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Family Economic Well-Being

Findings from the National Survey of America’s Families

More Americans (especially single moth-
ers) were working, fewer families were poor, and fewer had trouble putting food on the
table. However, families did not report improvements in their ability to afford housing.
These patterns held across broad subgroups of the population and across the states
highlighted in the National Survey of America’s Families (NSAF). Families’ economic well-
being improved as the longest economic expansion in the country’s history continued
and policies were implemented to improve the economic returns from work.

This Snapshot summarizes employment, poverty, food affordability, and housing afford-
ability indicators for nonelderly American families from the 1999 NSAF and compares
these results with those from 1997. It displays variations across family types and the

13 states highlighted in the NSAF and documents the general economic progress of
American families between 1997 and 1999. However, the broad patterns reported across
family types and states may obscure trends for smaller segments of society. Furthermore,
these indicators provide relatively blunt measures of well-being. Poverty rates, for exam-
ple, do not take into account changes in noncash sources of income, such as food
stamps. Future studies that use the 1999 NSAF will provide policymakers with more
detailed information about the changing nature of well-being among America’s families.

B Employment rates for single parents increased from 63 to 67 percent between and
1997 and 1999, consistent with the strong economy and policies implemented during
this period.

B Child poverty rates declined nationally and in 9 of the states highlighted in the NSAF.

W Particularly noteworthy were significant declines in the percentage of nonelderly
adults living in low-income families in two historically low-income southern states,
Alabama and Mississippi.

B While fewer families reported problems affording food, the percentage reporting
concerns about housing costs generally remained unchanged between 1997 and 1999.



Percentage Employed

CA

NY

NJ

WA

us

TX

AL

MA

MS

Cco

FL

Ml

MN

Wi

80

70

60

50

40

30

20

10

Figure 1: Low-Income Adults
Ages 25 to 54 Employed Full-
Time or Part-Time, 1997-1999
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Figure 2: Low-Income Single Parents Ages
25 to 54 Employed Full-Time or Part-Time, 1999
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Employment

While employment rates held fairly steady between 1997 and 1999 for low-income
(below 200 percent of poverty) adults in their prime working years (ages 25 to 54),
the rate for low-income single parents in this age group increased substantially
(figure 1).* Sixty-seven percent of low-income single parents were working at the
time of their interview in 1999, compared with 63 percent in 1997. Employment rates
for higher-income single parents remained high, at 94 percent (table 1 on page 4).

The upward trend in employment for low-income single parents occurred in most
states but was statistically significant only in Alabama, Massachusetts, and New
York (table 1).2 Employment rates for low-income single parents continued to vary
widely across the states (figure 2). Florida and Wisconsin stood out, with higher-
than-average employment rates for low-income single parents; California and New
York had rates significantly below the U.S. average. The range is broad: Nearly

8 out of 10 low-income single parents were working in Wisconsin, compared with
fewer than 6 out of 10 in California.

The increases in employment for single parents are consistent with the strong
economy and with new government welfare policies that require many more single
parents to work. States have increased employment rates among single parents at
risk of needing welfare by using a variety of methods, including financial incentives
for work and financial penalties for recipients who, despite state requirements, do
not participate in work activities. Between 1997 and 1999, the federal government
increased funds for child care for low-income families, and states devoted large
shares of their Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) block grants to
funding child care, making it easier for low-income single parents to work.? At the
same time, strong labor demand increased employers’ willingness to hire and
train low-skilled workers, who make up the bulk of welfare recipients.*

Poverty

Poverty rates, as well as the percentage of nonelderly adults and children with
incomes below 200 percent of poverty, were significantly lower in 1998 than they
were in 1996 (figure 3).° This family income indicator represents the year before
the survey (1998) because the NSAF, like many surveys, asks about income
sources in the year prior to the survey to get an annual picture of income. While
the poverty measure provides an important indicator of change in well-being
across time, it is important to remember that this measure excludes changes

in noncash sources of income, such as food stamps, housing assistance, and
refundable federal and state earned-income tax credits (EITC).® These income
sources can be very important to families, and a variety of studies have shown
that use of these benefits has been changing in recent years.”

Adults. The poverty rate for nonelderly adults declined from about 13 percent
in 1996 to 11 percent in 1998. Declines were significantly higher in a few NSAF
states. The biggest declines occurred in two southern states—Alabama and
Mississippi—that have historically had higher-than-average poverty. The
nonelderly adult poverty rate also dropped in Massachusetts, Minnesota,

and Washington.



Compared with the nation as a whole, poverty rates for nonelderly adults

in 1998 were above average in five states highlighted in the NSAF: Alabama,
California, Mississippi, New York, and Texas (table 1 on page 4). Despite the
state’s recent steep decline in adult poverty, Mississippi’s rate was about

5 percentage points above the national average, and, along with Texas,
Mississippi had the highest nonelderly adult poverty rate among the states
highlighted in the NSAF. Seven of the highlighted states had nonelderly adult
poverty rates that were below average in 1998: Colorado, Massachusetts,
Michigan, Minnesota, New Jersey, Washington, and Wisconsin. The rates

in these states were 2 to 5 percentage points below the national average;
only 6 percent of nonelderly adults in Minnesota were poor in 1998.

The percentage of adults with low incomes also declined slightly— from

29 percent in 1996 to 27 percent in 1998. However, in many of the high-
lighted states improvements were significantly larger. The percentage of
nonelderly low-income adults declined in 9 of the 13 highlighted states,
with the largest declines occurring in Florida (5 percentage points) and
Washington (almost 6 percentage points). However, California, Colorado,
and Mississippi were not far behind, with 4-point declines in the percentage
of adults classified as low income. Declines in Alabama, Massachusetts,
and Minnesota were 2 to 3 percentage points.

As with the percentage of those in poverty, the percentage of nonelderly
adults classified as low-income in 1998 varied substantially across the
highlighted states. Rates ranged from a low of about 18 percent in
Massachusetts, Minnesota, and New Jersey to a high of 38 percent in Texas.

Children. Reductions in poverty were particularly strong for children
(figure 3). The percentage of children classified as poor declined from

21 percent in 1996 to 18 percent in 1998. Children living in single-parent
families experienced the largest decline in their poverty rate—from almost
45 percent in 1996 to 39 percent in 1998. This is consistent with the employ-
ment increase for single-parent families. Despite these improvements, the
poverty statistics for children in 1998 indicate that the nation still has a long
way to go before the rates for children reach parity with those for adults.
The poverty rate for all children in 1998 was nearly two-thirds more than

that for nonelderly adults—18 percent, compared with 11 percent.

Declines in child poverty rates were statistically significant in 9 of the

states highlighted in the NSAF (Alabama, California, Colorado, Florida,
Massachusetts, Mississippi, New York, Washington, and Wisconsin, as
shown in figure 4). The biggest reductions occurred in California (8 percentage
points) and Mississippi (6 percentage points). The variation in child poverty
rates across the states was substantial in 1998, just as it was in 1996. Seven
states were below the U.S. average (Colorado, Massachusetts, Michigan,
Minnesota, New Jersey, Washington, and Wisconsin). The lowest child
poverty rates hovered around 10 percent in Minnesota and Wisconsin.
Child poverty rates were higher than the national average in Alabama,
California, Mississippi, New York, and Texas. More than one in five children
in these states lives in poverty.
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Children and Adults, 1996-1998
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Figure 4: Children Below the Poverty
Level, by State, 1996-1998
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Nationwide, the percentage of children living in low-income families declined from 43 percent in 1996 to
40 percent in 1998. Still, the low-income rate for children living in single parent families remained particu-
larly high at almost 67 percent—more than twice the 30 percent rate for children living with two parents.

Overall, in 1998 there were still wide variations across the states in the portion of children living in low-

income families, although some states experienced statistically significant declines in their rates (table 1).

Figure 5: Adults and Children in Low-
Income Families with One or More
Food-Related Problems, 1997-1999
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Less than 3 out of 10 children lived in low-income families in Massachusetts,
Minnesota, New Jersey, and Wisconsin, compared with about 5 out of 10 children
in Alabama, Mississippi, and Texas, and 4 out of 10 in the United States.

Food Concerns and Affordability

In 1999, fewer adults and children lived in families that reported problems affording
food than did so in 1997 (figure 5). This indicator of economic well-being measures
families’ concerns about having enough money to pay for food. The NSAF asked
adults whether (i) they or their families worried that food would run out before they got
money to buy more, (i) the food they bought did run out, or (jiii) one or more adults
ate less or skipped meals because there was not enough money to pay for food.?

The largest declines in food-related concerns—about 4 percentage points—
occurred among children in low-income families. Still, food concerns were common
among low-income Americans, with 4 out of 10 adults and half of all children living
in families that either worried about or had difficulties paying for food. In comparison,
about 1 out of 10 adults in families with incomes above 200 percent of poverty
reported problems affording food.

TABLE 1 |Indicators of Family Economic Well-Being, by State

AL
97 99 97

Cco FL MA Ml MN
99 97 99 97 99 97 99 97 99 97 99

Adults (%) Age 25-54 Employed Full-Time or Part-Time, by Income, Marital Status, and Parental Status, 1997-1999

Below 200% of poverty level

Single parents 595 66.8 56.7
Married parents 684 64.2 63.6
All adults 59.1 576 61.2
Above 200% of poverty level

Single parents 98.2 921 92.1
Married parents 85.3 87.2 83.8
All adults 86.1 89.0 87.4
All incomes

Single parents 68.7 75.4 68.7
Married parents 80.8 814 77.1
All adults 773 796 78.8

Poor and Low-Income Adults (%), 1996-1998

96 98 96
Below 100% of poverty level 170 142 16.0
Below 200% of poverty level 357 324 35.1

4  Famil

y Economic Well-Being

BiAD) 675 69.8 66.5 725 55.6 69.0 69.0 734 70.4 73.0
64.1 70.7 70.7 68.7 69.2 61.6 63.7 715 66.0x 724 705
60.4 66.7 64.9 66.1 63.1 53.2 58.6 66.3 60.3 70.7 69.9
95.9 89.3 934 945 928 92.4 943 920 964 97.7 95.1
84.0 85.8 844 87.0 86.6 87.2 84.1 86.6 853 90.3 90.4
86.1 88.4 86.8 89.4 87.0 90.2 88.8 878 884 91.0 915
73.1 776 80.5 75.7 79.9 71.0 80.9 76.7 843 82.4 845
78.5 82.7 82.0 81.8 824 83.6 81.8 840 818 87.4 87.8
78.7 834 83.0 82.2 80.7 83.6 83.9 831 826 873 88.1

98 96 98 9% 98 96 98 96 98 9% 98
14.8 102 9.0 126 117 93 75 9.6 8.6 79 6.1
313 259 216 342 291 19.8 18.0 236 235 212 182



As observed with other measures of economic well-being, low-income families in some states highlighted
in the NSAF reported larger improvements in food affordability than others (table 1). For example, fewer
low-income children lived in families that reported problems paying for food in Minnesota and New York
in 1999 than in 1997. Improvements were also statistically significant for low-income adults in Colorado,
Massachusetts, Minnesota, New York, and Texas.

Housing Affordability

Despite the increasing prosperity of American families, the percentage reporting problems affording
housing generally remained unchanged between 1997 and 1999. The NSAF asked adults whether they
had been unable to pay their mortgage, rent, or utility bills at any time during the previous 12 months.
More than one in five low-income nonelderly adults reported some housing affordability problems in
1999, the same proportion as in 1997 (table 1). Housing affordability was an issue particularly for low-
income single-parents—nearly one in three reported problems.

The results across the states show a similar pattern of little change in affordability across the two years.
Low-income adults reported significantly fewer problems affording housing in Minnesota, New Jersey,
and Texas in 1999 compared with 1997, while low-income adults in California and Washington reported
significantly more difficulties. This indicator reflects the interactions between two forces affected by the
strong economy: Higher incomes generally increased families’ purchasing power, but stronger housing
demand increased housing prices and rents in many areas.® The NSAF results suggest that these two
forces offset each other.

MS NJ NY X WA Wi
97 99 97 99 97 99 97 99 97 99 97 99 97
625 68.8 57.7 63.0 49.7 619 61.3 66.7 611 653 773 79.6 62.8
675 66.2 64.7 64.7 62.6 62.3 66.2 64.7 63.2 651 72.6 702 66.4
59.8 63.0 58.1 60.5 56.6 58.1 63.3 66.5 62.6 62.1 721 727 61.9
923 893 90.4 94.2 92.0 941 918 943 934 940 959 939 93.5
88.8 875 84.0 836 855 851 86.1 84.8 84.7 84.0 90.2 89.4 86.5
87.2 875 87.6 87.9 88.0 88.0 89.0 875 86.5 85.0 916 91.3 88.7
68.8 74.1 723 771 63.7 739 70.7 76.1 754 793 85.3 86.5 73.6
82.2 819 81.2 813 80.0 80.0 79.1 781 80.1 80.9 87.4 86.7 81.3
769 7838 822 833 79.3 804 80.5 79.9 809 80.4 87.7 879 81.5
96 98 96 98 96 98 96 98 96 98 96 98 96
206 15.9 80 75 142 1238 16.1 156 11.6 8.9 77 69 12.5
413 36.9 194 184 29.8 285 353 376 275 220 224 207 29.2
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Summary

Results from the NSAF indicate larger improvements for some states than others.
Particularly noteworthy were declines in the percentage of nonelderly adults living in low-income families
in two historically low-income southern states, Alabama and Mississippi. Despite these gains, these
states remained among those with below-average indicators of family economic well-being. A few states
with strong economic indicators in the 1997 NSAF continued to improve. For example, fewer children lived
in poor and low-income families in Massachusetts, Washington, and Wisconsin in 1998 than in 1996, and
these states had among the lowest low-income rates for children reported by the states highlighted in

TABLE 1|indicators of Family Economic Well-Being, by State (continued)

AL CA CcO FL MA Ml MN
97 99 97 99 97 99 97 99 97 99 97 99 97 99

Poor and Low-Income Children (%), by Family Structure, 1996-1998

Below 100% of poverty level

Single-parent 56.0 498 499 424 352 312 42.6 396 41.8 36.0 360 311 340 303
Two-parent 114 85 196 123 87 6.6 103 7.9 6.7 45 53 47 6.1 48
All families 273 233 28.8 209 147 123 221 188 16.0 124 139 118 11.8 103
Below 200% of poverty level

Single-parent 80.1 750 717 626 62.2 60.4 742 750 65.7 62.2 703  64.6 64.8 59.1
Two-parent 300 328 414 342 26.3 243 338 29.2 176 17.0 209 236 205 20.1
All families 484 484 505 427 347 328 48.6 44.7 307 284 342 347 295 283
Adults (%) That Worried about or Experienced Difficulty Affording Food in the Previous 12 Months, by Income, 1997-1999

1999 Below 200% of poverty level 474 457 50.1 45.8 457 39.6 447 456 456 36.9 415 402 405 351
1999 Above 200% of poverty level 124 139 145 16.3 135 133 119 139 131 83 107 116 105 88
1999 All incomes 249 242 270 255 21.8 19.0 232 231 195 135 179 183 16.8 136

Children (%) Living in Families That Worried about or Experienced Difficulty Affording Food in the Previous 12 Months, by

Below 200% of poverty level

Single-parent 59.8 61.0 675 62.7 65.8 62.3 58.6 63.6 58.7 59.7 59.7 58.3 62.6 49.9
Two-parent 233 244 293 26.6 244 219 273 246 20.7 15.0 194 177 174 13.6
All families 535 518 584 529 55.1 51.6 55.0 56.0 55.2 485 522 479 49.8 40.2
Above 200% of poverty level

Single-parent 242 211 268 364 26.3 25.2 321 321 249 279 229 295 26.4 26.2
Two-parent 207 204 284 254 23.0 21.0 254 222 19.7 14.6 18.3 16.6 17.3 133
All families 142 158 156 201 16.7 16.1 178 175 152 131 13.6 137 13.3 113
All Incomes

Single-parent 52.7 51.0 56.0 52.7 50.8 47.6 51.8 557 471 478 489 48.2 49.9 40.2
Two-parent 228 240 288 26.1 240 215 26.6 24.0 206 15.1 191 179 17.7 141
All families 332 332 371 339 300 277 359 346 274 231 268 255 241 195

Adults (%) with Problems Paying Their Mortgage, Rent, or Utility Bills in the Previous 12 Months, by Income and Parental

Below 200% of poverty level

Single parents 36.2 354 300 28.6 283 314 341 336 40.7 346 30.7 34.2 28.6 26.6
Married parents 272 273 21.0 272 220 228 242 222 374 271 299 29.8 29.0 183
All adults 25,0 258 19.8 253 18.7 17.1 228 20.8 253 231 221 254 232 16.4
Above 200% of poverty level

Single parents 126 154 124 208 11.2 134 159 19.7 16.2 131 16.2 155 139 16.2
Married parents 8.8 6.5 8.3 9.0 77 7.1 8.7 10.1 80 79 8.1 7.2 75 57
All adults 6.6 7.4 7.0 9.0 56 50 6.8 87 72 57 6.1 5.7 59 49
All Incomes

Single parents 313 291 245 255 20.6 235 28.6 28.6 310 25.1 258 26.2 22,7 218
Married parents 140 122 128 142 11.0 101 13.3 132 12.2 10.2 119 114 111 74
All adults 13.2 133 115 141 9.0 76 123 122 108 88 9.8 103 96 7.0

Note: Figures in color represent values that are statistically significantly different from the 1999 national average at the 0.10 confidence level.
The symbols “.a.” and “~# ” represent statistically significant increases and decreases, respectively, between 1997 and 1999 at the 0.10 confidence level.
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the 1997 NSAF. A few other states with substantial economic strength continued to hold their positions.
Colorado, Minnesota, and New Jersey, for example, showed poverty and low-income rates consistently
below the national average for all of the family types shown in both 1996 and 1998.

The increase in employment rates for low-income single-parent families was also notable, and this group
experienced the most sizable reduction in poverty. While no conclusions about cause and effect can be
drawn from these simple indicators, they do point to improved economic well-being for this group as a whole,
and they are consistent with trends reported from other data sets.* Further analysis that includes changes in
noncash sources of income will be required to understand changes in the full income picture for this group.
Analysis of its income distribution will also help show whether the entire group is better off or whether these
simple averages mask large improvements for some groups and significant declines for others.

MS NJ NY X WA Wi us
97 99 97 99 97 99 97 99 97 99 97 99 97 99
62.2 515 388 321 51.7 421 48.2 415 355 293 29.7 253 446 394
136 10.1 51 63 112 10.8 154 159 9.5 6.9 51 46 10.7 9.1
339 279 13.4 128 245 216 255 232 154 127 116 9.7 206 175
846 823 61.7 61.1 717  69.1 753 704 62.0 576 65.0 60.9 70.2 66.5
38.2 329 184 17.2 294 298 38.8 416 281 228 215 194 314 300
579 539 29.4 279 438 435 49.9 50.2 359 315 32.4 29.6 428 404
525 49.9 46.8 434 495 431 547 46.7 442 471 379 357 459 43.0
122 124 115 119 171 121 16.8 14.2 140 118 9.8 99 133 123
289 26.3 18.3 17.6 26.7 208 30.2 264 223 195 16.1 153 228 20.6

Income and Family Structure, 1997-1999

63.3 60.2 65.0 58.5 66.6 59.2 69.8 62.5 61.4 66.8 54.4 513 63.1 59.9
250 2538 175 17.0 245 215 309 320 253 220 175 15.0 240 218
57.0 551 552 515 57.6 498 60.6 56.8 542 579 47.0 439 53.8 497
225 234 28.4 29.4 336 261 26.2 345 277 3138 20.5 26.6 278 28.6
216 242 174 16.3 239 202 285 29.6 242 199 16.6 14.0 224 209
126 17.7 141 139 184 152 152 177 172 154 121 117 155 154
57.1 53.6 51.0 47.2 57.3 489 58.9 54.2 48.6 518 424 417 526 494
243 252 17.7 16.8 246 212 29.3 311 252 210 17.2 15.0 235 218
383 378 26.2 243 355 301 378 373 306 2838 234 213 319 292

Status, 1997-1999

355 355 37.2 35.0 330 348 37.0 27.0 374 308 28.8 34.2 316 318
20.8 283 312 21.2 299 233 303 294 237 329 234 249 258 253
247 261 276 228 254 233 269 213 208 269 19.3 20.8 226 231
9.1 20.2 19.2 178 22.7 200 17.3 18.0 16.8 15.0 11.1 159 16.4 16.1
7.7 9.8 75 6.8 10.8 8.1 81 81 10.0 6.4 69 58 8.0 7.8
6.9 8.4 69 7.7 9.3 7.2 75 6.8 7.6 4.8 53 46 6.7 7.1
303 320 20.1 274 299 298 311 241 289 237 21.7 25.8 265 258
12.1 149 111 86 156 11.6 165 157 133 112 96 85 129 121
143 150 10.9 10.5 141 117 143 123 11.2 9.7 85 80 114 114

Source: Urban Institute
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This Snapshot presents findings
from the 1997 and 1999 rounds of
the National Survey of America’s
Families (NSAF). Information on more
than 100,000 people was gathered

in each round from more than 42,000
households with and without tele-
phones that are representative of the
nation as a whole and of 13 selected
states. As in all surveys, the data are
subject to sampling variability and
other sources of error. Additional
information on NSAF methods can
be obtained at http://newfederalism.
urban.org/nsaf/ methodology.html.

Copyright © October 2000. Urban
Institute. Permission is granted to
reproduce this document with attribu-
tion to the Urban Institute. The views
expressed are those of the authors
and do not necessarily reflect those of
the Urban Institute, its board, its spon-
sors, or other authors in the series.
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Endnotes
1 The employment data focus on adults in their prime working years (ages 25 to 54) to eliminate most of the effects
of college or retirement trends.

2 lItis important to note, however, that changes in employment rates by income also reflect changes in the composi-
tion of each group. For example, if more employed single parents in some states than in others moved up into the
group with incomes above 200 percent of poverty, employment rate increases for the lower-income, single-parent
group could be dampened in these states.

3 More than $4 billion in federal and state TANF funds were spent on child care in 1999, according to financial
data reported by the states to the federal government (Administration for Children and Families 2000).

4 See, for example, Holzer (1999).

5 These statistics use the official Census Bureau poverty definition, which compares a family’s pretax cash income
to a threshold that varies by family size. For example, the poverty threshold was $13,133 for a family of three
persons in 1998 (U.S. Census Bureau 1999).

6 However, these noncash sources of income are more difficult to measure; an analysis of income that includes
noncash income sources and that uses NSAF data will be done in the near future.

7 For example, Primus et al. (1999) showed that total income (including food stamps and the EITC) declined for
single-mother families in the bottom income decile but increased for those in the next income decile between
1996 and 1998. The income declines in the bottom of the income distribution were attributable to declines in
means-tested income transfers, especially food stamps. Zedlewski and Brauner (1999) report a significant decline
in participation in the Food Stamp program for families who left welfare but were still apparently eligible for benefits.

8 These questions indicate financial stresses related to food purchases over the last 12 months. They do not
indicate caloric intake or the adequacy of a family’s diet. See Urban Institute (1999) for a complete description
of this indicator.

9 Nationwide, shelter costs increased by 10.7 percent between 1996 and 1998; the consumer price index increased
by 3.9 percent during the same period. Utility costs increased by 3 percent, slightly less than reported by the Current
Population Survey, during the same period. These statistics are from the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics (2000).

10 See, for example, results reported in Schoeni and Blank (2000), based on the Current Population Survey.
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