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Food security and individual freedom from hunger are widely accepted indicators of our 
nation's level of commitment to its poor and welfare-reliant citizens. The Food Stamp 
Program of the USDA allows many poor American citizens and families to have access 
to at least minimal, adequate amounts of nutritious foods. Some families stretch this food 
assistance with strategies such as careful planning and budgeting, or various "tricks" or 
devices; by enrolling in child feeding programs at schools or care facilities; and by 
visiting local food banks or church pantries. The Food Stamp Program is regarded as a 
successful effort in the nation's fight against hunger, but the program is not without 
limits. The average family food stamp grant is just over $300 per month, designed to 
provide families with an amount equal to the total cost of the USDA's Thrifty Food Plan 
(Gundersen, 1998). Even with careful planning, a poor family may find itself with few 
food benefits and very little cash at the end of a month. Therefore, it is important to 
monitor families' food security under a variety of economic conditions.  

Passage of the PRWORA makes monitoring even more crucial. The welfare reform act 
reduced funding for the Food Stamp Program, with reductions accomplished primarily by 
reducing or eliminating eligibility for single, able-bodied adults and legal immigrants 
(Oliveira, 1998). The Program was not folded into the block grant funds sent to the states, 
but remains under the control of the federal government. The Food Stamp Program is an 
important component of the federal level safety net for poor families, and may play an 
even bigger role in their lives as their welfare benefits eventually disappear (Kuhn, 
LeBlanc, & Gundersen, 1997).  

At the present time, many states are riding an unprecedented wave of economic 
prosperity and are reporting remarkable declines in their welfare program participation 
caseloads. These economic conditions do not exist for all states in all regions, however, 
and there is concern that poor families in rural and remote rural areas of the South 
represent some of the most disadvantaged welfare cases because of their multiple barriers 
to longterm employment (Zedlewski, 1999). Portions of the rural South contain some of 
the nation's worst child poverty, particularly for minority groups (CDF, 1998b). The 
PRWORA may make hunger worse for families with children, as there is evidence that 
families experience immediate food crises soon after losing food assistance and other 
welfare benefits (CDF, 1998b). Slightly over half of all food stamp participants are 



children, and most welfare reliant households with children are headed by a single parent 
("Some food stamp facts," 1998).  

In sum, getting off of welfare is not equal to food security, health, and well-being for 
poor rural families. Further, there is evidence that the transition from welfare reliance to 
wage based self-sufficiency can be bumpy for many families. Loprest (1999) found that 
former welfare recipients were much more likely than non-recipient poor families to 
report difficulty in feeding their families, and to rely on strategies such as skipping meals 
or reducing the size or frequency of meals to stretch their food and food budgets. These 
welfare-reliant families, as well as working poor families, may be more dependent than 
ever on the food security provided by the Food Stamp Program (Loprest, 1999).  

The purpose of the funded project was to advance our knowledge and understanding of 
welfare reform and food assistance issues in the rural South through interviews with 
former and soon-to-be former welfare reliant women in Louisiana. We are interested in 
the early progress, barriers to success, and needs of welfare reliant families, with 
particular emphasis on issues such as nontraditional mechanisms for how women 
establish food security and make ends meet for their families. The present paper is a 
preliminary report of quantifiable information from our second round of qualitative 
interviews with a targeted group of rural Louisiana women, conducted in late 1998 and 
Spring of 1999.  

Research Phase One  

In 1997, this research team launched an in-depth, qualitative study of the impact of 
welfare reliance and the welfare reform law on rural Louisiana families. This work was 
part of a larger project conducted jointly by the School of Human Ecology and the 
Louisiana Forest Products Laboratory, and was funded by the Louisiana Agricultural 
Experiment Station, the U.S. Department of Commerce Economic Development 
Administration, and a state non-profit forest products association. During Fall, 1997, an 
intensive data collection effort was undertaken that included, but was not limited to, 
qualitative interviews with 84 women in 7 parishes at the sites where the women 
participated in GED classes or training programs. (See Monroe & Tiller, 1998 for a more 
thorough discussion of the methodology of phase one.) The first phase of the research 
was completed in May, 1998.  

All of the women interviewed were receiving welfare payments in 1997-98, but faced the 
termination of their eligibility for welfare program participation within the next 12-24 
months. The women relied on an array of government assistance programs including food 
stamps, WIC, housing support, and Medicaid. Many of the women had a high school 
diploma or GED certificate, and most of the older women (25-45 years old) had a history 
of previous employment. The younger women (18-25 years old) had less education, less 
work experience, and were more likely to have been dependent on welfare since the birth 
of their first child. We consider these younger women and their children most at-risk for 
failing to acquire basic needs for food and shelter under the provisions of the PRWORA 
due in part to the pile-up of employment obstacles they face (see Zedlewski, 1999). At 



the time of the interviews, the women expressed great concern over the loss of food 
assistance and Medicaid, especially during the 12-to-18-months transition period from 
welfare reliance to wage work.  

Research Phase Two: The Present Study  

With funding from the ERS Small Grants program, we proposed to visit these women 
again about 12 - 18 months after our first contact, to describe their transition period into 
the labor force. In early Fall 1998, we contacted all the women interviewed in phase 1 via 
first class mail, expressing our desire to talk with them again to "see how things are 
going." A self-addressed stamped postcard was enclosed for them to return, and they 
were told that, as with the first interview, they would again be paid $10 after completing 
the interview. These letters were followed up with telephone calls to make appointments 
for interviews in the woman's home (or any other site where she was comfortable), 
beginning with the women who returned the enclosed postcard. Letters that were returned 
"undeliverable" cued us to search out different addresses for the women. Beginning in 
late Fall 1998, we initiated the second round of interviews while continuing to attempt 
contact with women who were as yet unresponsive.  

We quickly exhausted our list of "responsive" participants (n = 15), and began to 
physically search for our potential participants in the rural and remote rural communities 
where we believed the women lived. In most cases, once a woman was found, she agreed 
to speak to us later that day, the next day, or in the near future, and an appointment was 
made. Most of these appointments were kept by the women. Sometimes, these "cold 
calls" resulted in the woman agreeing to be interviewed on the spot. Such respondents 
were no less forthcoming in their conversation than the women who returned their 
postcards; we simply judged the formal mail contact to be of limited effectiveness with 
this group.  

By Spring 1999, participants were even harder to find, and we relied on strategies such as 
stopping in at a local post office, city hall, gas station, or cafe and "asking around." More 
than once, in remote rural areas, we pulled our car alongside a pedestrian and asked for 
directions or asked for a person by name, only to be sent exactly where we needed to go. 
Again, we were seldom turned away by the women once we found them. Finally, we 
reluctantly elicited the cooperation of the state Department of Social Services in 
contacting the remaining women again by mail to ask for an interview; this strategy 
yielded no additional interviews. As of this writing, we have interviewed 52 women; can 
account for 7 more women as having moved out of state, refused participation, or 
unavailable to us; and report 24 women as viable participants that we have not been able 
to locate.  

The interview approach was qualitative, with a few key questions to guide the woman's 
conversation. These questions focused on issues such as: what she had been doing in 
terms of her education, training, or work since we last spoke; the status of her 
government benefits; her children and their well-being; and any worries or concerns she 
had, including matters like food, housing, medical care, and her family's longterm future. 



When it was appropriate to do so in the flow of the conversation, the woman was asked to 
respond to the Short Form of the USDA's Food Security items (Nord & Andrews, 1998; 
USDA, 1997), plus an additional global, food security item. We report here on the 
quantitative responses the women gave to the food security items and to related open 
frame questions about food sources and strategies for feeding their families.  

Most interviews took an hour to 90 minutes to complete, and were conducted in the 
woman's home or on her porch, or in her yard or a neighbor's or family member's yard. 
Researchers went as a pair, with either Monroe or Blalock along as the interviewer, and 
Tiller as the note-taker, observer, and distractor of young children. All interviews were 
tape recorded and are being transcribed at this time. On average, each interview exceeds 
20 single-spaced typed pages. Transcription is expected to be completed before the end of 
1999.  

Our goal is to follow as many of these women as possible for the next several years as 
they make the initial transition off welfare and as they participate in or fail to succeed in 
the work force. Altogether, these data will constitute a longitudinal, qualitative study of 
rural women's transition from welfare reliance to wage work.  

Findings 

Description of Participants  

To date, 52 women participated in the second phase of this study, and they may be 
described generally as follows (see Table 1). The average age of the participants is just 
over 30 years old, with a range in age from 19 years old to 48 years old. Most of the 
women are African-American (n = 45); the remainder report their race/ethnicity as white 
or Native American. All but 4 of the women were single at the time of the interview. 
Only 2 women had less than a high school education with no additional education or 
training at the time of the interview; 14 women reported having completed a GED, 10 
women reported having graduated high school, and 12 women reported some college, 
trade school or vocational school training. The remaining women were currently working 
on a GED or were participating in some form of training or work readiness program in 
compliance with PRWORA and state mandates. Just under 40% of the women resided 
alone with their own children; about one half of the women reported living with their 
mother or another relative; and just over 11% of the women reported living with a "male 
friend" or husband at the time of the interview. The majority of the women interviewed 
have 3 or fewer children.  

At the time of the interview, only 21% of the women were still participating in the 
welfare program through the Family Independence Temporary Assistance Program 
(FITAP) - Louisiana's TANF program. Approximately two-thirds of the women reported 
still receiving Medicaid benefits for themselves while just over 90% of the women 
reported that their children were still receiving Medicaid benefits. No woman was 
receiving SSI benefits for herself and only 8 women reported receiving SSI benefits for 
their children. Approximately one-fourth of the women reported receiving any kind of 



subsidy or help with housing costs. In sum, all of the women except one reported that her 
family was receiving at least one form of public assistance at the time of the interview.  

Table 2 is provided for comparison purposes and to assist in determining whether the 
women who participated in phase 2 of this project were notably different from the 
original 84 participants in phase 1 of the study on any of these descriptive characteristics. 
As can be seen, the phase 2 women are, on average, one year older than phase 1 women, 
an expected difference; we were slightly more likely to find African-American women in 
the second round of interviews; and the family size of phase 2 participants was 
comparable to that of phase 1 participants.  

The education level of participants in the second phase would be expected to be higher, 
reflecting completion of the education (i.e., GED) and training efforts in which the 
women were engaged when we met them initially. However, among the women 
interviewed in phase 2, there was not a substantial increase in the completion of the GED 
or completion of training. There was more evidence among phase 2 women of current 
participation in trade school training. Without making undue inferences from these 
findings, it appears that many women were attempting to complete job training even as 
the deadline for the expiration of their welfare benefits drew closer. Fewer women were 
receiving FITAP benefits for their families in phase 2 than in phase 1 (21% vs. 95%, 
respectively), an anticipated change under (federal) PRWORA and (state) FITAP 
program mandates.  

Food Stamp Program Participation  

Most of the women in this phase of the study still receive food stamps (87%) but we were 
surprised to find 7 women who reported that they no longer receive food stamps; their 
low incomes should make them eligible for continued benefits under the food stamp 
program. We will have more to say about these 7 women below.  

The average monthly food stamp benefit reported by the 45 women still participating in 
the program was $249, less than the national average of about $315. The monthly food 
stamp benefit for the families who reported receiving the benefit ranged from $57 to 
$605; 17 women (out of 45 women participating in the program) reported receiving a 
monthly benefit greater than the national average monthly benefit. Approximately half of 
the women in our study reported that they spend no money for food beyond their food 
stamp benefits; 45% of the women told us they spend an average of $37 per month out-
of-pocket for food beyond their food stamp benefits. Six of the women reported that they 
spend $100 or more each month for food beyond their food stamp benefits.  

Almost all the women indicated that they are not using church or community food banks 
or pantries to supplement their food supply, and that, to their knowledge, such food banks 
were not available in their communities. Only 9 women reported receiving government 
surplus food commodities. More than 86% of the women told us that their children's 
schools serve breakfast and lunch and that their children eat breakfast and lunch at 



school. Nearly all of these children receive these meals at no cost to their families, with 
the remaining few children receiving these meals at a reduced cost to their families.  

USDA Food Security Items  

Tables 3 and 4 present our quantitative findings for the short form of the food security 
items presented to the women in this study. As can be seen, a consistent majority of the 
women report food security in their households, with only a small percentage of women 
reporting insecurity. However, there is also a consistent minority of women who report 
concerns over their food security and who may be experiencing anxiety over their food 
supply. Using the food security scale, we classify 11 women as food insecure (see Table 
3):  
   

five of the women appear to be expressing anxiety about food security without hunger 
evident; one of these five women indicated on more than one item that her food 
sometimes ran out and the family actually went without food so she was reclassified as 
food insecure with hunger evident; and  

six of the women gave an affirmative response to all items indicating food insecurity with 
hunger evident; along with the one woman reclassified into this category, the total for this 
category is seven women.  

As noted in the USDA guide (1997), the short form of the food security items does not 
probe deeply for evidence of hunger evident in children vs. adults, but we suggest that a 
woman who answers affirmatively for all items may be indicating some degree of hunger 
for any or all family members.  

It is to these 11 food-insecure women that we now turn for a more in-depth look at their 
current situations; we will also examine more closely the cases of the seven women who 
reported that they no longer participate in the food stamp program. It is important to note 
that only one woman falls into both categories: food insecure and no longer participating 
in the food stamp program, making a total of 17 cases subject to this closer scrutiny. The 
other 6 women no longer receiving food stamp benefits reported food security.  

Families with Food Insecurity  

The four women we classified as expressing anxiety over their food security present no 
particular pattern of characteristics that single them out as different from the other 
women in the larger sample. They are of similar average age, educational level, and work 
history and current work status as their food secure counterparts. The food insecurity of 
these women seems to be focused on their inability to serve "balanced meals" as often as 
they would like, rather than on an actual shortage of food quantity. Each of these women 
indicated that there was someone else they would often "go eat with," usually a 
mother/parents, or a sister. They did not report that they were without food or a food 
safety net. The one woman who was both food insecure and no longer receiving food 



stamps is counted in this subgroup. Her household income now includes her own pay 
from her job and benefits received by her elderly, disabled mother; most of her children 
are grown with only one child remaining at home. She no longer qualifies for food 
stamps, a benefit she has received most of her adult life, and expressed some concern 
over this. This woman indicated that one of her strategies for stretching her food was not 
"fixing a four course meal, eating whatever you can get by on. Sometimes, a sandwich or 
you can fix breakfast food at night."  

The seven women who expressed food insecurity with evidence of hunger also presented 
no particular pattern of characteristics that single them out as different from the other 
women in the larger sample, or from the women who expressed food insecurity without 
hunger present, except that the women who were insecure/with hunger had little or no 
work history. They are of similar average age and educational level as their food secure 
counterparts. These women all indicated that, at minimum, they "sometimes" had to skip 
meals, cut the size of meals, and "often" failed to offer balanced meals to their families. 
These women seemed even more dependent on a food "network" that allowed them to: 
eat with friends and family members; pool their food stamp benefits with other family 
members and eat together; depend on their children being fed twice daily at school; take 
advantage of a free or reduced cost meal at their own workplace; borrow money from 
family members to purchase food; and eat cheap foods like beignets (i.e., fried dough) at 
the end of the month. Some of these women mentioned that at times they made sure that 
their children "eat first." One of these women commented that she does not cook a 
balanced meal every day because she "can't afford to cook it. It's kind of expensive to 
cook a big balanced meal everyday, or twice a day. It's expensive." It would be 
interesting to note in future research whether the women understand what constitutes a 
"balanced" meal as opposed to a "big" meal, one with many choices and variety that may 
or may not be nutritionally balanced.  

Finally, seven women indicated that they no longer receive food stamp benefits; one of 
these women indicated food insecurity without hunger and her case was discussed above. 
The remaining six women all reported that they resided in a household with other adults, 
usually a mother or parents, but in some cases a husband or partner. Each woman 
indicated that a component of her food security was the general security and support 
provided by the other adults in her family's life.  

Discussion 

It is premature to draw conclusions from these data, particularly as the food security 
items are one element in a larger study of welfare reliant women's transitions into the 
labor force and self sufficiency. What may be significant, however, is that it appears that 
most of the women in this study, to date, are not experiencing food insecurity. Food and 
feeding their families seldom emerged as a key area of concern for these women over the 
course of an hour-long qualitative conversation about how things were going and what 
worried the women about their futures. Program benefits such as Medicaid were a much 
higher priority and concern for the women and their families. However, nearly all the 
women still received food stamp benefits at the time of the interviews, and we believe 



their attention to food and feeding issues would be heightened by a loss of or serious 
reduction in these benefits.  

The women in this study who did express food insecurity, with or without hunger present, 
responded to this problem in ways typically reported in the research literature. They 
reduced the size of meals, skipped meals, served meals they did not consider nutritionally 
balanced, and let their children eat first, taking what was left for the adults in the family. 
Few women made use of community or church food pantries or surplus commodity 
distributions. By the women's accounts it appeared that few of the rural communities in 
which they live offer such programs.  

For the women interviewed for this study, and for women like them around the nation, 
the transition from welfare reliance to wage based self sufficiency is just beginning. It 
will be important to continue monitoring such women and their families so that important 
programs, like federal food stamp benefits, can be offered to support this transition phase.  
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