
targeting could take place on a broad scale.   
 



  

As demonstrated by the alternative income measures that include taxes and the imputed 
value of public assistance, federal and state transfers play a very important part in 
bringing many working families above the poverty line.  As work becomes an increasing 
prerequisite for cash public assistance, efforts must be made to ensure that working 
families are not deterred from obtaining public assistance for which they are eligible.  
The analysis suggests that while overall rates of food stamp use by working poor families 
are similar in 1982 and 2002 (with a significant increase in the periods between), there 
has been significant structural change in the relationship between FSP use and family 
characteristics.  The association between higher levels of education and FSP use has 
become more negative.  Over the same period the differential propensity for Blacks to 
use the FSP has declined and became insignificant by 2002.  In the same vein, Hispanic 
headed families show an increasingly negative propensity to use the FSP in 2002 relative 
to non-Hispanic families, probably as the result of PRWORA restrictions on FSP 
eligibility for non-citizens.  The presence of males in the family at all education levels 
has a consistent negative impact on FSP use in all periods.  Most of these trends are also 
found for cash public assistance use, as well as in the rural south for both FSP and cash 
public assistance use. 
 
A key issue with respect to public assistance use for working poor families is whether 
attempts should be made to increase FSP and cash public assistance use propensities.  
Recent welfare reform measures have been deemed a success largely based on caseload 
reductions.  Yet evidence suggests that use propensities among still eligible working and 
non-working families declined both for cash public assistance and FSP after controlling 
for family characteristics.  Part of the decline in the propensity of working poor families 
to use the FSP may be linked to the increased use of short recertification periods in the 
1990s in an effort to reduce the error rate of FSP use by ineligible households (Kabbani 
and Wilde, 2003).  Nationally, in 1992 4.7 percent of FSP participants in working 
families were subject to recertification periods of 3 months or less, by 2000 the portion 
rose to 32 percent.  State FSP participation rates among working families are also found 
by Kabbani and Wilde to be negatively associated with shorter recertification periods 
during this time frame.  Under the 2002 reauthorization of the FSP, states are offered new 
reporting options in an effort to break the link between short certification periods and low 
error rates in program use.  Efforts have also been undertaken in some states to streamline 
program reauthorization procedures and establish more accommodating office hours for 
working family heads.  The effectiveness of these changes in assistance program 
accessibility needs to be analyzed so other states can learn from these reforms.  In terms 
of increasing incentives for working poor families to use TANF and FSPs, higher levels 
of earnings disregards and lower marginal rates of benefit reductions with earnings have 
been adopted by many states under TANF.  Still, despite these efforts, the current study 
provides no evidence of long-term increases in propensities of working poor families to 
use either cash public assistance or the FSP. 
 
Often lost in the policy debate is the new face of assistance for working poor families.  
EITCs are the most widely used, and largest in terms of dollars spent, form of the 
assistance for working poor families.   These tax credits are the cornerstone of federal tax 
policies that subsidize the wages of low-skill workers and bring many working families’ 



  

post-tax adjusted income above the poverty line.  For instance, in 2002 the rate of poverty 
among working families declines from 4.9 percent under the usual pre-tax income 
measures to 3.6 percent when imputed federal and state taxes and tax credits are 
accounted for.  A similar decline from 8.0 to 5.7 percent is found in the rural south.  
Clearly EITC payments need to be included in evolving new measures of family 
economic well-being, as they represent a major social policy innovation that has been 
very successful in targeting assistance to working poor families. 
 
Other programs to assist families leaving the welfare rolls have also been developed that 
seek to reduce the costs associated with workforce participation.  The Child Care 
Development Fund provides states with more than $3 billion annually in block grants to 
design and implement child-care assistance programs (Besharov and Samari, 2001).  The 
2002 CPS data, however, suggests that few working poor families receive child-care 
assistance; 5.7 percent nation-wide and 3.7 percent in the rural south.  Child-care tax 
credits also refund 30 percent of child care expenditures to low income families.  Given 
the strong negative impact of children in single parent families on economic well-being, 
consideration should be given to raising the child-care tax credit rate for working poor 
families.  Similarly, while transportation is a major constraint to employment, only 1.5 
percent of working poor families received transportation assistance nation-wide and .5 
percent received such assistance in the rural south.  Efforts are needed to increase 
coverage of child-care and transportation assistance programs to all working poor, 
particularly those in the rural south.  Finally, continued support for existing social 
programs and for the potential reforms outlined is predicated on increased public 
awareness of the increasing hardship faced by many working families with low-skill 
workers and an increased willingness to commit public expenditures to assist such 
families to raise themselves out of poverty.  
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Table 1:  Workforce Participation and Poverty Rates 
                    
Nation   1982 1986 1990 1994 1998 2002 
  All families             
    Poverty rate 13.01 13.30 12.35 14.78 12.76 11.32
    Workforce participation rate           
      Work1 85.80 85.60 87.75 85.75 88.19 89.07
      Work2 89.35 88.62 90.24 88.47 90.50 91.21
      Work3 75.59 77.20 81.14 78.94 82.39 83.30
      Work4 78.66 78.97 81.72 78.94 82.03 83.03
  Working families only             
    Poverty rates of those that work         
      Work1 6.11 6.17 5.85 6.67 6.46 5.90
      Work2 7.52 7.49 6.93 7.91 7.49 6.75
      Work3 4.82 4.86 4.74 5.37 5.24 4.86
      Work4 4.44 4.34 4.18 4.82 4.50 4.32
    Workforce participation rate of families in poverty 
      Work1 40.30 39.74 41.61 38.72 44.71 46.44
      Work2 51.60 49.91 50.71 47.31 53.08 54.38
      Work3 27.99 28.21 31.14 28.68 33.82 35.76
      Work4 26.85 25.77 27.66 25.71 28.90 31.71
          
Rural        
 All families       
  Poverty rate 15.54 17.66 15.54 16.89 15.58 14.21
  Workforce participation rate      
   Work1 84.54 84.14 86.50 84.61 85.81 86.68
   Work2 88.88 87.61 89.26 87.69 88.54 88.95
   Work3 74.28 74.61 79.31 77.63 79.51 80.64
   Work4 77.57 76.14 79.63 77.52 79.12 80.28
 Working families only       
  Poverty rates of those that work     
   Work1 8.62 10.35 9.19 8.83 8.39 8.09
   Work2 10.38 12.04 10.56 10.31 9.70 8.91
   Work3 7.06 8.66 7.80 7.14 6.94 6.79
   Work4 6.77 8.06 7.15 6.71 6.12 6.38
  Workforce participation rates of families in poverty    
   Work1 46.90 49.30 51.18 44.23 46.19 49.35
   Work2 59.36 59.70 60.64 53.56 55.11 55.77
   Work3 33.76 36.59 39.79 32.82 35.42 38.55
   Work4 33.81 34.75 36.63 30.79 31.09 36.02
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Table 1:  Workforce Participation and Poverty Rates (continued) 
                    
Rural South 1982 1986 1990 1994 1998 2002 
  All families             
    Poverty rate 18.64 20.19 18.90 19.68 18.16 17.18
    Workforce participation rate           
      Work1 83.26 82.85 84.35 82.22 83.98 84.37
      Work2 87.96 86.36 87.30 85.55 86.57 85.54
      Work3 72.78 71.66 76.39 74.68 77.80 78.64
      Work4 76.29 74.53 77.57 75.88 79.27 79.16
  Working families only             
    Poverty rates of those that work          
      Work1 10.93 11.79 11.46 10.04 9.53 9.29
      Work2 13.28 13.41 12.78 11.88 10.91 10.41
      Work3 8.90 9.16 9.59 8.14 8.62 8.00
      Work4 8.68 8.68 9.06 7.95 7.68 7.57
    Workforce participation rate of families in poverty  
      Work1 48.80 48.37 51.13 41.93 44.04 45.60
      Work2 62.64 57.36 59.05 51.65 51.98 52.41
      Work3 34.75 32.51 38.75 30.89 36.91 36.60
      Work4 35.50 32.03 37.20 30.66 33.51 34.89
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Table 2:  Use of public assistance programs among poor families

Nation 1982 1986 1990 1994 1998 2002
Working poor families

Cash public assistance
% receiving 9.06 9.39 10.57 11.26 11.69 5.75
Mean value of those receiving (2002 Dollars) 3,273.83 2,884.33 2,517.79 2,804.84 3,012.56 2,474.58

Foodstamps
% receiving 27.42 25.76 31.08 35.42 32.92 28.72
Mean value of those receiving (2002 Dollars) - - - 2,094.38 2,385.57 2,321.79

EITC
% receiving - - - 72.23 87.00 83.57
Mean value of those receiving (2002 Dollars) - - - 1,467.90 2,654.94 2,659.24

Number of Observations 1,929 1,931 1,988 2,061 1,932 2,846
Non-working poor families

Cash public assistance
% receiving 42.45 44.51 44.74 44.60 30.97 16.60
Mean value of those receiving (2002 Dollars) 6,623.48 6,436.22 5,888.31 5,274.08 4,648.90 3,709.36

Foodstamps
% receiving 58.91 58.48 57.92 63.00 52.38 40.15
Mean value of those receiving (2002 Dollars) - - - 2,795.95 2,644.64 2,443.30

EITC
% receiving - - - 27.19 36.29 33.47
Mean value of those receiving (2002 Dollars) - - - 1,053.64 1,899.71 1,874.25

Number of Observations 5,115 5,037 4,639 5,339 4,257 6,083

Rural 1982 1986 1990 1994 1998 2002
Working poor families

Cash public assistance
% receiving 5.34 6.84 9.43 10.86 9.76 3.71
Mean value of those receiving (2002 Dollars) 2,803.20 2,417.54 2,339.04 1,695.23 2,381.78 1,852.64

Foodstamps
% receiving 27.43 23.83 30.42 35.27 35.47 29.90
Mean value of those receiving (2002 Dollars) - - - 1,919.75 2,586.41 2,316.24

EITC
% receiving - - - 73.74 84.69 81.12
Mean value of those receiving (2002 Dollars) - - - 1,403.88 2,671.26 2,664.20

Number of Observations 657 724 733 629 520 878
Non-working poor families

Cash public assistance
% receiving 33.15 37.74 38.80 38.08 27.31 15.52
Mean value of those receiving (2002 Dollars) 5,134.55 5,170.16 4,863.59 4,608.69 4,037.82 2,764.85

Foodstamps
% receiving 59.69 61.16 57.60 65.14 54.99 44.34
Mean value of those receiving (2002 Dollars) - - - 2,671.27 2,659.99 2,305.59

EITC
% receiving - - - 33.01 37.05 33.01
Mean value of those receiving (2002 Dollars) - - - 1,104.19 1,851.78 1,786.41

Number of Observations 1,479 1,344 1,171 1,350 1,103 1,640  
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Table 2:  Use of public assistance programs among poor families (continued)

Rural South 1982 1986 1990 1994 1998 2002
Working poor families

Cash public assistance
% receiving 3.84 6.12 7.26 9.50 11.68 4.25
Mean value of those receiving (2002 Dollars) 1,981.07 2,063.38 1,911.51 1,697.74 2,406.18 1,546.46

Foodstamps
% receiving 33.64 32.73 28.39 44.71 41.46 34.24
Mean value of those receiving (2002 Dollars) - - - 2,082.24 2,715.96 2,393.43

EITC
% receiving - - - 77.87 90.90 82.63
Mean value of those receiving (2002 Dollars) - - - 1,445.95 2,691.00 2,751.97

Number of Observations 336 245 277 238 168 279
Non-working poor families

Cash public assistance
% receiving 26.37 29.59 37.20 31.65 24.11 12.56
Mean value of those receiving (2002 Dollars) 3,778.36 4,052.36 3,698.87 3,392.95 2,826.97 2,259.37

Foodstamps
% receiving 63.37 62.99 58.45 67.51 55.86 46.32
Mean value of those receiving (2002 Dollars) - - - 2,831.34 2,760.24 2,435.26

EITC
% receiving - - - 32.22 31.61 29.54
Mean value of those receiving (2002 Dollars) - - - 1,131.38 1,825.97 1,696.93

Number of Observations 770 560 510 567 441 646
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Table 3:  Characteristics of working and non-working poor families (Nationally)

Nation 1982 1986 1990 1994 1998 2002
Working poor families

Education of family head (%)
Less than H.S. 26.52 25.05 26.19 25.90 26.22 25.58
H.S. diploma 43.35 42.25 44.30 41.29 41.32 40.44
Some college 19.87 24.35 21.91 25.51 24.44 25.43
College plus 10.24 8.33 7.58 7.28 8.00 8.54

Family structure (%)
Single no children 16.28 16.87 17.59 19.24 17.79 19.55
Single with children 27.04 28.59 31.62 31.90 40.62 38.49
Married no children 6.77 7.36 4.83 4.86 3.35 3.94
Married with children 49.90 47.17 45.96 43.99 38.25 38.02

Race (%)
White 77.32 78.52 72.67 73.50 73.18 72.97
Black 19.82 18.59 24.51 22.02 22.23 21.44
Other race 2.86 2.89 2.82 4.48 4.59 5.60

Ethnicity (%)
Hispanic 11.57 13.53 18.98 22.21 26.28 29.37
Other ethnicity 88.43 86.47 81.02 77.79 73.72 70.63

Born in USA (%) - - - 77.89 74.57 71.04
Avg hours worked per adult 1574.40 1559.97 1566.23 1596.34 1536.39 1585.56

Non-working poor families
Education of family head (%)

Less than H.S. 40.42 40.27 41.18 34.85 33.51 30.29
H.S. diploma 37.67 36.43 37.15 37.58 37.73 37.17
Some college 17.04 19.14 16.67 21.49 21.78 23.11
College plus 4.86 4.16 4.99 6.07 6.97 9.44

Family structure (%)
Single no children 23.80 24.04 25.51 25.18 30.91 35.02
Single with children 42.04 42.36 44.46 43.27 40.16 35.06
Married no children 7.09 7.80 7.37 6.67 7.61 9.89
Married with children 27.06 25.79 22.65 24.87 21.31 20.02

Race (%)
White 64.23 65.38 62.30 63.25 67.71 66.73
Black 32.27 30.51 32.01 31.04 26.69 27.15
Other race 3.50 4.11 5.69 5.71 5.60 6.12

Ethnicity (%)
Hispanic 11.52 15.32 16.44 19.01 21.26 21.33
Other race 88.49 84.68 83.56 80.99 78.74 78.67

Born in USA (%) - - - 82.05 80.17 78.47
Avg hours worked per adult 256.35 247.61 224.22 222.98 258.62 244.10  
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Table 4:  Characteristics of working and non-working poor families (Rural)

Rural 1982 1986 1990 1994 1998 2002
Working poor families

Education of family head (%)
Less than H.S. 28.78 20.59 21.73 21.20 21.57 19.15
H.S. diploma 47.26 44.06 48.36 44.86 49.77 45.52
Some college 16.32 27.08 21.38 27.06 22.98 27.33
College plus 7.64 8.26 8.53 6.87 5.67 6.99

Family structure (%)
Single no children 14.18 13.98 14.78 14.81 14.85 17.65
Single with children 20.20 20.87 24.78 24.46 37.12 35.17
Married no children 8.69 9.77 6.79 7.92 4.82 5.35
Married with children 56.92 55.37 53.65 52.82 43.21 41.82

Race (%)
White 82.00 85.26 78.24 80.52 79.65 77.94
Black 16.16 13.20 19.12 16.28 17.30 16.40
Other race 1.84 1.54 2.64 3.20 3.05 5.65

Ethnicity (%)
Hispanic 4.48 4.60 7.36 7.38 9.94 15.28
Other ethnicity 95.52 95.40 92.64 92.62 90.06 84.72

Born in USA (%) - - - 93.93 93.14 88.58
Avg hours worked per adult 1610.70 1680.05 1639.54 1717.41 1596.80 1662.75

Non-working poor families
Education of family head (%)

Less than H.S. 42.62 42.29 41.56 34.60 35.70 33.75
H.S. diploma 40.20 38.63 39.36 41.53 39.84 38.40
Some college 14.25 16.38 15.77 20.79 20.77 21.80
College plus 2.94 2.70 3.31 3.07 3.68 6.04

Family structure (%)
Single no children 23.99 24.87 24.06 24.73 28.93 31.99
Single with children 33.77 34.45 37.95 36.14 34.89 32.43
Married no children 8.47 8.83 10.91 7.37 11.49 12.27
Married with children 33.76 31.85 27.09 31.76 24.69 23.30

Race (%)
White 72.55 72.82 70.67 75.70 79.38 75.09
Black 24.89 22.86 25.02 19.71 16.18 17.92
Other race 2.56 4.32 4.32 4.59 4.45 6.99

Ethnicity (%)
Hispanic 4.53 5.82 6.04 6.09 11.54 8.81
Other race 95.48 94.18 93.96 93.91 88.46 91.19

Born in USA (%) - - - 96.07 94.07 91.93
Avg hours worked per adult 297.11 281.62 286.07 255.98 273.49 236.09  
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Table 5:  Characteristics of working and non-working poor families (Rural South)

Rural South 1982 1986 1990 1994 1998 2002
Working poor families

Education of family head (%)
Less than H.S. 36.87 28.04 26.14 25.52 24.93 20.62
H.S. diploma 42.40 45.06 46.02 47.21 52.66 49.24
Some college 15.32 22.14 19.14 20.69 17.78 24.89
College plus 5.41 4.76 8.69 6.58 4.62 5.24

Family structure (%)
Single no children 12.60 15.39 14.36 12.85 10.25 15.34
Single with children 21.87 26.17 31.00 26.98 37.89 38.41
Married no children 8.98 9.99 7.01 9.86 5.60 6.29
Married with children 56.55 48.45 47.62 50.31 46.26 39.96

Race (%)
White 73.42 67.75 61.07 68.89 66.02 66.40
Black 25.01 30.57 36.43 30.28 32.06 27.77
Other race 1.58 1.68 2.51 0.83 1.92 5.83

Ethnicity (%)
Hispanic 4.85 4.85 7.50 6.93 9.10 17.07
Other ethnicity 95.15 95.16 92.51 93.07 90.90 82.93

Born in USA (%) - - - 95.79 93.67 87.50
Avg hours worked per adult 1561.95 1501.26 1589.71 1640.73 1562.34 1635.98

Non-working poor families
Education of family head (%)

Less than H.S. 48.18 51.66 51.29 41.77 42.75 39.91
H.S. diploma 37.47 30.58 33.09 40.13 38.59 38.01
Some college 13.08 15.87 13.64 15.64 15.07 18.34
College plus 1.25 1.89 1.99 2.45 3.59 3.74

Family structure (%)
Single no children 26.36 29.75 27.27 26.05 29.46 32.78
Single with children 32.39 33.21 38.75 34.14 35.44 31.77
Married no children 9.77 9.37 11.76 6.64 12.02 13.91
Married with children 31.49 27.66 22.22 33.16 23.07 21.54

Race (%)
White 60.64 55.55 53.48 63.52 67.25 65.34
Black 37.51 42.52 43.79 34.97 30.44 30.48
Other race 1.85 1.93 2.73 1.51 2.31 4.18

Ethnicity (%)
Hispanic 3.77 5.11 4.89 4.76 11.72 7.13
Other race 96.23 94.89 95.11 95.24 88.28 92.88

Born in USA (%) - - - 97.05 95.57 94.05
Avg hours worked per adult 315.66 285.80 278.93 255.04 220.96 200.16
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Table 6:  Variable means for working families (national and rural south)   
              

Variable Description 
Variable 
Name Nation     Rural    

  1982 1990 2002  1982 1990 2002 
Family head age age 37.31 37.90 40.22  36.96 37.83 40.49
Family head age squared age2 1523.07 1551.28 1733.21  1495.91 1546.31 1760.47
Number of adult males in family with less than h.s. degree mnohs 0.29 0.22 0.15  0.34 0.25 0.17
Number of adult males in family with a h.s. degree mhs 0.38 0.36 0.30  0.43 0.45 0.40
Number of adult males in family with some college mscoll 0.27 0.28 0.28  0.22 0.25 0.27
Number of adult males in family with a college degree or more mcoll 0.33 0.38 0.28  0.24 0.24 0.17
Number of adult females in family with less than h.s. degree fnohs 0.28 0.21 0.13  0.31 0.23 0.13
Number of adult females in family with a h.s. degree fhs 0.48 0.42 0.32  0.52 0.48 0.39
Number of adult females in family with some college fscoll 0.28 0.32 0.33  0.24 0.29 0.32
Number of adult females in family with a college degree or more fcoll 0.28 0.34 0.28  0.21 0.22 0.18
Family has single adult head single 0.28 0.30 0.32  0.23 0.24 0.28
Number of children in single adult family under 6 years old  singc6 0.03 0.04 0.06  0.03 0.04 0.06
Number of children in single adult family between 6 and 18 years old singc6to18 0.18 0.14 0.17  0.17 0.14 0.16
Number of children in married family under 6 years old  marrc6 0.36 0.37 0.31  0.38 0.38 0.31
Number of children in married family between 6 and 18 years old marrc6to18 0.75 0.69 0.68  0.82 0.80 0.71
Family has Black household head black 0.09 0.10 0.12  0.07 0.07 0.07
Family has Hispanic household head hispanic 0.06 0.08 0.13  0.03 0.03 0.06
Family in rural location rural 0.27 0.21 0.18  - - -
Family located in midwest mw 0.26 0.25 0.24  0.29 0.34 0.33
Family located in south south 0.33 0.34 0.35  0.49 0.42 0.42
Family located in west west 0.20 0.21 0.22  0.07 0.13 0.15
Family located in rural south ruralsouth 0.13 0.09 0.07  - - -
State unemployment level where family is located stateunempl 0.08 0.05 0.05  0.08 0.05 0.06
                 
  No. Obs 38,328 41,538 59,059  10,019 9,468 13,173
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Table 6:  Variable means for working families (national, rural, and rural south) - continued     
          

Variable Description 
Variable 
Name   

Rural 
South   

    1982 1990 2002 
Family head age age 36.7 37.4 40.46
Family head age squared age2 1475.25 1518.24 1764.42
Number of adult males in family with less than h.s. degree mnohs 0.41 0.3 0.21
Number of adult males in family with a h.s. degree mhs 0.4 0.41 0.4
Number of adult males in family with some college mscoll 0.2 0.23 0.24
Number of adult males in family with a college degree or more mcoll 0.21 0.23 0.16
Number of adult females in family with less than h.s. degree fnohs 0.38 0.28 0.16
Number of adult females in family with a h.s. degree fhs 0.48 0.48 0.41
Number of adult females in family with some college fscoll 0.23 0.27 0.3
Number of adult females in family with a college degree or more fcoll 0.19 0.22 0.17
Family has single adult head single 0.23 0.27 0.28
Number of children in single adult family under 6 years old  singc6 0.03 0.05 0.06
Number of children in single adult family between 6 and 18 years old singc6to18 0.19 0.16 0.16
Number of children in married family under 6 years old  marrc6 0.37 0.33 0.29
Number of children in married family between 6 and 18 years old marrc6to18 0.81 0.71 0.65
Family has Black household head black 0.13 0.15 0.16
Family has Hispanic household head hispanic 0.03 0.03 0.08
Family in rural location rural - - -
Family located in midwest mw - - -
Family located in south south - - -
Family located in west west - - -
Family located in rural south ruralsouth - - -
State unemployment level where family is located stateunempl 0.07 0.06 0.07
          
  No. Obs 4,144 3,285 3,630
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Table 7: Adjusted family income regression results for working families (national)      
 1982   1990   2002   
Variable B St. Err.   B St. Err.   B St. Err.   
age 0.057 0.008 *** 0.064 0.010 *** 0.051 0.014 ***
age2 -4.1E-04 1.0E-04 *** -3.3E-04 1.3E-04 *** -1.1E-04 1.8E-04  
mnohs 0.037 0.025  -0.055 0.032 * -0.194 0.047 ***
mhs 0.298 0.024 *** 0.217 0.031 *** 0.089 0.043 ** 
mscoll 0.425 0.027 *** 0.460 0.034 *** 0.375 0.049 ***
mcoll 0.954 0.052 *** 1.143 0.055 *** 2.344 0.076 ***
fnohs -0.291 0.025 *** -0.377 0.035 *** -0.534 0.048 ***
fhs -0.078 0.023 *** -0.175 0.030 *** -0.304 0.044 ***
fscoll 0.171 0.028 *** 0.178 0.034 *** 0.021 0.044  
fcoll 0.111 0.054 ** 0.272 0.060 *** 1.371 0.063 ***
single -0.643 0.036 *** -0.855 0.046 *** -1.206 0.062 ***
singc6 -0.689 0.045 *** -0.688 0.043 *** -0.613 0.039 ***
singc6to18 -0.401 0.018 *** -0.497 0.023 *** -0.458 0.027 ***
marrc6 -0.800 0.018 *** -0.870 0.026 *** -0.861 0.035 ***
marrc6to18 -0.561 0.013 *** -0.689 0.017 *** -0.734 0.024 ***
black -0.661 0.033 *** -0.746 0.040 *** -0.870 0.048 ***
hispanic -0.467 0.035 *** -0.625 0.042 *** -0.716 0.047 ***
rural -0.453 0.032 *** -0.852 0.038 *** -0.997 0.050 ***
mw 0.032 0.033  -0.299 0.041 *** -0.327 0.059 ***
south 0.123 0.041 *** -0.408 0.045 *** -0.431 0.065 ***
west 0.104 0.034 *** -0.195 0.047 *** -0.225 0.065 ***
ruralsouth -0.224 0.053 *** 0.132 0.062 ** 0.188 0.087 ** 
stateunempl -0.193 0.644  -6.942 1.193 *** -0.456 0.310  
constant 2.743 0.160 *** 3.656 0.201 *** 3.894 0.282 ***
          
R2 0.299   0.324   0.251   
No. Obs. 38,328     41,538     59,059     
*, **, and *** indicate significance at the 0.1, 0.05, and 0.01 level, respectively 
Control group:  white, non-Hispanic, metropolitan, northeast 
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Table 8: Adjusted family income regression results for working families (rural)      
 1982   1990   2002   
Variable B St. Err.   B St. Err.   B St. Err.   
age 0.071 0.013 *** 0.026 0.016   0.021 0.029   
age2 -6.3E-04 1.6E-04 *** 1.6E-05 2.0E-04   1.0E-04 3.5E-04   
mnohs 0.021 0.043   -0.059 0.059   -0.108 0.075   
mhs 0.367 0.044 *** 0.352 0.055 *** 0.350 0.076 ***
mscoll 0.381 0.052 *** 0.484 0.069 *** 0.573 0.089 ***
mcoll 0.724 0.097 *** 0.697 0.115 *** 1.770 0.147 ***
fnohs -0.247 0.041 *** -0.272 0.064 *** -0.209 0.118 * 
fhs 0.011 0.042   -0.047 0.060   0.045 0.106   
fscoll 0.288 0.055 *** 0.224 0.074 *** 0.267 0.094 ***
fcoll 0.261 0.105 ** 0.606 0.120 *** 1.213 0.126 ***
single -0.431 0.065 *** -0.762 0.075 *** -0.994 0.115 ***
singc6 -0.539 0.084 *** -0.586 0.058 *** -0.581 0.075 ***
singc6to18 -0.321 0.031 *** -0.391 0.037 *** -0.335 0.072 ***
marrc6 -0.621 0.031 *** -0.730 0.040 *** -0.696 0.056 ***
marrc6to18 -0.437 0.022 *** -0.532 0.029 *** -0.550 0.040 ***
black -0.477 0.062 *** -0.650 0.079 *** -0.446 0.135 ***
hispanic -0.223 0.077 *** -0.443 0.101 *** -0.421 0.096 ***
mw -0.299 0.066 *** -0.338 0.075 *** 0.014 0.106   
south -0.302 0.063 *** -0.339 0.084 *** -0.101 0.107   
west 0.156 0.087 * -0.121 0.101   -0.135 0.109   
stateunempl 0.131 0.986   -1.320 1.807   -0.452 0.460   
constant 1.956 0.259 *** 3.090 0.337 *** 2.965 0.573 ***
      
R2 0.265   0.277  0.212  
No. Obs. 10,019    9,468   13,173     
*, **, and *** indicate significance at the 0.1, 0.05, and 0.01 level, respectively 
Control group:  white, non-Hispanic, northeast  
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Table 9: Adjusted family income regression results for working families (rural south)    
 1982   1990   2002   
Variable B St. Err.   B St. Err.   B St. Err.   
age 0.075 0.017 *** -0.009 0.025  0.077 0.046 * 
age2 -7.1E-04 2.2E-04 *** 0.000 0.000  -5.5E-04 6.0E-04  
mnohs 0.120 0.054 ** -0.102 0.084  -0.133 0.105  
mhs 0.448 0.061 *** 0.343 0.090 *** 0.242 0.122 ** 
mscoll 0.435 0.084 *** 0.510 0.123 *** 0.661 0.145 ***
mcoll 0.795 0.168 *** 0.638 0.202 *** 1.956 0.277 ***
fnohs -0.306 0.052 *** -0.238 0.086 *** -0.164 0.218  
fhs 0.059 0.058  -0.031 0.088  0.128 0.196  
fscoll 0.435 0.082 *** 0.078 0.105  0.372 0.156 ** 
fcoll 0.253 0.167  0.714 0.201 *** 1.215 0.212 ***
single -0.437 0.092 *** -0.861 0.120 *** -0.805 0.190 ***
singc6 -0.497 0.124 *** -0.583 0.083 *** -0.460 0.148 ***
singc6to18 -0.287 0.038 *** -0.321 0.053 *** -0.331 0.148 ** 
marrc6 -0.602 0.041 *** -0.785 0.072 *** -0.709 0.096 ***
marrc6to18 -0.454 0.029 *** -0.499 0.053 *** -0.556 0.071 ***
black -0.581 0.064 *** -0.701 0.083 *** -0.503 0.144 ***
hispanic -0.216 0.095 ** -0.566 0.147 *** -0.386 0.164 ** 
stateunempl -5.170 1.525 *** -5.396 2.153 ** -0.519 0.461  
constant 1.881 0.345 *** 3.801 0.513 *** 1.607 0.956 * 
          
R2 0.296   0.291   0.209   
No. Obs. 4,144     3,285     3,630     
*, **, and *** indicate significance at the 0.1, 0.05, and 0.01 level, respectively 
Control group:  white, non-Hispanic 
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Table 10: Decompositions nation 1982 to 2002        
      Share of  
   Estimate  Gap Gap (%) 
AFI mean 2002  4.82    
AFI mean 1982  3.61  1.21 100.0
       
1982, add 2002 Black and Hispanic means 3.56  -0.05 -3.9
add 2002 Black, Hispanic parameters 3.51  -0.06 -4.6
       
add 2002 education means 3.50  -0.01 -0.5
add 2002 education parameters 3.97  0.47 38.9
       
add 2002 family structure and head age means 4.09  0.12 9.6
add 2002 family structure and head age parameters 4.04  -0.05 -4.2
       
add 2002 area means 4.10  0.07 5.4
add 2002 area parameters 3.67  -0.43 -35.7
       
add 2002 intercept  4.82  1.15 94.9
       
Reversed order      
2002, add 1982 Black and Hispanic means 4.89  -0.07 -5.6
add 1982 Black, Hispanic parameters 4.92  -0.03 -2.8
       
add 1982 education means 4.88  0.04 3.4
add 1982 education parameters 4.46  0.42 34.9
       
add 1982 family structure and head age means 4.30  0.15 12.7
add 1982 family structure and head age parameters 4.39  -0.09 -7.4
       
add 1982 area means 4.31  0.09 7.1
add 1982 area parameters 4.76  -0.45 -37.4
       
add 1982 intercept  3.61  1.15 94.9
       
Aggregate      
2002 means, 1982 parameters 3.74    
1982 means, 2002 parameters 4.61      
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Table 11: Decompositions for rural America 1982 to 2002      
      Share of  
   Estimate  Gap Gap (%) 
AFI mean 2002  3.74    
AFI mean 1982  3.09  0.65 100.0
       
1982, add 2002 Black and Hispanic means 3.09  -0.01 -1.3
add 2002 Black, Hispanic parameters 3.08  -0.01 -1.6
       
add 2002 education means 3.09  0.01 2.3
add 2002 education parameters 3.48  0.39 60.3
       
add 2002 family structure and head age means 3.62  0.14 20.9
add 2002 family structure and head age parameters 2.60  -1.02 -156.4
       
add 2002 area means 2.62  0.02 3.1
add 2002 area parameters 2.73  0.11 17.2
       
add 2002 intercept  3.74  1.01 155.5
       
Reversed order      
2002, add 1982 Black and Hispanic means 3.76  -0.02 -2.5
add 1982 Black, Hispanic parameters 3.76  0.00 -0.6
       
add 1982 education means 3.82  -0.06 -9.2
add 1982 education parameters 3.36  0.47 71.8
       
add 1982 family structure and head age means 3.22  0.14 21.3
add 1982 family structure and head age parameters 4.24  -1.02 -156.8
       
add 1982 area means 4.23  0.01 1.0
add 1982 area parameters 4.10  0.13 19.4
       
add 1982 intercept  3.09  1.01 155.5
       
Aggregate      
2002 means, 1982 parameters 3.26    
1982 means, 2002 parameters 3.68    
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Table 12: Decompositions for rural south 1982 to 2002        
      Share of 
   Estimate  Gap  Gap (%) 
AFI mean 2002  3.63    
AFI mean 1982  2.92  0.71 100.0
       
1982, add 2002 Black and Hispanic means 2.90  -0.03 -3.7
add 2002 Black, Hispanic parameters 2.90  0.00 -0.1
       
add 2002 education means 2.94  0.04 5.7
add 2002 education parameters 3.23  0.30 42.0
       
add 2002 family structure and head age means 3.41  0.17 24.2
add 2002 family structure and head age parameters 3.56  0.15 21.8
       
add 2002 area means 3.59  0.02 3.5
add 2002 area parameters 3.91  0.32 45.2
       
add 2002 intercept  3.63  -0.27 -38.6
       
Reversed order      
2002, add 1982 Black and Hispanic means 3.66  -0.03 -4.5
add 1982 Black, Hispanic parameters 3.66  0.01 0.8
       
add 1982 education means 3.69  -0.03 -3.8
add 1982 education parameters 3.32  0.37 51.4
       
add 1982 family structure and head age means 3.09  0.24 33.1
add 1982 family structure and head age parameters 2.99  0.09 12.9
       
add 1982 area means 2.99  0.00 0.4
add 1982 area parameters 2.65  0.34 48.4
       
add 1982 intercept  2.92  -0.27 -38.6
       
Aggregate      
2002 means, 1982 parameters 3.74    
1982 means, 2002 parameters 3.45      
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Table 13: Decompositions for nation and rural south in 2002      
      Share of 
   Estimate  Gap  Gap (%) 
AFI mean nation 2002 4.82    
AFI mean rural south 2002 3.63  1.19 100.0
       
Rural South, add national Black and Hispanic 
means 3.63  0.00 0.2
       
add national education means 4.02  0.39 32.4
       
add national family structure and head age means 3.94  -0.08 -6.7
       
add national unemployment rates 3.95  0.01 0.8
       
Aggregate      
Nation means, rural south parameters 3.95  0.32 26.8
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Table 14: Decompositions for rural America and rural south in 2002   
      Share of 
   Estimate  Gap  Gap (%) 
AFI mean rural 2002 3.74    
AFI mean rural south 2002 3.63  0.11 100.0
       
Rural South, add rural Black and Hispanic means 3.68  0.05 42.5
       
add rural education means 3.76  0.08 74.5
       
add rural family structure and head age means 3.71  -0.05 -47.9
       
add rural unemployment rates 3.72  0.01 6.4
       
Aggregate      
Rural means, rural south parameters 3.72  0.08 75.2
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Table 15:  Variable means for working poor families (national, rural, and rural south)   
                       
  Nation     Rural       Rural South   
  1982 1990 2002  1982 1990 2002   1982 1990 2002 
                       
age 33.72 33.52 34.02  33.92 34.60 35.21   33.67 34.07 34.76
age2 1247.30 1216.20 1256.56  1266.41 1286.77 1346.10   1254.15 1252.95 1310.77
mnohs 0.36 0.35 0.27  0.43 0.31 0.21   0.54 0.34 0.25
mhs 0.29 0.25 0.24  0.34 0.31 0.30   0.28 0.27 0.3
mscoll 0.13 0.12 0.11  0.11 0.12 0.10   0.09 0.1 0.17
mcoll 0.11 0.07 0.04  0.08 0.09 0.04   0.07 0.09 0.03
fnohs 0.44 0.40 0.33  0.45 0.33 0.28   0.56 0.4 0.3
fhs 0.42 0.41 0.35  0.43 0.46 0.36   0.37 0.42 0.37
fscoll 0.17 0.19 0.21  0.14 0.18 0.25   0.13 0.2 0.22
fcoll 0.09 0.07 0.05  0.07 0.08 0.04   0.05 0.09 0.04
single 0.43 0.49 0.58  0.34 0.40 0.53   0.34 0.45 0.54
singc6 0.14 0.20 0.30  0.07 0.16 0.28   0.07 0.22 0.29
singc6to18 0.56 0.54 0.62  0.43 0.42 0.51   0.53 0.58 0.59
marrc6 0.58 0.57 0.44  0.65 0.63 0.49   0.69 0.52 0.45
marrc6to18 0.84 0.82 0.68  1.01 0.98 0.75   1.1 0.83 0.68
black 0.20 0.25 0.21  0.16 0.19 0.16   0.25 0.36 0.28
hispanic 0.12 0.19 0.29  0.04 0.07 0.15   0.05 0.07 0.17
rural 0.40 0.34 0.25  - - -   - - -
mw 0.22 0.22 0.20  0.25 0.29 0.24   - - -
south 0.47 0.45 0.41  0.62 0.52 0.49   - - -
west 0.19 0.22 0.24  0.06 0.13 0.17   - - -
ruralsouth 0.25 0.18 0.12  - - -   - - -
stateunempl 0.07 0.06 0.06  0.07 0.06 0.05   0.07 0.06 0.06
                       
No. Obs 1,929 1,988 2,846 657 733 878   336 277 279
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Table 16: Food stamp use regressions for working poor families (national)      
 1982   1990   2002   
Variable B St. Err.   B St. Err.   B St. Err.   
age 0.002 0.007  0.007 0.008  0.007 0.006  

age2 -7.1E-05 9.1E-05  
-1.1E-

04 1.1E-04  -1.4E-04 7.9E-05 * 
mnohs -0.071 0.034 ** -0.027 0.030  -0.039 0.034  
mhs -0.071 0.034 ** -0.063 0.037 * -0.104 0.031 ***
mscoll -0.126 0.029 *** -0.058 0.047  -0.136 0.031 ***
mcoll -0.179 0.032 *** -0.170 0.059 *** -0.141 0.038 ***
fnohs 0.087 0.034 ** 0.004 0.033  0.032 0.029  
fhs -0.043 0.034  -0.055 0.033 * 0.049 0.029 * 
fscoll -0.117 0.035 *** -0.025 0.040  -0.013 0.030  
fcoll 0.028 0.040  0.050 0.066  -0.053 0.047  
single 0.014 0.041  -0.022 0.048  -0.026 0.041  
singc6 0.115 0.030 *** 0.108 0.029 *** 0.110 0.023 ***
singc6to18 0.048 0.016 *** 0.085 0.017 *** 0.068 0.013 ***
marrc6 0.040 0.019 ** 0.035 0.023  0.057 0.020 ***
marrc6to18 0.020 0.014  0.048 0.018 *** 0.035 0.016 ** 
black 0.209 0.043 *** 0.130 0.041 *** 0.093 0.031 ***
hispanic 0.021 0.047  -0.096 0.038 ** -0.064 0.029 ** 
rural 0.022 0.035  0.055 0.042  -0.005 0.031  
mw 0.006 0.041  0.072 0.051  0.143 0.035 ***
south 0.087 0.046 * 0.026 0.050  0.116 0.033 ***
west 0.015 0.041  0.027 0.046  0.092 0.033 ***
ruralsouth -0.021 0.054  -0.125 0.060 ** 0.032 0.050  
stateunempl 1.200 0.689 * 3.146 1.204 *** -0.005 0.140  
constant 0.094 0.168  -0.070 0.176  0.057 0.128  
          
R2 0.212   0.119   0.145   
No. Obs. 1,929     1,988     2,846     
*, **, and *** indicate significance at the 0.1, 0.05, and 0.01 level, respectively 
Control group:  white, non-Hispanic, metropolitan, northeast  
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Table 17: Food stamp use regressions for working poor families (rural)      
 1982   1990   2002   
Variable B St. Err.   B St. Err.   B St. Err.   
age -0.005 0.012   0.009 0.012   0.019 0.011 * 
age2 1.9E-05 1.5E-04   -1.3E-04 1.5E-04   -3.1E-04 1.3E-04 ** 
mnohs -0.078 0.053   -0.051 0.044   -0.081 0.091   
mhs -0.068 0.051   -0.097 0.056 * -0.169 0.068 ** 
mscoll -0.143 0.043 *** -0.086 0.065   -0.143 0.079 * 
mcoll -0.165 0.053 *** -0.071 0.140   -0.035 0.096   
fnohs 0.033 0.058   0.024 0.049   0.051 0.075   
fhs -0.092 0.057   -0.089 0.046 * -0.009 0.069   
fscoll -0.159 0.058 *** -0.027 0.061   -0.070 0.076   
fcoll 0.020 0.070   -0.042 0.143   -0.207 0.100 ** 
single 0.038 0.071   -0.015 0.066   -0.142 0.085 * 
singc6 0.107 0.058 * 0.112 0.052 ** 0.105 0.037 ***
singc6to18 0.054 0.030 * 0.086 0.031 *** 0.050 0.024 ** 
marrc6 0.028 0.031   0.094 0.034 *** 0.027 0.034   
marrc6to18 0.043 0.021 ** 0.046 0.027 * 0.010 0.029   
black 0.333 0.072 *** 0.013 0.071   0.067 0.070   
hispanic 0.144 0.122   -0.034 0.086   -0.142 0.064 ** 
mw -0.011 0.071   0.074 0.084   0.228 0.076 ***
south 0.039 0.071   -0.032 0.090   0.239 0.074 ***
west 0.114 0.101   0.113 0.096   0.228 0.072 ***
stateunempl 0.710 1.036   3.527 1.745 ** 0.537 0.284 * 
constant 0.318 0.289   -0.106 0.250   -0.090 0.259   
          
R2 0.248   0.131   0.130   
No. Obs. 657   733     878     
*, **, and *** indicate significance at the 0.1, 0.05, and 0.01 level, respectively 
Control group:  white, non-Hispanic, northeast  
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Table 18: Food stamp use regressions for working poor families (rural south)     
 1982   1990   2002   
Variable B St. Err.   B St. Err.   B St. Err.   
age -0.018 0.017  0.029 0.018  0.023 0.018  
age2 1.9E-04 2.1E-04  -3.5E-04 2.3E-04  -3.5E-04 2.3E-04  
mnohs -0.071 0.074  -0.053 0.054  0.114 0.098  
mhs -0.054 0.077  -0.074 0.085  -0.052 0.089  
mscoll -0.122 0.058 ** -0.035 0.100  0.017 0.132  
mcoll -0.289 0.101 *** 0.231 0.204  0.352 0.194 * 
fnohs -0.029 0.069  0.029 0.064  0.188 0.091 ** 
fhs -0.108 0.074  -0.069 0.066  0.099 0.090  
fscoll -0.276 0.085 *** -0.051 0.088  0.095 0.114  
fcoll 0.115 0.140  -0.283 0.148 * -0.190 0.150  
single -0.008 0.104  0.006 0.109  -0.026 0.119  
singc6 0.076 0.076  0.093 0.068  0.189 0.056 *** 
singc6to18 0.081 0.037 ** 0.066 0.042  0.067 0.038 * 
marrc6 0.040 0.046  0.088 0.064  0.033 0.052  
marrc6to18 0.068 0.027 ** 0.023 0.046  0.049 0.043  
black 0.359 0.078 *** 0.023 0.078  -0.026 0.074  
hispanic 0.180 0.159  -0.094 0.131  -0.244 0.109 ** 
stateunempl 0.978 1.530  4.098 2.207 * 0.628 0.279 ** 
constant 0.561 0.418  -0.560 0.370  -0.252 0.367  
          
R2 0.285   0.128   0.166   
No. Obs. 336     277    279     
*, **, and *** indicate significance at the 0.1, 0.05, and 0.01 level, respectively 
Control group:  white, non-Hispanic 
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Table 19: Food stamp use decompositions for working poor   
      Share of  
National   Estimate   Gap Gap (%) 
Mean 2002  0.287    
Mean 1982  0.274  0.013 100.0
       
1982, add 2002 Black and Hispanic means   0.007 55.2
add 2002 Black, Hispanic parameters   -0.050 -383.8
add 2002 education means   0.012 89.2
add 2002 education parameters   0.032 250.3
add 2002 family structure and head age means   0.015 113.9
add 2002 family structure and head age parameters   0.070 538.0
add 2002 area means   -0.025 -192.1
add 2002 area parameters   -0.012 -91.2
add 2002 intercept    -0.036 -279.5
       
Rural      
Mean 2002  0.299    
Mean 1982  0.274  0.025 100.0
       
1982, add 2002 Black and Hispanic means   0.016 66.3
add 2002 Black, Hispanic parameters   -0.087 -352.5
add 2002 education means   0.010 40.9
add 2002 education parameters   0.023 91.8
add 2002 family structure and head age means   0.013 51.3
add 2002 family structure and head age parameters   0.298 1202.2
add 2002 area unemployment   -0.007 -29.2
add 2002 unemployment parameters   0.167 672.4
add 2002 intercept    -0.408 -1643.1
       
Rural South      
Mean 2002 0.342    
Mean 1982 0.336  0.006 100.0
       
1982, add 2002 Black and Hispanic means  0.032 528.3
add 2002 Black, Hispanic parameters  -0.179 -2970.2
add 2002 education means  0.014 235.6
add 2002 education parameters  0.286 4736.3
add 2002 family structure and head age means  -0.028 -456.2
add 2002 family structure and head age parameters  0.728 12057.0
add 2002 area unemployment  -0.015 -253.8
add 2002 unemployment parameters  -0.020 -330.3
add 2002 intercept    -0.812 -13446.8
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Table 19: Food stamp use decompositions for working poor (continued)   
      Share of  
Rural South versus Rural   Estimate   Gap Gap (%) 
Mean use rural 2002  0.299    
Mean use rural south 2002  0.342  -0.043 100.0
       
Rural south, add rural Black and Hispanic means   0.007 -13.5
add rural education means   0.000 0.2
add rural family structure and head age means   -0.004 6.8
add rural unemployment rates   -0.004 6.7
    
Rural South versus Nation    
Mean use nation 2002 0.287   
Mean use rural south 2002 0.342  -0.055 100.0
    
Rural south, add national Black and Hispanic means   -0.028 51.3
add national education means   0.012 -21.7
add national family structure and head age means   0.004 -8.1
add national unemployment rates   0.000 -0.2
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Table 20: Cash public assistance use regression for working poor families (national)  
 1982   1990   2002   
Variable B St. Err.   B St. Err.   B St. Err.   
age 0.003 0.006  -0.005 0.006  0.001 0.003  
age2 0.000 0.000  0.000 0.000  0.000 0.000  
mnohs -0.074 0.024 *** -0.032 0.027  -0.021 0.014  
mhs -0.078 0.020 *** -0.035 0.028  -0.017 0.015  
mscoll -0.072 0.020 *** -0.071 0.027 *** -0.029 0.016 * 
mcoll -0.059 0.022 *** -0.115 0.033 *** -0.034 0.020 * 
fnohs 0.091 0.028 *** 0.008 0.026  0.001 0.013  
fhs 0.043 0.025 * -0.026 0.021  -0.005 0.013  
fscoll 0.011 0.025  0.076 0.031 ** -0.013 0.013  
fcoll 0.006 0.026  0.047 0.034  0.046 0.037  
single -0.012 0.027  -0.006 0.035  -0.023 0.021  
singc6 0.072 0.036 ** 0.092 0.028 *** 0.064 0.016 *** 
singc6to18 0.008 0.014  0.022 0.015  0.031 0.009 *** 
marrc6 -0.005 0.010  0.002 0.012  0.026 0.014 * 
marrc6to18 -0.012 0.006 ** 0.006 0.012  0.007 0.009  
black 0.122 0.033 *** 0.060 0.030 ** 0.011 0.017  
hispanic -0.028 0.028  -0.022 0.021  -0.035 0.017 ** 
rural 0.013 0.028  0.011 0.030  -0.042 0.015 *** 
mw -0.002 0.030  0.027 0.039  0.001 0.019  
south -0.005 0.034  -0.059 0.034 * -0.009 0.018  
west 0.023 0.030  -0.004 0.032  0.053 0.024 ** 
ruralsouth -0.073 0.040 * -0.021 0.039  0.035 0.022  
stateunempl -0.425 0.447  0.143 0.723  -0.127 0.035 *** 
constant 0.086 0.125  0.179 0.119  0.019 0.063  
          
R2 0.1386   0.093   0.074   
No. Obs. 1,929     1,988     2,846     
*, **, and *** indicate significance at the 0.1, 0.05, and 0.01 level, respectively 
Control group:  white, non-Hispanic, metropolitan, northeast  
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Table 21: Cash public assistance use regression for working poor families (rural) 
 1982   1990   2002   
Variable B St. Err.   B St. Err.   B St. Err.   
age 0.001 0.006   0.005 0.007   -0.004 0.004   
age2 -3.9E-05 7.5E-05   -7.4E-05 7.9E-05  4.2E-05 4.8E-05   
mnohs -0.045 0.025 * 0.018 0.057  -0.012 0.018   
mhs -0.053 0.022 ** -0.026 0.050  -0.039 0.012 *** 
mscoll -0.089 0.027 *** -0.060 0.031* -0.033 0.016 ** 
mcoll -0.038 0.024   -0.084 0.042** -0.034 0.016 ** 
fnohs 0.038 0.036   -0.022 0.029  0.007 0.017   
fhs -0.016 0.035   -0.045 0.029  0.007 0.017   
fscoll 0.030 0.038   0.035 0.035  -0.006 0.020   
fcoll -0.025 0.026   0.010 0.030  -0.029 0.019   
single -0.031 0.042   0.006 0.052  -0.045 0.021 ** 
singc6 0.017 0.032   0.069 0.042  0.084 0.031 *** 
singc6to18 -0.015 0.013   0.007 0.020  0.002 0.008   
marrc6 -0.030 0.014 ** 0.008 0.019  -0.011 0.009   
marrc6to18 -0.009 0.007   -0.003 0.011  0.006 0.006   
black 0.074 0.042 * -0.012 0.044  -0.010 0.024   
hispanic -0.007 0.051   -0.034 0.049  -0.016 0.027   
mw -0.061 0.054   -0.008 0.066  0.034 0.021   
south -0.086 0.052   -0.064 0.070  0.038 0.019 * 
west 0.111 0.088   0.009 0.081  0.035 0.020 * 
stateunempl -0.240 0.429   0.115 1.004  -0.016 0.034   
constant 0.214 0.153   0.075 0.164   0.095 0.076   
          
R2 0.100   0.055   0.092   
No. Obs. 657     733     878     
*, **, and *** indicate significance at the 0.1, 0.05, and 0.01 level, respectively 
Control group:  white, non-Hispanic, northeast  



 77

 
Table 22: Cash public assistance use regressions for working poor families (rural south) 
 1982   1990   2002   
Variable B St. Err.   B St. Err.   B St. Err.   
age -0.001 0.007  0.009 0.009  -0.012 0.008  
age2 0.000 7.9E-05  0.000 0.000  0.000 0.000  
mnohs -0.022 0.031  0.066 0.062  0.008 0.031  
mhs -0.041 0.025 * 0.047 0.063  -0.036 0.022  
mscoll -0.064 0.031 ** -0.037 0.037  -0.039 0.027  
mcoll -0.029 0.033  -0.028 0.051  -0.007 0.041  
fnohs -0.023 0.027  -0.016 0.032  0.004 0.029  
fhs -0.049 0.029 * -0.076 0.037 ** -0.009 0.023  
fscoll 0.009 0.049  -0.001 0.045  -0.058 0.035 * 
fcoll -0.037 0.033  -0.038 0.031  -0.076 0.040 * 
single -0.052 0.052  0.050 0.078  -0.060 0.028 ** 
singc6 -0.004 0.022  0.060 0.046  0.100 0.049 ** 
singc6to18 -0.012 0.011  -0.009 0.019  -0.001 0.009  
marrc6 -0.034 0.017 * 0.031 0.035  -0.017 0.017  
marrc6to18 -0.006 0.009  -0.008 0.016  0.026 0.013 * 
black 0.094 0.046 ** -0.009 0.045  0.007 0.027  
hispanic 0.000 0.030  0.019 0.073  -0.055 0.048  
stateunempl -0.991 0.586 * -1.126 1.105  0.029 0.040  
constant 0.241 0.191  -0.056 0.213  0.323 0.154 ** 
          
R2 0.078   0.072   0.162   
No. Obs. 336     277     279     
*, **, and *** indicate significance at the 0.1, 0.05, and 0.01 level, respectively 
Control group:  white, non-Hispanic 
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Table 23: Cash public assistance use decompositions for working poor 
      Share of  
National   Estimate  Gap Gap (%) 
Mean 2002  0.058    
Mean 1982  0.091  -0.033 100.000 
       
1982, add 2002 Black and Hispanic means  -0.003 8.9 
add 2002 Black, Hispanic parameters  -0.026 78.9 
add 2002 education means   0.003 -9.5 
add 2002 education parameters   -0.014 43.4 
add 2002 family structure and head age means 0.013 -40.5 
add 2002 family structure and head age parameters 0.022 -67.3 
add 2002 area means   0.016 -47.1 
add 2002 area parameters   0.022 -67.7 
add 2002 intercept    -0.067 200.9 
       
Rural       
Mean 2002   0.037    
Mean 1982   0.053  -0.016 100.0 
      
1982, add 2002 Black and Hispanic means  -0.001 3.2 
add 2002 Black, Hispanic parameters  -0.015 93.5 
add 2002 education means   0.012 -75.3 
add 2002 education parameters   0.008 -47.6 
add 2002 family structure and head age means  0.002 -14.0 
add 2002 family structure and head age parameters  -0.015 89.5 
add 2002 area means   0.030 -181.7 
add 2002 area parameters   0.082 -500.1 
add 2002 intercept     -0.120 731.9 
       
Rural South      
Mean 2002  0.043    
Mean 1982  0.038  0.004 100.0 
       
1982, add 2002 Black and Hispanic means  0.003 62.4 
add 2002 Black, Hispanic parameters  -0.034 -820.9 
add 2002 education means   0.015 369.9 
add 2002 education parameters   0.018 435.2 
add 2002 family structure and head age means -0.002 -53.6 
add 2002 family structure and head age parameters -0.152 -3717.1 
add 2002 area unemployment   0.016 380.3 
add 2002 unemployment parameters  0.058 1424.8 
add 2002 intercept    0.082 2018.9 
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Table 23: Cash public assistance decompositions for working poor (continued)    
      Share of  
Rural South versus Rural   Estimate  Gap Gap (%) 
Mean use rural 2002  0.037    
Mean use rural south 2002  0.043  -0.005 100.0
       
Rural south, add rural Black and Hispanic means   0.000 -3.6
add rural education means   -0.002 45.4
add rural family structure and head age means   0.000 3.3
add rural unemployment rates   0.000 3.1
    
Rural South versus Nation    
Mean use nation 2002 0.058   
Mean use rural south 2002 0.043  0.015 100.0
    
Rural south, add national Black and Hispanic means   -0.007 -48.7
add national education means   0.001 6.7
add national family structure and head age means   0.001 3.7
add national unemployment rates   0.000 0.0

 



 80

Figure 1: Distribution of working family well-being in 1982 and 2002 
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Figure 2: Distribution of working family well-being in the rural south (1982 and 2002) 
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Figure 3: Education level specific distributions of economic well-being – no high school degree and high school degree 
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Figure 4: Education level specific distributions of economic well-being – some college and college degree 
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Figure 5: Education level specific distributions in the rural south – no high school degree and high school degree 
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Figure 6: Education level specific distributions in the rural south – some college and college degree 
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Figure 7: Impact of education level share changes on the distributions of economic well-being  
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Figure 8: Impact of education level share changes on the distributions of economic well-being in rural south 
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Figure 9: Impact of rural south education levels on distribution of 2002 national economic well-being 
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Figure 10: Family type specific distributions of economic well-being – single no children and single with children 
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Figure 11: Family type specific distributions of economic well-being – married no children and married with children 
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Figure 12: Family type specific distributions of economic well-being in the rural south: single no children and single with children 
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Figure 13: Family type specific distributions of economic well-being in the rural south: married no children and married with children 
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Figure 14: Impact of family type share changes on the distributions of economic well-being  
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Figure 15: Impact of family type share changes on the distributions of economic well-being in rural south 
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Figure 16: The impact of rural south family types on the 2002 distribution of national economic well-being 
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Figure 17: Distributions of economic well-being by race 
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Figure 18: Distributions of economic well-being for Hispanics  
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Figure 19: Distributions of economic well-being for by race and ethnicity in the rural south  
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Figure 20: Impact of race and ethnicity share changes on the distributions of economic well-being  
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Figure 21: Impact of race and ethnicity share changes on the distributions of economic well-being in the rural south 
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Figure 22: Impact of rural south race and ethnicity on distribution of 2002 national economic well-being 
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Figure 23: 2002 AFI distributions under alternative measures of income 
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Figure 24: 1994, 1998, and 2002 AFI distributions under alternative measures of income  
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Figure 25: 2002 AFI distributions under alternative measures of income in the rural south 
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Figure 26: 1994, 1998, and 2002 AFI distributions under alternative measures of income in the rural south 
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Appendix A 

  
 
 
Stats are for Poverty Line and Below

Nation Foodstamp1 Foodstamp2 Famwelf1 Famwelf2 WIC
1982 58.91 N/A 42.45 42.45 N/A
1986 58.48 N/A 44.51 44.51 N/A Famwork3 = 0
1990 57.92 N/A 44.74 44.79 N/A
1994 63.00 61.23 44.60 44.60 N/A
1998 52.38 50.87 30.97 31.03 N/A
2002 40.15 38.87 16.60 16.74 12.24

Nation Foodstamp1 Foodstamp2 Famwelf1 Famwelf2 WIC
1982 27.42 N/A 9.06 9.06 N/A
1986 25.76 N/A 9.39 9.39 N/A Famwork3 = 1
1990 31.08 N/A 10.57 10.57 N/A
1994 35.42 34.13 11.26 11.33 N/A
1998 32.92 32.22 11.69 11.69 N/A
2002 28.72 28.06 5.75 5.75 11.46

Rural South Foodstamp1 Foodstamp2 Famwelf1 Famwelf2 WIC
1982 63.37 N/A 26.37 26.36 N/A
1986 62.99 N/A 29.59 25.59 N/A Famwork3 = 0
1990 58.45 N/A 37.20 37.20 N/A
1994 67.51 66.34 31.65 31.65 N/A
1998 55.86 54.33 24.11 24.11 N/A
2002 46.32 44.57 12.56 12.56 10.46

Rural South Foodstamp1 Foodstamp2 Famwelf1 Famwelf2 WIC
1982 33.64 N/A 3.84 3.84 N/A
1986 32.73 N/A 6.12 6.12 N/A Famwork3 = 1
1990 28.39 N/A 7.26 7.26 N/A
1994 44.71 43.89 9.50 9.50 N/A
1998 41.46 41.11 11.68 11.68 N/A
2002 34.24 33.83 4.25 4.25 14.47  

Foodstamp1 – Household Measure 
Foodstamp2 – Family Measure 
Famwelf1 – Person Measure 
Famwelf2 – Family Measure 
 
Slight discrepancies do exist based on the measure of the data used, but in general are 
consistent.   
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Appendix B 

The basic kernel density estimator can be written as 
1

1ˆ ( )
n

i
i

i

y Y
f y K

nh h
ψ

=

−⎛ ⎞= ⎜ ⎟
⎝ ⎠

∑ where n is 

the number of observations, Yi are sample observations, h is the bandwidth of the kernel 
estimator, iψ  is the weighting applied to observation i and K denotes the kernel.14  All 
observations are weighted by family size and Current Population Survey (CPS) Annual 
Demographic File supplemental family survey weights to obtain a nationally 
representative person-weighted distribution of family economic well-being.  Additional 
weights are then applied based on the compositions outlined below. 
 
A generalized decomposition of shifts in the distribution of economic well-being is 
obtained by accounting for changes in education levels of family heads; family structure; 
and race – ethnicity of family heads.  Formally, to identify 1982 to 2002 changes in the 
distribution of economic well-being that are associated with changes across groups, let 

( , )f y z be the joint distribution of economic well-being and specific group types.  The 
2002 distribution of economic well-being can be written 
(1) )]02|()02,|([)02,02;( || ===== ∑ zzy

z
zzy tzftzyfttyf  

where )02,|( | =zytzyf is the conditional distribution of economic well-being for group z 
in 2002 and )02|( =ztzf is the distribution of group types in 2002. 
 The distribution of economic well-being with the 1982 frequency of group types, 
but the 2002 relationship between group types and economic well-being is 
(2) )]02|()82,|([)82,02;( || ===== ∑ zzy

z
zzy tzftzyfttyf  

        ])02|()02,|([ | zzzy
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where 
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)82|(

=
=

=
z

z
z tzf

tzf
ψ  is estimated as the ratio of the frequency of group type z in 

1982 to the ratio in 2002.  Estimated weights are then employed with 2002 data in the 
kernel density estimator 

(3) ⎟
⎠
⎞

⎜
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⎛ −

=== ∑
∈ h
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A similar methodology is used for data specific to the rural south.   
 
 

                                                 
14  An adaptive bandwidth selector is employed along with an Epanechnikov kernel.   
15  An adaptive bandwidth selector is employed along with an Epanechnikov kernel.   


