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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.  

 


