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Abstract

Despite the strength of the American economy in the past few years, food insecurity and
hunger continue to affect millions of American families. Drawing on 1998-1999 survey and eth-
nographic data from the Urban Change study (a multicomponent study of the implementation
and effects of welfare reform in four large cities), this paper describes the food security of
mother-headed families who were living in highly disadvantaged urban neighborhoods and who
had received or were currently receiving cash welfare benefits. The families of four groups of
women were compared: those who, at the time of the interview, worked and were no longer re-
ceiving welfare; those who combined welfare and work; nonworking welfare recipients; and
those who neither worked nor were then receiving welfare. The survey results indicated that food
insecurity in the prior year was high in all groups. Overall, about half the families were food in-
secure, and hunger was found in slightly more than 15 percent of the families. Moreover, in
nearly one-third of the families there were food hardships that affected the children’s diets. Food
insecurity was most prevalent among families where the mother had neither employment income
nor welfare benefits. Food insecurity was lowest among the families where the mothers were
working and no longer getting welfare, but even in this group 44.5 percent were food insecure,
and nearly 15 percent had experienced hunger. Data from in-depth ethnographic interviews indi-
cate that, in this population, women who are food secure nevertheless expend considerable en-
ergy piecing together strategies to ensure that there is an adequate amount of food available for
themselves and their children.



| Introduction

Food hardships in American households have posed an enduring challenge to health, nu-
trition, and social policy in the United States. Despite the growth of the U.S. economy in the past
five years, there has been virtually no change in the prevalence of food insecurity in this country.
In 1998, as in 1995, just over 10 percent of all U.S. households were food insecure (Bickel, Carl-
son, & Nord, 1999). During this same period, welfare policy was revolutionized with the passage
of the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act (PRWORA) of 1996.
One of the key features of this act is that it places a five-year lifetime limit on federally funded
cash benefits for most recipient families. As increasing numbers of poor families move toward
the termination of cash benefits, there is considerable interest in understanding the implications
of changes in welfare policies and programs on the health and well-being of children and their
parents. On the one hand, supporters of welfare reform expect that time limits in conjunction
with enhanced but temporary assistance will promote self-sufficiency and improve the financial
situation of these families in the long run. On the other hand, critics predict devastating effects
on families — increased poverty, more homelessness and housing problems, loss of health insur-
ance, and greater food insecurity and hunger. Accurate descriptions of the magnitude and nature
of problems some Americans face in getting sufficient food are needed to inform the develop-
ment or refinement of policies affecting struggling families. This paper describes the food secu-
rity of single mothers who either had been welfare recipients or were still recipients and who
therefore were at especially high risk of being affected by welfare reform policies. However, be-
cause data for this paper were collected before any time limits went into effect, the findings do
not offer evidence of how welfare reform will ultimately affect food hardship.

A. The Urban Change Study

This paper is based on data from the Project on Devolution and Urban Change (Urban
Change for short), which is being undertaken by the Manpower Demonstration Research Corpo-
ration (MDRC). The Urban Change project is a five-year multicomponent study of the imple-
mentation and effects of PRWORA on poor families with children and on the neighborhoods in
which they live. The study is being conducted in four large urban counties: Cuyahoga, Ohio
(Cleveland); Los Angeles, California; Miami-Dade, Florida; and Philadelphia, Pennsylvania.
The study’s focus on areas of concentrated poverty in urban areas is based on the assumption
that it is in these areas that the effects of welfare reform will be most profound.

The Urban Change project encompasses five complementary studies: a longitudinal eth-
nographic study of the lives of approximately 125 families; an implementation study that de-
scribes the experiences of welfare agencies as they put the new policies into effect; an individ-
ual-level impact study of the effects of welfare reform on recipients and their children, drawing
on both administrative records and survey data; an institutional study that examines how welfare
reform is affecting nonprofit institutions; and a neighborhood indicators study that assesses
changes in statistical indicators of health, economics, and social well-being at the neighborhood
level. This paper uses first-round survey and ethnographic data, collected shortly after PRWORA



was implemented, to provide a descriptive baseline against which changes in the population and
possible effects of welfare reform can be assessed.'

The first Urban Change survey involved in-person interviews with a sample of women
who, in May 1995, were single mothers aged 18-45 who were receiving welfare and/or food
stamp benefits and who were living in neighborhoods characterized by high rates of poverty or
welfare receipt.” Based on data from administrative records, the sample was randomly selected
from recipients of food stamps and/or cash welfare benefits who lived in census tracts where ei-
ther the poverty rate exceeded 30 percent or the rate of welfare receipt exceeded 20 percent. The
sample consists of approximately 1,000 women per site, for a total of 3,960 respondents (78.6
percent of those recipients randomly sampled). The survey interviews, which were completed
between March 1998 and March 1999, covered a wide range of topics, including the mothers’
employment and income, household structure and living conditions, health and health care cov-
erage for themselves and their children, and their families’ material hardship and hunger. For the
purposes of this paper, only women who had received cash welfare benefits at some point in
their lives (95.2 percent of the overall sample) were included in the analyses.

The ethnographic study involves in-depth, in-person interviews over a three-year period
(with ongoing interim contact) with a sample of approximately 40 welfare-reliant families in
each Urban Change city. The sample was drawn from three high-poverty neighborhoods per site.
The interviews cover many of the same issues as the survey, but they yield richer, narrative data
about how the families are coping with the new welfare rules and policies. The first round of eth-
nographic interviewing was completed in late 1998.

B. The Welfare Policy Context

PRWORA, which was enacted in August 1996, ended “welfare as we know it”: the pre-
vious cash welfare program (Aid to Families with Dependent Children, or AFDC) was replaced
by a new form of aid called Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF), whose name ex-
presses the intent that welfare be a temporary source of financial support. The act, which ended
the entitlement to cash assistance, provides lump-sum block grants to states and gives them un-
precedented responsibility for developing their welfare programs. However, PRWORA involves
certain federal mandates, including a five-year lifetime limit on federally assisted cash benefits
for most families (including adults and their dependent children). States are authorized to impose
even shorter time limits if they choose to do so. The 1996 law also places more stringent work
and participation requirements on welfare recipients than had previously existed, requiring most
of them to go to work no later than two years after entering the program. To meet the require-
ments, states must engage substantial portions of their caseloads in welfare-to-work programs.

From the perspective of individual recipients, welfare reform portends many changes.
Unless exempted from the requirements, they must be either working or engaged in a work-
related activity to qualify for cash assistance. To participate in required activities, they must find

"This paper will be incorporated into a large health report (forthcoming, 2000) that describes health-related ma-
terial hardships, health status, health care utilization, and health insurance, using data from the survey and ethno-
graphic components of Urban Change.

’A second survey will target 4,000 single mothers who received welfare and/or food stamp benefits at a later
point in time. These families will constitute the post-welfare-reform cohort.



and arrange for the care of their children; find a means of transportation; acquire a suitable ward-
robe; and restructure their daily schedules (including doctors’ appointments, visits with their
children’s teachers, appointments with other service providers, grocery shopping, and so on).?

Despite the fact that the five-year federal time limit has not yet been reached by those
who were receiving benefits in 1996, when the legislation was enacted, the welfare rolls have
dropped sharply over the past five years.* Across all states, welfare caseloads declined by 47
percent between January 1994 and March 1999 (U.S. Department of Health and Human Ser-
vices, 1999). Many factors undoubtedly have contributed to this decline, including the strong
economy and the wider availability of jobs. And although time limits have not directly reduced
the caseloads in most states, welfare reform’s emphasis on work has undoubtedly led many to
have earnings sufficiently large to make them ineligible for cash assistance. Additionally, it is
suspected that part of the decline reflects a “signaling effect” whereby some women leave the
welfare rolls before they are actually required to do so because of their awareness of the time
limits and new work and participation requirements.

The welfare reform legislation made substantial changes to many other programs that as-
sist poor families, including the Food Stamp Program. The Food Stamp Program was scaled back
through several PRWORA provisions, including overall reductions in the calculation of benefits.
Also, states can now put certain food stamp rules (for example, rules about sanctions)’ into con-
formance with rules in their cash assistance programs. Despite these changes, food stamp bene-
fits have continued as one of the few federal entitlement programs and are considered a corner-
stone of aid to the working poor. During the same 1994-1999 period, however, participation in
the Food Stamp Program declined by 33 percent, with most of the decline occurring between
September 1996 and September 1997 (U.S. Department of Agriculture, 1999). This reduction in
the use of food stamps is larger than can be accounted for by the improved economy or welfare
reform (Zedlewski & Brauner, 1999; Figlio, Gunderson, & Ziliak, 2000), and it has led to con-
siderable speculation — and concern — about the nutritional status of poor families leaving wel-
fare.

C. Food Insufficiency and Insecurity

Until the mid-1990s, the most widely used measure of food hardship in large-scale sur-
veys was an index of food insufficiency. Food insufficiency was defined as “an inadequate
amount of food intake due to lack of resources” (Briefel & Wotecki, 1992). A person was classi-
fied as food insufficient if he or she reported that the family “sometimes” or “often” did not get
enough food to eat. This measure was administered in the late 1980s and early 1990s in national
food surveys by the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) and as part of the third National

3Another MDRC working paper that draws on ethnographic data from the Urban Change study describes the
kinds of work-family tradeoffs that women face as they enter employment (Edin, Scott, London, & Mazelis, 1999).

*In several states, however, there are interim-termination time limits that save already gone into effect. For ex-
ample, in Florida, recipients who are not long-term recipients are allowed to receive cash benefits for only 24 months
in any 60-month period; the first group hit the time limit in October 1998, although almost everyone at that time was
given a 6-month extension. (Long-term recipients and custodial parents under age 24 who have no work experience
and/or no high school diploma can receive welfare for 36 months in a 72-month period in Florida.)

>A sanction is a penalty involving loss of part or all of the cash assistance grant (and sometimes of other benefits
as well) for a period of time because of noncompliance with welfare rules.

4-



Health and Nutrition Examination Survey (NHANES III).

Dissatisfaction with both the food insufficiency construct and the measure as an indicator
of hunger and food hardship resulted in various multidisciplinary efforts to develop new indica-
tors. One factor associated with these efforts was a conceptual shift from a more medical defini-
tion (food insufficiency resulting from an inadequate amount of food) to a more social scientific
definition that encompasses anxiety about food problems and efforts to stretch or extend food
resources (food insecurity).

Food insecurity is now widely considered a core indicator of food hardship. A landmark
report by the Life Sciences Research Office (Federation of American Societies for Experimental
Biology) provided consensus definitions of food insecurity and hunger: “Food insecurity exists
whenever the availability of nutritionally adequate and safe foods or the ability to acquire ac-
ceptable foods in socially acceptable ways is limited or uncertain. Hunger (in its meaning of the
uneasy or painful sensation caused by lack of food) and malnutrition are potential, although not
necessary, consequences of food insecurity” (Anderson, 1990, p. 1560). Food security, then, is a
person’s access at all times to nutritionally adequate food “without resorting to emergency food
supplies, scavenging, stealing, or other coping strategies” (Anderson, 1990).

In the years following the release of this report, considerable collaborative effort by pub-
lic and private institutions (including the formation in 1992 of a federal interagency working
group called the Food Security Measurement Project) was put into the development and testing
of a national benchmark measure of food security that could be used to estimate trends in food
insecurity. The result was the 18-item self-report Household Food Security Scale that classifies
respondents into one of four categories: food secure, food insecure without hunger, food insecure
with moderate hunger, and food insecure with severe hunger (Carlson, Andrews, & Bickel,
1999). The scale, which has been found to be reliable and valid for both population and individ-
ual uses (Frongillo, 1999), was administered to survey respondents in the Urban Change study,
together with the simpler measure of food insufficiency.

The Household Food Security Scale has been administered by the U.S. Bureau of the
Census, through its Current Population Survey (CPS), each year since 1995. During the 1995-
1998 period, the prevalence of food insecurity remained remarkably stable. In 1998, some 10.5
million households in the United States, representing 10.2 percent of all households, were food
insecure. Over 14 million children lived in such households. Moreover, in 3.7 million house-
holds the level of insecurity was sufficiently great that hunger occurred (Bickel et al., 1999).
Thus, even with a strong economy and the existence of a nutritional safety net, many American
families are struggling to meet basic needs.

While not all poor people are food insecure, and while some people above poverty ex-
perience hunger, there is a clear and consistent relationship between food insecurity/hunger and
income (Carlson et al., 1999; Rose, 1999; Rose, Gunderson, & Oliveira, 1998; Alaimo, Briefel,
Frongillo, & Olson, 1998; Nelson, Brown, & Lurie, 1998; Urban Institute, 1999). In the 1998
CPS, for example, 35.4 percent of households with income below the poverty level, compared
with 6.7 percent of households above poverty, were food insecure (Bickel et al., 1999).

Food insecurity is also strongly associated with many other characteristics that are corre-
lated with welfare receipt. People who are food insecure disproportionately are Hispanic or Afri-



can-American; live in single-parent households; are unemployed; have less than a high school
diploma; and live in urban areas (Alaimo et al., 1998; Bickel et al., 1999; Kendall, Olson, &
Frongillo, 1995; Cutts, Pheley, & Geppert, 1998). These are also the characteristics of people
who tend to be long-term welfare recipients and to have a variety of barriers to employment (see,
for example, Danziger et al., 1999; Kalil et al., 1998; Zedlewski, 1999).

The literature suggests that people who are especially vulnerable to food insecurity are
those undergoing an economic transition, such as food stamp loss or reduction and job loss (Nel-
son et al., 1998; Rose, 1999; Zedlewski & Brauner, 1999; Gunderson & Gruber, forthcoming).
Thus, as families lose cash assistance and food stamp benefits (either because they no longer
qualify or because they are unaware that food stamp and welfare eligibility are distinct), one pos-
sible consequence of welfare reform is that there will be effects on food security.

Indeed, there are preliminary indications, mostly from small or nonrandom samples, that
families leaving welfare may be experiencing food deprivation and other hardships. For exam-
ple, in a South Carolina study, 17 percent of former recipients reported having had no way to
buy food some of the time since leaving welfare — a significant increase from the 9 percent who
experienced this problem while still on welfare. Former recipients who were working were as
likely as those not working to have trouble paying for food (South Carolina Department of So-
cial Services, 1998a, 1998b). According to data from over 25,000 clients of emergency food pro-
grams in 1997, large numbers of former recipients (1 out of 8 of those surveyed) were turning to
soup kitchens and food pantries (Second Harvest, 1997). Findings from surveys in over 30 major
cities also suggest that requests for emergency food assistance by families with children has risen
sharply, and a number of cities — including Los Angeles and Philadelphia — attribute most of
the increase to welfare reform (U.S. Conference of Mayors, 1997, 1998). Most directors of food
banks in Detroit indicated in a recent survey that their caseloads had increased in the two years
since welfare reform implementation, and two-thirds cited welfare reform as the primary cause
of their growing burden (Eisinger, 1999). Users of emergency food services in Detroit were also
surveyed, and the research suggested that the about 20 percent of those who recently came into
the system had done so because of food stamp reductions associated with welfare reform. While
these studies do not offer conclusive evidence that welfare reform has had or will have an effect
on food security, they underscore the need to gather further information about the food adequacy
of families who leave welfare.

This paper examines food insufficiency, food insecurity, and hunger in a large sample of
poor women living in disadvantaged neighborhoods in four cities. All the women either were on
welfare at the time of the interview or had previously received cash benefits, and therefore all
were potentially at risk of being subject to the new welfare and food stamp policies. The analy-
ses were designed to describe the nutritional status of four groups of women with different in-
come sources at the time of the interviews:

e Women who worked for pay and were no longer receiving cash welfare benefits;
e  Women who combined work with welfare;
e  Women who received cash benefits without working; and

e Women who neither worked nor received cash assistance.



These analyses are expected to provide preliminary insights into what could unfold as growing
numbers of welfare recipients shift from reliance on welfare only to reliance on earnings or a
combination of welfare and earnings — or to loss of welfare benefits without employment when
they reach their time limit. These analyses are consistent with a priority established at the 1995
International Conference on Nutrition — that is, to assess, analyze, and monitor nutrition situa-
tions in industrialized countries (Food and Agriculture Organization, 1995). In the present study,
the assessment is made on a nutritionally vulnerable population at a potentially sensitive point in
their economic trajectories. Because of the importance of external food resources to poor fami-
lies, food insecurity is also examined in relation to the use of three food assistance programs:
food stamps; the Special Supplemental Food Program for Women, Infants and Children (WIC);
and emergency food services. All these programs are designed to help low-income families
avoid hunger and to acquire a more nutritious diet.

I1. Description of the Research Samples

A. The Survey Sample

About one-third of the 1998-1999 survey sample were working without receiving cash
welfare benefits at the time of the interview. Over half the women were welfare recipients (55.6
percent), but about one-third of these recipients were combining welfare and work. Just over 11
percent of the sample reported that they were neither working nor receiving welfare.

As shown in Table 1, there were site differences with regard to these work and welfare
groups. Los Angeles had the highest percentage of women who were on welfare and the lowest
percentage of women who worked without getting cash welfare benefits. Miami, by contrast, had
the fewest welfare recipients and also substantially more women who neither worked nor were
on welfare. These site differences could reflect policy differences: In Florida, there is a two-year
time limit for receipt of welfare benefits; Florida is also the site with the lowest benefit level. In
California, the five-year time limit will be applied only to recipients and not to their children;
California’s benefit levels are the most generous of the Urban Change sites. Moreover, Florida’s
welfare reform policies were implemented more than a year before California’s welfare policies
were signed into law.°

As indicated in Table 1, there were also substantial differences in the background charac-
teristics of the four groups, suggesting that there may be structural impediments to moving
women from one group to another, as is the aim of welfare reform. Women who received welfare

Between 1994 and 1997, there was a 28.0 percent decline in the number of cash welfare recipients in Miami-
Dade County, compared with a 4.6 percent decline in Los Angeles County, despite the fact that both sites had the
same 1998 unemployment rate (6.5 percent) (Quint et al., 1999).

-



Project on Devolution and Urban Change

Table 1

Selected Characteristics of the Urban Change 1998-1999 Survey Sample,

by Work and Welfare Status”

County or Full Working, Not ~ Working, Not Working, = Not Working,
Characteristic Sample  on Welfare on Welfare on Welfare Not on Welfare
Cuyahoga County (Cleveland) (%)*** 25.7 30.4 23.2 23.9 22.0
Los Angeles County (%)*** 24.4 16.9 359 27.9 17.6
Miami-Dade County (%)*** 23.8 27.6 18.7 19.6 34.8
Philadelphia County (%)* 26.1 252 222 28.7 255
Average age*** 33.7 333 32.8 33.8 354
African-American (%)** 68.3 66.9 72.2 69.5 62.1
Hispanic (%)* 24.5 24.7 214 242 29.5
White, not Hispanic (%)** 54 6.6 4.6 4.1 7.5
Not a U.S. citizen (%) 9.7 10.4 8.1 9.1 12.1
Married, living with spouse (%)*** 8.8 14.4 2.7 3.6 19.2
Living with partner, unmarried (%)*** 10.1 13.6 8.9 7.6 10.0
Average household size *** 4.2 3.9 4.4 4.4 4.0
Average number of own children in household*** 2.4 2.1 2.6 2.7 2.1
No children in household (%)*** 4.1 5.0 1.4 2.0 12.5
Average age of youngest child *** 6.7 7.3 6.1 6.2 7.9
Child under age 6 in household (%)*** 47.1 42.7 53.0 50.6 393
Does not have a diploma or GED (%)*** 458 30.9 49.5 54.9 52.6
Has a GED or high school diploma (%)*** 36.1 42.5 33.8 322 34.0
Has some college credit (%)*** 18.1 26.7 16.7 12.9 13.5
Received welfare within prior 12 months (%)*** 67.7 25.5 100.0 100.0 323
Ever employed, prior 12 months (%)*** 65.5 100.0 100.0 27.3 382
Average household income,

past month® (§)*** 1,276.28 1,732.65 1,391.04 935.86 1,014.96
Sample size 3,765 1,240 626 1,468 431

SOURCE: MDRC calculations from the Urban Change Respondent Survey.

NOTES: Calculations for this table used data for all sample members in the 1998-1999 Urban Change survey who were or had
previously been welfare recipients. The actual sample sizes for individual outcomes presented in this table may fall short of the

reported sample sizes because of missing or unusable items from some interviews.

A two-tailed analysis of variance was applied to test the significance of group differences. Statistical significance levels are

indicated as * (.05), ** (.01), or *** (.001).

*Women in the Urban Change sample were categorized into one of the four groups based on their self-reported work and

welfare status at the time of the interview.

®Household size refers to the total number of people residing in the household, including the respondent.

“Total monthly income includes family income from all sources, including earnings, welfare, food stamps, child support,
and so on. However, the income derived from the Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC) is not included, and therefore income for

many of those working is underestimated.



— whether they worked or not — tended to be nonwhite, to be living without a husband or part-
ner, and to have more and younger children living with them.’

The education status of the four groups of women was strikingly different. The majority
of working nonrecipients had a diploma or General Educational Development (GED) certificate,
and over one-fourth had some college credit. By contrast, about half the women in the other
three groups did not have their basic education credentials. Women who combined work and
welfare had somewhat more education than the two nonworking groups.

All the women had received cash welfare at some point in their lives. About one-fourth
of the women in the two groups not currently on welfare were fairly recent leavers — that is, had
been on welfare but left in the year prior to the interview. Miami had the highest percentage of
women who had left welfare more than one year prior to the interview (not shown in the table),
consistent with the rapid and early decline of the welfare caseload in Florida relative to most
other states.

The majority of women (91.9 percent) had worked for pay at some point in their lives.
Among those who were not employed at the time of the interview, approximately one-third had
had paid employment in the prior 12 months. Nonemployed women who were not welfare re-
cipients (38.2 percent) were more likely than women who received welfare only (27.3 percent) to
have worked in the prior year.

As might be expected, the income differences among women in the four groups were siz-
able. Women who worked with no welfare benefits had an average household income of over
$1,700 for the month prior to the interview — nearly twice the average income of women who
received welfare without working ($935.86).* Note that among these two groups, differences in
average household size were also significant: the welfare-only group had the largest number of
household members, and the working-only group had the smallest. Calculations reveal that the
average gap in per capita monthly income between the welfare-only group and the working, on-
welfare group was even greater ($444.27 versus $212.70) than the average gap in overall in-
come. Women who were able to combine work and welfare were much better off financially than
those with no earned income.

Because the four research groups are composed of women with sizable demographic dif-
ferences, the analyses that examined food hardship in these groups controlled statistically for a
number of background characteristics, so that food hardship would better reflect the circum-
stances of their work and welfare status, rather than simply the characteristics that may have led
them to rely on different income sources. Specifically, the analyses controlled for site,
race/ethnicity, citizenship status, age, educational attainment, number of children, whether the
woman was living with a husband or partner, whether she had a preschool-age child in the

"Women who neither worked nor received welfare were most likely to be married and were also most likely not
to have any children living with them. These women were significantly more likely than women in the other three
groups to have income from a pension and from disability insurance (SSI) in their own names; they were also more
likely to be living in households with other people who worked, received a pension, or had disability insurance (not
shown in tables).

¥ Average household income includes income for all family members from all sources, including food stamps, as
reported by survey respondents.

9-



household, and how much time had elapsed between May 1995 (the date used to draw the sam-
ple from administrative records) and the date of the interview.’

B. The Ethnographic Sample

For the purposes of this working paper, ethnographic data from two sites (Cleveland and
Philadelphia) were analyzed. Transcripts from in-depth interviews with 67 women were avail-
able for analysis.

The women recruited for the ethnography were all welfare recipients, and only a handful
of them had any paid employment at the time of the initial interview; thus, the sample would fall
primarily into the welfare-only group. The typical ethnographic respondent was in her early thir-
ties, but the women ranged in age from their twenties to their forties. Only a few of the women
were married or living with a partner, but all were caring for children. In Cleveland and Phila-
delphia, two-thirds of the respondents were African-American, and the others were white.'°

III. Findings on Food Insecurity and Hunger

A. Survey Findings

The Household Food Security Scale consists of 18 items stating food-related worries and
problems. Table 2 shows the Household Food Security Scale items, together with the percentage
of women in the research survey sample who indicated that they had experienced the problem in
the previous year. The majority of women (65.3 percent) indicated that they had worried about
food running out before they could buy more. Small — but nevertheless worrisome — percent-
ages of women had experienced the most severe problems, such as having had to cut the size of
their children’s meals because of lack of money (8.2 percent) or having children who did not eat
for a whole day (1.6 percent)."!

Scoring of the Household Food Security Scale is based on the number of affirmative re-
sponses to the items. Total scores are used to establish cutoffs'? for assigning people to one of
four categories: food secure; food insecure, without hunger; food insecure, with moderate hun-
ger; and food insecure, with severe hunger. As shown in Table 3, slightly more than half the
families in the Urban Change sample were food secure. Fully 48.8 percent were classified as
be-

Time elapsed was controlled because the field work was completed over a 12-month period, during a time
when there were welfare and food stamp caseload declines and a strengthening of the economy.

""The ethnographic interviews in Philadelphia and Cleveland were conducted in three neighborhoods with high
concentrations of poverty and welfare receipt. By design, two predominantly African-American neighborhoods and
one predominantly white neighborhood were selected.

""The scale is administered in a three-stage format with screeners. All households are asked the first five ques-
tions (questions 4 and 5 are omitted if there are no children in the household). Questioning ends at this point for re-
spondents with nonaffirmative responses to all questions, but it continues for those with any affirmative responses
(stage 1 screener). Respondents continue past the stage 2 screener if there are affirmative responses to any of the
next six questions.

Different cutoff scores are used for families with and without children in the household.
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Tahle 2

Household Food Security Scale, Item Frequencies

Satnple

In the past 12 months... A ffirming (%)
Stage 1 Questions
1. Worried that our food would ran out before we got money to buy more. 633
2. Food that we bought just didn’ last and we didn’t have money to get more. 362
3. Couldn’t afford to eat balanced meals. 343
4. Relied on ondy a few kinds of low-cost food to feed my children because

I was running out of money to by food 479
5. Couldn’t feed my children a balanced meal because I couldn’t afford that * 297
Stage 2 Questions
fi. Wy children wetren’t eating enough becanse I just couldn’t afford enough food® 175
T A dult in household cut the size of meals or skipped teals because

there wasnt enough money for food. 214
2. Adult out or skipped meals for 3 or more motiths, a7
Q. Ateless than I felt [ should because there wasn't enough money for food. 252
10. Hungiy bt didn't eat because I couldn®™ afford encough food. 141
11. Lost weight because [ didn’t have enough money for food. 25
Stage 3 Questions
12, A dult in household did not eat for a whole day because 27

there wasn’t enough money for food.
13, & dult did not eat for a whole day during 3 or more months. .6
14, Cut the size of children’s meals because there wasn’t encugh money for food® 21
15, Children skipped meals because there wasn’t enough money for food® 50
16, Children skipped meals during three or more months 4.0
17, Children were hungry, but ] just couldn’t afford more food? 2B
18, Children ever not eaten for a whole day because there wasn’t

enough money for food® 1é&

S0OURCE: MDRC caleulations from the Urban Change Respondent Survery.

HOTES: The Household Food Becurity Scale is admindstered in three stages; respondents
affirming (indicating agreement with) any of the first five questions ate asked gquestions in stage 2,
atud those affirndng any stage 2 questions are asked questions in stage 3. The percentages shown
are for the entire sample of Urban Change survey respondents who completed the stage 1

e stions.
*Housgeholds without children are not asked items 4, 5, 6, 14, 15, 16, 17, or 18
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ing food insecure; there were 4,600 children living in these families. In the 1998 CPS, 10.2 per-
cent of all American households — and 38.8 percent of households with incomes below 50 per-
cent of poverty — were food insecure (Bickel et al., 1999). Over 15 percent of the Urban Change
sample experienced hunger in the previous year, compared with 3.6 percent nationally. Over 300
children lived in families classified as having severe hunger."?

Figure 1, as well as Table 3, shows that, even after statistically controlling several back-
ground characteristics of the women, food security varied significantly in the four work and wel-
fare groups. Food security was highest — and hunger lowest — among women who worked and
did not receive welfare. Women who neither worked nor got welfare were least likely to be food
secure. Welfare recipients’ food security fell in between these two groups, and welfare recipients
who worked were only modestly better off than those who did not. These findings are consistent
with other studies that have found food adequacy positively correlated with employment and
negatively correlated with welfare receipt, despite the fact that almost all welfare recipients re-
ceive food stamps (Alaimo et al., 1998; Cutts et al., 1998; Kendall et al., 1995; Johnson et al.,
1999).

The Household Food Security Scale combines into one scale items measuring three as-
pects of food hardship: (1) household food insecurity, (2) adult hunger, and (3) children’s hun-
ger. Generally, the severe-hunger category of the scale has, for households with children, been
used as a proxy for hunger among children (Hamilton, Cook, Thompson, Buron, Frongillo, Ol-
son, & Wehler, 1997). However, there is some concern that estimates of children’s hunger based
on the household-level measure might be inadequate. Consequently, researchers have begun to
explore the construction of separate measures of child hunger using the eight items in the scale
dealing specifically with children (Nord & Bickel, 1999).'* These researchers have developed a
measure with three categories: child hunger, reduced-quality diet for children, and no child hun-
ger or reduced-quality diet.

In their analysis of national data from the 1995 and 1998 Current Population Surveys,
Food Security Supplement, Nord and Bickel (1999) found that the measure of hunger based on
child-specific items resulted in hunger in 1.12 percent of the households with children, compared
with 0.87 percent when using the household-level measure for the same household — a 29 per-
cent higher prevalence rate. Additionally, some 9.2 percent of households with children provided
the children with reduced-quality diets.

Using the child-specific scale in the Urban Change survey sample, children in 30.6 per-
cent of the families with children under 18 experienced some food deprivation (Table 3). More-
over, 4.8 percent of the children — compared with only 3.8 percent when using the severe-
hunger category of the full household scale — experienced hunger. Differences in the four work-

P As previously noted, the analyses that examined food hardships in the four research groups controlled statisti-
cally for the following background characteristics: site, race/ethnicity, citizenship status, age, educational attainment,
number of children, whether the woman was living with a husband or partner, whether she had a preschool-age child
in the household, and how much time had elapsed between May 1995 and the date of the interview. Thus, the num-
bers in Table 3 are regression-adjusted percentages. Appendix Table A.1 presents the full regression model for the
probability of being food secure, and Appendix Table A.2 presents unadjusted numbers.

“The items in the child measure are items 4, 5, 6, 14, 15, 16, 17, and 18 in Table 2.
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Project on Devolution and Urban Change

Figure 1

Food Security,

by Work and Welfare Status” and Current Population Survey

Food Insecure, with Hunger
B Food Insecure, No Hunger
OFood Secure

15.5 18.7
35.4
36.6
89.8
55.4
17 49.1
44.7
Working,  Working, Not Not 1998 CPS
Noton  on Welfare Working, ~Working,  National
Welfare on Welfare ~ Not on Data
Welfare

SOURCE: MDRC calculations from the Urban Change Respondent Survey.

NOTE: *Women in the Urban Change sample were categorized into one of the four groups based on their self-
reported work and welfare status at the time of the interview.

-13-




Project on Devolution and Urban Change
Table 3

Food Sufficiency, Food Security, and Child Hunger,
by Work and Welfare Status™

Full Working, Not Working, Not Working, = Not Working,

Outcome (%) Sample  on Welfare  on Welfare on Welfare Not on Welfare
Food Security Scale”
Food secure*** 51.1 55.4 51.7 49.1 44.7
Food insecure without hunger* 333 29.9 33.0 35.4 36.6
Food insecure with moderate hunger 11.7 11.4 11.5 11.4 14.1
Food insecure with severe hunger 3.8 3.2 3.8 4.1 4.6
Child Hunger*
No child hunger or reduced-quality diet* 69.3 71.9 71.1 67.7 64.8
Child with reduced-quality diet** 25.8 23.6 23.1 27.4 30.8
Child with hunger 4.8 4.5 5.7 4.8 44
Food insufficient™* 34.6 32.9 31.4 36.1 39.4
Sample size 3,680 1,213 609 1,441 417

SOURCE: MDRC calculations from the Urban Change Respondent Survey.

NOTES: Calculations for this table used data for all sample members in the 1998-1999 Urban Change survey who
were or had previously been welfare recipients. The actual sample sizes for individual outcomes presented in this
table may fall short of the reported sample sizes because of missing or unusable items from some interviews.

The percentages are adjusted using linear analysis of covariance procedures, controlling for nine background
characteristics: site, age, educational attainment, race/ethnicity, citizenship status, marital/partner status, presence of a
child under age 6, number of children in the household, and time elapsed between May 1995 and the interview date.

Rounding may cause slight discrepancies in sums and differences.

Statistical significance levels for the adjusted group differences are indicated as * (.05), ** (.01), or *** (.001).

*Women in the Urban Change sample were categorized into one of the four groups based on their self-reported
work and welfare status at the time of the interview.

bRespondents were placed in one of the four food security categories based on their scores on the 18-item
Household Food Security Scale.

‘Respondents were placed in one of the three child hunger categories based on responses to the eight items on
the Household Food Security Scale that concerned the nutritional status of children under age 18 in the household.
Households without children (4.3 percent of the sample) are not included.

A respondent was classified as food insufficient if she reported that her family "sometimes" or "always" did not
get enough food to eat.
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welfare groups were generally consistent with the results for the overall food security scale.
Children in the no-work, no-welfare group were most likely to have had dietary restrictions;
while children of working mothers in the two working groups were least likely to have restric-
tions on the quality of their diets. Children’s hunger, however, was not related to their mothers’
source of income. Strikingly, about 5 percent of the children in all groups had experienced hun-
ger in the previous year. It should be noted that children classified as having neither hunger nor a
reduced-quality diet could nevertheless be living in households with food insecurity, consistent

with studies that have found that parents tend to shield their children from hunger insofar as pos-
sible (Nord & Bickel, 1999).

Survey respondents were also asked about food sufficiency. Women were classified as
food insufficient if they said that they sometimes or often did not have enough food to eat. A
somewhat different pattern emerged with this older measure of food adequacy, including a lower
prevalence in the rate of food hardship."> Whereas about half the sample were classified as food
insecure, only 35 percent were food insufficient. Differences between the two groups of women
who worked were small, with just under one-third of them being food insufficient. Women on
welfare only and, especially, women who neither worked nor received welfare were more likely
to report food insufficiency than working women, consistent with the results for food security.

The relationship between income source and household food security was pursued further
by focusing on the women’s history of employment and welfare receipt. Table 4 focuses on em-
ployment history. Women were categorized as currently working, having worked in the previous
12 months but not currently working, having worked but not in the previous 12 months, or hav-
ing never worked for pay. The group difference in food security after statistically adjusting for
background characteristics was significant. Women who were currently working were most
likely to be food secure. Those least likely to be food secure were women who had worked fairly
recently (in the previous 12 months), but were not currently working; they were also the most
likely to have experienced moderate hunger.'

Table 5, which shows food security in relation to welfare history, suggests further that in-
come source transitions may have implications for food adequacy. Women were classified as
currently receiving welfare, being a recent leaver (within the previous year), or having left wel-
fare more than one year prior to the interview. The highest rate of food security was found
among women who had left welfare more than one year earlier. By contrast, recent leavers were
the least likely to be food secure and the most likely to be severely hungry. It might also be noted
that, among the women who were neither working nor on welfare at the time of the interview —
the group who were least food secure, as shown in Table 3 — some 8.7 percent had received
welfare in the prior month, and these very recent leavers were especially unlikely to be food
se-

PThis difference is consistent with the fact that food insufficiency is closer to the definition of hunger than it is
to the category food insecure without hunger. In this sample, the correlation between food insufficiency and hunger
was .49 (p <.001), and the correlation between food insufficiency and insecure without hunger was .21.

'“The dynamic aspects of income in relation to food sufficiency were recently explored in a paper by Gunderson
and Gruber (forthcoming). Using data from the Survey of Income and Program Participation over a nine-month pe-
riod, these researchers found that food insufficient households not only had lower average incomes than those that
are food sufficient but also faced more negative income shocks (events that cause a decline in household resources).
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Table 4

Food Security, by Employment History"

Employed in Employed

Full Currently Past 12 Months, More Than 12 Never
Food Security’ (%) Sample Employed Not Now Months Ago Employed
Food secure** 514 54.3 46.4 50.2 47.9
Food insecure without hunger** 335 31.1 36.0 345 394
Food insecure with moderate hunger 11.4 11.2 14.3 11.0 8.5
Food insecure with severe hunger 3.7 34 33 4.2 4.2
Sample size 3,506 1,704 529 979 294

SOURCE: MDRC calculations from the Urban Change Respondent Survey.

NOTES: Calculations for this table used data for all sample members in the 1998-1999 Urban Change survey who
were or had previously been welfare recipients. The actual sample sizes for individual outcomes presented in this
table may fall short of the reported sample sizes because of missing or unusable items from some interviews.

The percentages are adjusted using linear analysis of covariance procedures, controlling for nine background
characteristics: site, age, educational attainment, race/ethnicity, citizenship status, marital/partner status, presence of a
child under age 6, number of children in the household, and time elapsed between May 1995 and the interview date.

Rounding may cause slight discrepancies in sums and differences.

Statistical significance levels for the adjusted group differences are indicated as * (.05), ** (.01), or *** (.001).

"Women in the Urban Change sample were categorized into one of the four employment groups based on their

self-reported employment histories.

bRespondents were placed in one of the four food security categories based on their scores on the 18-item

Household Food Security Scale.
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Table 5
Food Security, by Welfare History”

On Welfare On Welfare

Full Currently Past 12 Months, More Than 12

Food Security” (%) Sample on Welfare Not Now Months Ago
Food secure** 51.1 49.8 47.4 54.8
Food insecure without hunger* 334 34.8 35.6 30.1
Food insecure with moderate hunger 11.7 11.4 11.3 12.4
Food insecure with severe hunger* 3.8 4.0 5.7 2.7
Sample size 3,681 2,051 447 1,183

SOURCE: MDRC calculations from the Urban Change Respondent Survey.

NOTES: Calculations for this table used data for all sample members in the 1998-1999 Urban Change survey who were
or had previously been welfare recipients. The actual sample sizes for individual outcomes presented in this table may
fall short of the reported sample sizes because of missing or unusable items from some interviews.
The percentages are adjusted using linear analysis of covariance procedures, controlling for nine background
characteristics: site, age, educational attainment, race/ethnicity, citizenship status, marital/partner status, presence of a
child under age 6, number of children in the household, and time elapsed between May 1995 and the interview date.
Rounding may cause slight discrepancies in sums and differences.
Statistical significance levels for the adjusted group differences are indicated as * (.05), ** (.01), or *** (.001).

*Women in the Urban Change sample were categorized into one of the three welfare groups based on their self-

reported welfare histories.

bRespondents were placed in one of the four food security categories based on their scores on the 18-item

Household Food Security Scale.
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cure. Only 35.1 percent of these women were food secure, compared with 45.6 percent of the
group neither on welfare nor working who had not lost welfare in the prior month (not shown in
the tables). Other studies have also found that food inadequacies are related to departure from
welfare (Loprest, 1999) and, especially, to reductions or elimination of food stamps (Nelson,
Brown, & Lurie, 1998; Rose, 1999).

There is abundant evidence that federal food programs such as Food Stamps and WIC
have beneficial effects on the health and nutrition of participating families (for example, see
Rose, Habicht, & Devaney, 1998; Owen & Owen, 1997; Moss & Carver, 1998; Cook, Sherman,
& Brown, 1995: Devaney & Moffitt, 1991; Fraker, 1990). Nevertheless, it has repeatedly been
found that food inadequacies are higher among families who receive food stamps (Alaimo et al.,
1998; Cutts et al., 1998; Cohen et al., 1999), WIC (Rose & Oliveira, 1997; Kendall et al., 1995),
and emergency food services such as groceries through food pantries (Cutts et al., 1998; Starkey,
Gray-Donald, & Kuhnlein, 1999; Tarasuk & Beaton, 1999a) than among families who do not.
Presumably, these relationships reflect the fact that poverty and material hardships, rather than
receipt of benefits, adversely affect food security among poor families eligible for food benefit
programs.'’ Thus, it appears that food-related benefits only partly mitigate the effects of poverty.
Even within low-income families, it is likely that a relationship between food insecurity and re-
ceipt of food resources would persist because of self-selection: those experiencing the most se-
vere material hardships are presumably more likely to turn to food programs for help.

In the present study of low-income families, the majority (69.5 percent) had received
food stamp benefits in the previous month. About one-fourth of the sample (24.4 percent) par-
ticipated in the WIC program.'® A minority of women (5.2 percent) reported having used a food
pantry or food bank in the month prior to the interview. The relationship between food insecurity
and the use of these food resources was examined, and the results are presented in Table 6. As in
earlier studies, families who received food stamps were significantly less food secure than fami-
lies not receiving food stamps. Receipt of WIC, however, was not related to food security when
background characteristics were controlled,” a finding that has also been observed in other stud-
ies (Cutts et al., 1998). Women who said they had used an emergency food service such as a
food pantry or food bank in the prior month were more than twice as likely to have experienced
hunger than women who did not use these services. Thus, even within low-income families, a
relationship between food insecurity and receipt of food resources persists, presumably through
self-selection: those experiencing the most severe material hardships appear to be most likely to
turn to food programs for help.

"Indeed, recent evidence from a sophisticated econometric model indicates that the anomalous result of food in-
sufficiency being higher in households that receive food stamps is because households with food insufficiency are
more likely to receive food stamps (Gunderson & Oliveira, under review).

"Families are eligible for WIC if their family income is less than 185 percent of the poverty line and if the
woman is either pregnant or has children under age 5. In the Urban Change sample, 45.2 percent of the women on
welfare (all of whom would be income-eligible) were eligible for WIC on the basis of their pregnancy status or age
of their youngest child, but only 57.6 percent of these women were participating in the program.

PWIC participation was associated with less severe hunger and a greater likelihood that a child would experi-
ence no food hardships when background characteristics were not controlled.
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Table 6
Food Security, by Receipt of Food Assistance in Prior Month

Received Received Received
Food Stamps® WIC® Emergency Food"
Food Security” (%) Yes No Yes No Yes No
Food secure 48.9 55.6 *** 51.9 50.9 249 52.6 ***
Food insecure without hunger 353 29.1 #** 335 333 394 33.1
Food insecure with moderate hunger 11.5 12.4 11.2 11.9 26.3 10.9 #**
Food insecure with severe hunger 4.3 2.9 34 3.9 9.5 3.5 *kx
Sample size 2,522 1,109 900 2,781 193 3,490

SOURCE: MDRC calculations from the Urban Change Respondent Survey.

NOTES: Calculations for this table used data for all sample members in the 1998-1999 Urban Change survey who
were or had previously been welfare recipients. The actual sample sizes for individual outcomes presented in this
table may fall short of the reported sample sizes because of missing or unusable items from some interviews.

The percentages are adjusted using linear analysis of covariance procedures, controlling for nine background
characteristics: site, age, educational attainment, race/ethnicity, citizenship status, marital/partner status, presence of
a child under age 6, number of children in the household, and time elapsed between May 1995 and the interview
date.

Rounding may cause slight discrepancies in sums and differences.

Statistical significance levels for the adjusted group differences are indicated as * (.05), ** (.01), or *** (.001).

*A respondent was considered to be a food stamp recipient if she or any other family member received any food
stamp benefits in the month prior to the interview.

A respondent was considered to be participating in the Special Supplemental Food Program for Women,
Infants, and Children (WIC) if she or any other family member received food through the WIC program in the month
prior to the interview.

‘A respondent was considered to have used emergency food services if she or any other family member
received emergency good from a church, food pantry, or food bank in the month prior to the interview.

ClRespondents were placed in one of the four food security categories based on their scores on the 18-item
Household Food Security Scale.
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It is worth noting that food hardships varied significantly in the four Urban Change sites. Table 7
shows that families in Los Angeles and Miami were especially likely to be food insecure.*” Chil-
dren in those sites were also more likely to have reduced-quality diets or to experience hunger
than children in Cleveland or Philadelphia. However, across all four sites, families where the
mother neither worked nor received welfare benefits were among the least food secure of any
families (not shown in the table).

B. Ethnographic Findings

Data from the ethnographic interviews provide a richer understanding of the nature of
food problems among poor families. Although ethnographic respondents were not administered
the Household Food Security Scale, they were asked a number of questions about food expendi-
tures, food deprivations, and the use of emergency food services. Based on responses to these
questions, the women were categorized into a food security category.”' In the ethnographic sam-
ple, some 53.0 percent of the women®® were food insecure. Here are some examples of how these
women described their food situations:

It’s not to the point where we didn’t have nothing at all. I mean, it’s gotten to the
point where you had to eat this or you go hungry, but not to where we didn’t eat
at all.

The other day, we ran out of everything and we had to go to a church and get
food. For canned goods and stuff like that.

[Interviewer:] In the last year, have you run out of food because you couldn’t af-
ford it? [Respondent:] Yeah. . . . It happened all the time.

We have been down to eating butter noodles. You know, but at least it’s some-
thing.

We try to make our meals stretch for two days at a time, because otherwise we
wouldn’t have anything for the next day’s meal.

Several women (10.6 percent of the ethnographic sample) acknowledged that they had
experienced food shortages accompanied by hunger. These women were sometimes forced to
extreme measures to obtain food — measures such as selling their blood and panhandling:

The numbers in Table 7 are not statistically adjusted. However, significant site differences persisted even
when the women’s age, race/ethnicity, educational attainment, citizenship status, number of children, presence of a
preschool-age child, and living arrangements were controlled. It is worth noting that the Urban Change site differ-
ences in food insecurity are consistent with state differences, based on data from national surveys. Pennsylvania has
one of the lowest rates of food insecurity in the nation (7.1 percent), and Ohio also has a rate significantly below the
national average (8.5 percent). By contrast, both Florida (11.5 percent) and California (11.4 percent) have higher-
than-average rates of food insecurity (Nord, Jemison, & Bickel, 1999).

?ITo ensure intercoder reliability, transcripts were independently coded by two people, who were able to resolve
the handful of categorization discrepancies that occurred.

*Consistent with the survey results, food insecurity was somewhat higher among the ethnographic respondents
in Cleveland (57 percent) than in Philadelphia (51 percent).
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Table 7
Food Security and Child Hunger,
by Site
Outcome (%) Full Sample Cleveland Los Angeles Miami _Philadelphia
Food Security Scale”
Food secure*** 51.2 54.9 43.7 46.2 59.0
Food insecure without hunger*** 33.5 31.1 37.5 37.6 27.3
Food insecure with moderate hunger*** 11.8 11.3 15.4 10.8 9.8
Food insecure with severe hunger* 3.9 2.7 34 5.4 3.9
Child Hunger”
No child hunger or reduced-quality diet*** 69.3 74.5 62.4 64.6 75.1
Child with reduced-quality diet*** 26.0 222 324 29.7 19.6
Child with hunger 4.8 33 52 5.7 5.3
Sample size 3,738 962 915 888 973

SOURCE: MDRC calculations from the Urban Change Respondent Survey.

NOTES: Calculations for this table used data for all sample members in the 1998-1999 Urban Change survey who were or
had previously been welfare recipients. The actual sample sizes for individual outcomes presented in this table may fall
short of the reported sample sizes because of missing or unusable items from some interviews.

The percentages in this table are not statistically adjusted.

Rounding may cause slight discrepancies in sums and differences.

Statistical significance levels for the unadjusted group differences are indicated as * (.05), ** (.01), or *** (.001).

"Respondents were placed in one of the four food security categories based on their scores on the 18-item Household
Food Security Scale.

bRespondents were placed in one of the three child hunger categories based on responses to the eight items on the
Household Food Security Scale that concerned the nutritional status of children under age 18 in the household.
Households without children (4.3 percent of the sample) are not included.
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I donated plasma, took in cans, uh, we ended up asking my mother-in-law if she
could help us in any way, my mother if she could help us in any way, any way we
could get help, we were asking. . . . We managed. I mean, it wasn’t easy but we
managed.

There was times when my daughter didn’t have [food] and I’'ve even done real
things like let somebody watch my daughter for the day and go out and go to Cen-
ter City where nobody knew me and pretend I was lost and get 85 from every per-
son. Come back with like $100 and then go food shopping.

I got to live day by day for food for my kids. I have to call down to the shelter
things to get them to send you food and you hate doing that because it’s embar-
rassing, too, but I have to live day by day. I have to do things so my kids can eat.

As the last two excerpts suggest, the women were especially concerned about feeding
their children. Many of them indicated that they would go to great lengths, including going with-
out food themselves, to protect their children from hunger — a pattern that has been found in
many other studies:

Well, I would feed my kid before I would eat, so there might have been a day I
went without eating, but it didn’t hurt me.

I’ll go maybe three days at a time without eating just so the kids can have their
three meals a day.

I don’t worry about me, just for my kids because I can go a day without eating,
but as long as my kids [eat].

[Interviewer:] Do you ever go without food? [Respondent:] Sometimes I do. The
kids never do, 1 will go without eating before I will let the kids.

All the ethnographic respondents received food stamps. Food stamps did not ensure that
all these families could avoid food insecurity, but many women made comments suggesting that
food stamps played a major role in helping them avoid severe food deprivation:

If it wasn'’t for food stamps, we’d probably starve to death.

That food stamps, like I'm glad I have them. They help out a lot, they fill my re-
frigerator.

1 basically look forward to my food stamps, you know, every month. . . . That’d be
the only thing I'd really miss.

Although about half of both the survey and ethnographic samples were classified as food
secure, the ethnographic interviews suggest that the term “food security” among poor families
might sometimes be misleading. Most of the mothers in the ethnographic study who were classi-
fied as food secure nevertheless expended considerable energy and pieced together numerous
strategies to make sure that there was an adequate amount of food for themselves and their chil-
dren — activities that are plausibly less necessary or extensive among middle-class families who
are food secure. Some of these strategies are included as items in the Household Food Security
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Scale (for example, cutting down on the size of meal portions [item 7] or changing the composi-
tion of meals to incorporate lower-cost foods [item 4]), and affirmation of these items contributes
to being classified as food insecure. However, other coping strategies designed to avoid hunger
and food deprivation are not covered in the scale.”

One strategy that several women who were food secure mentioned was careful and skill-
ful shopping, sometimes involving the purchase of such goods as day-old bread or older meats:

I’'m one of those real picky and careful and choicey shoppers, like old folks. . . . I
basically shop when the sales are on. I get something there, then I go to Finast,
get that on sale, then I go to here, there, you know. I just get everything that’s on
sale.

I buy on deals. I mean, like um, a lot of people when they go to the grocery store,
they see those manager’s specials, they won'’t buy those. But, it’s a good thing to
buy because legally the meat market cannot sell them if they’re bad meats. 1
mean, I've bought packages of steaks, where I've only spent 32 for six steaks.

I learned how to, you know, what to buy and what not to buy. Where to shop,
where to look for sales. I save a lot from Aldi’s. I do a lot of shopping there.

I shop at all different markets on food stamp day. I go to Pathmark and get the
specials, I'll go to Save-a-Lot. I'll go to all the stores. . . . I clip coupons from the

paper and stuff-

Mothers, including ones who were food secure, often relied routinely on supportive
friends or relatives for meals or for loans that enabled them to feed their families:

I know that if I run out of anything, you know, a couple friends of mine that I've
know almost 30 years, if I need something I can call then, you know, and they
usually get it for me somehow.

Their [respondent’s children’s] aunt, her husband had went and closed down this
swell house for Cisco, which is the restaurant type, ah, they service restaurants.
And she gave me big cans of soup, you know, ah, she gave me this big old box of
fish . . . stuff like that. Bags of french fries and stuff, you know, just out of the
clear blue. So the Lord is always making a way.

Well, pretty much my family will help me . . . when it is time to go to the market or
whenever I am lacking like bread, milk, and cereal, and they will pick it up for me
or give me a couple of dollars to hold me over to whenever. That is pretty much

3In the 1995 CPS Food Security Supplement, 30 potential items for a food security measure were administered,
and these items included various coping strategies. The coping mechanisms appear to fall into two categories: “in-
ternal” strategies, such as cutting the size of a meal, and “external” strategies that involve going outside the house-
hold to enlarge the food supply, such as using a food bank. The five external-strategy items failed to meet statistical
criteria for inclusion in the food security scale, although several of the “internal” coping mechanisms are included. It
has been speculated that this is because internal strategies directly contribute to the severity of the food deprivation
experience, while external strategies are designed to reduce the severity (Bickel, personal communication, Novem-
ber 23, 1999).
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how I have made it.

My friends, they get their money before I do, and they loan me something until 1
get mine, and then I pay them back when I get mine. . . . Yeah, back and forth like
that. That’s how we can survive!

Two of the women explicitly mentioned smoking as a strategy to manage food re-
23

sources:
Sometimes smoking is cheaper than eating. You know, a pack of cigarettes will
last you all day, better than eating three meals. . . .

Current or recent food bank usage was mentioned as a strategy by just over half the eth-
nographic respondents. (The percentage is much higher than food bank usage reported in the sur-
vey, in part because the survey asked about using a food bank only in the prior month.) Some
used food banks at special times, particularly around Thanksgiving or Christmas, but others re-
lied on food banks as a normal part of their strategy to avoid hunger or augment food resources.
Food bank usage typically occurred at the end of the month, when food stamps ran out.

I’'m always, every other week — after I lost my job — going up to the food bank,
lying about where I'm living so I can get more food from different food banks to
feed my daughter.

You have a lot of, um, I don’t know what they call them — food banks through
churches during the, well, toward the end of the month, usually the third week in
the month. A lot of us have to go to these churches to get food bags.

You need to know where your food bank is, because sometimes you can’t finish off
he month with your food stamps. And even with my mother in work, sometimes we
cannot afford to keep food.

What I do is wait ’til the last two weeks of the month and get those two bags of
groceries when I need it the most.

All the women in the ethnographic sample who used food banks were classified post hoc
as being food insecure, in keeping with the conceptual definition of food security as having ac-
cess to adequate food “without resorting to emergency food supplies” (Anderson, 1990). It is
possible that women who used food banks were food secure and were simply clever in managing
all available food resources to ensure their families’ food security. However, it is also possible
that the Household Food Security Scale misclassifies some poor women as food secure when, in
fact, their array of “external” coping strategies evinces a daunting struggle that most people who
are truly food secure never face.

There are also subtle hints in the ethnographic data that these women were extremely
proud of their ability to feed their children. They were not always able to pay all their bills, but

“In the survey sample, hunger (moderate/severe) was modestly, but significantly, associated with smoking: r =
.07,p<.0L
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they made every effort to put food on the table.

I mean I always have food in my house now ’‘cause I make sure of that . . . that |
always have food.

I’'m going to make sure they eat. 'Cause they love to eat!

[Interviewer:] Is there a time when you needed food but couldn’t afford to eat?
[Respondent:] Never. 'Cause I'm going to buy food first.

I keep them clean. I keep them fed. I don’t go out there cashing in my food
stamps. I'm one of those ones who is trying to do the right thing.

There were also a few references in the ethnographic interviews to mothers’ fears that if
the children were not adequately fed, the children would be taken away from them. If there is
pride associated with maintaining adequate food — and, conversely, shame or fear in not being
able to do so — it is possible that the survey measure would lead to underreporting of food inse-
curity by some.

In summary, the ethnographic data provide rich qualitative descriptions of the food prob-
lems of poor urban families and the strategies they use to manage food resources and avoid hun-
ger. There were very few women who did not have to piece together a complex array of tactics to
ensure that their families’ food needs were satisfied. The use and management of food stamps
appeared to be the centerpiece of these tactics.

IV. Discussion

Nutritional status is an indicator of wellness and, thus, an important health monitoring
gauge (Margetts & Jackson, 1993; Najman, 1993; Starkey et al., 1999). The deprivation of a ba-
sic need such as food is, of course, undesirable in its own right, but it is also associated with nu-
tritional, health, and developmental problems that make it an important focus for public policy
concern. For example, food insufficiency or insecurity has been found to be associated with nu-
trient intake deficiencies (Kendall et al., 1995, 1996; Rose, 1999; Rose & Oliveira, 1997; Tara-
suk & Beaton, 1999b); obesity and eating disorders (Olson, 1999; Kendall et al., 1996); and fa-
tigue, illness, and depression in adults (Hamelin, Habicht, & Beaudry, 1999). Moreover, there is
increasing evidence that food hardship is related to a variety of problems in children, including
elevated health problems (otitis media, colds, headaches); increased school absences; concentra-
tion deficits; impaired cognitive functioning; and behavior problems (Hamelin et al., 1999; Mur-
phy, Wehler, Pagano, Little, Kleinman, & Jellinek, 1998; Scott & Wehler, 1998; Wehler, Scott,
Anderson, Summer, & Parker, 1995).

It is clear, then, that food insecurity is an issue of pressing social concern. Despite the
current strength of the U.S. economy — and despite dramatic declines in participation in the
Food Stamp Program, which could be viewed as indicating lowered need for food assistance —
millions of American families experience food-related hardships. Not surprisingly, as the data in
this paper indicate, food insecurity is particularly acute among urban families who have relied on
welfare. For the Urban Change survey sample as a whole, half the families were food insecure
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— substantially higher than the 10.2 percent rate found nationally and higher also than the 38.8
percent rate among households with incomes below 50 percent of poverty in 1998 (Bickel et al.,
1999) — but virtually identical to the rate found in a recent national survey of food stamp par-
ticipants (Cohen et al., 1999). Another major finding is that 30.6 percent of the families in the
Urban Change survey sample have children with reduced-quality diets or hunger, compared with
9.2 percent of households with children nationally (Nord & Bickel, 1999).

Women in the Urban Change survey sample who had left welfare and secured paid em-
ployment were better off in terms of food security than those who continued to rely on welfare,
which is consistent with the fact that their incomes were higher. However, it cannot yet be de-
termined whether welfare reform policies that encourage (or mandate) labor force participation
will result in improved food security, because it is not clear that all recipients will be able to se-
cure employment or that employment will increase their income. It should be kept in mind that,
in the Urban Change survey sample, the women who were working had fewer barriers to em-
ployment than women who were not working. For example, they had better education credentials
than women still on welfare, and they had fewer and older children. Thus, the women who were
working and had already left welfare prior to time limits were plausibly among the best suited of
the caseload for transitioning into employment.

Many of the women in the welfare-only group would fall into a category that is increas-
ingly referred to as the “hard to employ.” These women have multiple barriers to employment,
including structural and human capital barriers (limited work experience, low educational at-
tainment, low proficiency in English, preschool-age children) as well as health barriers. For ex-
ample, among the women in the Urban Change sample, nearly 9 percent of the nonemployed
welfare recipients (compared with under 2 percent of the employed nonrecipients) described
themselves as being in poor health. More than one-third of those in the welfare, no-work group
said they had a health problem that limits the amount or kind of work they can do, compared
with about 11 percent of the women who worked and were getting no welfare (not shown in the
tables). If such structural and health problems persist, then some of these women are likely to
become members of the no-work, no-welfare group when they reach the time limits.**

Women with neither work nor welfare income had the least favorable food security out-
comes. Many studies prior to welfare reform have found that a sizable percentage of women who
exit from welfare do not have jobs, indicating that welfare reform is not responsible for creating
this group. However, when the time limits take effect, it is plausible that this group will grow
and that its composition and resources may change (for example, smaller percentages may be in
the group as a result of a marriage). Thus, it can be conjectured that women who are unable to
find employment when they leave welfare may be especially vulnerable to food hardships.

The results of this study also suggest that, among these low-income families with limited
or no financial cushion, transitions from one income source to another can leave them especially
vulnerable. Nonworking women who had worked in the prior year, as well as recent welfare
leavers, had particularly unfavorable food security outcomes. Although the ultimate effects of

1t will be possible to test this hypothesis, along with other conjectures that appear in this discussion, at a sub-
sequent point in the Urban Change project when longitudinal data become available.
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welfare reform are not yet known, one consequence is likely to be that women will be going
through more income source transitions than ever before. Women undergoing such transitions
often experience numerous other potentially stressful changes in their lives (Edin et al., 1999).
Women who leave welfare for work have to contend with new job demands and coordination of
work and child care schedules, with making sure their children are safe and well-supervised in
their absence, and with keeping their households functioning given less time to do so. Working
single mothers will likely have less time and possibly less energy to pursue “external” strategies
to augment their food resources. This may lead some women to increasingly pursue “internal”
strategies as a means to stretch limited food. However, it is also possible that changes in the wel-
fare system (for example, more transitional benefits) will support transitions to work more effec-
tively than was previously the case.

Although levels of food security were significantly different for women in the four work
and welfare groups in the Urban Change survey sample, it is noteworthy that the differences
were not substantial. Nearly half of all the working nonrecipients were food insecure, and 15
percent of them experienced hunger. The children of nearly 1 out of 4 of these working women
were exposed to reduced-quality diets, and nearly 5 percent of them experienced hunger. These
results are broadly consistent with evidence that working poor women experience as much mate-
rial hardship as welfare-reliant women (Edin & Lein, 1997). Thus, even if welfare reform suc-
ceeds in moving welfare recipients off of welfare and into paid employment, sizable numbers of
them are likely to continue having problems acquiring adequate food for their families. This may
be especially true if these hard-to-employ women take even lower-paying (and possibly unsta-
ble) jobs than women who have been able to leave welfare of their own accord. It is also impor-
tant to note that the women who received welfare only and those who combined welfare with
work were very close in their levels of food insecurity, which suggests that employment as a
supplement to welfare does not necessarily ameliorate food hardships.

The findings also suggest that while the Household Food Security Scale may be a reliable
and valid indicator of hunger for the U.S. population as a whole, it may not adequately describe
the food problems that our poorest citizens face. The ethnographic data indicate that complex
and elaborate “external” maneuvers are sometimes required to achieve and maintain food secu-
rity in these poor urban families. The survey findings also raise some questions about the scale.
As shown in Table 6, fully one-fourth of the women in the survey sample who used a food bank
in the prior month were nevertheless classified as food secure. Furthermore, among the survey
respondents classified as food secure, 35 percent indicated that they had worried that their food
would run out before they got money to buy more (not shown in tables). Thus, individuals can be
classified as food secure on the scale even though they would conceptually be described as food
insecure because their “ability to acquire acceptable foods in socially acceptable ways is limited
or uncertain” (Anderson, 1990; emphasis added).”

The findings both here and in other recent studies on welfare leavers suggest that new
and innovative solutions may be needed to ensure the food security of low-income families. The
fundamental policy tenet that has guided federal nutrition programs for the past 15 years was ar-
ticulated in the President’s Task Force on Food Assistance in 1984: “Hunger is simply not ac-

» A similar point was made by Hamilton et al. (1997), who noted that the HFSS does not take into account cop-
ing strategies that are socially unacceptable.

27-



ceptable in our society.” More recently, the USDA established a policy to cut the prevalence of
hunger in half by the year 2010, in support of the United States’ 1996 pledge of this goal (along
with similar pledges from 185 other countries) at the World Food Summit (Food and Agriculture
Organization, 1996). This goal can be attained only by improving the food security of low-
income families, such as those in the population from which the Urban Change sample was
drawn.

Yet there are reasons to question whether such improvement can readily occur within the
current policy framework. For example, PRWORA cut more funds from the Food Stamp Pro-
gram than any other program, through reductions in household benefits and eligibility restric-
tions. Expenditures for the Food Stamp Program are projected to decline by about $22 billion
from 1997 to 2002, relative to what they would have been without welfare reform (Gunderson,
LeBlanc, & Kuhn, 1999). These reductions are the direct and intended effects of PRWORA.
However, there is some concern that there might be an indirect effect, stemming from a possible
link between welfare and food stamp exits. That is, despite the fact that most former welfare re-
cipients remain eligible for food stamps even if they work,*® it appears that some families leave
the Food Stamp Program when they leave welfare. For example, Zedlewski and Brauner (1999)
found that about two-thirds of former welfare recipients who also left the Food Stamp Program
had incomes within the food stamp eligibility range. This phenomenon of people leaving both
cash benefit and food stamp programs simultaneously despite ongoing food stamp eligibility has
been noted by earlier researchers (Blank & Ruggles, 1993). However, the problem takes on
greater significance currently because of the rapid decline in welfare caseloads — and also be-
cause the time limits will soon remove some recipients from those caseloads.

In recognition of some of the barriers to participating in the Food Stamp Program that
confront the working poor, the Clinton Administration announced in July 1999 some administra-
tive changes within the program.”’ The effect of implementing these changes is not yet known,
but they appear to offer some prospect of decreasing the obstacles to food stamp participation for
people who leave welfare for work.

Successful measures to improve Food Stamp Program participation might reduce but will
not likely eliminate food insecurity and hunger. The present analysis is consistent with previous
research that has shown a link between food insecurity and food stamp receipt. As mentioned,
this is probably due to self-selection — those who are food insecure are more likely to turn to
food programs to help make ends meet than those who have other resources for feeding their
families. Without food stamps there would almost assuredly be higher rates of food insecurity
and hunger. However, food stamps in and of themselves do not guarantee food security — even
among those who work. For example, among those women in the Urban Change sample who left
welfare and were working, 32.1 percent received food stamps; yet among these working women
who had maintained their food stamp benefits, 49.9 percent were food insecure, and 14.8 percent

*For example, a single mother with two children who works full time in a minimum wage job and has no other
income could qualify for $260 a month in food stamps (assuming other conditions relating to other costs and deduc-
tions are met).

*"The new initiative encompasses three executive actions: the issuance of guidance making it easier for families
to own a reliable car while receiving food stamps; new rules that allow states new options to simplify income report-
ing requirements; and an information/outreach campaign to explain requirements for accessing food stamps.
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had experienced hunger in the previous year. It would appear that other reforms for targeting nu-
trition assistance to low-income workers may be needed to ensure that their basic food needs —
and those of their children — are met.

It should be emphasized that the findings in this study do not address the question of
whether welfare reform will ultimately improve or intensify the food hardships of poor inner-city
families. The analyses reported here raise important questions about what could happen to food
security as a result of welfare reform — questions that can better be addressed later in the Urban
Change project and in other future studies.
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Tables



Project on Devolution and Urban Change
Table A.1
Estimated Regression Coefficients for the Probability of Being Food Secure

Variable Parameter Estimate Standard Error p-Value
Constant 0.349 0.128 0.006 **
Site

Cleveland -0.063 0.023 0.005 **

Miami -0.120 0.023 0.000 ***

Los Angeles -0.136 0.024 0.000 ***
Race/ethnicity

African-American 0.067 0.063 0.289

Hispanic -0.046 0.064 0.475

White, not Hispanic 0.051 0.071 0.473
Education

Less than high school/GED -0.016 0.018 0.378

More than high school/GED 0.022 0.023 0.341
Number of children in household -0.025 0.006 0.000 ***
Child under age 6 in household 0.033 0.020 0.087
Living with a partner/husband 0.073 0.021 0.001 ##*
Age -0.005 0.001 0.000 #***
Months elapsed between May

1995 and interview date 0.009 0.002 0.000 ***
Work/welfare status

Working, not on welfare 0.106 0.028 0.000 ***

Working and on welfare 0.071 0.032 0.027 *

On welfare, not working 0.043 0.028 0.127
Sample size 3,680

SOURCE: MDRC calculations from the Urban Change Respondent Survey.

NOTES: The percentages shown in Tables 3 through 5 are regression-adjusted numbers. The
adjustments were made to account for the fact that the four work/welfare groups were substantially
different demographically, in terms of characteristics known to be related to food security. Using
linear analysis of covariance procedures, the analyses controlled for the following background
characteristics: site, age, educational attainment, race/ethnicity, citizenship status, marital/partner
status, presence of a child under age 6, number of children in the household, and time elapsed
between May 1995 and the interview date.

This table presents the estimated regression coefficients for a major outcome in this paper,
namely, food secure status. That is, the coefficients reflect the probability of being food secure
versus food insecure.

A two-tailed analysis of variance was applied to test the significance of group differences.
Statistical significance levels are indicated as * (.05), ** (.01), or *** (.001).

The mean of the dependent variable (food secure) is .503. The r-square is .055. The F-statistic is
12.545.



Project on Devolution and Urban Change
Table A.2

Food Security and Child Hunger,
by Work and Welfare Status,”

Unadjusted Percentages

Full Working, Not

Working, Not Working,

Not Working,

Outcome (%) Sample  on Welfare  on Welfare on Welfare Not on Welfare
Food Security Scale”
Food secure*** 51.2 58.2 50.5 47.5 44.6
Food insecure without hunger*** 332 28.4 332 36.3 36.1
Food insecure with moderate hunger 11.8 10.4 12.6 12.0 14.2
Food insecure with severe hunger 3.8 3.0 3.7 4.2 5.2
Child Hunger"®
No child hunger or reduced-quality diet*** 69.3 73.8 70.1 66.5 64.3
Child with reduced-quality diet*** 259 22.1 243 28.3 31.0
Child with hunger 4.9 4.1 5.6 5.2 4.6
Sample size 3,734 1,231 620 1,459 424

SOURCE: MDRC calculations from the Urban Change Respondent Survey..

NOTES: The percentages shown in Tables 3 through 5 are regression-adjusted numbers. The adjustments were made
to account for the fact that the four work/welfare groups were substantially different demographically, in terms of
characteristics known to be related to food security. Using linear analysis of covariance procedures, the analyses
controlled for the following background characteristics: site, age, educational attainment, race/ethnicity, citizenship
status, marital/partner status, presence of a child under age 6, number of children in the household, and time elapsed

between May 1995 and the interview date.

This table presents unadjusted group differences for the outcomes in Table 3.
Statistical significance levels for the adjusted group differences are indicated as * (.05), ** (.01), or *** (.001).

*Women in the Urban Change sample were categorized into one of the four groups based on their self-reported

work and welfare status at the time of the interview.

bRespondents were placed in one of the four food security categories based on their scores on the 18-item

Household Food Security Scale.

‘Respondents were placed in one of the three child hunger categories based on responses to the eight items on the
Household Food Security Scale that concerned the nutritional status of children under age 18 in the household.

Households without children (4.3 percent of the sample) are not included.
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About MDRC

The Manpower Demonstration Research Corporation (MDRC) is a nonprofit,
nonpartisan social policy research organization. We are dedicated to learning what
works to improve the well-being of low-income people. Through our research and
the active communication of our findings, we seek to enhance the effectiveness of
social policies and programs. MDRC was founded in 1974 and is located in New
York City and San Francisco.

MDRC’s current projects focus on welfare and economic security, education, and
employment and community initiatives. Complementing our evaluations of a wide
range of welfare reforms are new studies of supports for the working poor and
emerging analyses of how programs affect children’s development and their
families’ well-being. In the field of education, we are testing reforms aimed at
improving the performance of public schools, especially in urban areas. Finally, our
community projects are using innovative approaches to increase employment in
low-income neighborhoods.

Our projects are a mix of demonstrations — field tests of promising program models
— and evaluations of government and community initiatives, and we employ a wide
range of methods such as large-scale studies to determine a program’s effects,
surveys, case studies, and ethnographies of individuals and families. We share the
findings and lessons from our work — including best practices for program operators
— with a broad audience within the policy and practitioner community, as well as the
general public and the media.

Over the past quarter century, MDRC has worked in almost every state, all of the
nation’s largest cities, and Canada. We conduct our projects in partnership with
state and local governments, the federal government, public school systems,
community organizations, and numerous private philanthropies.
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