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EXE_ SUMMARY

Analysesofm_mally rspresmU!_ survey data consiste_'y reveal the existence of"2zro-income"
households-housei_ds that claim to receive no income during a special period. Z_o-income
bousel_ds areof particular imen_ to the United States D_armlent of Agri_ Food and Consumer
Service,which admlni_ _Food Stamp Program (FSP), because past research has found fi'mt_e FSI'
parfi_ rate for these houselmlds is tmexpecu_lly lower than _t of_lds with very low but
positiveincome(TrippeandDoyle199_tand l_2b). Thisseeminglyconuadic_ _ is ",,,_t
to explm intermsor--or. A household'senden_ toparticipatewouldbe expectedto increaseas
incanedeclir_ andfanilieswithnoinoomev,xxidbe expec_ tobethepoorestof thepoorandthusthe
most ___m_. To exam/ne_ too_ of this perplexing paradox, FCS commissioned
ibis study, which uses efimogr_hic techniques to analyze die causes and characteristics of zero-income
households.

Our analysisis based primarily on am,_from lhe 1990 Survey oflncome and Program_nicipation
(SIPP) longitudinal file, selected to enable us to observe lhe dynamic amib_ of lhe zero-income
phenomenon lizat have not been revealed by previous cross-secgonal analyses of SIPP and Current
Population Surv_ data. Rather than simply tabulating li_eaggregate characteristics of the zero-income
populaficri,we use_m_r_hic andcasesl_iy _ _ to id_dfy _ events and characten_cs
lhat areassocia_ with .theadvent and dui_on of zero-income spells.

We also examine the characteristics of households with low but positive income, households thai
repon zero income in any ofthe 32 mon_ covemt by the 1990 SIPP panel, and households lhat re_rt
zero incomein the FCS adminisu_ve Integrated Quality Control System OQCS). We compare ali du'ee
groupsto',he zero-_ households _ comprise our ethnographicstudy w provide further context for
our findings.

Our examination of households that report zero income in SIPP indicates that while most have a
leg/t/mate reason for repoting a period without income and some are mdy impoverished, zero-income
housd_ds arenot at all a honmffimous population, and feware uuly d_e_ offite poor. Ra_er, d_e
zero-income population includes many financially viable (ahho__ prosperous) households for
whom a report of zero income exaggera_ their financial Iroubles.

Of the 143 households _ reported zero income in January 1991, we observe a clear event or
om&tim prec/pitati_ c_ _cco_ the zew-_ period for 114 '"m_" zero-income households.
Events precip'_ _e zero-m episode are less _pam_t f_r the 29 "improbable" zero-income
housd_ds idetnif_[ We cJassified the _ within g_se groups according to the apparent cause
of their zero-income spell.

True Zero-Ia_me Households

Ihefirstfi_e _ ___ _lnty _-risk households;thefinaltwo
groups include_ viable houset_lds for which the fnmnciai situation is not as dire as d_ereport of
zero income would imply.
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1. Job Loss or Layoff
Tempomy or permanent tmemployment, reported by 67 zero-income households, is file
most_ _ ofzerohxxm_. In all caseswe observea periodofposttive personal
earnings,followed by a reportedjob lossor layoff followed by a periodof zero income.
Most of Uhesehouseholdsregain positive income by resuming work or receiv_.g
unemploymentcongensafion or other welfare benefils. Thesearetrue zero-income
_ in 1hattheyaretndy without incomefor aperiod of oneor moremenfits,and
few appearto haveaccessto otherresources.

2. ttabin, nl Unemplo)ment
These 16 househol_ chronic mamaploym_ and do not appear to have access m
olherresources. Fewregampo_fi_eincomedm;mglhesurveypefiocL These households
are truly the _ ofthe poor.

3. Loss of Cash Benefits
These six households report zero income following a loss of unemployrnem or welfare
benefits. Few regain positive income, and like those who report a job loss or dux_c
unemployment, most do not have access to other resources.

4. HousehoM Dissolution

These 21 households report zero income following a divorce, death, or other Wpe of
housel_d separation.Nearly allhousah_ds m 1hiscategory regain positive,income.within
a few mcmlhs, and we suspect 1hatmost are not truly impoverished because they either
have access m other resources (such as the case of adult children Who form their own
households) or are entitled to alimeny, child care, or deceased spouse paymems which
mayrakea few mca_ to go into effect

5. Enro//memin School m-

These four householdsreport zero income while enrolled in school. Despite their
relativelylong zero-incomespellsandlow labor force panicipafica rates,it is likely that
uhesehousehol_ _ _ _ of support not reported to SIPP, such as help from
family membem, or tuition assistance and fellowship income.

Improbable Zero.Income Households

No change ia housd_d _ precedes the zero-income period for these households, and
in sorre casesother repined dmractm_cs couuadict 1hebousebold's claim of zero income. We suspect
that allthree types of zero-income households that comprise 1his group are financially viable households.

6. Seg-Employment
These 21 households report zero income while serf-employed and working long hours.
Nearly allreport a periodofsubsmmial positive income Dom self-employment prior to and
followingtheir loss of income, suggesling that these households are paid oo a ccotract or
invoicebasis. They maywork cominuously,but areenly paid when oa_a_-t milestones
are met or productsdelivered. It is clear1hatwhile theseare technicallyzero-income
households,practicallylhey canbe consideredquite financially viable.
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7. Emplo_nemlt_zhoutPay
We observe a pauem of am.sum ernpl_ bm sporadicpayrnemtin flwse six
housetx_lds,suggestinga co,,u,ct-siyle form ofpaymer_similarto thaiobservedin due
self-empl_ households. Again, we suspect_ _ese areacumllyfinanciallyviable
households.

These nvo householdsclaimto receiveno incomealS,erspendingdown substmnialasset
balances.Due to the assetbalancesreported,we suspect_ lhesehouseholdsmay be
financiallyviable.

A comparisonof file characteristicsof zero-income, poor (household income below poverty
lttreshold), and low-income (householdincome between 100 and 300 percent of poverty flzreshold)
households shows lhat, based on lizeirlabor f_rce s':_as,household composition,and educational

zm'o-inoo_householdsmayhaveb_ long-l_Tnfinancial_ onaverage,,thanpoor
_ds. Asimilarcompm/.mnof/'le _cs oflQC$ zero-incomeandpoorhousetmldsshows
similardifferencesbetweenthe twogroups. These findingsprovidefurtherevidencethai the zero-income
state maynot be merely lhe lowest level of the povertyspectrum,but relher a uniqueand most likely
nonpermanentfinancialstaIeexperiencedby a particularlypeofhousetmlcl.

Financiallyviable zero-income_& present complicafic_ for FSP pani_ researck
Despitelhe indicationtha_menyofthe _ hous_l& examinedin oureibno_c analysisare
nottrulyneedybasedon lradiiionalFSI' eligib'ditysimulafi_ proce&n_, many appearto be elilgblefor
lheFoodStampProgramduringtheirzero-m spell. T_tmica_, lhese householdshavezero income,
andtlmr report_lassetbalancesarelow. Homesandincome-geneming assets,whichprovideclues in
an ethnographicstudy as to a household's financialviability,areexcluded from food stamp eligibility
deunn'inefims.It maybe thatmanyof thesezero-incomehousetmldswould never consid_ applyingfor
food stamp. Thismay explainwhy lhe food_ parlicipagonralesof zero-incomehouseholdshave
historicallybeensub_ lowerthanthose of householdswithvery low but positiveincomes.
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L INTRODUCTION

ofnaii_ representativesurvey_ suchas thosegattm'edin_ CurrentPopulation

Survey(CPS)oru_ Surv_ ofXnc_neand_ Participation(SIPP),_ rev_ theex.race

__ that_ tohave_ noincome_ orforaspecifiedInrio_ Onepma_ ofthe

Immgxlds surveyed in the March t-991 CPS reported receiving no earnings or other income i_ the prior

year, andafifih _the house_Ids mthe 1990 SIPP panel reported at least I momh _ m during

the 32 monl_ observ_ Past researchhas shown lhatlt_ ___min_ unlikely"_m house_!ds'

are not merely an artifact of the data but ralher a real phenomenon (United States Bureau of the Census

1974, Heniot and Spiers 1974, Obererheu and Oho 1975). Nevertheless, very little is known about the

people who claim to live wiltmut income or the circumstances associax_ with zaro-income periods.

Zero-income housd_lds are of particular interest to the United States Depmm_ of Agri_

(USDA)FoodandConsumerService0_CS),which 'admmisma_theFoodStampPrognm_(FSP). As

the largest_ _ p_ in the cota_y, the FSP served nearly 27 million people and distributed

$23 billionin _aefits during fiscal year 1995. The government makes food stamps zvm'lablenation, de

to financially needy households without imposing ncafinancial categorical crite_ such as whether

homet_ds containcahildrenor etdedy people. In terms of federalnutrition policy, examining trends in FSP

pani_ rates-Cepreporfimofthoseeligibleforfoodstampswhoac-manyapplyforandreceivefood

stamps-provides an indication of the Program's success at reaching the target population.

Past research on I_P parg_o_ has _ reveal_ a tmradox: the pargcipaficm rate for

eli_Ie Ixmsdxidsu'_ r_c_ zero_ inagivm monthis _ low;,infact,_ particip_o_

rate of zero-income households has been significan_ lower than that of households with very low but -

positive income (Trippe and Doyte 1992a and 1992b). This seemingly contradi_ _ding is difficult

to explain in terms of behavior. A household's tendency to participate would be expected to increase as

1
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income declines, and families with no income would be expected to be _e most likely to participate in the

FSP. This study analyzes the c/rcun'_ and characted_cs of zero-income households to identify why

FSPparticipation behavior is anomalous. Here, zero-income households are defined as households

/,tat report not having received any income in a given month from any source--salaries, wages, and tips;

mml_mt _ or Sodal Secmity;, Ixnsims; cash w_fnre bend;t_ Coutnot in-kind benefits);

or monies f_rn _ income, inter_ dividmds, or gi_.

In a previous study, Y-_hematica Policy Research, Inc. (MPR) tested a number of hypotheses

regardingthe cause of the Iow FSP parlicipa6on rates of zero-income households (Heiser 1992b). MPR

had speculated that zero-income food stamp unils (FSUs) might be (1) single people supported by other

members of the Census Bureau_ household who are not considered lo be part of the FSU, (2)

people survi_g solely on asset holdings, or (3) people with positive earnings offset by negative self-

employnmx or fan_ business loss or asset income. However, because the analysis was based on cross-

secfcml ._'.,er _ lmgimdiml a___.the studyyielded little insight and did not support these hypotheses.

The study docurnem_ in this report provides a more thorough undeJs'umding of the zero-income

phe.ome_m We use longim_ rather lhan cross-seaional dm to explore lhese and other hypotheses

ofltz causeof_ periods,ernp_ ethnographic research _ in profile households wi_

no income. The objectives of and approach to _ research tl_presented in Sections A and B below.

Chapter II summarizes the findings of previous studies of the zero-income ph___er_n_enotr Chapter Ill

presents information about the SIPP data used in this study, and Chaplin'IV descn'bes our methodology

andsangde. OurfmdingsfiomtheeRmograptgcanalysisarelxesent_in_V. Chapter VI presents

the aggregate demographic and socioeconomic chancteg_cs of the larger body of households that

experienced zero income at any point during the 32-month observation period and compares these

ct'ancltnist_ with those of low-but-positive-income households. Finally, an analysis of file zero-income

households included in lt_eFSP Integrated Quality CaxtirolSystem (IQCS) is included in Chapter VIL

2



A. RESEARCH OBJECTIVES

Theprimaryobjecdv_o/d_isstudyisto_ acomprehms_pro/leofze_o*incomeand

income households. ] Five research quesdims ofparticular interest are:

1. What are the demographic, economic, and social characteristics of tmusetlolds that
report zero o_n_mive income?

2. Whatc/rmausmices areassociatedwith die ooset ofa zero- or negative-income period?

3. How long do such households tend to report no income?

4. How do alleycope?

5. What are1hereasons for the previously, observed low FSP participation rams of zero-
income households?

These questions have important policy implicatic_.s. If households w/thout income are indeed less

likely to receive food stamps than o6ter low-income households, it is/mportant to undersmid why. h is

alsovaluableto undemand what prec/p/tates periods of no/ncome, how long such periods last, and what

events are associated with regaining posit'ye income.

B. RESEARCH APPROACH

To observe _e dynamic atm'butes of the zero-income populati_t that have not been revealed by

previous a'oss..sectiaaalanalyses of SIPP or CPS data, we base our analysis on a_ from _he 1990 SIPP

longitudinal file. We have elected to use an mconvm_oml mefilod of analysis. Rathe_ titan simply

mbulalingthe aE/reEatecim'a/:teris_s of the zm*o-m pop-!_iim, we base our profile of zew-income

lx_sd_ds on an_c analysisinwhichwe _ thechangingcircumstancesanda_n_utes

ofeach zew-income housd_d at the individual level for eachmomh ofthe 32-momh observation periocL

We use c_aphic and case study _ me. ods to idemify _ _ and charactm_cs 6u_tare

1We include households_ nega6ve _ in our target population of households withom income.

3



associamdwi_ _ advent and cl_ 'adamofzero-m_me spells and to subsequently categorize zero-income

households according to 1heapparem cause of their lack of income.

Our analyses are descriptive in namm and are suppormd by comprehensive tables tb.ai present the

aggregamdemograt_c and socioeconomic charactefi_cs of the zero-income population both as a whole

and divided into _e distinct categories of'zero-income households that we have idemfiied. Our malysis

discusses the cbx:m_ia.ces t!_ _pear to predpime and perpetuate spells of zero income for households

each category. We also sunmmrize paItems of food stamp receipt among zero-/ncome households

and examine d_e/r FSP participation rates._



IL PAST RESEARCH ON ZERO-INCOME HOUSEHOLDS

Past researchon zero-income households is limited. The studies that have been conducted

are based solely on cross-sectional data and have provided li_e insight into the true circumslances

a_fl'eCtinshouseholds that report periods of no incom_ This chapter presents the findings of prior

research related to the zero-income phenomenon. The first section summarizes the research

conducted by MPR that documents the perplexingly Iow FSP participation rates of zero-income

households and presents possible causes of the zero-income phenomenon. Section B presents the

findings from related studies of households that reported very low family incomes in the 1972 and

I974 CPS.

A. LOW FSP PARTICIPATION RATES OF ZERO-INCOME HOUSE!_OLDS

In both descriptive and multivariate analyses of food stamp participation, MPR has found that

people living in eligible zero-_ food stamp units participate in the FSP at a surprisingly low rate

(Allin and Mar6ni 1991, Czajka 1981, Trippe and Sykes 1994, Tfi.il_ and Doyle 1992a and 1992b,

Martini 1992). Using CPS, SIPP, and Income Survey Development Program (ISDP) data, MPR has

r_y found that the FSP participation rates of zero-income households are lower than those of

households with very low but positive incomes (see Tables 1I 1 and IL2). For example, using 1988

SIPP data, Trippe and Doyle (1992a) found that 70 percent of eligible zero-income households

participated in the FSP, compared to 79 percent of eligible households with incomes between 1 and

50 percent ofthe pove_ level (Table K2). Although analyses of 1989, 1992, and 1994 SIPP data

show that _is gap in participation rates has closed ova time, data from the CPS continue to show

zero-income households particip__Ln_gin the FSP at a relatively Iow rateJ

_The unrealistically high SIPP-based participation rates in 1992 and 1994 are caused primarily
by un_rting and other sampling problems in the SIPP-problems that are particularly acute
among low-income households. Stawianos (1996) reported that households with zero income may

5
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TABLE 11.1

F'SPPARTICIPATION RATES OF ZERO-INCOME HOUSEHOLDS AND HOUSHHOLDS
WITH VERY LOW BUT POSITIVE INCOME, 1976-1993

manicipati_pates)

Year 1976 1978 1980 1982 1984 1986 1988 1990 1991 1992 1993

aousemml_

Zea'o-_ 10 26 41 33 28 27 26 37 42 51 40

Vm'yLow bm
l:'a,liive Income

(1-50"4ofImv_ty) 47 53 62 79 78 73 69 79 87 83

Diffea'em_ -37 -27 -21 ..46 -50 .46 -43 -42 -45 -32 ..48

SOURCE:Tabulations of CNn'feintPolmlationSurvW (CPS_ based "Trends" file, 1976-1993.

TABLE II.2

I_PPARTICIPATIONPATES OF ;_'RO-INCONiEHOUSEHOLDS AND HOUSEHOLDS

wrm VERYLow mn' Po_ mcorp., l_S-l_2

,,, n, , ,, ,, ,

Year 1985 1988 1989 1992 1994

Household Type

Zero-lmxane 69 70 82 105 143

Very Low but Positive Income (1-.50%af povcxty) 93 79 87 102 100

Pertenta_ _ l)iffea_mtz -24 -9 -5 +3 +43

SOU_:E: Taip,latl,n_fimm____ '_ (SIPP}.bas_ Fos'rERS model. August 1985,
January 1988. lannary 1989. lnmu,ry 1992. _ January 1994.

NOTE: '_-_ rd_ ___ 100_ axedue to _x_'ting _ _ _ in SIPP. For farther
inf_om_ seeAppendixA of Stavrianos(1996).

be und sampled in SIPP,which would understate the number of zero-income eligibles, upwardly
biasingthe SIPP-basedparticipationrate among zero-income households.
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In fact, 1993 CPS data indica_ a participationrate for zero-income FSUs ofjust 40 perceni, compared

to 88 percent for FSUs with incomes between 1 and 50 percent of the poverty level (Trippe 1995)

(Table IL1).2

Several hypotheses have been investigated to explain these p,,_ling low FSP participation rates

for zao-m households. One poss_'ble explanation is that some zero-income households do not

actually live without income; rather, the true amounts of their income are mi-m_ported to survey

inte_ewers. Although this theory is supported by several studies (see Section B in this chapter), the

findings do not refute the proposition that nonparticipating zero-income households do exist (Heriot

and Spiers I975, Oberhen and Oho 1975).

Another hypothesis for the unexpectedly low FSP participation rate of zero-income households

is that many zero-income households are not truly eligible for food stamps (Martin; 1992). Martini

also argues that income-ineligible households may erroneously report income amounts of zero to

survey interviewers. Even if the proportion of these households is very small, the absolute number

of households would be large enough to outweigh the small number of households that truly do not

have income. Martini was not completely satisfied with this exp_on, however. He found that

even when the _ of other variables are removed, zero-income households still participate in the

FSP axa rate that is si?i6cantly below the rate of households with higher in_ne levels.

Convinced that some zero-income households do exist, yet unable to explain how these

houseimlds areable to manage without income or assistanco from food stamps, FCS requested an in-

analysis of these households based on 1988 SIPP data. Heiser investigated the hypothesis that

_IPR__ thst tbe CPS cons_ underesti,,,,,,_ participation rates. In general, SlPP-
based FSP participation ra_ are considered to be more accurate th*,, those based on the CPS.

to the CPS, SlPP colics mom ofthe _on _ to _ FSP eligibility and
the mtth_l_ for simulating eligibility more closely replicates the actual FSP determination

proc_s_ While the SIPP database is preferred for estimating point-in-time snapshots of participation
rates since 1984, CPS provides consistent data over two decades, and is thus a better indication of
trends in rates over time.
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ncapani_ zero-income households relyca other households for support bm found no evidence

ofomside financial resources for these households (Heiser 1992). h was also hypothesized thst people

who report zero income may live in a different FSU but the same Census Bureau-defined household

as people with positive income, and thus actually reside in a positive-income householc[ The data

reveal that this is the case for only 9 percent of zero-income persons, so this theory is not sumcient

to fully explain the zero-income phenomeno_ Iteiser also suggested that people in zm'o-income

households have substangal assets that may be used for support but found thai zero-income

households actually have fewer countable and noncounlable assets, on average, than other mcome-

eli_Me food stamp units, h was also speo,l_ that people in zero-income households have positive

earnings that are offset by nesafive asset income, such as a loss from a rental property. None of the

eligible zero-income households were found to have such negative asset income (Heiser 1992).

B. COMPARISON STUDrI_S OF INCOME UNDERREPORTING IN THE CPS

Previous research on households thai report very low or zero income in the CPS has found thai

si?ificant underreporting of income does occur on survey. The alarmingly high number of

households that reported extremely low annual household income (under $500) on the March 1972

CI_ sparked a number of innovative studies of this phenomenon. To test the accuracy of the income

dm_provided by CPS respcaden_ the Census Bureau matched individual-level data provided by the

Internal Revenue Service ORS) and the Social Security Administration (SSA) to the serf-reported

imeormationprovided by the 862 families and unmlaf_ individuals thai reported annual incomes of

less than $500 in the March 1972 CPS (U.S. Bureau of the Census 1974). Analysts compared their

repons to the data held by the IRS and SSA and examined the actual CPS questionnaires for these

respondents. Out of the 862 cases of very low income, only 19 were determined to be recording or

coding errors. For aborn a third of the cases, there was not enough/meormafion to determine the
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reasonsfix Iow income reports. It was postulated that this group reported part-year income or that the

reslxmdents lived on resources not recorded by CPS. For the remainder of the cases examined, low

reported income by families and individuals was determined to be a result of losses from business

expenses, .recent marital status changes, studsats being supported by families, special living or

fimac/al _ foster children being counted as unrelated individuals, and biases associated

theimpuas of missing

A follow-up _ve dam _ study conducted by Herriot and Spiers 09'/$) found

numerous errors in the repo_g of wages and salaries and concluded that of those households that

reportedzero income in the CPS, only about haffactuaUy have no income. Their study also concluded

that part of the net underreporfing of income by CPS respondents was due to apparent

'mL_nU_m_mionof the CPS income questions. In particular, several types of income were overlooked

by CPS respondents. A comparison of CPS household income data with inf_on provided by the

same households on their IRS tax returns revealed that a quarter of households with interest or

dividend income did not report this income on the CPS. The comparison also showed that income

- from self-employment was sign/ficantly less likely to be reported than income from wages or salaries.

A similar exact m_eh study conducted by Oberheu and Ono (1974) on the 1973 CPS also

ideat/fied mi__on ofthe income questions as a partial explanz$/on for households with very

low orno reported income. Comparisons between CPS responses and welfare agency _amlni_tive

records found that 14 percent of the surveyed households with _ who received public assistance

income did not report it on the CPS. Few subsequent studies that n_tch micro-level data from the

SIPP to those provided to the SSA or IRS have been conducted because such matches are time

consuming, difficult to implement, and subject to stringent confidentiality restrictions (Vaughan

1989).
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In conclusion, previous studies of serf-reported income suggest that problems in the reporting of

income, in part due to misunderstanding of the survey income questions, result in an exaggerated

number of observed zero-income households. Although we will not be able to isolate this

phenomenon m this study because we will not be ma_ching the SIPP daIa to administrative reC°rds,

these fmd/ngs should caution our _lusions as to the causes of lie zero-h_come phenomenon. The

findings do not refute the existence of zero-income households, however, and their tendency to

participate in the FSP at low rates remains unexplained. Several hypotheses regarding this finding

have been offered, but these have not been supported by the cross-sectional dala examined.

lO
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m_ THE SURVEY OF INCOME AND PROGRAM PARTICIPATION (SIPP)

Our_ _ ofzero-inmme_useholdsisbasedondaiafi_n the1990panelof SIPP.

SlPPa_ areparticularlyappropriateforthisstudybecauselhesurvwcollectsdetailedinformationon

earnings and other sources of income for ail household members over age I4 for eachofthe 32 months

int!_ mrveyperioct This_ income deta_ together with SIPP's rich soci_odemo_graphic ant,, most

of which are also updated for each survey monttt, enables us to construct a comprehensive longitudinal

portraitofthe circumstances_ zero-income households throughout the two-and-a-half-year period

for whi_ _ hoaset_ds were followed, h is this portraitupon which our analys_ is based. This chapter

&scn_s lhe SIPP database. Section A describes _ basic _ of the survey, Section B focuses on

,t.__dementsmost critical to this study, and Section C discusses some limitations of the SIPP data

A. SIPP STRUCTURE

SIPP is a nationally representative, mulli-panel, 'longmuli_survey lt_ collects demographic and

socioeconomicinformation on individualswho arefollowed for a period of overtwo and a half years.

Caxiuci_ bylhe U.S. Bureau ofthe Ca_r_ SIPP be_m in 1983, and rep_ panels are added each

year. The 1990 panel consists of all people who resided at approximately 20,000 addresses in Janua_

1990. People in these households age 15 or older were interviewed every four months. Even when

members of a household separated, the survey continued to track all original sample members for the

rnnaind=ofazpanet_lims _ _le _ arepartoftl_ panelaslongas/_y cmnnue

to live with those original sample manbe_. A core qussfionnaire was used to collect information on

demogr4tgc _cs of the housdmtd, housd_ld composition, and monthly income by source for

eachof dle four monit_s__pr_,,__' ___ In most waves, t_.e_ core questions were

wilh queslkms on a rangeoflopics _ variedfrom interview to interview, known as topical

modules. The analysesin _ report are based on a long/tudinal file developed from the core of the SIPP
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d_abase. We do not use the informa_on gathered in the topical modules because those arenot updated

on a _ basis, an activity critical to this type of analysis.

The 1990panel OfSIPP cove_ the period f_m October 19ggto August 1992. Itwas chosen because

it has a large sample size relative to other panels. Over the life of the panel, information about 69,432

people was collected for one or more months. The sample represems the nonina_imiovn!iT-d population

of the United States in Janu;l_y1990.1

B. SIPP CONTENT

This __<,__'ondescribesthe SIPP variablesmost criticalto an analysis of the zero-income phenomenon.

1. Income Data

Measures of momtdy income are essential to the study of zero-income households. Each round of

SIPP collectsindividual income data for the preceding four months. Total household income is based on

the sum of earnings and other income received by each household member age 15 or older. Types of

income recorded in SIPP and thus used in our study include earnings from wages and salary, self-

employment, and farm employment, as well as monies received fi'om property income, social security,

pensions, un=,_oloyrn_ insurance,interest dividends, and gifts. Welfare payme_ received in the form

of cash, such as Aid to Families wi& Dependent Children (AFDC), General Assistance (GA), and

SupplernenlalSecurity Income (SSI), are also counted as income; however, in-kind welfare benefits such

as9g_sereceh,ed through the FSP, the Special Supplemental Nuhi_o_ Program for Women, Infants, and

Children (WIC), low-rent housing, and _ee and reduced-price school meals are excluded from income

g_ds. SIPP income measurements reflect the income that was received before deductions, taxes, union

dues, or Medicare premiums.

]Members of the militaryliving on base or abroad are also excluded from the _rget population.
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A household _ does not receive income from any of these sources in a give_ ____motah_is considered

to be a zero-income household Alihough we refer to lhese households thwugho_ the report as "zero-

income households" or "households that experience zero income," we should caution dm lhese are

households that report that they did not _rec___'veincome from any of the sources collected in SIPP. As

discussedin ChapterIL SectionB, findingsfrom previousstudies suggest that incomemay be

underreported for some oflhese h/_useholds.

We alsohxttate house_ds wilh negative income in our analysisof _ households, but we

examinethem separately. Negative income occurs when positive- or zero-income amouui._areoffset by

negative asset or self-employmeni/ncome, such as payments made to maintain a rental property.

2. Labor Forte Data

lnirmafi_ _ ___ __ __ _ _ __ _ m_. Labor

Forcedata arecollectedin _ wave, for the preceding four monlhs. SIPP includes/nfotmafi_ about lhe

employment and length of lime at each job for sample members age 15 or older. An individual is

considered_ohold ajob ff wages or salaries,commism'cm,or in-kind aunings are received in exchange for

regular work Serf-employment, farm employment, and employment at a family business are included.

In addilion, SIPP collects/nformaiion on the average number of weekly hours an individual works

ltn'oul/houtthe month. If a sample member misses work, has been laid off; or spends time looking for a

job,thisisalsorecordect

3. Household Composition

SIPP alsoincludesdetailed inform__on on household compos/fi_, updated at each imm.view for the

precedingfour mm_. A houset,,oldis defined as agn_ ofpeople who occupy a common dwelling unit.

Each house_ld in the survey has an assigned _ _ a_ each household member's reJafionship

to that person is given, enabling us, in most circumstances, W discern complex family and household
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relafi_ and their change over time. When an individual leaves a household (for example when a

divorcing husband or a grown child leaves the family unit), SIPP coatinues to follow ail original sample

members, as well as people who reside with sample members in new households. This feature ofSIPP .

enables us to track the dynamic nature of household relationships over time and observe how household

forma6o_ and dissolulion ccr_'bute to the zero-income phenomeneo.

4. Other Social and Demographic _cs

Obhercharaan_cs ofindividmls and households _tat may help us determine the cause oflhe zero-

income phenomenon are also included in SIPP and updated in each wave for &e preceding four monde.

Examples of other relevant variables d_.atwe include in our proffie of zero-income households are age,

marital status, educa6on level, and welfare status.

C. UMITATIONS OF THE SIPF DATA

Th_ section descries some l/raiSons of_ SIPP data as lhey are used in _ analy_.

1. UnitofAnalysis ..

The unit of analysisin _ study is riteCensus Bureau-defined household _hatcan be observed on file

SIPP file. It dxmld be not_l thatfixisunk of observafic_ will occasionally differ from 1hefood smnp unit

(FSU), which is used by US"DAto demmine FSI' etig_ility. For.the great majority of cases, the two units

are identical. However,_ 4 percent of Census households include an individual or subfamily

_ha_preparesfood sepam_ f_omthe rest of_e hotm_ld and dins would apply separately for food stamp

ben_f,_. In these cases, the food stamp units differ in size and composifiogrlfrom fl_elarger Cw.zus

houset_d ofwhich rileyarea part. This has littleimpact on lhe methodology used to develop our analysis

file, except that for these cases, we examine food stamp elig]_'tlityand receipt for the entire household

rather than for the more appropriate FSU
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2. Se__m Effect

As described in Section A, SIPPinterviews take place every four monlits, at which time respondents

are asked to report their income, program participation, and other household info_ for each oflhe

preceding fi_urmonlhs. Because _ SIPP daia are collected in ibis manner, lhey may display a "seam'

etr-ect,inwhicha__ hrge numbaofctmges (e._, _ in =npl_ orprogram

'pamcipa_orctmges ininc=_ among) arermm_ b_v_ mon_ _t spantwo_ews (e.g,

lbo last month covered by Wave 1 and ihe first mcmh covered by Wave 2) and a correspon_ small

nmnber___ _ _ __ a_e__. SIPP seam eifecls are of_

notable. For example, in the first year of the 1984 SIPP panel, four 6mes as many Social Security

participants repot/ed exiting the program between _ _ spanned/nterv/ews as between months

within _ rd'ermce perkxi ora single inmview (Cilro and Kalwn 1993). We expect _ the seam effect

will corruptour es/ma_ of observed zero-income spell lengubs,resuliing in dumpings of reported zero-

income spell lengths at 4, 8, and 12 months.

3. lacome Underreporling --

SIPP, like most households surveys, dearly is subject to net un_g of income (National

Research_ 1993,Nalional Research Council 1995). It is not possible Wquanfifylhe extem of this

m_ because wehave no uue measure against which lo compare surv_ results. However, we

do know li_ SIPP obtains somewhat lower repons of earnings lhan _ March CPS (by about 2 percent)

(National Research Council 1995). tt is expected ll_ underrepo_ ofincome in SIPP is particularly

acuteammg setf-employ_ _ students, persms who rm_ive income from "under-lhe-table" sources,

and persons participating in govetmnent transfer programs (National Research Council 1993, National

Research Council 1995). Whilelhis ' '_ ofSIPP w:dlafi%ctour analysis in that sorne reports of zero-
·

incomewin be false,we anticipatefl_.attheuse of'ethnographicme. ods to moreflaoroughlyexplore

household _ willallow us to detmmine,in some cases, which households underrepon income.
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4. Limited Information on Sources of Outside Support

Data on outside sources of financi_ support is particularly _ in Sl_. QuesdG_s regar_-_§

r_e_c_tofcash :f;omfrimds, _, etc., arenot directty asked to SIPP _dmts. Rather, r_!:mndents

areasked lo report ail income by source, including gi_ of cash from relatives and friends and "casual"

inccr_ Ii is expected that many recipients do not include mba-household ttansfe_ when responding to

the SI]vP income inquiries. 'There are sex,era] reasons for this. Recipients may not think of financial

suppo_ 6wn fam_ and friends as wue income. In addition, some respondents rn_y be wary of reporting

such income to SIPP intervi_ts that they did not report to their FSP ehgl_'dity workers. While _ is

a known limitation of d_e data, it should be noted that studies show that file SIPP sm'v_ collects more

1boroughdata on ;.,i,,_ousehold transfers and casual income than file _ Population Survey (Coder

and So_-Rogers 1996).
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IV. STUDY METHODOLOGY

This chapter outlinesthe nmtxxiology d'_ we use to identify and analyze the cimnn.vamces aff_

zero-income households. There are _u'ee components of the analysis: (1) an ettmographic study, which

repmstn_ lt_ oore of our _ (2) an aggrega_ev_l malysis, which provides o0n'a_ for gm _,dlno_

from the ciluographicslmty;,arid(3) a compags_ of SIPP zero-income data with lhose coneclzd

the FSP administrative Integramd Quality Control System (IQCS). Each of the three _ is

described below, followed by a discussion of how we treat mmcated zero-income spells.

A. ETHNOGRAPmC ANALYSIS

The ethnographic analysis is lhe heart of our ze_income study, it is lt_ comlxxu_ designed to

provide insight inxo the circumstances affecting zero-income lxnm_lds that have not bom rev_lecl

lt_ough prior,more traditionalstudies. This section describes the meiixxiotogy used to selec_ our sample

and consm,_t a proile of toro-income households. We etected to use ettmogr'aphictechniques to devetop

a profilec_limse_ andto identify lhe _ or ccs_ificm lhatprecipilate periods of zero income;

we examined zero-income housS_ld dam at lhe individual case level, obssrviag lhe reporu_l

_cs c_eac_ ofthesehousS_ds ixthe full 32-m_ surv_p_ _suah u_tmiques

arenot -,x_,-um.ih_ arealsonot _ for smdyi_ similar_momma. As d_m'b_ in Chapter

IL Section B. a 1974 Census Bureau study _ the qum'dormsirm o_'respondsnts who reported

w,ry low income on the March 1972 CPS, thereby employing 6mast ethnographic techniques lo better

understand the circum._-'_-cesof these people.

1. Sample Selection

Our sample is composed of the households that reported no income in Janumy 1991. We selected "

January 1991 as our observation nxmth because it fails close to gm middle ofthe two-and-one-half-year
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surv_ _ arutlhus allows us sufficienttt_n points on _ end m observe what may have precipital_

the _ spell, as wall as what_ _ _ed the spell to end. A secondary reason for selecting

January 1991 is g'tat it is the cormnon month of Wave 4 of the 1990 SIPP panel, in which detailed

informationon asset holdings was collected.

Our analysis oflhe SIPP data_ 152 households _ income in our observation _ of

January1991 (see Table IV.I). Due to FCS's conca_ about lhe sample size, we investigated the impact

of_ our observation periodfrom a single spec/fied month to anymonlhin an entire wave. This

would increase the sample of zero-income households from 152 to 261. However, after careful

comi_ we elected to _ our originalstudy design in which we examine only households with

zero incomein one specified monlh (al_ough we do include a section comparing these households to all

households fi.at ever report zero-income in the 1990 SIPP). Our original design is conceptually

slrai_ifi_-wa_ and the study populagon clearly reflects the cross-section of zero-income households in

lhe U.S. population in January 1991. An expanded observation period would not represent a mae cross-

section of the U.S. population at anypoint in lime. Our findings would therefore be dit_cult to interpret

not gamarmble. Other faca:_ that conm'but_ m our decisionm maintain a single-month observation

pmod were _ expense (given _ efimographic analytic framework, ii would be significantly more labor

to examine an addiliona] 109 households), the lack _ed asset data for months other dina

those covered by Wave 4, the potemiai for fime-periM-cohort confounding whe_ grovping households

thatexperiencezei-om in cliffer_ months, and the increased likelih/xxi of our being unable

to observeeither the begirmingor ending of a zero-income spell (spell consoring)with an expanded

observation period.
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TABL_ IV. 1

ETHNOGRAPtHC STUDY SAMPLE

mllUll

Sample N_ Percm'X
i

Households Observed in SIPP in.l_uaBr 1991 20,738 I00.0

Households Without Income in J_'mary 1991 152 0.7

Zero Income 143 94.1

Negative Income 9 5.9

i

So_J'acE: Tabulations of 1990 SIPP a_n_
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Ouranalysisfound anmnber of households in January 1991 that have monthly income amounts/_t

arepositivebut very close to zero-some as iow as a few dollars. We discussed whelher to include these

households in our analysis but decided to resuict our sample to true zero-income households. Alu%ugh

my low-inc_e households, espec/ally lhose with just a few dollars of/ncome per month, are likely to

sharemany c_lhe same _ and charactem/cs as z_-m households, to include near-zero-

income households in our sample would neces.4tate establishing an arbitrazy income _n'eshold. A

thresho]d of zero may be most compelling for policy makers and preserves the simpl/c/ty of the study

design. We do include ne_,h,e-incorne households in our targetpopulation of households w/lhout income.

Howexer, anticipa_ differencesbetweeri _e two types of households, we analyzed the negative-income

households separately from zero-income households and made comparisons between lhe two groups.

The resulting sample for the efimographic study consists ofl52 households-143 with zero income

and 9 with negative income (Table IV. 1). AH have at least one month of zew income; each of _hese

reporteda'_ial householdincome of zero or less lhan zero in Janumy 1991, and most reported

zero income in one or more adjacem months as well.

2. Ethnogr_hic Analysis

Om-_c analysisofzero=incornehouseholds is based on a case study approach in which we

manuallyfollowd_echaracteristicsandeventslt_ are reportedby a household overumeand make

informed judgemems as to the larger circumstances affecting lhe household, based on lifts case-level

im_'mafiou.

a. Household PorU'aits

The first stage of file eltmogr_hic analysis entailed formatting lhe SIPP ant. gonemext for each

householdin a marinerconducive to manageable ethnographic analys_. To do so we crea_ a 32-month

single-p_ s_'stical "portrait" of each household in our sample. Each pom-ait resembles a calendar on
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which the demographic and socioeconomic chamctefi_cs of the household are lracked for the full two-

md-a-h_-year sm'v_ period. In addilionto this household portrait, we also produced individual portraits

for eachhousehold nmnber. The home_d por'aaitcontaim infonnafi_ cmall variables that we examine

at _le homSmld level: household size and composition, lo-,alhousehold income, home ownel3hip staIm,

and household progrmn participation status.1 Individual portraits display individual-lewJ att_utes and

conditions, including the demographic ciutmctegmcs, relationship to the household head, employment

status, personal incomeby income source, educational status, and individiial program participafi_ status

of each houschold member. The longitudinal cal_dar forma_ for the porUa_ makes it easy to track

changes over 6me and Wobserve lransig_.s tha_may be associated with the onset, duration, or end ora

zero-income spell. The portraits include information on the receipt of in-kind public assistance benefits,

which may provide clues as to how zero-_ households survive during periods wi_out cash income.

Appendix A includes em example of a household po_ followed by individual poruai_ for each

household member.

b. C3assifying Households by Zero..Income Tri_,._,_ Events

We used the in_on displayed on these longitudinal portraits to identify the charactefi_cs

common to zero-m_e households and the "trigger" events or conditions as.mciauedwith the onset of

zero-income spells. The trigger events and conditions around which we designed our analysisarelisted

in Table IV.2. These include changes in employment or disability status, household compositieo, school

evollmmt, geographiclocation, and asset balances. To the extent feasible, we also invesli_ whether

the apparem trigger events or conditions wac the results of' data momalies ra_er than actual changes.

1Thehomeholdpcra_ _ informagonon household - or family unit-level assistance programs
such as the FSP, energy assistance, and rent subsidies, whereas govemment programs targeted to.
individuals,such as AFDC, WIC, and Supplemental Security Income (SSI) are shown on the 'm_vidual-
level portraits.
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TABL_ IV.2

EXPECIED TRIC_'_,_'_'_ AND CONDITIONS

I i mmI

Trigger Event or C.on_oo Explanagon

_in:

Employment Stares Job loss; illness, disability or malemity leave; retirement

Household Composition Household dissolution, including loss of household
member(s) who is (are) main source of income; births;
de.arias

School Enrollment Smms _ er leaving school

Geographic Locagon Household or individual moving

Sources of Omside Suppon Terminaiic_ of inter-household transfers (excluding in-
kind benefitsandrelianceon commodities)

Asset Balances Spending down savings account

Dm Anomalies or Errors Underreported income

Missed interview(s)
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Table IV.3 presu_ the list of 1riggerev_ used in this study. It is based on the rl_ and thus

differs Mmewt_ from our expected set ofmgge_ events. We identified a primary u'igger event for each

tmuset_d and _ grouped d3ehouseholds accordingto ffzisapparentcause of their reportedzero income,

as determined through the edmogra_c analyses. Na_]raliyd_re were some cases in which multiple

u'iggerevents could be identified. In these cases we classified 1hehouseholds according to the appare_rt

canseofd_r period_ income,asdetermined_roughourethnographicanalysis,usingour

best judgement.2 In other cases, especially _3x)sein which lhe zero-income spell began prior to the start

of the sm'v_ period, a trigger event was not easily id_le. In these cases we made our best

cf the cause. Table IV.3 summarizesour definitionsof the tugger eva,i_ and the rules we used to classify

the households.

c. l_"True" Zero..Income Households and "Improbable" Zero*Income HousehoMs

After classifyinghouseholds by the uig_er event that appeared to most direct_ precip?,e_ed_ezero*

income spell, we classified the trigg_ event groups _emselves into two groups-"true' zero-income

houseix)Ms and "improbable' zero-m_me households-based on how likely we believed lheir report of

zero incometo be. In our judgement, true zero*'mcomehouseholds are those for whom lhe claim of zero

income is probablyvalid; we can observe a clear event or cco_ preceding or _ ihe zero-

income period and there are no reported _cs which _e pause m their report of zero income.

Insomecasestheperiodwithoutincomemaybemere_acashflowproblem,andthezeroincomespell

is not likely to be long term or severely detrimental, but defin/ti_, ihe household truly receives no

2In some cases, lhe t3-ansi_onto _incorne was mili_tted by a tempord_ "stop gap" source of
income, such as receipt of unemployment insurance following a job loss. In such instances, we would
assignthe primary _,,se of the zero income period to be "Job Loss". Despite lhe fact that _ tran_
m _ was hnmedia_ preceded by terminal_ of unemployment insurance, u_¢cause of zero-
income would not be classified as "loss of Cash Benefits".
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TABLE IV.3

!)EFHqlTION OF TRIGGER EVENTS AND CONDITIONS
USED IN TtI_ MICRO-LEVEL STUDY

Rules for Classification

Trigger Event or Condition Definition Before Zero-Income Spell During Zero-Income Spell

TRUE ZERO-INCOME HOUSEHOLDS

.lob Loss, Layoff, or Missed Work Zero-income spell caused by change in Period of positive income must be observed. Unemployed or out of labor force (ESR =
employment status of wage earner due to Employed at least I week (ESR=I-5). Not 6, 7, 8).
jobless, temporary layoff, missed work, or self-employed (SE=0).
rctlrcment.

Habitual Unemployment Zero-income cause uncertain; primary Not observed. Unemployed or out of labor force (ESR = 6,
earner conlinuously unemployed. Staff of 7, 8-.usually 8).
zero-income spell not observed.

Household Dissolution Zero-income spell caused by household Periodof positive income must beobserved. Householdsplits. Must not beaccompanied
dissolution due to death, divorce, adult by job loss.
child leaving home, or unrelated
roommates terminating living
arrangement.

School Enrollment Zero-income spell caused by change in Period of positive income must be observed. Enrolled in school (ENROLL=I).
student enrollment stalus (entering school). Employed at least ! week (ESR- I-5). Unemployed or out of labor force (ESR -

6,.7,8).

Loss of Cash Benefits Zero-income spell caused by loss of cash Period of positive income must be observed. Cash benefit income = O.

welfare benefits. Only income is from cash benefits (AFDC, Unemployed or out of labor force (ESR =
SS!, OencralAssistance). Unemployed or out 6, '7, 8).
oflabor force (ESR =6, 7, 8).



TABLE IV.3 (continued)

Rules for Classification

Trigger Event or Condition Definition Before Zero-Income Spell During Zem-lncome Spell

IMPROBABLE ZERO-INCOME HOUSEHOLDS

t

Employment Without Pay Zero-income cause uneefiain; at least one Not self-employed (SE=O) Employed at least I week (ESR-l-5) but
household member employed at full- or salaries and wages,-0. Not self-employed
pad-limo job, but no salary or wages (SE-0).
repealed.

Io

Self-Employment Zero-income spell related to self- Period ofpositive income must be observed." Self-employed (SE=l)but nolonger earning
employment of primary comer. Self.4mJployed(SE- I) and working (ESR =I- income.

5). Income from self-employment.

Spend-Down of Asset Balances Zero.income spell caused by loss of asset Period ofpositive income must be observed. Asset income = 0. Unemployed or out of
income as income-generating assets are Only income from income-generating assets labor force (ESR "' 6, 7, 8).
depleted to the point of no longer (savinss, siocks, CDs). Unemploycd or out of

8enemtin$ into. labor force (ESR = 6, 7, 8).

Negative Income Household repealsnet .egativo htcome. May m may not beobserved. Household income less than 0.

SE - Self-employment status (I - self-employed).
ESR - Emldoyment status roeodB,raxxled for the month from repofied smwcrs ( I - with a job entire month, worked all weeks, 2 £ with a job entire month, mined one or mine weeks,

no time on layoff, 3 - with a job entire month, missed one or more weeks, spent limo on layoff, 4 -*with job one or more weeks, no time spent looking or on layoff; 5 = with job
one or more woeb, spent (moor more weeks looking or on leyo_ 6 - no job during month, spent entire month looking or on layofP, 7 ,, no job during month, spent one or more
weeks looking or on layoflP,8 = no job during month, no time spent looking or on layoff).

*There are no self-employed househoMs in our sample for which a period of positive income is not observed.



incomef_ that pmoct These _es include: (1) lob Loss or Layoff; (2) Habitual Unemploymmt, (3)

Loss of Cash Benefits, (4) Households Dissolution, and (5) Enrollment in School.

Trigger event categories for which the cause of file zero-income spell is !ess apparent include: (1)

Self-Employment, (2) Empl_ Without Pay, and (3) Assets Spend-Down Households. Our

etimographicanalysis provided evidence lhat these households may be financially viable ho_lds for
al.

whom a report of zero income e:caggerm_ ltaeir financial dimculties; in ninny cases, other reported

characteristics contradict the household's claim of zero income.

d. Descriptive Analysis

The ettmo_hic analym in which we apply these deCmiticizsand rules is summarized in Chapter

V. It is descriptive in nalure and includes anecdotal as well as summary information to support our

concMsions as to (he identity of zero-income households. Comprehensive tables and charts summarize

lhe charactefi_cs of zero-income housel_Ids and zero-income spells.

0_- _ _ h,Chartm'v see_ _omswer_e res_._ qu_(_.s po_ in Ch_ter I, and
o-

thus includes a general profile of the sociodemographic and economic characterimcs of zero-income

households, pot_lial e_plzn_ons for their lack of income, an analysis offiae fi'equency and duration of

zero-income spells, _ e_plmafion$ for how these households survive, and an analysis of FSI)

participation among _ group.

B. AGGREGATE-LEVEL ANALYSIS

lhe ptima_ focus ofliis reportis lhe ethnographic analysis, we provide a context for lhose

findings by examining the aggregate-level c,hamc_risiics of all households that ever experienced zero

income-households that reported zero income for any ofthe 32 months covered by the survey. It is not

poss_e to make gmerali_atlons about the households represented by this sample without conducting an

e&nogrg_c maly_ but we compare filebasic aggregate characteristics of'households that ever reported
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zero income with those of households lhat reported zero income during our January 1991 observation

period. We iabul_ the total number of households tim report zero inCOmein each monlh of the survey,

examine_ s_ and eccnamk _cs of these households, and determine file mean

length ami pattern of their zero-income spells. We also compare the attributes ofthis larger sample of

housd_ds _ those of other households that report_ low but positive income on SIPP w

discernwhefi_ the _cs ofzero-_ _lds aresigr_cantly different from those of other

low-m _ We drew our sample from the entire 1990 SIPP panel, selecting households fiu_t

reported at least 1 month with zero or negative income during any of the ei/ht survey interviews. Our

analysisfound 6,328households (29 percem of_e SIPP sample) that met this _ (see Table IV.4).

Of these households, 6,280 reported a period of zero income and 48 households reported a period of

nerve h_ne.

Our findings from _ stage of the analysis, which are presented in Chapter VI, are based on

aggrega_ tabulations _/mn an ethnographic examination of the housS_lds. The analyses are

descrip_ in nau_.

C. IQCS DATA COMPARISONS

To provide further context for our findings from the e__c amdysis, we also present the

_cs of households3 sampled in _ FCS admh_-_ve integrated Quality Control System

(IQCS) d.___ that report zero income. We __ the characlm4_cs of these food stamp un_ to

those of lhe zero-income housd_ds in our SIPP-based ethnogtnt_c study. We make three sets of

oampam_: (1) between the IQCS _ housS_ds amithe IQCS households fi_m the same time

period_ have low but positive incomes (d_u_l in this study as positive incomes benea_ the poverty

3The unit of analysis for the IQCS data file is actually the food stamp unit ra_er _ the Census
B_ed household. However, for simplicity, we use the terms interchangeably in 6tis report
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TABLE 1V.4

A_GATE-LEVEL STUDY SAMPLE

, iii ,,

Sample Number Percent
iii

All SIPP Households 21,900 100.0

Households W'tthout Income in Any Mon_ of the 6,328 2g.8
32-Mort& Survey Pet_i_od

Ze_Inc_e 6,280 99.2

Negnfve=Income 48 0.8

SOURCE:Tabulations of 1990 SIPP data.
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line); (2) between the IQCS zero-income households and _e SIPP zero-income households; and (3)

between the IQCS zero-income households and the SIPP zero-income households that report FSP

panic_i_ duringtheirzero-income spell The first compm is designed to further reveal differences

betweenzero-incornehouseholds and those with poskive but limited income, thereby helping us to better

unde_-s_nd the zero-income phmomenOrLThe second comparison provides additional c,csrte_ m our

e_ograph/canalysismdhighliglmsignificantd/ffermcesbetween_e twogroupsth_ mayfurtherinform

our unde_smd/ng of why households report zero income in SIPP. The third comparison serves the same

purpose as the first, but limits the analysis to zero-income households that participate in the FSP. Our

findingsfrom the e/mographic study indic,methat not all SlPP-reported zero-income households are truly

needy(seedisamioninChapterV). Thethirdcomparisoncomrolsforthisdislinc_on,focusingonlyon

householdswith a unequivo_ financialneed, as demonstrated by their FSP participation. These findings

are presented in Chapter VIE

1. IQCS Data

The IQCS is an ongoingreview of food stamp unit circumstances designed to measure the accuracy

with which eligibility and benef_ mount determinations are made. The system is based on a national

sample of participating units _w,_;fiedby the 50 States. Annual State samples range from 300 to 2,400

reviewsdepending on the size of the monthly participating caseload. The database used for this study is

an extract of'the Fiscal Year 1991 IQCS file created annuallyto conduct FSP participation research and

to model FSP policy questions.

2. Sample

Our IQCS sample consists of the 452 food stamp urals fi'om the January 1991-IQCS sample that

reportzero income in thatnxx_ Janua.,y1991 was chosen so the d_, would correspond with those that '

comprisethe edmographicanalysis. Our sample oflow-but-po_ilve-income households includes the 4,397
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food stamp units in the Ja_ua_ 1991 IQCS sample with positive incomes below the poverty thresholc[

The sub-_,_le ofc_ SIPP _c sample li_ reporlzdFSP participation during their zero-income

spell numbers 36, or 23.7 percent of the ethnographic sample.

3. Differeaces beiwam the SIPP and IQCS Dam

It is important whe_ making comparisons between the SIPP and IQCS zero-income households to

keep in mind the differences between the two files. SIPP r!_ tm FSP participation, income, and other

demographic and socioeconomic characted_cs are self-reportecL The information is told in the SIPP

interviewer and accepted unless contradictory information is provided. Recall bias and inte_onal

misrepora may skewthe data. IQCS data, however, areacquiredfim:m/h the FSP eligibility determinalion

process. Rec._pt of food stamps is certain, and reported income (as well as many olher household

characteristics) is verified by eligibility workers to the best of their ability. Verifiable a_ items on the

IQCS tt__ file are likely Wbe more accurate than the analogous data items collected by SIPP. While it

is not pn_'_ble_ _ resources avail_le to figs study to test or comrol for ihese potent/al biases, it is

_ thax_ey be cmsideredwhencompa6ng_ fiom the_o files.

D. TREATMENT OF TRUNCATED ZERO-INCOME SPELLS

We measure filelength ofihe zero-income spellsof each_household in lhe sample for file efimographic

analysis. Using the full Ic_gitudinal data, we identify file months in which each household's zero-income

spellbegan and ended Because the great majority of Zero-income spells areshort, and because we have

chosen a reference mmlh near the middle of the 32-rnonth panel, most zero-income spells examined are

completely _ within ihe 32-month survey period. However, 20 percent of the zero-income

spells in our sample are mmcaIed; _ is, lhey began prior to the commencemmt of the panel or had

not ended by the last month of the panel and thus are not fully conta



month are left-censored;k is notpos._'bleto determinewhen_eir zero-incomespells begn_ Likewise,

householdsthatreportedzeroin __c____beginn/ngonorbeforefilereferencemonth nd cont/n_ untillhe

finalnm_ of the survey have fight-censoredspells. We cannotdisc,em whether_ey would continueto

experieecezeroincomein the followingmcmh(s),andff so,whenfile zem-_ome spellwouldend.

Housei_dstha__ zeroB_me h e',_ymoeth_ _ _ _ _ _mcome spells;

boththes'_ardr_and_ a_ areunknown.Theset-un_ zero-incomespe_ _ the_ to

biasma'es'_m_ cfzmo-_ spelllen_hbecausedataonthesespellsareincomplete.However,we

correct for lixis censo_g when computing median spell length by using Kaplan-Meier survival

tectvuques.4 This_ uses lhem/mlhlydatato estimatetheprobabilitythatazero-incomeperiodwill

ruminate in each successive month. The d/stn'butionof spell lengths is derivedfrom _e estimeted

probables, whichallows us to compute_e median lengthof time with zero/ncome forall households.

4We re'Il calculate_e medianzero-incomespell dmafi_ ratherthan _e mean dural/onfor two
reasons.Fust,arneenc_ be sign_cantly_by a fewextreme values in lhe data,whereasa median
w_l beless _ by om_mg datapoints. Thus, when _ abigtdyskewed _bution (which
is likelytobeobtn/ned_ _ durationdata),themedianis oftena more _ measure_ theme_m.

/_emedianis also amoreappropriatemeasureof centraltendency_ _e meanwhen survival
analys/s_Imiques are employedto analyzedurationdatafi_t/nclude right-censoredspells, because_he
medianislessaffected by the exactspecificationof the modelforimputingvaluesto the censoredcases.
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V. FINDINGS FROM THE ETHNOGRAPHIC ANALYSIS

The objective of this study is to provide detailed profiles of households that report periods of no

/ncome in a nat/omi sample survey such as the SIPP. Are reports of zero income rea] or are they pr/mar/iy

an artifact of th_ data collection, _ and imputa/_ process? If reported z_-income _1_

don't really live wi&out income, ____why do they report _ they do, and how should these households

be treated in future SIPP dam analyses? Conversely, if we find that zero-/ncome households m_y live

/ncome, thru wha_are/re _!_es of the zero-/ncome periods, and how do lhese households cope?

This chapter presents our findings from the ethnographic/nvest/gation. The anaJyses presented are

descriptive in nature and are supplemented by the accompanying tables.

As shown inTable V.I, our _ndings were mixed. Of the 143 households that reported zero income

in Janumy 1991, 114 (80 percmt) appear to have an au_emic reason for doing so; for each of these 114

households, our ethnographic analysis identified a spec/ftc event or condition that prec/p/ta_ or

corroborates the no-income claim For purposes of simplicity, we refer to fi_esecases as "true" zero-

income households. Forthe remaining 29 zero-income households, _e cause of the zero-income episode

is less apparent;no change in household circumslances precedes the zero-income period, and in some

cases c_er reported c2mracter/st/cs may contradict the household'_rdahn of zero income. We refer to

these 29 households as"imprd_Ie' zero-income households. An additional 9 households reported a net

negativehouseholdincome in Janua_ 1991. Because theircircumstancesappear to be different from those

of zero-income households, we analyze them sept.

The remainderof this chapter summarizes these findings. Section A describes the characteristics of

file true zero-_ households. We descn]_ die overall characteristicsof this group; 1hespecific trigger

evems we identified; and the charact_st/cs of subgroups, classified by tr/gger evmt In this section we

also examine severaJ of the research questions identified in Chapter I. Section B describes the '
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TABLE V.1

ZERO-INCOME HOUSEHOLDS BY TRIGGER EVENT OR CONDITION

Percemage of All Percentage of True
Zero-Income Trigger Event Zero-Income Zero-Income
or Trigger Condition Number Households Households

imm i i

"True" Zero-Income HousehOlds 114 79.7 100.0

Job Loss or Layoff 67 46.9 58.8

Household Dissolution 21 14.? 14.0

HabitualUnemployment 16 11.2 18.4

EnroIlmem in School 4 2.8 3.5

Loss of Cash Benefits 6 4.2 5.2

Improbable Zero-Income Households 29 20.3 -

Employment WifiaoutPay 6 4.2 -

Spend Down Assets 2 1.4 -

S eft-Employment 21 14.7 -

Total Zero-Income Households 143 100.0 --

Negative-Income Households 9 5.9 -

Total 152 100.0 100.0



_cs of the 29 households for which we have not identified a clear trigger event We highlight

any contradict_ infonnag_ reportedand suggest methods for idenfifsing and handling &ese households

in future analyses. Scx___'onC ptesmls _ _istics ofhouseholds an.at report a period ofnet negative

income and describes the trigger events and conditions that typically precede or accompany such an

episode. Tables V.2 through V.8 show the dmracted_cs of (he 152 zero- and negaIive-income

_ds in our sample. The tables present lhe characted_cs of the households as a whole and broken

down into true zero-income households, improbable zero-income households, and negative-income

households, as well as by the specific cause o£zero income.

A. TRUE ZERO-INCOME HOUSEHOLDS

We were able to identify a trigger event or cen_ for 80 percent oflhe households lhat reported

zero income in January1991(TableV.1). For eachof lhese households, one of the following patterns was

observed:

1. Clgm,T_ £_. A period of posifve income is foUowed by a trigger event which is
followed by a period of zero income.

2. _ Tr/_ _. A periodof zero income is conctm_t with a trigger condition.
No periodof positiveincomeis observed.

In the first model we are able to observe a period of positive/ncome followed by the occurrence of

a clear zew-income trigger event-an observable change in the c,haracteli_cs or cirmimsmnces of a

homdx/d, such as achange in employment siam,s, hhatdirectly precedes a zero-income period. In most

cases the onset of a zero-income episode typical_ follows the trigger event widxin a month, allhough in

some casesthe _ is ddayect The lrigger events we identified are (1) job loss, layo_ or missed work;

(2) household dissolution; and (3) loss of welfare benefits.
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TABLEV.2

HOUSEHOLDCOMPOSITION:ALLZERO.INCOMEHOUSEHOLO.I
(Porcontlgea)

Tnfo Zero-Income Houuholde ImpmlMMo Zem-4Mom Hout_holde Nqdiv4
Jot)LUrid; Hoblluet ' Household Enrolln_fiiin )-TL_t _/Cash - _ Employment 8pond.Oown G0W- Income

Zero-IncomeCategory Told Told Leyoff Unemldoltment I:)m_A_fi School Benefits Toad Wllhou(Pay Atu_ Employment Houpholdo

Householdlille Inumber of membeml
I 41.1 47.4 35.8 60.8 90.7 58.0 66,0 47A (167 t00,0 47.9 22.2
2 2t,1 111.9 26.9 12.5 t9,0 O,O 10.7 2t.t 00 0.0 23.8 33.3
3 I.I t0,6 10.4 t 2.5 4.8 25.0 10.7 7,0 O.0 0.0 0.5 11.1
d 0.2 7.1 10.4 O.0 4.8 00 18.7 IS.2 10 7 0.0 9.5 22.2
B 9.0 9.1 119 9._1 0.O 250 O.T) 7,1 18.? 9.0 9.5 0.0
(1ormom 3.3 3.1 4.6 0.0 4.8 O.0 0,0 2,1 0.0 0.0 0.O 11.1
TohI t00`0 t00.0 458.0 400.0 100.0 t00.9 t00.0 t00,0 t00.0 t00.0 100.0 t00.0

Moonhouseholdsize 1,6 6,Z 215 1.9 1.7 2.5 2.0 2.2 2,2 t.0 2.I 219

NumberofChildrenInHousehold ;-

None I1.9 (11,2 58.2 7t5.0 76.2 50.0 50.0 ll.I 69.7 100.0 6t.9 (16.7
I '11.4 t9.3 17,9 t8,8 190 25.0 33.3 7.9 0.0 0.0 14.3 0.0
2 (1.1 I,`j 9fi 9.3 QQ Q.Q 0.9 '16.11 19.7 0.0 14.3 222
3 6.2 9.0 11.9 0.0 0.0 25.0 16.7 10.6 t6.7 0.0 d.5 1t. I
4 6,0 6.0 3.0 0.0 48 O.O 0.0 O.Q O.Q 0.0 0.0 0.0
6 or moro O,O 0.1 O,Q 0.0 O,O O,O Off O,O O.O O.O O.O O.O

Total t00.0 `j00.0 t00.0 t00.9 100.0 1M.1 t00,0 100,0 t00.0 100,0 t00,0 t00.0

MeannumbocofchtJcIren12411'household 0.7 0.7 0.9 0.3 0.4 1.0 0.8 0.7 0.8 0.0 0.7 0.9
Age 8 and under Q.2 0.6 0.3 OdD 0.1 09 02 0.3 0,8 0.0 0,2 0,0
Aged - 17 0.1 0.(1 O.S 0.3 0.3 OS 07 0,4 O.O 0.0 0.6 0.9

t4umt41of _dM_ t4o',J,oh_dMombe_

t., _l,, None 61.6 03,9 92.5 93.8 952 t00.0 tQOO 99.! IQ0,0 t00.0 99.2 66.7
t 1.1 6.3 60 9.3 4.0 0.0 0.0 7.6 0.0 0.0 4.6 22.2

C_ 2 '1.3 0,.9 1.6 0.0 O.O O,O 0.0 214 OdO 010 O.O t1.t
3 or mo(e 1.0 0.1 O.O 0.0 0.0 0.0 O0 0`0 O.O 0.0 0.0 0.0
TQ'tll t58`0 `j00.1 t00,0 100,0 tOQ.O t00`0 tQQ,Q 1QQ,Q `J(1Q,Q 466,0 ¶Q0`0 '199`0

Moannumb(Jrof oldedyperhoulelMId 0.1 0.t 0.I _ 0.1 OrO 0.0 O,O O.`j 0.0 O.Q 0.0 0.4

HauuhoM Tylp4

I-_useholdswithChildren 31] 38.1 41,9 25.0 23.8 66.0 66.0 34.2 33 3 O.O 35.1 33.3

Matfi4dc)oupio 2t.7 2HIll 25.4 12.5 4.9 60.0 19.7 2(I.3 33.3 O.O 2'3.8 33.3
81figleporerd(oeHweduce present) t,3 `j.0 t.5 O.O 4.6 9,0 GO 0.0 O.O O.O 0.0 0.0
8ingleperone(noolhoriClultsprmnl) '12.11 `j4,0 13.4 t 2.6 14.3 0.0 33.3 7,9 0.0 O.O !4.3 O.O
Other 0,7 0.0 1.6 O.O 0,0 O0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.9 0.0 0.0

HouNhoklswfihoutChllckefi 631.1 (13.2 58.2 75,0 7(I.2 66.0 50.0 11.0 (19.7 100.0 (11.9 (16.7
_ngkl pereMI 47A 47.4 35.9 60.6 66.7 58.0 50.0 47,4 66.7 109.0 47.6 22.2
Miffed c_JpJe t(1`0 7,9 10.4 11.3 4.(1 O.0 0.0 19.4 0.O 0,O 14.3 44.4
0thor (1,(1 7.11 t 1.9 O.O 4,(1 0.0 O0 O.O O.O 0.0 0.0 0.0

Total t58.1 t00.0 t00.1 t00.0 100.1 t00.0 '100.1 t00.1 t00.9 t00.0 't00.0 't00.0

9empfaslzu t62 tt4 (17 1(1 21 4 e 311 (1 2 21 9

SOURCE:TebuMo_eof 199081ppLonglt_nll Fifo.

NOTEd:DataIre forJommfy1901(dudn9zero-Incomespell).

Chlkkonerepeopleunde_ego 19.

I 7heelderlyerep4Mple.go d0 Iredover.



TABLEV.3

DEMOGRAPHICCHARACTERISTIC8:ALLZERO-INCOMEHOUSEHOLD9
(Per.reties)

True Zero.IncommHotmeholde ImprobableZero.incomeHouseholds Negative
JobLmor HlbltuM ' i-douxhold Enfofimentln LossofCnh " Empbyment Spend.Down 8elf. Income

Zefp*fnoomeCategory Told Total Layoff Unemp!oymdm__,-__,_.__,U,__.School Benefits Total ',*,',,_,,c_,_Pay · _, ::-=-;_i r · innll ............

All of #eu,,ehold RefemlCePerson

10- t7 t.3 1.0 0.0 0.0 4.8 25.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 GO
10- 19 2.0 3.0 1.6 0.0 9.6 0.0 0.0 2.4 t6.7 0.0 0.0 0.0
20- 34 t0.0 t3.3 1t.9 0.0 33.3 0.0 0.0 2UI 16.7 0.0 0.0 0.0
26 * 29 t6.t t6.3 22.4 t2.6 t4.3 0.0 33.3 2.0 t0.7 O.O GO * O.G
30 - 34 t3.! 44.0 16.4 6.3 4.,8 50.0 16.7 t0.0 16.7 0.0 14.3 0.0
36 - 39 0.0 0.t 7.5 6.3 0.0 25.0 0.0 _P1.I 16.7 0.0 33.3 0.0
40 - 44 0.3 0.0 9.0 0.0 14.3 0.0 19.7 7.0 0.0 0.0 9.5 11.1
45 - 49 tl.0l t0.11 9.0 12.5 0.5 0.0 33.3 10A 167 t00.0 10.0 O.O
50 - 64 t_).0l 10.0 11.9 25.0 0.0 O.0 0.0 10.4 0.0 O.O 14.3 44.4
55 - S0 U 7.0 d.S te.0 0.6 0.0 0.0 8.3 0.0 0.0 4.6 tt.1
(so- 64 4.0 3.8 3.0 12.5 0.0 0.0 0.0 7J OrO O.0 4.0 22*2
05 ' 61) 1.10 1.0l 3`0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 /LI 0.0 O.0 0.O t1.!
708' 0.7 0.0 0.0 6.3 0.0 0.0 O.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0
Total t00.0 t00.0 t00.0 400.0 t00,0 t00.0 t00.0 t00.0 t00.0 t00.0 100.0 100.0
MeanIgc 31).3 373 37.6 50.1 30.9. 20.0 36.3 44.t 30.5 47.5 43.2 64.6
MedianBSle 37 36 33 53 26 32 38 42 29 48 40 53
RaKe lind Ilthnlelty of Household Reference PenlQn

Non-lhpantowhite 00.0 HA 40.3 08.8 57.1 76.0 50.0 11.3 83.3 1060 fi.7 0.0
Non*ffispenloMlok at.t 24.6 28.4 2'5.0 23.6 0.0 0.0 t0.6 t6.7 0.0 14.3 0.O
Non-HilpanloAlbmfihlelh IslandAJnrNfflean 0.6 0.0 0.0 0.O 0.0 25.0 O.0 7.9 O.0 0.0 0.5 11.1
Nem.Htspanlo.4mede4mIfidlln/NdlveAlaskan 2.0 _._ 3.0 O.O OmO 0.0 16.7 0.O Om 0 OmO glo 0,0

(L,.I HIspink) t4.1 17.6 19.4 &3 19.0 0.0 33`3 01.3 0.0 0.0 9.5 0.0
'...I Total t00.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 t00.0 t00.0 t00.0 t00.0 t00.0 t00.0 t00.0 t00.0

Oendff edHNlehold ReferencePerson

Made 38.0 33.3 34.3 37.S 33.3 25.0 167 42.t 66.7 50.0 42.9 22.2
Female 32.2 38.(I 29.9 43,6 57.1 25.0 50.7 t32 00 500 10.o 0.0
Merfiedeouple 32,J 211.t 35.8 t0.6 9.5 50.0 16.7 44.7 33.3 0.0 38.t 77.6

Total t00.Q ti1_ 100.0 150.0 10Q.0 100.0 t0(I.0 t00.0 t00.0 t00.0 100.0 400.0Mm'HMShe edHouNhold RMrerencePerlolt

Married.Itx_ldl! pfN4mt 32J 30.t 35.8 le.e 0.6 50.0 t6.7 44.7 33.3 0.0 38.1 77.8
Married,Spouse IINmM 3,3 3JI 8.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 2.6 0.0 O,O 4,0 O.O
Widowed 2,(I 3.6 3.0 0.0 9.5 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.O 0.0 0.0
Dlvorc4KI 10lA t6.8 11.0 37.6 9.6 O.0 33.3 24.3 33.3 50.0 33.3 0.0
8epamled t2.9 t0.6 9.0 12.5 29.1 0.0 33.3 _,1 0.0 0.0 4.8 O.O
Nevermelded 30,41 33.3 34.3 31.3 33.3 50.0 16.7 25.7 33.3 50.0 10.0 22.2
Total t00.0 100.0 t50.41 t00.0 t00.0 t00.0 100.0 t00.0 t00.0 150.41 t00,0 t00.0

SampleIfJm t(12 tt4 67 16 21 4 O 30 6 2 21 ii

SOURCE:Tab_;_-G_..=.d 190081PPLonolbJdlfillFfie.

NOTE: IDItl iro for ..hmuary1991(duringzercHneomespell).



TABLEV.4

GOCIOIECONOM_CHAIRA_TERIgTICS:
ALL ZERO-INCOMEHOUSEHOLD8

IPercenhlge.)

TN_ Zem4M_ H_a_q_hls ImpmbdDkJZoro4nlmm4NmiNhMde H_ldlVe
JobLossM Habitual - HouMhold Enrollment'-'[l*n_-_s_ Emplayment 8pend.l_Jown 841f- I_cm

_oro-tfieomeGMmiorY TMM Tohd _ Unemploymefil OlSIK_UtlOn School Benefile Total W_ut Ply_ Assets _EmpIolt_ent Households

IdmMIomd Alhlnm_ M HOUNImM
R(ffemn¢ohfson

Lm thin high ichoM tl.f 11.4 19,4 31.3 9.5 0r0 IG7 1.3 O0 0,0 4.8 11,1
Somehighschool ItS,T 14.(i 29.9 43.6 333 25Q le.7 ?_ O0 GO 41 22,2
Highsehsmlgf_ilmlte 34,_ 32.9 35.8 t8,6 38. I 00 3_ 3 31.g (_17 0.O 42.9 22.2
9Mw(IOQ_00 11,1 t0,1 9.0 0.0 14.3 25.0 33.3 _8,1 333 100.0 28.6 11.1

gm(_ 6J _,Q 61Q 6.3 416 5G.0 00 tl.4 0.O 0.0 190 33.3
TMd t04,0 104,0 t04.0 100,0 104.Q 100,0 t04.0 t00,0 404,0 100,0 100.0 t00,0

Meanyearnof Ieh(x_ng tt,4 10,t 10.6 9.5 t 1.2 14.3 12.0 11,1 123 14.6 12.9 12.9
!nm#mdiM IMtut M HouuhMd (Ref4Kence
Poor

NM(m_kKI In_ 13,4 I)/!,t 97.0 100.0 996 0.0 63.3 t7,4 83.3 100.0 100.0 t(X].O
EnrMkKIin IdOhs_ho_ IJ 4,4 3.0 0.0 ' 9.5 25.0 O&0 _'l 18' 7 0lO OB0 010

EnrdkKIin eeffegeorbeck)echool 3.il 3.1 0.0 O.0 0.O 76.0 16.7 O.0 0.0 0.0 0,0 0.0
Total t00,0 110.o f00.o 104.0 t00.0 100.0 1o0.0 too,0 t00.0 104.0 404.0 404.0

Home_mftlp AWl

Own 40,t 3g,r 299 43.8 22.8 250 33.3 (WA 63.3 100.0 479 t00.0
Rent 00,1 Ifil,ii 642 31.3 iil 9 50.0 00.? 24.3 187 0.0 42.9 0.0
Nofiellh rant I1.11 40.6 6.0 25,0 143 25.0 0,0 S.3 (_0 O0 9.5 0.0
Toinl t00.0 t00,0 400,0 t04,0 t00,0 100,0 100.0 400,0 t04.0 t00.0 100.0 t00.0

Llvml Qumterl

_ or iTxKd_HIM _t.lt M,'L 65.1 (_.5 91.2 100,0 633 Y1.1 M.7 S0.O 7t.4 t000
O0 Nmlblmdenthole4ormoinl 3,3 _.6 3.0 1,3 0.0 0.0 0.0 1.3 0.0 0.O 9.5 0.0

Trlmd4Mhow of mohd O,T O,I 0.0 0.0 O0 0.0 16.? O,ii 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0
Roominghouse O.O o,o o.o 0,0 9.0 0.O 0,0 0.t 0.O 0.o 0.o 0.o
Mob_ homem hlklr t1,11 4t,4 10.4 31.3 4.6 0r0 0.0 t3J 33.3 5Q.Q 95 0O
C)tl_ :LO O,I I*6 O.0 O*O 0.0 0.0 6,3 0.0 0.0 95 0O
To_d 100.0 4ii0J) t00.0 t00.0 t00.0 t00.0 100.0 t00.0 t04.0 t04.0 t04.0 t04.0

hmpin lin tl3 414 117 18 21 4 6 311 6 2 21 9

SOURCE:TsbuI&UofiiM 199081PPLofi04hJdlfialFile.

NOTES:Detl ire fM dlnulry 1991(duringzMo-lneemespell).

People wllh fooror mom eompinhldWlfu of eoll_lO am auumed (o be cofiegeiiraduat_,



TABLEV.6

LABORFORCECHARAOTERISTIO8OF REFERENCEPEOPLE:
ALL ZERO-INCOME HOUSEHOLD8

(PeroentegH)

Tm Zero4Mome Houndiolds Improbable ZgM4ficomo Households Negl(Ive
JobLomlof Hlbltvll Hou#hotd' Enrollmentln LossofCIih Employment Spend-Down Serf- Income

Zmo-hleomeCa_gmv Total Total Lalroff Unemployment Dlu__,m,n 8cho_ Benefits Total WRhoutPey As_ . Emplc,_n_ Ho:::.':::_;
Iffmplo_nt 114_e

Woddngmdlmnlmfith 11lS.0 $.G 4.6 0.O 4.6 0.0 00 ILl 1GO.0 60.0 95.2 77.8
FuNtime If.7 3.6 4.6 0.0 46 0.0 0.0 76,,I 69.7 GO 8.5.7 77.8
Podtlm ,11,3 0`0 0.0 GO 0.0 0.0 O0 _3J! 33.3 60.0 9.0 0.0

Woddngpadd month _l.0 1.41 4.6 0.O 0.0 0.0 0.0 0`0 0.O 0,0 0.0 0.0
Full time LO i,41 4.6 0.0 0`0 0.0 O.O 0`0 O0 0.0 0`0 0`0
Pot time 0`0 O.O 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 O0 0`0 0.0 0,0 0.0 0.0

Notwoddng,lookingforwork a?`0 36,0 44.8 16.6 23.8 25.0 33.3 31,1 0.0 0.0 4.8 0.0
Notweddng,nM bddnofw week 45A lll,6 46.3 6t.3 7$.4 76.0 96.7 l.I 0.0 60.0 0.0 22.2
Total 100.0 100,0 t00`0 t00.0 100.0 t00.0 t00.0 t00.0 t00`0 100.0 100,0 t00.0
SeliMtmploymlM liltU, _,

8(df.4imploydd,_ t7`0 0`0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0`0 0.0 1t.1 0.0 60.0 652 66.7
__ J_ 0'7 O'O 010 o'o 0'0 O'O O'O 1`0 O'O 0'0 4'6 0'0
Notsff4nt_01oyed lt`0 t00,0 t00.0 100.0 100.0 195.0 t00.0 NJ 100`0 600 0.0 33,3
Total t95J t00.0 t00J 100.0 100.0 100.0 t00`0 t00`0 100`0 t00.0 t00.Q t00,0
DlublIHy llldlll

Olul)bd 30.6 16.t 32.8 4126 26.e 0.0 33.3 teJ 0.0 60.0 4.6 44.4
Wolkirlgfu1111111 2.41 0,11 1.S 0.0 0.0 0.0 O.0 7`0 0.0 0.O 4.8 22.2
Woddnopmtlime 0`0 O.O O.O O.O 0.0 0.0 O0 0`0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0

b,) Nolwodd_ 117.6 34,11 31.3 e2.s 26,6 0.0 33.3 7J oo 50,0 0`0 22,2

_ _ . _ID Not d_bled 411.1 14,9 07.2 37.6 71,4 t0G0 (1_.7 84.11 100.0 60.0 95.2 55.6
Worldngfyi _ 11t,t 6,3 7.5 0`0 4.6 0.0 0.0 641A 66.7 0.0 81.0 55.6
Wodd_p.,t,me 3J 0`0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 oo t3.n 33,3 55.0 o.s 0.0

woddng iSA I1,11 59.7 37.5 95.7 t00.O 667 11.41 0.0 0.0 4.6 00

Totad t00`0 t00.0 100.0 100.6 t00.0 t01,t 100.0 t00`0 t00`0 100.0 t00.0 100.0

Numberof Jolm _ I)
Notemployed 73.0 63.6 9t.0 195.0 95.2 190.0 100.0 t0`0 0.O 60.0 4.6 222
I _IS,T 6,t 9.0 0.0 4.11 0.0 0.0 414_ 100.0 SOO 65.7 77.6
Morethin I t.3 0`0 0`0 0`0 0.0 0.0 0.0 41.11 0`0 0.0 41.5 0.0
Totld , 495`0 t00,0 100`0 t95`0 t06`0 400`0 t00`0 t00,0 t110,0 tl0`0 100.0 t00.0

lample eke 195 114 67 18 21 4 e 33 6 2 2t g

8OURCE:Tebdetlonsof 195081PPLongitudinalFile.

NOTES:Oal_am'e_ Jamlllqf11111(Q_JdngzePo.hlomlmIpallJ.

He,,dngfulltlrmeemplolmnentIsdeftn_l el woddnglit hilt 35houri palweek.



TABLEV.t
L_eonFORCECl,Um_CTEmeTICa_ALLZERO-INCOMEHOUSE_-_OLO.

(pero_t,g,_)

Tee %_m4MemeHouleholdi ImJJrelJ4Jl_/,Im-tlue_ _Oldl #qt#wJ
Jbbkoowor HmMtuol J4o{ote_M _Enm4lmtr,_.I_' L_t _ Cub EmpkRm_m_ tlfmM-_ _W- lncQm(I

Zero.IncomeCm_ Tofld ToIIII . L",yo_' U_pmmt I_ssoluUon School BeneNs Told Withoutlev Atmels Ernpfojm_nt Itoumeholde

Numbe_M HouseholdMembM$In tbll Libor
PoKe

None 4fA SI.Il 37.3 81.3 7t .4 750 ell.7 /.0 0.0 $00 O.0 222
I 4FA 41,1 52.2 18.8 28.6 250 33.3 U.0 _00.0 50.0 8I.O 11.1
2 II.J! 4A 7.5 0.O 0.O 0.0 0.0 233 0.0 0.0 Ig.0 65.6

3 _ _e _'0 t'9 3*0 0lO 0 I0 O*0 040 2'9 0'0 O mo 0f0 t t . t

Term t00,0 t00.0 .' 100.9 t00.0 t00.0 t00,Q t00,0 100,0 100.0 t00.0 100,0 t00,0

Meannumb_ of wed(em 0,Y 0,6 0,8 0.2 0.3 0.3 0.3 t,ll 1.0 0.S t.2 1.6

gumllxJfof MimpJoyod HouseholdMl,mbonl

Nofio KO 90,t 98.S 100.0 100.0 I00 0 t00.0 2Nl,3 1000 600 0.0 33.3
I t8.t O't 1'5 0d0 010 010 0'0 8%'0 0&0 _'O _'5 _'2

2 3.9 0,0 O.0 0.O 0.O O.0 0.O 1S.0 O.O 0.O 95 44.4
3 ormore 0,O 0,O O.0 0,O 0.O O0 0.0 0.0 00 0.0 0.0 0.0
ToW 100,0 100,0 t00,0 t00,O 100,0 t00,0 100.0 t00.0 t00.0 t00,0 100,0 t00.0

Mun numbdfof toff.employedp_ip4o OJ! 0.0 0,0 0.0 0.0 O0 GO 0.0 O0 0.6 1.0 1.!

#umMf of i_sMJtedHoueehold MemlMnJ

None 03.0 IJlJ.0 567 37.5 11.4 1000 65,7 1i1.$ 100.0 50,0 85.7 S5.6
t 30.3 34,2 34.3 50.0 28.0 0.0 333 IlIA O,0 50,0 14.3 333
2 4.0 6.3 7.5 6.3 0.0 00 00 2,(I 0.0 O0 0.0 11.t
3 ormore 1.3 1,11 1.5 6.3 0.0 00 00 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0
Term t_O.q) 'i00.1) 100.0 100.Ii t00.0 100,0 t00.0 t00,0 100.1) ¶O0,O t00.0 t00.0

Meannumberofdlmmbfodp4mplo OA 0.il 0S 09 0.3 0.0 03 0.0 0,0 05 O.t 0.6

hmplo mhm t62 t14 i 67 t6 21 4 6 MI 6 2 21 9
¥SOURCE:Teb4J4elfofieof lgg081PPLongNud/nelFib.

· NOTES:DataereforJmnumry1991(dudngzeM-IneomempoN).

In 81oImboffo_ Imdmtlmldmmemployed,on Imyoff.or fooktngforworn,



TABLEV.7

RECEIPTOFNONCASHWELFAREBENEFIT8:
ALLZERO-INCOMEHOUSEHOL08

(Percee_gee)

TrueZem.$neomeHouseholds ImpfobHde Zero$ficome Hameehqlde, Negative
,JObLossor Habitual "HoUsehold Enrdlmentln LeesofCssh Emplotnmeet 8petal-Down 8eft- Income

Zero-IncomeCatagofi/ To_l Total Layoff Unem,l_yment Dlseelufion School Benefits ToIM WithoutP$y Assets Emplo_tment,,,Households

Receiptof Sl_clflc Fro'meof Noncmlh
Artist-flee

Foodstamp, 13,1 13,9 25.4 56.3 19.0 25.0 50.0 1.3 16.7 O.O 4.6 O.0
Averagefoodstampbenefit tin t20e S22Q S134 $204 3300 3190 $t3ii S259 - 3100 -

WIG 4.(I 3.1 3.0 0.0 4,3 25.0 0.0 1.3 18.7 00 0.0 0.0
Fleeorreduced,pricelunch" 4ii,6 3t,1 46.4 750 60.0 50.0 ins.7 210,0 0.0 0.0 250 0.0
Freeorredueed-pdeebresk_ost' 3115 M',ii 30.3 50.0 50.0 0.0 33.3 t0.0 0.0 0.0 12.6 GO
Medkmm _!,3 2,3 3.0 8.3 0.0 0.0 0.O I.! 0.0 0.0 0.0 1t.1
Medtcatd t3.6 16.1' 16.4 12.5 19.0 g.O 33.3 3.3 16.T O.O 4.9 O,0
Enee�ymlstanc4, t3.2 t(I.1 16.4 25,0 19.0 0.O 0,0 _1.9 0.0 0.0 4.8 0.O
Puldlohousing $.3 (1,3 4.0 t2,5 0.0 0.0 18.7 II.0 0.0 0.0 0.O 0.0
8ubsldtzedfenl 6.3 T.3 9.0 0.0 9.5 0,0 16.7 0.0 10.0 0.0 0,0 0.0

Receiveeom nonseeheeM_n.c® 42L3 3't.I 48.3 sill.I! Ii;IA S0.O 0.7 1Ii.Ii t6.1 0.Q t3.Q t1.t

Do not feeelveamynencmh eesldance 61'.2t 4(1.! Ii3.1 3t.3 41'.3 60.0 33.3 #.2 tLS,3 100.0 6t.0 #$

Ilample size t8! tt4 67 16 21 4 6 38 Ii 2 21 9

sOURCE:Ta_ of 1gO081PPLongitudinalFile,

NOTE: DabilKoforJimulrft991 (dludegzefo-htoonnespqdl).



TABLE V.8

AS,gET HOLDINGIS: ALL ZERO-_ME HOUSEHOL08
(Psroentiges)

?Ne Zom4ocome Household. !mprobabte Z(H'o,4ncome HouNholds Negative
Job Lose of Habitual Househokr Enr_mtm! In Loss O_Ce-'b-_' -- Employment 8p4md.Oow_ 84_- Income

Zero-Income Cilegc_y Total Total Leyoff Unsmploimmm[ Dissolutlofi School Benefes Total Without Pay Auete Emplo)_nont Househgld.

Tylp4 edtAsut Holding

Gorings (1,(1 7,0 9.0 00 46 25.0 0.0 13,_ 0.0 0O 95 33.3
Invt413nlenta g,J ILl 7.5 00 O0 250 167 21,t I(I. 7 OO 9.5 556
Rental pcopefty Grmortgage 7.t' 1,1 1.6 00 0,0 0.0 16.7 23,T 0.0 O0 0.O 100 0

RO_ O, 6 O*0 0.0 0 0 0.0 040 O. 0 ii0 O+O Or0 0k 0 Of 0

Any Financial A, sde 11,1 10,(I 13,4 0,0 4.11 n,0 t(1,7 34.0 1(1,7 0,(1 $,6 100,0

14oIthnlmchd Ao_ 114.1 m.(1 Im.l 100.0 9(1,2 7(1.0 83.11 SSA f 83.3 t00.0 tO,8 0,0

SompJs sire 1(12 114 e? te 21 4 e 38 e 2 21 9

_)b'RCE: Tel:_deUomlof 199081PPLongltvdMI File.

NOTE8:hi1 em for Jllnul_ 1991 (during zdwo-l.come spell).

fnvestmefit guest lae.lude money ma;ks4, eeftfflcsteo(dmotb, NOW, money fuf_d, government M_urttl_, municipal or (X)fTX)mtebonds, stocks or mutual funds, and other fnterost-beldfql If'Jvottm_bs.



Under the second model we are not able to observe a period of positive income preceding the zero-

income spell, usually because this household reported zero income from rite first month of file survey.

However, we are able to identifya concurront tugger condition-such as a period of unemployment or the

household.head attending school-_ appears to subsumiam a repon of zero income.

Because d_ characteristics of true zero-income households tti_er substantially by the cause ct tim

zero-income spell we describe d_evarious subgroups of true zero-income households below.

I. JobLoss,Layoff,orMissedWork

The most common cause of a zero-income period is temporary or permanent unemployment of a

household's primary earner. These households represent 47 percent of all zero-income households and

59 percent of true zero-income households. This group falls under Model l, in that we were able to

observea period of positive income, followed by the reported job loss or layoff; immediately followed by

a period of zero income. In many cases, the mmsition to unemployment was gradual. We observed

transhions front fuji-time work to part-t/me work to no work; and from full-month employment, to

employment for a few weeks in a month, to nme spent.,on layoff, to complete unempl_

Our ethnographic analysis revealed two distinct patterns of unemployment in this category. Some

households reported very high earnings ($I,000 per mcrmh or more), followed by brief spells of
·

unemployment and zero income, in turn followed by resumed periods of'high wages. Conversely, other

households appeared to drift from iow-payingjob to low-payingjob _ longer zero-income stretches

between jobs than those reported by the hi_-_ earners. A considerable portion of these "drifters"

reported a disability, md disabled individuals typically remained unemployed longer than nondisabled

individuals. Not adhering to e/iher pattern wm-e retirees who repon_ a brief period of zero income

between the time in which paychecks stopped and Social Security and pension benefm began

Households in the job loss or layoff cau_ory tend to be larger than the avera_ zero-income

household, in pan because over 40 percent include children (Table V.2). Relatively few of these
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(30 percent) own _ homes (Table V.4), and just over 10 pe_-c,mt have other financialassets

(TableV.8_ Allhough lhe average education mainme_t of household heads for _ group is low, there

is a 's_nif_antdiffermce between _hetwo types ofunen_loyed households descn'bed above. Those with '

short episodes of zero income following periods of high wages are well-educated; mo_ have college

degrees. These are also typically the homeowners. C.onvetsely, members of households tha_drift from

low-paying job to Iow-paying job are unlike_ to have finished high school. Over 40 percent of &e

households in _ _tego_ include at least one disabled individual (Table V.6), yet welfare receipt is

ndativelyIow for these households. Only a quart_ receivedfood stamps during dmr reported zero-income

period,and more than half received no in-kind benefits (Table V. 7). Unemployed households have short

zero-income spells, on average. The median spell length is just three raong_-_e lowest of any zero-

income group-and a full three-q_ have spells of four months or less (Table V. 9).

The variousways in which these households regain posi_ve income are summarized in Table V. 10.

As shown, we are able to observe ano&er period of positive income for 90 percent old, ese households.

Over40 percent of'die unemp!_ individuals resumed paid employment, and in an additional 5 percent

ofthe _ds, ;mindividualother'than the original primary wage earnerbecame employed. One-fii_h

of the house_lds regained income _ough rece/pt of public assistance beaefxts-AFDC, SocialSecurity,

orSSI _ust lOpercent re_ved unemployment or workmen's compensation. The remaining 14 percent

eilhermov_ and joined a imusdmld wilh positive income or received income fi'om _Uaneous sources,

such as casual income or cash gifts from rela6ves.

2. Household Dissolution

The second most comnxm cause of zero-income periods identified by our edumgraphic analysis was

housetx_ dissolu6on,causing a period ofzzix) income for one ormore membersoftheoriginal householcL

This groupalso falls under Model I. Through our micro-level analysis, we observed a dis6nct period of
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TAgLE¥.g
LENQTHANDNUMBEROFZERO-INCOME8PELLS',ALLZERO-IHCOMEI-IOU8EHOLt_

(Pefeenhlgel)

Tm· bm4ncome Hou.elhofdl Improbable 31:em.4.nc.01m Ho41Nhofdg Negative
JobLosscHr" Habitual Household Enrollmeldln LossofCiih Employmeni 8'_nd-I_ 84df. Income

_em.lnoomeCetegofif Total Told LIIi'Qff , UnemplQl_ant Oluolutlee School h_ Total __Wratou_plY _ Employment Houlehehfl
e

11MIIlength (numberM'meathsl
I 17.1 t1,1 20.9 9.3 95 GO t6.7 1t.1 33.3 GO t0.0 22,2
I ti.t 41,3 22.4 8.3 23.8 0.0 167 10,1 t0,7 0.0 9.5 11,1
3 t3.2 13.1 t4.11 9.0 t4.3 25.0 t6.7 13.1 16.7 GO 9.6 22.2
4 t1.t t4,0 20.11 OO 4.6 25.6 O.O 11A O.O S0.0 t9,0 22.2
6 1.3 $,1 !.6 0.0 95 0.0 t6.7 11,1 t6.7 GO 0.0 0.0
6 t,3 1,1 t.5 0.O 4.6 0.0 9.0 iLO 0.0 0,0 _O 0.0
7 3,1 ILl 3.0 0,0 14.3 0.0 t6.7 0.0 GO 0.0 0.0 0.0
8 11,1 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 GO 19,1 0.0 9.0 0.ti 22.2
9 t.3 0,1 1.6 0.0 GO 0.O 0.0 !.0 GO 0,0 4.8 0.0
10 1.3 1,(I t.6 6.3 4.8 GO GO 1.3 0.0 0.0 (I.5 O.0
11 0.7 0,1 t.5 0.0 O.O O.O O.O OJ Q.O O.O O.0 O.O
12 t.3 0,1 0.0 9.0 4.8 0.0 0.0 11.1 iLO 0.0 4.11 0,O
13 4,1 t,1 1.6 6.3 0.0 0.0 9.0 0,1 _0 0.0 0.0 0,0
14 l.T 0,1 1.5 9.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0,1 9.0 _0 0.O 0,0
15 0.1' 0.tl O.0 6.3 O.0 0.O O.O 0,1 O.O O.0 GO 0.O
16- 20 I1.1 11,1 3.0 31.3 9,5 26.0 18.7 7.11 16.7 60.0 4.8 GO
21- 25 1,1 21,11 3.0 9.3 9.0 9.0 9.0 1.11 0.0 0.0 4,8 0.0
26- 3Q t,3 0.11 1.5 0.O 0,O 0.O 0.0 2.41 0.0 0.0 4.8 GO
31 - 33 3.1 11,3 0,0 31.3 9.0 25.0 0.0 0.0 0,0 0.0 0,0 0.0
Total 100,1 t00,0 400,0 104,1 t00.0 t00.0 400.0 100.0 100,0 t04,0 190,1 190.0

Meanspsdllength 1.t 7A 4.7 t9.6 6.7 14.5 5.7 11,1 4,7 tl.0 7.4 3,8

Medianspell length 4,1 4,0 3.0 111.0 4,0 1t.0 4.0 4,11 2.6 I t.0 4.0 3,0
Adjustedmedianspell length 43 4,1 2,9 36.0 4.9 38.5 11.3 4,1 2.9 t2.8 4.3 3.0

NumberagOl_rete 81Nil·

I 11:L11 19.11 49.3 (18.11 429 600 150.0 11/',1 6(I.7 100.0 47.8 eO.7
2 20,1 Zl.t 29.0 0.3 42.9 25.0 19.7 1t.t 19.7 O0 10.0 33.3
3 tt,II t!,1 13.4 12,5 9.5 O.0 19.7 t9.11 9.0 9.0 19.0 0.O
4 7,1 1.0 4.5 12.5 4.6 25.0 10.7 1,1 0.0 9.0 14.3 0.0
$ 0,7 0,1 1.9 _ 9.0 GO 0.0 9.0 0,1 0.0 0.0 O,0 O.O
6 0,7 0,1 I.S 9.0 0.0 0.0 o.0 0,o 0.0 9.0 0,0 0.0
7 ormom 0.7 11,1 0.0 9.0 GO 0.0 GO 11.6 19.7 0.0 0.0 0.0
Total 190,0 46.0 t00.0 t04.0 t04,0 t9.6 t00.11 tl0,t t00.0 t04,1 1NJ t00.11
Meannumt_! of Spelts 4.tl t,1 t.6 1.7 1.11 2.0 2.0 t,1 2.2 1.0 2.0 1.3

Simple ·It· fil t14 ST 16 21 4 6 31 II 2 2t 1t ,

SOURCE:T·bulatlantof t99081PPLangltudlfialFile.

NC)TEB:Datea_llfM Janulfy t99t (dudngz·ro_lncomeIpMI),

/lud_ltedmM!l·n IW·IIlengthcomputedusing· K·plan.Melerlurv4v_ftl_lOll to eslJmlteUlezero-I.©ollleepMiN!nglhof cenIMi(I dltl,



TABLE V. 10

CAUSES OF REGAINED POSITIVE INCOME:
HOUSEHOLDS THAT REPORTED A JOB LOSS, LAYOFF, OR MISSED WORK

i t

Cause of Regained Income Fr_luency Percentage
mtlm t

Resumed Work 27 40.3

Rec,eix_ Unemploym_ or Disability Compensation 7 10.4

Received Public Assistance, Including Social Security 13 19.4

OaherHouseb,old Member Became Employed 3 4.5

Moved into Positive-Income Household 7 10.4

Other (Casual Income; Income fi'om Relives) 3 4.5

Did Not Regain Positive Income During Survey Period 7 10.4

TOTAL 67 100.0

i
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positive income, followed by a household split in which at least one memb_ le_ the original househoI,_

A period of zero income msued for eith_ she original or new households creamdin the split

In general, zero-income households caused by household dissolution areyounger than the average

zero-imome hotmi_d, and a _o_ share are female-headed (Table V.3). A small _

of theirhousehold heads are in the labor force, compared to zem-in_ housdmtds as a whole, yet few

are disabled (Table V.5). About half received some form ofmmcash public assisumce during the zero-

incomeperiod(TableV.7), and the _ with asset holdings is dispmpor6_*_-ly small (Table V.8).

The median zero-income spell length for households in _ c,ate_ is four months-_e same as dult of

allze4-o-incomehouselx_ldsand ailm_ezero-income households (Table V.9). Over half report at least two

discrete periods of zero income during the survey period (Table V.9).

We observed five distinct types of household dissolution that result in zero income. These are

_inTableV. 11. Eight (of 21) of these cases _ caused by a divorce or sep_on. A

husband and wife divorced, and the husband-in lhese cases d_esole wage eamer-l_ _e home, which

resulted in a period of zero income for _ wife and childrev_ During _ time neither _hewives nor _he

childrenva_ employed, and no d_ild_ or alimnnyw_ _ Most _e _I_ _

positiveincome within six momhs; the median zero-income spell lmgih for this subgroup is 5.5 monde.

Their zem-inoomeepisodes en4ed,in a variety of ways, m_ _when anew wage earner, usually

a male, _ the home, or _e wife became employed, qualified for public assistance, or received child

supp_ paymer_. In one cased_eesu'ang_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ wife and children lived

without income for 4 months.

In seven (of21) of the _ in _ catego_, an adult child (aged 15 to 2S) let_the parental unit

(apositive-income household) to form his orher own household. Spells reported by Wis subgroup were

alsonot long; d_eme__'._ spell length was 6.5 mon_ust 2.5 naxdhs longer than lhe average spell length
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TABLE V.I 1

TYPES OF HOUSEHOLD DIS$OLLrl"ION THAT LEAD TO ZERO INCOME

mi i i

Type ofHouse_ld _lufi_ Frequency
i ii ii i i

Divorce or Selmration 8

Wife(andd_ildr_)ReportZeroIncome 6

Husband Repons Zero _come 2

DepLrfure of Adult Child from Parental Household 7

Adult Child Reports Zero Income 6

Parental Unit Reports Zero Income 1

Separation of Nonrelated Opposite Sex Roommates 1

Separation of Other Relatives Living Together 3

DeathofIncomeProvider 2

Total 21

(g-
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reported foralluue _ _. h ws_ cases fl_eadultchildrm were lble 1o find jobs cn lheir

own, two olhers returned Io the parental household, and lhe final two regained positive income by

qualifyingfor public assislmce. _, in one case, a f:alherreported a period of zero income

his adult son, the only wage earner, movedto his ownhome. This mmrqmm_ 10 full mon_ ofzero

income l_ore offer _ provided income _gh an inter4nmSxdd _.

Otherless c_nn_ types ofhoum_d dissolution dlat precipiln_ a period of zero income includ_

_ _ in which a woman e_'i_ zero incxm_,t_ _ _ _h_ husband, fl_-eeinsmw_s

in which _ _ _ mdme incident ora _'rm_.g c_]ple sepaming. In most c_es,

it was the new household headed by the female _ reported the period of zero income following the

dissolution of the original household

3. Habitual Unempioymmt

Casesin which _hekey homd_d earneris _cally unemployed or out of the labor force make up

the third largest group of true zero-income households. This group _ under Model 2 We do not

observe fl_ change to unemployment status within _e $2-month portraits; rather these househoi& were

alreadymzmploy_ and at _near _ whenl_ survey commenced. Their cldm ofzero income

is _ by fize/rlaborforce sumas, the high prc!_rlion of house_ld heads that are disabled, and the

dispropo_ share lhat receive in-kind welfare ben_ (noncash public assistance).

In vmeral, fileheads c/'zero-income households in _ category are older than average zero-/ncome

housgx_ head_,lheirmedian ageis 53, corn/reed to 36 for aHtrue zero-me households (Table V.3).

disabled. Eleven oflhe 16 ludaimal]y__ of zel'o-incorne households are single people

'Irvingalone, md only 4 lmuselmlds contain childrm (Table V.2). They have Iow educmional attainment

relativeto the oflzr households studied (Table V4) None oflhese households include any workers, and

over gOpercent of household heads are out of the work force, probably because nearlytwo-gtirds report
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being disabled(TableV.5). Tv_-ltgrds received some form ofnoncash public assistance during the zero-

income period (Table V.7). Over half received food stamps (by far the highest perceniage of any zero-

income household group), and afull quarter received energy assistance (Table V.7). It should be noted

e_at__ didnot repcrtreceipt of SSIbme_; as disabled food stamp recipienis, most would

qualify forbt_,._i.x None cfthese_ repor_ financial assets (Table V.8), yet, smpfismgty, over

40 pere_ own their home (Table V.4).

The zero-income spells of this group tend to be long. The median spell leqth is 19 months-far

higher than lt_ of any otherzero-_ group (Table V.9). Five of these households report zero income

for the engreobservation period. Those that do report some months of income report primarily "casual''

income, which is income received from _ends or other unnamed sources not otherwise classifiecL Of

those cases_ which we can observe a return to positive income, sources of_ income included casual

income, income from relatives, child support payments, workman's compensation, refireme_ benefits,

Social Security, and other cash welfare bmefii._-all forms of income consistent with households that are

pennanen_ out of the labor force.

Yet, the ques6_ ofhow these housd_lds survive during zero-income spells, for whatever lmg_ of

time, remains. The possible sources of support that are unreported in the SIPP data are not discetm'ble

from _ analysis. Follow-up interviews and/or focus groups would be needed to address ibis questi__

4. School Ennanmeat

Claimsof zero income can be a_m_uted to the school mroUmmt _'_s of household heads for four

zero-_ households.These_ds rage identified under Model 2. Although we didnot observe

a change in dmr sdmoi enrollme_ stares (all were mrolled fi'om the start of the survey p_od),/tis clear

ffmI they had no income in most months because they were enrolled in school. Although these are,

technicaI_ speaking, 'truezero-incomehouseholds,aswill be discussedbelow, most areeconomically

viable households with some access to family wealth.
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One of the household heads in this group is a graduate student, two are attending lmdergraduate

co!lege_and one is fin_hing high school (Table V.4). Not _, the household heads areyounger

than the averagezap-income household; all are under age 40 (Table V.2). Three of the four households

are_ by people who are out of_e work force, and die other household he_l reporu_ dm she was

tmemployedbutlookingforwark'inJmumy 1991 (Table V.5). Noneafthese' 'mdrvidua_are disabled

(Table V.5). Two of the four receive in-kind public assistance txmefits-food stamps, WIC, or free or

reduced-price school meals (Table V.7).

The zn'o-inmfi_ spell lengths for lhese households are longer than _ose of the average zem-_me

household,withan,,_'_ spetllen_ of 11months(TableV.7). Theedmograt_icanalysisindicetesd,.et

there are two types of enrolled zero-income households-those that live en nutrition ass_-,tce progrants

and casualincome, and those ii.at have help from families or established assets. One e_oned _t,_d_

recdvesperio_clumpstunpayznn2tsfromrelatives(probablyparents)in generousS]O,O00increments.

This qualities as atrue zem-m housetx)!d because in most _ lids individual does not receive

income of my kind; however, lhis is hardly a scenario of mc need. Another enrolled household

appears1olive just fraerathe savings acaxn_ of the husband and wife, both full-time students. Ano_er

studentmpeg_csmaH amotmis of'_m,-omefrom an eslateor m_ indicaling duztshe probably has

access lo some wealth, despite herclahn of zero income for several months during the obser,,a_onperiod.

.6. Loss of Wdfare or Unemployment

The fwudsix househo_ designaWdas tree zero-m households are lhose dlat _ a period

of zeroincomefollowinga lossof unemp_ orwelfarebenefits. Thesehouse_ds fit intothe

of Model 1. We are able lo observe a period of positive income in which the household head

rece/ved either AFDC or unemplayment coaqeemalion. For reasons not always identifiable ii'troughlhe

availabledntn.lhese bem_i._v_n-e_. aridthe households reported a period of zero income. Most

rega/ned 'the originalor other ben=_i_ after a relagvely short period of zero income.
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The three households that lost AFDC ben=g_ were headed by young single ng)lhem wi_ children

age 13 and younger. These womem were poorly educated and had rio assets/In one case, a woman's

AFDC and GA benefits w_re U_Tn_,_,d_when her two infant children ceased living with her. Although

informmm m d'fisis not Fecordedin SIPP, lhe woman probably became pregna_ bec:mm she regmed

positive income by requalffying for AFDC _ despite the co,,'.;,_._da!_mce of her children. In

case, a woman lost her AFDC benef_i.,when she became mnpormly mlployed. These benefits

were restored whm she became pregnant (pregnancy evidenced by the bifih of a second child).

An addilional three households reported zero income after losing unemployment compensation

benefits. These households are markedly different from the lhree who lost AFDC bm=fits. These

house_o!___dheads areolder, better educated, and more likely to own (heArhome and o_er financial assets.

Taeir pmods of positive inoomeare (dm"totaled by substmfially higher benefits lhzn _hoseof the AFDC

modmx AFDC _ mgaimd positive _ _ _ _ _ _, but n_o ofthe nYee

individuals whose unemploymem _ was mminsted regained positive income by beco_g

re-employed. The ii,ird 'm'drvidualis disabled and regained positive income by _receivingGA bene_,

Food Stamp Participation Patterns of True Zero-Income Households

Less _ a third (30 percent) ofu'ue zero-income households report participating in the FSP at any

lime during lheir reported period of zero income. FSP participation rates vary by c-_-seof zero-income

spell. Habitually unemployed households are the most likely to receive food stamp benefits with 56

percentpani_ _ by half oflhe households whose zero-income phenom_m was precipitaf_

by a loss of'cashmleraploym_t or welfare ben_ts. Just a quarter of zero-income households caused by

ajob loss_ scho_ enntlm_ rqxrt r_:apt of food stamps, and only 19 percent of household dissolution

cases participate. While not all households with low income elect to participate in the FSP, _ sm]dng

cr_ffera',cesin _ panidp_on ratesoflhese households, coupled with low reported receipt of olher in-kind
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publicassistance,provides evidence Ibat not all zero-income households are as financiallyuoubled as a

report of zero income would indicate.

Summary: Tree Zea'o-Income Hom_oids

In suntara% the 114 true .zero-incomehouseholds appear to have 1 'egninumclaims for their self-

reportofzero mwme in January 1991. F_t _____case vaeareable in observe g'le Irigger event or condigan

dmt_itams or _ _ perkxt wiflx_ inco_: loss tffwag_ duem unemp_ household

dissolmim r_flling in the Lassof the wag, _t(s), loss of unemployment or public assisumce b_efi_,

long periods _ gainful employment, or a period ofnonpamcipafim in the labor forcz corresponding

with au-ollment in school.

However, just because these individuals are technically without income for one or more months

does not mean that they are not eczmonically viable households. Our gthnogr_hic analysis revealed

much heterogeneity among lhese households, suggesting that file degree of true '_ varies

greatly across zero'income households and among the subgroups of tree zero-income households.

Habitually unemployed housdiolds, for example, may are the poorest of the poor. The have lhe lowest

laborforce pani_ ra_ _e highest ra_ of reported disabfii_, the longes_p_ods wi_ut income,

and the highest FSP participmio_ rates. Their socioecc_omic status is also lhe lowest of_ groups of

wi& low average educational atiaimnent, home ownership rates, and asset holdings. Those

enrolledin _school,c_ file other hand, despite lheir relatively long zero-income spells and low labor force

particip_on _ai_, are not disabled and _ to use govemmem assistnce. Their educational

atta/nmmt is extremely high. It is posm_)ledlat _ese house/raids have Ùuts/_ sources of support not

repor_ _oSIPP, such as help from fam_ members, _ _ _ce and fellowship income. These

households may be l_hnical_ wilhout income, but lhere is evidence that lheir financial situation is not as

dire as lheir report ofzzro income would imply.
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In between these two groups of true zero-ino0me households arehouseholds _ experience a period

of zero income following ajob loss or layoff Many of these households slowly move from a period of

positive earn/rigs to a period with lower earn/rigsto a period w/ih no/noome. In come cases, household

income was very high preceding _ period without income. Over 40 perce_ oflhe households in 1his

gronpregained _positiveincome prior to the wA of the observation period. Households w/th zero income

causedby dissttaion arealso in between the above mlie_ed groups with regard to ling-term viability.

Most dissolution-caused zero income is due to divorce or separationor departure of an adult child from

the parental household. Finally, households that repon zero income following loss of welfare or

unemploymem benef_ are generally very poor, but most regain file original or other benefr/s after a

relativelyshort period of zero kicome.

B. IMPROBABLE ZERO-INCOME HOUSEHOLDS

This section descnt_esthe chamcieg_cs of the 29 households for which the cause of the zero-income

episodeis less apparent No change in household drcumstances precedes the zero-income period, and in

seine cases other reported dmracter_cs contradict the household's claim of zero income. We highlight

the contradi_ informagonreportedand suggest methods for identifying and handling these households

in furore analys_. =r.

I. Self-Employment

· The most common con&gan accomp_ a less probable zero-income period is report_ self-

employmmr The21 _lhat_lhis category_!! under neither Model 1 norModel2. The

group resembles Model 2 in that we do not observe a change in employment status within the 32-monlh

pomaiis;_ lhese house_ds were already self-employed when gaestudy commenced.Yet, in all but

one case we do observe lhe onset of the zero-income period; however, lhe reason for this drop to zero

household income is not observable.
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Based on ihe results of our eltmolpmphicanalysis, it is clear ihat while most ofg_e households in

group are technically zero=incomehouseholds, practically lhey can be considered financially viable. AH
./

but one of the self-employed zero-income house_kls report a period of positive income from self-

emp]oymmt priorto thek loss c_/nccm_ In some cases the average mcmltdyearnings ofihese households

inthe months_g _e zero-income spell is quite hig_--as much as SZ3,000 per monik In fact, the

av_-agemonthly earnings from self-employment in lb.emonth directly preceding a zero-income spell for

illese 20 _ds is nearly $3,100. We suspect _ these hottset_ds are paid on a contract or invoice

basis. They may work c(mtinuously, but are _ paid when contract milestones are met or products

deliver_ This_ is supported bylile high reportedaveragehours worked per month during zero-

income spells (usually in excess of 70 hours per week), and the small number (just 1 of 21 households)

pargcipate in lhe FSP.

These self_ households aresmall;nearlyhalf (48 percent) are single-person housa/_lds, and

most are __besvl_by me_ Over a third (38 percent) of these households contain ctgldren, and nearly two-

lhirds(62percent)ofhousd_ds wilh ch_drm are headed by a married couple ,ail,er lb.ana single parent

All single parents in tiffs group arewome_

The socioecm0mic .-:-;,_ of these households is high _l_ive Wfi',eaverage zero-income household

The educational _ oflhe heads ofihese households is hi_ler than the avezage of zero-income

households; nearly half (4S percent) ammded at least some college. Almost half (4S percent) are

homeowners.

Ailbut c_e of file 21 households report being employed si their own business full-time during their

zero-income spell, and as mentioned above, they repon_ wogdng file highest nmnber of hours of any

zero-incomehouseholds examined. Two office21 households have second jobs. Only _ self-employed

household head is disabled, and thi.e individual still works more than 40 hours every week Two
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households comprise husband-wife self-enkoloyedteams. About afu%h(19 l_rcent) of these households

receive in-kind public assistance benefits.

Surprising, only one oflhe 21 households report asset holdings m $anuary 1991. We suspectlhat

thepmponimofslf-en_oy_d householdsw_hsavingsisactuallymuchhi_her,his lik_ thatinmany

cases, disposable income fi,_ _m _ _ _ m _ _ _ _ _ _

as savings to SIPP interviewers.

The z_ro-/xxx_ speUsof these households arenot long The adjusted median spell length is just 4.3

mmfia, and nearlya ifih (19 percent)ofthe zero-_ speUsare just one month in duraiion. More than

half (12) of the 21 self-employed households regain posifve income within a few months via additional

eami,gs from self-employmmL In most cases these payments are large, overcoming the lost income of

one or more months. Three of the 21 households left self-employment for a differemjob, at which time

re___ pos/five income. Another two households report receipt of unemployment benefm which

terminatedlhek zero-_.e spell We do not observe the end of the zero-income spell for the remaining

four self-employed households.

2. Empioymeat Without Pay

Six of the 29 improbable zero-income households report full-grne empl_ w/thout pay during

their zero-income spell. Ail six claim to be working between 30 and 45 hours per week for all weeks in

the mm_ yetno income is reportec[ These households report ne/ther serf-employment nor ajob loss or

layoff preceding or during the zero-income spell. Again, _ group fits ne_er Model 1 nor Model 2,

although we observe the onset of the zero-income period for all but one of these households, we do not

observe a preceding or accomp_ 1rigger event or condition _ explains the loss of income.

We observe a p______mof constant employmem arid sporadic payment in five of the six households,

suggesnng a conlract_e form of payment similar W_ observedin the self-employed households.

(This period of zero income does not fail in the summer months as would be consistent wi_ teachers who
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tobepad monthsa y).Sever

of'onemfourrnon_ wiiimu_pay. Reportedweeks andhoursworked duringthe mond_ withoutincome

is consistent wiih _ work_ in the preceding months with positive m For each of these

households.thispauernrepeatsitselftuouSimut the 32 monthsof the SIPPpanel

We do not everobservea monthofpositive incomefor lt_eotherhousehold__ m _ group.

Thisme-persm, mel_ _d _ _-me en_loyme____e_45 hours per week forlbe entire

surveyperiod,butneverrepomreceiptof income. It is possible_ d_is'individualis employedin a very

longcmuact_e reimb_ position,but this is unlikelyin a non-self-employed_ It is

morehlcelythat_is SIPPrecordincludesincorrect,t,_ eilherregardingemployman or income. It is not

possibleto verifyibissuppositionwithout are-interview.

Only_meofihe sixhouseholdsreportsFSP participation.This household's sporadicpaymentsare

lowerlhanthoseof'theotherhouseholds.Noneof the householdsreportsavingsaccounis;one household

reportsinvestmentassets.

Other_ lheonehmtse_d forwtlichapositive-earningsmonihis neverobserved, allzero-income

spellsin_sgroupla_Qnetofrveman_. Theadjusted_ spell lengthis 2.g monlbs. As mentioned

weobs_md _e pamnnof sporadicpaynmgrepeatedfor lhesehouseholdsover the surveyperioc[

Subsequently,this grouphas thehighestave-agenumber of 'du_cq_'zero-incomespells of allthc zero-

income groups.

3. Assets Spend-Down

Claimsof zero incomecanbe amibw_ to spendiag_ _as_ balancesfor d_tetirol two zero-

incomehouseholds. We observeacleer periodof positiveincomefollowedby aperiod of zero income.

Thereisnoclearexplmagonfor lhenegativeincomeotherthanthe likely deple6onof lhe assetbalances

uponwhichthe individualswere living.These housel_cls alsodonot fit undereili_erModel 1 or Model

2.
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Priorto the period of zero income, the on]y income reported by these single-person households was

interest end dividends. The first household survived on meager income ($30 per month) from interest-

bearing savings accoun_ and government securities. _ these sources of income were depleted, he

reported zero income. We observe 1g months of zero income for u_xisindividual; he does not regain

po_five income prior to the end ofthe survey period. The second household reported sub:,-_ucdalincome,

first from government securities, end then from royalties. These royalties, which had accounted for

mon_' income of $1,500, were suspended for four months, et which time they were reinstz_d et just

$500 per month. This period of zero income followed by a reduction in the royalties amount suggests

several months of overpayment. This individual is also employed, but like her employed-without-pay

counterparts, she does not report earned income, despite claims of working 30 to 50 hours per month.

Food Stamp Participation Patterns of Improbable Zero-Income Households

Just 7 percent of improbable zero-income households report participating in the FSP during their

periodof zero income..lust oneof the 21 self-employed households and one of the six employed-without-

pay households reportedreceivingfood stamps. These low ra_esof reported FSP participation support our

hypothesis _et improbable zero-income households are not truly impov_he_ and in some cases,

probablynot actuallyzero-income households. Serf-employed households tha_earn $3,000 in one mon_

and no income in _he following month are still financially viable households not in need of public

assistance.

Summary: Improbable Zero-Income Households

In summery, the claims of zero income for _e 29 improbable zero-income households appear to be

more questionable uban those of file Waezero-income households. Both serf-employed and employed-

wilhout-payzero-in_ households report constent employment and sporadic payment, resulting in one

or more rno,_ of zero income. All have relatively high socioeconomic stems, and few report receipt of
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food stampsor othernon-cashpublicassisUm_benefits. It is clearfiletwhile most of thesehouseholds

do technicallyqualify as ze_o-incomeho_use____ldsin January1991, practicallythey can be considered

fman_ viablehouseholds.Reporte_possessionof assetsis lower_ume0cpectedforsuch house_lds;

it is possiblethat lh_ areund_-rqxnxi m SIPP.

Saggesm] Methods for Idemifying and Handling Improbable Zere-Iucome Households in Fu_

Zero,income households such as those identifi_ in fids section present complicafiom for FSP

participationresearch. Despite _ fact _ many of _ zero-_ householdsexamined in our

_¢ amlysisarenot uuly needy, basedon traditionalFSP eligib'_y simula6cmprocedures,uhey

appear to be eligiblefor the food stamp progmn during_h_rzero-income spell. Technically,lhese

householdshavezero income,and theirreportedassetbalancesarelow. Homes andincome-.genereth_

assets,whichprovideclues in anethnographicstudy asm a household'sfinancialviability,areexcluded

fromfoodstamp eligibilityde_nmutficm. These improbablezero-_ households probablywould

never_ _ forfoodsum_ Thismay _plain why the food sum_ p_i_c_ ratesof zero-

income_ historicallyhavebeensubsmmi_ lowerthanU_oseof householdswithvery low but

vosiuveincomes(TableII.1).

FCSmaywantto c_2ude_ coauolfor _ese improbablezero-incomehouseholdswhen conducting

futureFSP par6cipafianresearck To do so would not be easy, siace theirstatusas viablezero-income

_ was idmlified limmghm e_ol_hic i'_herlhan_c_ _mslysis.Thereareches, such

zs self-employm_arm/mlmz_mdamploym_ wilho_ pay, lh_ couldbe idmtified m_lused lo ommol

forthe moreviablezero-_me householdswhen generetingFSP perticipefianratesusing SIPP.

C. NF._ATIV_INCOME HOUSEHOLDS

sectionpresentslhecherezled_csof/_eninehousd_ds fl_ reporta periodof negative income

inJ_ua_y 1991. Ouram]ysis reveals_ allcasesof netnegative incomeincludedin this analysisare due
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to reported negative rental property or mortgage income offs_ positive earnings, social security

paymer_ or interest and dividends. Net negative income from property loss ranged from $5 per month

to several _msand dollars per nx_t

Six of the nine negative-income household heads are self-employed, and in most cases several

home_d mern_ report sel:f-t_rnpl_ indicating a fame-owned and operated business. In rno_

cases_hisfamfly_ _e is rental p_. In a _ similar to ftug observed in our analysis _

_e zero-incomeseif_ housd_ds, allself-employednerve-income householdsrqxm_l several

motm_of_ em'nings,folloxa,_ by one or more_ofnetnegafiveincome. Interestingly, in most

cases,_ personalearningsalsodec'reasetiinthefirstmon_ ofrepottednegativepropertyincome.

In terms of demographic and socioeconomic characteristics, negative-income households appear to

be financiallyviablehouseholds. Their characteristics do not resemble those of either the average true or

improbable zero-/ncorne household, al_ough lhdr charactedst/cs are most similar to lhose of self-

employed_ds. N__,e-m householdsarelarger,onaverage,thanzero-incomehouseholds.

Six of the nine households include children and elderly household members. Al1of the households flu_t

contain children are headed by a married couple rather than a single parent The household heads of

nega_ve-mcome households are also older, on average, than zero-income households. The median age

of negative-income household h_rl_ is 53 (compared to-3_'_[or all ze_income households), and all

ne!_/_-buxTne _be*a_are over age 40. These house_lds are disprolx)niona_ly non-Hispanic white and

_ olher_ housd_ch, all nine household heads are married or never married; none

aredivorced, separated,orwidowed. The educaii/malattahtment of rigs group is also relaJivelyhigh; four

of the nine have a_ad_ at least some college.

Negative-income households are much more likely to report asset balances than thei_ zero-income

counterparts. All nine households report owning rental property or a mortgage, and all own their own

homes. Five of the nine also report financial assets such as savings or inve_u_,ents.
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In summmy, negative-income house,holds do not appear to be at-risk households. Their repons of

negativeincome arepreceded and followed by reports ofsubstamial positive income. Few ifany oflhese

housd_ds would qualify for food _ even duringlhe monflts of negative reported earnings. Because

these households report high asset balances, making them ineligible for food stamps, lhese are not lhe

households that affect $IPP participation research for FCS, and should not be the focus of additional

msmrchori this subject.
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VI. FINDINGS FROM _ AGGREGATE-LEVEL ANALYSIS

This chapter provides coatext for our timings f_n the etlmographic study presented in Chapter V.

Section A compares the characier_cs of households lhat reported zero income in January 1991 (those

house_ that compl_ the sample for our ethnographicanalysis) to those that reported low but positive

income during the same time periocL These ccmp_ provide further _.,vidmce_t zero-income

house_Ids are unique. Section B compares liae_cs of households _ repo_ zero income

in Janua_ 1991 to limse of households &at re_rt_d zero income in any of the 32 mondls covered by the

1990 SIPP longitudinal file. Wi_out an e_raphic analysis k is not possible to identify she causes of

zero income for the lam' groups of zero-income households; nor can we evaluam _ we would

classifytheir accoums ofzero income as _ue or improbable. We can, however, compare _heamibu_s of

· is largersample ctzero-income house,ho]ds with those of our ettmographic study sample lo _valmm_the

extent to which our Jamuaty1991 sample is repmsenia6ve of zero-income households over 6me. The

informmirmupon which lhese comparisons are based is displayed in Tables VI.I-VI.6.

A. ZERO-INCOME HOUSEHOLDS COMPARED TO HOUSEHOLDS WITH LOW BUT
POSITIVE INCOME

A comparison of'the characm6s6cs of zero-income, poor (household income below 100 percamfof

poverty_ and iow-incomeCnouseholdincomebetween 100 and 300 percem of pove_y) households shows

significant differences be_v_ the zero-income households and file two groups of positiv_but- Iow-

income households, providing evidence _'_ the zero-income state may not be merely the lowest level of

&e pov_vW spectrmn, but ra_er a unique and most likely nonpmmmem financial state experienced by

partic, l_ types of households.

As shown in Table VI.l, zero-income households in January 1991 are significantly smaller and ;

differentin household co--on _ poor and low-income households in the same mon&. The average

!
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TABLEVI.1

HOUSEHOLDCOMPOSmON: ZERO-INCOME,POOR,AND LOW-INCOMEHOUSEHOLDSINJANUARY1991
ANDHOUSEHOLDSTHAT REPORTEDZERO INCOMEAT ANY TIMEDURING THE 32.-MONTHSIPP PANEL

(Percerages)

AllZero-income Income Status k_Janum7 1991
Zero-income Category Households* Zero-Income Peer Low-income

H_ Size (number of members)

1 29.5 47.4 34.3 27.4
2 28.9 21.7 16.9 27.5
3 16.6 9.9 15.1 14.8
4 13.6 9.2 15.2 16.0
5 7.0 8.6 9.8 8.9
6 ormere 4.4 3.3 8.8 5.4
Tolai 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

Meanhouseholdsize 2.6 2_2 2.8 2.7

Number of Children in Household

None 71.0 63.8 46.0 55.4
1 12.4 16.4 15.6 14.1
2 9.6 8.6 17.2 20.1
3 4.7 9.2 12.4 7.6
4 1.4 2.0 4.9 2.0
5ormore 0.9 3.9 0.9
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

Meannumberofchklren per household 0.6 0.7 1.3 0.9

Number of Elderly Household Meml_m
None 81.7 92.8 65.5 60.7
1 12.7 5.9 30.7 25.2
2 5.4 1.3 3.8 13.8
3 er more 0.2 0.0 0.1 0.3
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

Meannumberof elderly perhousehold 0.2 0.1 0.4 0.5

HouseholdType

Househok:lswith ChikVen 29.0 36.2 54.0 44.6
HmJsehotdswithoutC,t_dren 71.0 63.8 46.0 55.4
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

Sample size 6_80 152 1,833 6,772

SOURCE:Tabulationsof 1990SIPP Ler_ F'le.

NOTES: Datapresentedrefer to January1991 (cliJY_zero-incomespell).

_ are peopleunderage 18.

The elderlyare people age60 andover.

' Hauseholds_ reporteda period of zero incomeat anytime _ the 32-mord_SIPP panel.
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TABLEVL2

DEMOGRAPHICCHARACTERISTICS:ZERO-INCOME,POOR,ANDLOW-INCOMEHOUSEHOLDSINJANUARY1991
ANDHOUSEHOLDSTHATREPORTEDZEROINCOMEATANYTIMEDURINGTHE32-MONTHSIPPPANEL

(peOe,l_m.s)

M_ IncomeSllus inJanuarylg91
Households' Zero4m:eme Poor L.ow-lncome

Ageof HosmhMd Rdem1,ceI'emXl
t6 - t7 0.1 1.3 0.1 0.0
18- 19 0.9 ?-6 1.4 0.6
20- 24 7.5 10.5 8.5 4.8
25-29 11.8 15.1 11.1 9.0
30-34 12.6 t32 132 11.4
35-39 11.4 9.9 9.9 11.1
40-44 10.9 8.6 7.3 9.0
45-49 8.5 17__5 6.4 6.5
50- 54 7.2 12.5 5.0 5.1
55-58 5.4 6.6 4.3 5.4
60- 64 6.3 4.6 6.4 7.3
55-58 4-; 2.0 7.8 8.6
70* 12.8 0.7 18.5 212
TMai 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

Mea_age 455 39.3 47.8 50.5

Medianage 42.0 38.0 43.0 46.0

Racemd EUmh:ayof I.IommloidRekmlce P'ar,_

Nma4hma_white 78.6 _.9 672 _2
Nen-t-rmlmnioblack 18.1 21.1 292 14.4
No,..H_ _ '_;i_, _ 2.5 2.8 2.6 1$
Non- 'HIIsi;:m_American_ Alaslmn 0.8 2.0 1.0 0.5
Hispanb NA 14.5 NA NA
TMal lm.0 100.0 100dl 100.0

Genderof HousehMdRefemn_ PemQn

Male NA 35.5 11.2 13.4
Femm NA 32.2 61.5 35.0
MmiedCOUl_ M.3 32.2 27.3 51.6
ToMI NA 100.0 100.0 100.0

MaWM_ of Household_ _

_, spousepresent 44.3 32.2 27.3 51.5
_, spouse-__h_,,L,_t_ 1.8 3.3 2.1 0.9
Widow_l 11.8 2.6 22.9 18.4
Divcmed 152 18.4 17.0 13.3
Separated 6.1 t2.5 8.6 3.5
Nevermarried 20.8 30.9 22.2 12.2
TMal 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

size 6_80 1S2 1,833 6,772

SOURCE:Tm of1980SIPPLongbxJnaiFile.

NOTE DmlXwetdWtoJm._lmt (cl_mo-Mmme.tM_

!_c Theseclm were____,k*enai_lhmu_ lt_ eltvto_!#_ .mlysis md aren.l waialM intheaggregm faTn.

· _mhek_ U_ reeem_apebd _zm _,me _ anyUmedmng te _4mr_ SIPPl_n_
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TABLE VI.3

SOCIOECONOMIC CHARACTERISTICS: ZERO-INCOME, POOR, AND LOW4NCOME HOUSEHOLDS INJANUARY 1991
AND HOUSEHOLDS THAT REPORTED ZERO INCOMEAT ANY TIME DURING THE 32-MONTH SIPP PANEL

(pen=ere_,=)

AIl Zero-lnoome IncomeStatumin JEtum'y lggl

_ AUabllnem _ _M _ _

I.NI thin hi_ _ 4).5 15.1 42.3 27.7
Somehigh_,L,_,; 8.7 25.7 19.9 13.6
High_ gr41clum3e 20.6 342 23.4 34.0
SomB¢x_ge 10.8 15.1 9.6 15.5
Cellege_ ,,. 10.4 9.9 4.8 92
Te(al 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

Mmal'tyel_ _ sc:hloob_ 11.3 11.4 10.4 11.6

_Status d_ _
Persmt

Net_enr,'J____itt _,4L_,o; 96.7 93.4 91.7 94.9
EnroMd in high_,c_,c,_; 0.3 3.g 1.0 0.2
E._lolledin college or ti'adc school 3.0 2.6 7.3 4.9
To(al 100.0 IOOJD 100.0 100.0

$alalMe size 6,280 152 1,833 6,7'72

SOURCE:Tabulalions of 1_0 $1PPLehgittzlbW Fie.

NOTES: Dalapre_rofertoJ_1991 (during__.

I:_ople_ four ormore mml_eted years of ___ ore assumed to _ celage gram;ares.

· .1-____-_,,_hok_tht reporteda periodof zero inoomeat anylime during lite 32-mon_ SIPP panel.
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TABLEVI.4

LABORFORCECHARACTERISTICS:ZERO-INCOME,POOR,ANDLOWqNCOMEHOUSEHOLDSINJANUARY1991
ANDHOUSEHOLDSTHATREPORTEDZEROINCOMEAT ANY TIMEDURINGTHE32-MONTHSIPP PANEL

0',,,=,nags)

M_ irlccmmStzt:4 inJanuary1991
Zll,o-im_rne Category Households' Zen>-Im Poor Low-ira

mli_nnmntStlt_
W_l_tg er_ m SO,O 25.0 25.8 58.4
Wt_dno Immtof m 2.4 2.0 2.7 1.2
Not_, lookingfor work 5.4 27.6 8.3 2.3

Notwm'k_o, notlookingfor work ,_ 32.2 45.4 63.2 38.1
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

Self_ Stalz=

S(df-en'4=k_ed,working 4.6 17.8 6.8 8.2
NotseH-41mpioyed 95.5 82.2 93.2 91.8
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

Samplesize 6,280 152 1,833 6,772

SOURCE:Tabulatiomof 1990SlPP_ Fie.

NOTES: Data_r. fer to January1991(dur___.

Havingfull_ _ is _ mm_king mtle_t 35 m Iserv_ek.

* Househei_ that_ a periodof zeroincome_ _ _ _ _ -_-monlh SiPPpanel
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TABLEVI.5

NONCASHWELFARERECEIPT:ZERO-INCOME,POOR,ANDLOW4NCOMEHOUSEHOLDSINJANUARY199t
ANDHOUSEHOLDSTHATREPORTEDZEROINCOMEAT ANYTIME DURINGTHE32-MONTHSIPPPANEL

7.em-lmm_ Category I-leusehol_' 7.em4ncm_ Po_

Receivefoodstamps 16.9 23.7 54.4 10.6

R__4.-Jiveanyr,=ncashasWtance 26.4 42.8 84.0 18.1

Samlm size 6_80 152 1,833 6,772

SOURCE:T.bu_a_ of_SeOstpP_ F'_

NOTe: C_am..._._r_arylge_ (eu,___

· Householdslttat repottedaperiod_ zerob_omeat anylimedurirtgthe 32_ SIPPlaaneL

68



TABLE VL6

LENGTHAND NUMBEROF SPELLS: ZERO-INCOME,POOR,AND LOW-INCOMEHOUSEHOLDSINJANUARY1901
ANDHOUSEHOLDSTHATREPORTEDZEROINCOMEATANY TIMEDURINGTHE32-MONTH$1PPPANEL

Ai_ ilmcme_ inJanu._ 1E_1
Z.m-lneeme_ _° Zem_nemm Poor t.ow-tnceme

Spelllength(mnberoS'months)
1 12.5 17.8 ....
2 8.6 17.1 ....
3 6.5 12.5 ....
4 47.2 15.1 ....
5 1.0 3.3 ....
6 "' 0.8 t.3 ....
7 0.6 3.9 ....
8 21.6 2.6 ' - - - -
9 0.1 1.3 ....
10 0.2 3.3 ....
11 0.1 0.7 ....
12 0.4 1.3 ....
13 0.0 1.3 ....
14 0.0 0.7 ....
15 0.0 O.7 ....
16- 20 0.2 9.2 ....
21 - 25 0.1 2.6 ....
26 - 30 0.0 1.3 ....
31- 33 0.1 3.9 ....
Total 100.0 1000 ....

Mean_ length 4.4 7.1 ....

Medianspelllength 4.0 4.0 ....

Adjustedmecianspell ieng_ 4.6 4.7 ....

Nuntberof Discrete Si;ds
I 8G.3 52.6 ....
2 9.1 e- 26.3 ....
3 1.2 11.8 ....
4 0.3 7.2 ....
5 0.1 0.7 ....
6 0.0 0.7 - - -
7 ermom 0.0 0.7 ....
Total 100.0 100.0 ....

Meannumt_.f speas 1.1 1.8 ....

Sam!_size 6,26O 152 1,833 6,772

SOURC;'?_ of1_o sIPPL._aua_ ;i_.

NOTES:Dm __r,-__=_l_ (dumg__=_.

stol _ _mmd da_a.

° _ that _ a i_'bd ofzero r._'ne at any t_ne du_ 1he32-mor_ $1PP panel.
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household size for zero-income households is 2.2 people, compared to 2.8 and 2.7 for poor and low-

incomehouseholds, respectively, l Nearly half of zero-income households are single-person households,

compared to approximately a third of poor and low-income households. Subsequently, zero-income

households are much less likely to include children than their poor and low-income counterparts. Elderly

individuals are also less common in zero-income households; just 7 percent of zero-income households

include an elderly household member, compared to more than a third of botfi groups of low-income

households.

Table VI.2 shows _e demographicdmmcterisfics of the household heads of the three groups. Zero-

incomehousehold heads are slighfiyyounger than those of'poor or low-income households; the median age

for zero-income heads is 38 years compared to 43 and 46 years for poor and low-income households,

respecfv_. Zero,-mcomeand poor households are alike in thai just under a third of each group is headed

by a married couple, compared to over half (52 percent) of low-income households. Zero-income

households are also more likely tfian their counterparts with low but positive income to be headed by a

never-marriedindividual (31 percentcompared to 22 and 12 percent of poor and low-income households,

respectively). The da_ suggest that many zero-income households comprise never-married men living

alone, while the predominant household type of poor and low-income household is tha_of single mothers.

As shown in Table VI.3, the educational amfinmentof the'_'dadsof zero-income households is more

similar to that of low-income households tfianpoor households, again suggesting that on average, zero-

incomehouseholds rosy be a_less risk of long-termfiru_cialhardship than poor households. Nearly equal

proportions of all three income groups are enrolled in school.

TableVI.4 shows the laborforce andemployment staresof household heads. While the point-in-time

empl_ staresof zero-incomehousehold heads more closely resembles that of poor household heads

IBecause we do not perform _cal tests to evalume these differences, and because the
sample is prohibi'dvely small, it is not possible to speak to the stalistic_ significance of the differences
between these numbers.
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_mn low-incomehousehold heads (app_ a quarterof zero-income household heads are employed

full-timein January 1991, compared to over half of Iow-income household heads), a significanOygremer

share of unemployecl zero-income household heads reports looking for work Over a third (38 percent)

ofz_ro-in_e household heads without a job relx_ dmt they are looking for ajob, compared to just 12

pert,mt of unemployed poor homei_d heads and 6 percent of low-income heads wi_ut jobs. This, too,

suggests _at the long-term economi_ stares of this group of zero-income households will surpass that of

poor households. Zero-income households are also much more likely to report serf-employment than the

two groups ofposi'6ve-but-low-income households.

Zero-incomehouse_ds are much less likelythan poor pos'Tffv_incomehouseholds to participate in

the FSP or_rec_,_,_,esubsidized rent (TableVES). Just 43 percent of zero-income households receive some

form of noncash public assistance, compared to fully 84 percent of poor households. This suggests ff_

zero-_ housel_ds maybe _ _m_oti_ to seek public assistance because they believe _hat

their period of zero income will not endure.

In summa_, _ _cs of zero_c_ homeholds presented in this section compared to those

of their poor and low-income counterparts indicate that zero-income households are not truly the poorest

of poorhouseholds. Rmher, basedon _ hometmld composition, educatioml attainment and labor force

status, zero-income households may have better kmg-_rm financial prospects, on average, than poor

households. This supports our findings from the ethnographic analysis, in which we identified striking

differencesamong zero-_ householdsthatled us to c_clude _ some households that repor_ zero

income in SIPP are actually fimncial]y viable ho_lds.

B. ZERO-INCOM]g gOUSIK!iOLDS THAT REPORT ZERO INCOME IN JANUARY 1991
COMPARED TO I]OUSEE[OLDS TItAT EVER REPORTED A PERIOD OF ZERO
INCOME IN SIPP

This sectioncompares the dmractef_cs of households that reported zero income in January 199I-

the households that comprise our ethnographic study sample-to those of households that reported zero
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income in any of the 32 months covered by the 1990 SIPP longitudinal file. We use these comparisons

to evaluatewhether our ethnographic sample is sufficient to represent the true nature of the zero-income

ph_lomelloI1.

Our findings indicate1hat1hechamcteris6csoflhe cross-sectional sample of zero-income households

used for the =il,.,ograp_c malysis are mmewhat diff-e[mtfrom those of the dynamic sample of households

thatever reported a period ofzaro income in SIPP. These aifi_rences can be attn_ui_!, for ihe large pan,

to length bias-a methodological shortcoming of this type of analysis. Compared to a dynamic sample

which captures all zero-income households over time, regardless ora household's spell length, a cross-

sectional sample of zero-income households will always include a greater proportion of chronic zero-

income households. The zero-income spells oflhese households last longer and thus their probabilily of

selectionm any given nmnih is higher than thai of short-term zea'o-m_e households. Consequently, file

characteristics of households with long-tram zzro-mcome spells, presumably the most at-risk and least

finan_ viable of the zero-income households, are weighted more heavily m a cross-sectional analysis

than in a dynamicanalysis. Thus the households in our edmographic sample appear worse offlhan 1hose

m the dynamic sample. This is not to suggest that a cross-sectional study is inappropriate. Ra_er, the

opposite may be Irue; a crossoseclional study captures the characterisgcs of zero-income households for

a specific point in lime, whereasa dynamic analysis canonly. be/_eralized to any 32-month 6me period

From a policy perspective, the former is a more useful analysis to conduct

As shown in Table VI. 1, the size of households with zero income ai any time during the SIPP panel

is slightly larger than that of households hMt reported zero income in January 1991. Households in the

largersample areless likely to include children (29 percent versus 36 percent), but more likely to include

elderly household members (18 percent compared to just 7 percent of the January.1991 zero-income

households).



The heads of households that ever reported zero income are older than limse of households that

reported zero income in January 1991 (Table VI.2). They are also more likely to be headed by a married

couple, widow or widower. The relatively high proportion of widowed household heads in the ever-

reportedzero-income sample, coupled with the relativelyhigh incidence of elderly household members for

this group,suggests thatperiods ofzew income triggered by the death of a spouse may be more common

in the dynamic sample than in households lhat reported zero income in January 1991. Our elhnographic

analysis included only two households for which the zero-income spell was precipilated by the death of

a spouse. Both were headed by elderly individuals, and the zero-income spell did not last long.

Conumy to other findings,the educagonaI attainmentof households that ever report zero income is

slightly lower than _ of zero-income households in the January 1991 sample (Table VL3). Less than

half (42 percent) of the households m the larger sample completed high school, compared to 59 percent

of the zero-income households in the ethnographic study. Approx/malely equal proportions of the .tWo

groups are enrolled in school.

As shown m Table VI4, homeholds that ever reported zero income are much more likely than zero-

income households in January 1991 to be employed or in the labor force (60 percent compared to 25

percent), but far fewer are self-employed (5 percent compared to 18 percent of the January 1991 zero-

income households). Households that ever reported zero income areconsequently less likely to receive

food stamps or other forms of non-cash public assistance (Table VI. 5).

Table VI.6 presmts the length and number ofzer°'income spells for the two groups of zero-income

households. The medianspell lengthof home.ds _ ever reported zero-income in SIPP is significantly

shorter than that of households in the ethnographicstudy. This cau_also be explained by length bias in

cross-sectional elan, as previously discussed. The median spell length is identical for the two groups,

however, and the adjusted median spell len__h is nearly equal. Nearly nine out often households (g9

percent) that ever reporteda periodof zero income reportedjust one spell, whereas nearly half (47 percent)
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VEL ZERO-INCOME HOUSEHOLDS IN THE FOOD STAMP
INTEGRATED QUALITY CONTROL SYSTEM (IQCS)

This chapter describes the _cs of zero-incomehouta_lds sampled in the FCS

admi_b_ IQCS a,__base from January 1991. The IQCS is an ongoing review of food stamp

household circum_-'_ces designed to determine ifhouseholcls are eligible lo participate or are receiving

the corre_ I:SP benefit amount h is basedon a sample of spprmimawJy 60,000 participating food stamp

home, ds. Since li-,eiraeormaionwe present on the IQCS households is based on aggregam _bulations

than on an in-depth edmograph/c analysis, it is not possible w identify the _gger events or

that may have precipitated the per/od w/lhout income for these households. These tabulations

are incJudedonly w provide further context for our findings from the elhno_c analysisdescribed in

char v.

Three se_ of compafisom are_ in the sea/om below. (A) a compar/son of the _cs

oflQCS zero-incomehouseholds and IQCS households wi& positive but low incomes Coelowthe poverty

level);(B) a comparison of'the chamctefi_cs of zero-income households in the IQCS and SIPP January

199I a_ files; and (C) a comparis_ of_ chamctmis6csoflQCS zero-income households and the SIPP

January 1991 zero-income households _aI receive food stamps. The informa_on upon which dmse

compamom are based is displayed in Tables VII. 1-VII.7.

IQCS ZERO-INCOME HOUSEHOLDS COMPARED TO THOSE WITH LOW BUT
POSITIVE INCOME

A comparison of the char_cs of IQCS zero-income and poor households shows signi_

difiFermcesbetween the two groups, f_unher_ the hypothesis presenl_ in Chapter VI, d_ the

am>.inom_ -_ may not be mergy _ low_ rage or level in _he_ continumn, but rather a unique

fmmdal sine experim_ by unique types of households.
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TABLE VI!.1

HOUSEHOLD COMPOSmON:
ZERO-INCOME AND LOW-INCOME HOUSEHOLDS IN SIPP AND IQC$

me_aaes)

sine/ fQcsStudy
Zen>4nmme Z! Feed Stamp _ Low-thereto

Ze_-Income _ Households 14ouseho_ Households Households

Size (number of members)

1 47.4 25.0 54.8 30.8
2 21.7 27.8 19.6 23.4
3 9.9 8.3 15.4 19.1
4 92 11.1 6.8 13.8
5 8.6 :_ _ Z6 7.5
6ormore 3.3 5.6 0.8 5.4

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

Mean househeld s_e ?_2 2.9 1.9 7_6

Number of ChNmn in Household

None 63.8 472 64.8 37.6
1 16.4 16.7 15.4 27-3
2 8.6 5.6 9.8 20.5
3 g.2 25.0 8.3 11.5
4 2.0 5.6 1.4 4.7
5 or mon_ 0.3 3.4

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

Me_ _ of ¢fulclrenper househokl 0.7 1.3 0.7 1.4
Age 5 taxi urxler 02 0.5 0.3 0.5
Age 6 - 17 0.5 0.7 0.3 0.8

Number M Bldedy Heeseheid Members

None 92.8 91.7 97.3 83.6
I 5.9 5.6 7-4 15.1
2 1.3 2.8 0.3 1.3
3 or more 0.0 0.0

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

Mean numberof etderly per household 0.1 0.1 0.0 02

HemehoNI Type

Hou_ wilh CI_ 362 52.8 35_3 62.4

MarriedcoL,pie 217 30.6 69 111
Single patent (olher _=_____s_pr_aL,nt) 1_ 2.8 0.8 4.1

_ (no alter adults _) 1Z5 19.4 222 46.5
Olher 0.7 0.0 5.4 0.7

Houmhekls _ Chlldm_ 63.8 472 64.7 37.6

Singleperson 47.4 25.0 53.6 30.2
Manied _ 10.5 83 5.9 4.0
CXher 5_9 13.9 52 3.4

Total 100_) lOOJO 100_ 100_

$aeq_ stae 152 36 452 4,397

SOURCE: Tabulalions of 19g0 SIPP Longaudir_ Fie and 1991 IQCS DWa File.

NOTES:Dmwef_ daeu_1991(ck_ng_sp_.
Chiidnm am _ under age 18.

The ekledy are peepleage 60 and over.
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TABLE VII.,?.

DEMOGRAPHICCHARACTERISTICS:ZEEO-INCOMEAND
LOW-INCOMEHOUSEHOLDSINSIPPANDIQCS

_st,_ _,s_
Zero-I_ Z! FoodStamp Zem.lmeme
Househekb Heusehek_ Ha.aehalds Heeael'ea:ls

lS-17 1.3 0.0 1.0 2.0
iS-lC 2.6 0.0 3:7 3.1
20-24 10.5 8.3 15.7 14.9
25 -29 15.1 22.2 17.9 16.6
30 -34 13.2 11.1 17,3 15.8
35 -39 9.9 11.1 14.3 10.8
40 -44 8.6 11.1 9.1 7.7
45 - 49 12.5 13.9 6.2 4.8
50 - 54 12.5 11.1 8.3 4.4
55 - 59 6.6 5.6 4.1 4.0
60- 64 4.6 5.6 2.2 4.2
55 - 69 2.0 0.0 0.2 3.3
70+ 0.7 0.0 0.0 8.4
Total 100.0 100.0 1l_-0 100,0

Meanage 39.3 38.7 31.7 36.9

Medianage 38.0 38.5 NA NA

Ram aad EUmidtyof Heuulmid ReferencePerson

_l_ite 59.9 47.2 47.8 45.8
black 21.1 27.8 34.5 37.6

Nen.t'Fa!_r_ -'-_ IslandAmerican 2.6 0.0 0.5 1.9
I_ A..mta:_ _ Alaskan 2.0 2.8 0.8 1.?.
His0m_ 14.5 _'__ 16.4 13.4
Told 100.0 100.0 100.0 100,0

Genderof _ ReferencePerson

Male 35.5 _'__ 39.4 13.3
Femab 32.2 38.9 46.9 71.5

coupte _ _ 38.9 13.8 15.2
Total 100.0 100.0 100,0 100.0

MaritalStalus of HouseholdReferencePemon

Man'iad,_ present 32.2 38.9 NA NA
IVlaffi_ _ abmnt 3.3 2.8 !dA IdA
W'demd 2.6 0.0 NA NA

18.4 16.7 NA NA
12.5 13.g NA IdA

Nevermmfied 3O9 27.8 IdA NA
Total 100.0 100-0 NA NA

samplesize 152 36 452 4,397

SOURCE:Tabut;_=_se,f1990SIPP_ F'deand1991IQCSDataF'4e.

NOTE:DataareforJanu=71991(during_spea).

NA:This_-:- itemis notavailable_ the IQCS_,'_e=.
:L
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TABLEVII.3

SOCIOECONOMICCHARACTERISTICS:
ZERO-INCOMEANDLOW-INCOMEHOUSEHOLDSIN$1PPAND IQCS

(P.n:_=,;_)

Study SOCSS=,dy
Zito-lnc_ne Z] FoodStamp Zero4n_me L.ow-lnCmle

Zero4ncorne_ Homehoids _ Households Households

_ NtMmltem d HouNitokl
R_,ren_ Persmt

!.e_ b'_n high_ 15.1 30.6 24.8 19.4
Somehigh_,_L,c._ 25.7 36.1 25.0 29.6

schoolgradua_ ,. 34.2 19.4 38.2 39.5
Seinecdege 15.1 5.6 9.6 10.4
__C.,,',,__,_graduate 9.9 8.3 1.4 1.1

Total 100.0 100.0 10o.o 100.0

Mean_am of scbcx=(mg 11.4 10.3 10.5 10.7

_ Stal_ _ _ Reference

Netenmkd in_,,L,c.._ 93.4 91.7 41.8 31.3
Enndledinhighschool 3.9 2.8 58.2 68.7
_ in=ekge _ tmdesehcx_' 2.6 5.6 NA NA
Te4al 100.0 100.0 lOO.O 100.o

HomeOWaml_p _ltus

Own 40.1 25.0 NA NA
Rent 50.7 63.9 NA NA
Nencashrent 9.2 11.1 NA NA
Total 100.0 100.0 NA NA

u_.g_
Ha,m orapartment 822 77.8 NA NA
Nonlmmienthotelormotel 3,3 5.6 NA NA
Tramientheedormeed 0.7 0.0 NA NA
Reonmghou_ 0.0 '_ 0.0 NA NA
Mobilehomeortrakr 11.8 16.7 NA NA

2.0 0.0 NA NA
Total 100.0 100.0 NA NA

Samldesize 152 36 452 4,397

SOURCE:T_ of 1990SIPP_ Fileand 1991IQCSDataF'de.

NOTES:DataareforJanuary1991(dudng_spd).

Pea=dewth four orma_ ==mpleta:lyearsof __,,-ae__._areassumedto be==aegegr'_,,__,,,_____.

NA:ThisdalailB,n is rtotava(fidein fi'reIQCSdata.

· Detated_ onU_isvarialdeis not_ in lhe IQCSdata.



TABLEVIIA
LABORFORCECHARACTERISTICSOF REFERENCEPEOPLE:

ZERO-INCOMEANDLOW.INCOMEHOUSEHOLDSINSIPPANDIQCS
_).

a,,m ,ocsstudy
7..en_neon_ Z1FoodStamp Zero-tr_ome

_ Calm_o_ _ Households !..leusehofds

e_nmt St_t_
Wedmg_ monlh 25.0 5.6 0.6 10.1

Fulltime 21.7 5.6 0.4 6.6
Palft_ 3.3 o.o 0.1 3.5

Wm.'lO partof mor_ ' 2.0 2.8 !dA NA
Fl,Il time* 2.0 2.8 NA NA
Parttime' IdA NA

Natwarte_, k_ak_gforwork 27.6 33.3 34.5 14.5
Natv,a'idng,natlookingfor_mrk 45.4 58.3 65.O 75.4
Total t00.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

Self-ee_yme.tstatus
Self_, _ 17.8 2.8 0.3 1.4
Netself-employed 82.2 97.2 99.7 {18.6
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

mumTej_
3O.3 58.3 0.9 8.1

Worki_ _ time* 2.6 0.0 NA NA
W_ng parttime- 0.0 0.0 NA NA
Net_ ' 27.6 58,3 NA NA

N_ disabled 6g.7 41.7 100.0 91.9

Wm._ngfulltime' 21.1 8.3 NA NA
Weft_g pat time' 3.3 0.0 NA NA
Notworldmj* 45.4 33.3 NA NA

Total 100.0 l_J 100.0 100.0

Number of Jo_

Notemployed 73.0 91.7 NA NA
1 25.7 8.3 NA NA
Marethan1 1.3 0.0 NA NA
Total 100.0 100.0 NA NA

Sarnple_._ 152 36 452 4,39','

SOURCE:Tabuisliensof 19_)SIPPLettgitu_ Fileand1991IQCSDataFie.

NOTES:Dataamf_January 1991(during_spe_.

Havi'_ruetimeemploymmtis der,nedasworldngat least35houmperwinK.

NA:This-_-::-ilemis notavliisbleinthe IQCSdata.

· DemledinfmmfmnonthisV'dtiableisnot_ inthe IQCSdala.
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TABLEVII.5

LABORFORCECHARACTERI_: ZERO-INCOMEAND
LOW4NCOMEHOUSEHOLDSIN SIPPAND IQCS

(Pen:_=;_)

;u.mnm_ stu_ !c_.sStudy
7.JFogxiSimp Zem-lnc.me I.=w4nemm

Numb_ of _ Membersb the Labor
F_rce

Nonl 41.4 52-8 GS.g 7'3.0
1 47.4 41.7 28.6 24.1
2 9.2 5.6 5.4 ?-6
3 ormom Z0 0.0 0.1 0.3
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 IOD.O

Me_ numberofworkmm 0.7 0.5 0.4 0.3

Numlxf of,_dlf-ErnployeclHousehold Members

None 81.6 97_ NA NA
I 14.5 ?-8 NA NA
2 3.9 0.0 NA NA
3 ormore 0.0 0.0 NA NA
Total 100.0 100.0 _ NA

numberofself_,M_/_l _e 02 o.o NA NA

Numberof Dislbled _ Members

Nme 63.8 33_ NA NA
1 3O.3 55.6 NA NA
2 4.6 11.1 NA NA
3or mere 1.3 0.0 NA NA
Total IO0.D IO0.D _ NA

Meannumberof _mbled peo!_ 0.4 0.8 NA NA

,%tm_es_e 152 36 452 4,397

SOURCI='Tabulalie_sof1980SIPP_ File;md1991IQCSDataFie.

NOTES:DmareforJan_ 1;91(dumg_spe;).
Inu,meImb:_f_,ce isde_medas emi=Joyed,on layoil,or la=Id_ fa' w_k.

Nk TlS _ ib_ isn_ a_lable _ fi_eIQCS_
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TABLE VII.6

RECEIPTOFNONCASHWELFAREBENEFITS:
ZERO-INCOMEANDLOW4_ME HOUSEHOLDSINSiPPAND1QCS

s_e/ _Qcsaudy
Zem4nceme 7l PoodS_p Zem4nmme Low4ncome

ZmNnmm,caailoff Houwx_s _ _x..noUs _us_ous

Rece_ of $1_clfi= Forms of Noecash
As_d_anee

Foods_mps 23.7 100.0 100.O 100.0
Average;-_.,_,stampbenefit $194 $194 S178 $170

al&

W1C 4.6 19A NA NA
Freeermduced-pr_ lurch 19.1 41.7 NA NA
Freeer_r,______ Ixeatdast 13.2 30.6 NA NA
Mecllmre 2.6 0.0 NA NA

13.8 41.7 NA NA
Energyassistance 13.2 30.6 NA NA
Pubb:hQus_g 3.9 13.9 NA NA
Subsidizedrent 5.9 16.7 NA NA

Receivesome ncxn,=ashassistaftce 42.8 100.0 100.0 100.0

Do not receiveany nam:ashassistance S'/'.2 0.9 0.0 0.0

Samplesize 152 36 452 4,397

SOURC;='Tabulalionsof 1990SIPP_ Fileand1991IQCSDataFie.

NOTE: Dalaamfor Januar/1991(cluring_spe_.

NA:TI_ datail_mis r_ _'_able in theIQGScl_.
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TABLEVII.7

ASSETHOLDINGS:ZERO-INCOMEAND
LOW-INCOMEHOUSEHOLDSINSlPPAND IQC..S

meman_g.s)

audy _QCSS_dy
7.JFoodStamp Zero-income Law-Income

ZmadnmmeCamga7 HeJehok_ Homeha_s Houleha_ HaulehO_

Type ofAu_ _d_g

Sev_gs 9_ Z8 112 21.6
invellmlrls 72 0.0 0.0 02
Renlal _ge_vtyormmtgage 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.2
Royalies 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0

Any Financ:_Assl_ 15.8 2.8 12.9 23.0

NoFimmclalAssets 842 97.2 I;7.1 77.0

Sample size 152 36 452 4,397

SOURCE:Tal:ulationsof lgg0 SlPPI.ongitu_malFie and1991IQCSDataFile.

NOTES: Dataamfor January1991(cluingzarodmame_di).

___--___'_._____-_emoneymmt_, ce_dficamaf_-_, NOW,moneyfund,govemme_secures,
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As _ in Table VIL 1, IQCS zero-income households are sign/ficanfiy smaller and different in

housd_ld composidml than IQCS poor households. The average zero-income house2_d contains fewer

than two people, while the average poor household size is 2.6 people. In fact, most zero-income

households are single-person hous_olds. Fewer zero-income households than poor households include

ch/Idre_ 90 percent of poor households with more than one person include a ch_d, compared w just 78

peme_ ofze_-income _ homeholds. Oflhose households _ childree, _kree quarters (75

percent) of poor households areheaded by a single parent compared lo 63 percent of file zero-income

households. Ze_-m households are also much less likely than poor households to contain an elderly

household member (3 percent compared w 16 percent).

Table VR2 shows the demogaphic chamctm_cs of&e household re_crmce person. Ze_o-income

housek_ headsazesligtaly_ _ _ ofpoor _ a_ their mml compositioa is similar-

Ix__ __ _-_ic _. About _ _ _ _ _h__ a

married couple, but of those headed by a single person, mm head a gr_m= pwporuo_ of zero-income

housetx/ds/urn of poor households. Apparently, most IQCS zero-income single-pers_mhouseholds are

composed of men.

As shown in Table VIL3, ze_0-income and poor household hoads are about equally schooled.

However, poor household heads are much more likely than zero-_ heads Wbe emoHed in school,

which indicates_ their finaleducational_'m_e_t may be s/gnitlcantly higher than that of zero-/ncome

household heads.

TablesVK4 and VIL5 show/_e labor/orce and employmmt _cs ofbo_ types of IQCS

households. It is not surprising lhat poor household heads are more _ to be working-lO perg_

compared to less than I perc,em of zero-income household heads. However, of those not

employed, zero-income household heads are much more likely to be looking for work, and overall, a

greaIer_ of'zero-income householdheads are part of the laborforce. Despite lheir smaller household ·
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size, zero-incon_ households are_ to have more workers in the labor force, probably because, relative

to poor households, zero-income households include more adults of working age (Table VIL 1).

As shown in TableV116, the averagenmng_ food stamp beneiit is not signi_cantiy different for the

two grote; the averageallotmentperperson is higher for zero-income households - $94 compared to $65

for poor house_lds.

Table VII.7 shows the percentage of households in each group that have finanaal assets. Zero-

incomehouseholds aremuch !ess like/ythanpoor households to have assets. Nearly a fourth (23 perceno

ofpoor households reported asset balances to the food stamp office compared to just 13 percent of zero-

mcome households.

B. IQCS ZERO-INCOME HOUSEHOLDS COMPARED TO SIPP ZERO-INCOME
HOUSEHOLDS

This section compares the characte_cs of IQCS and SIPP zero-income households. The IQCS

households have zero-income and defmi_ly receive food stamps; the SIPP households examined here

reportzero income and may or may not receiveFSP benefils. Our analysis reveals significant and striking

differencesbetween the zero-incomehouseholds from the two data sources. While these distinctions may

be attribmed in pan to differences m the data collection processes detailed m Chapter IV.C.3, it is clear

that on average,_heSIPP _x_-income households included in our efimographic study appear to be more

financiallyviable dan lhose included in the IQCS study.

SIPP ze_incorne households live in slightby larger households than do those found in the IQCS file

('fable VII. l). Over a fifth (21 percent) of SIPP zero-income households contain four or more people,

compared to just 10 percent of the IQCS zero-income households. A lb_irdOf the households in both

groups contain children, but a greater number of the households with children in SIPP are headed by a

marriedcouple (60perc_ compared tojust 20 percent in the IQCS sample). Both groups of households

are unlikely to include elderly household members.
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!
As shown in Table VIE2, SIPP zero-income household heads are slightly older than those OflQCS

zero-income households. SIPP zero-income household heads are much more likely to be white and less

likelyto be black _ lhor,e in _ IQCS, but both groups include nearly equal proportions of Hispanic and

householdheads.Nearlyathird (32 percent)of all SIPPzero-incomehouseholdsareheadedby a

married couple compared to just 14 percem OfIQCS zero-income households,

Educational atminmetrt is slightty higher for SIPP zero-income households than IQCS zelx_-income

_ds (Table VIL3). A quarter(25 percent) of SIPP zero-income household heads have attended at

least some college, comparedto just 11 percent OfIQCS zero-income ho_useho__ldheads. Just 7 percent of

SIPP zero-incomehouseholds are emolled in school, compared to 58 po-cent of IQCS zero-income

households,whichmayreducethediffermcein '-,ui_leducationalattainmentovertime. The age differmce

of householdheadsis not significant enoughto accountfor this large differmce in enro!lmem(Table

VIL2).

Labor force panicipa6o_and emplesrme_patternsdiffer greatlyfor SIPPandIQCS zero-_me

households, asshow_ in Tables VIL4 and VII5. Overhalf(55 percent) OfSIPP zamo-incomehousehold

heads claim to be in the labor force, compared to just a _ (35 percent) of lhe IQCS zero-me

housdoid heads. Over 10percent of SIPP zero-income hoaveholds contain two or more members of the

labor_ _tojust 5 pmm_ oflhe IQCS zeo-_e households. Over a quart_ (27 peremt)

OfSIPP mo-incerne household heads report being employed in January 1991 (though obviously wilhout

payin/mt mmth), comlmr_ to less ffan 1lmWmtoftlm IQCS zexo-income households. V_few IQCS

zm-o-_ _d heads claimto be self-_pto,jl_ mere 0.3 perce_-while 18 percent ofthe SIPP

zero-income household heads report self-en__ during their zero-income spell. Differences in

reporteddisabilityrates aresm]dng. Nearly a third of the SIPP zero-income household h_ds claim to be

disabled,yet none ofthe IQCS z_0..m housd_ds ccrdaina disabled reference person. Since the age
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strucV,w_ oflhe two groups arecomist_ (Table VII.2), this cannot be eccplain_ by di_orent proportions

of elderly household members.

Less lhan a quartn' (24percent) oflhe SIPP zero-income households repon participafng in _heFSP

(Table V116). By d_on, ail oflhe IQCS zero-income households _ food stmnps during _eir

zero-income spell. The average household benefit is higher for SIPP zero-_ !x)useholds ($194

comparedlo $178 for IQCS zero-income households), but the monthly per-person food stamp allotment

is significantly higher for IQCS zero-income households.

Table VH.7 shows lhe financial assets oflhe two groups of zero-income households. There is little

difference between the asset holdings, other than ff_t 8 p_rcent of S1PP zero-income households hold

m_, compared to none oflhe IQCS zero-income households.

The 'd_inu3m'i6_between _ two groups ofzero-inwme householdsare s_kmg. The distinctions

may be atm_uted in part to biasesin_e __ sources. As described in Chapter IV.C.3, IhelQCS

which come from food stamp applications,areveri_ed to the ex-_rztpossible by food stamp eligib'd_ty

worke_ 'ehminam_s_ne of_e recallbias and intmtimal _ _ may exist in _e SIPP income,

employmem, ami household composition data. An antithetical bias may e_ however, in that filere is

incentive for food stamp applicants to purposely misrepon household composifon or omit repor_ of

income fixxninformal sources such as transfers from relatives. This incentive does not exist to the same

degreefor SlPP respondents, suggesting that'SIPP reports, particularly of informal income sources, may

be more accmaie.

l_ame _e _ _ lhe two groups ct_ds are so marked, particularly with regard

to employment ,4_t._ it is clear that file distincacos extend beyond differences in the sampling

_. On average, _e zero-income households included in our egmogr_hic study appear to be

more finmc/ally viable 6um lhose included in the IQCS study. Our findings from lhe ethnographic study

(Chapter V) point to significant differences among the SIPP zero-income households; according to our
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emlysis, not ellzero-inaane households are u'uly _ e_risk or in need af food slmnps. To control

for this 'd_-'tinction,we amduct_ an additional step in the IQCS-SIPP analysis, 'Innitingour comparisons

between IQCS and SIPPl_lds to just those z_ro-_ households in SlPP that chimed m receive

food_ during their zero-income spetl. Our findings from_ _ follow.

C. IQCS ZERO.INCOME HOUSEHOLDS COMPARED TO SIPP ZERO-INCOME FOOD
STAMP HOUSEHOLDS

Controlling for food sm_p participation within our SIPP zero-_e sample does not entirely

_ 'chssina]ar_between the IQCS and SIPP zero-income households. In fact, SIPP FSP zero-

incomehousd_ds are in some ways more d/ssimi!_._to the IQCS zero-income households than the mlire

group of SIPP zero-income households.

With regardm householdc_mtmsitm (TableVII I), SIPPFSI) zero-income households more closely

resembleIQCS poor householdslhan IQCS zero-income lmusdmlds. The average household size of SIPP

FSP zero-income households is even larger than that of all SIPP zero-_ housetmlds - nearly lhree

pessonsper household compared to 1.9 persons per household for IQCS zero-income households. While

IQCS _ _ and all SIPP _'_ _ds c_tain _ equal numbers

of childrenand elderly nmnbers, SIPP FSP zero-income households include significantly fewer children

and more elderly members than the IQCS zero-income househorl_. Fmlher, over a third of SIPP FSP

zero-income households include a married couple, compared to just 13 percent oflQCS zero-income

households.

Demographically, SIPP FSP zero-income housdmlds more closely resemble IQCS zero.income

households lhan does the entire group of SIPP zero.m households (Table VK2). Their age

composition is not siglifican_ different from thai of the IQC$ zew-income householdS, and the two

comainnearly equal shares of nrta-Hispanic white household heads. Like the IQCS zero-income

housdxidss SIPP FSP zero-income households wifl_ut a married couple are significantly more likely to
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be female.headed. The _ a_ammmt ofSIl_ FSP z_o-_ households is also closer to IQCS

zero-income households than that of all SIPP zero-income households, with fewer than 15 percent of

household heads receiving schooling beyond high school (Table VlL3).

As expected, _.;.-oIling for food stnn_ participation 'eluninatesmuch of the d_-ence in labor force

'_ between the IQCS and SIPP zzro-income housef_ds (Table VIL4). Only g percent of SIPP

FSP zero-income households are employed in January 1991, much closer to the less ih.an 1 percent

emp_ rateofIQCS zem-_ _ds than the 27 percent of all SIPP zero-income households

reportworking during their zero-income spell. Just 3 percent of SIPP FSP zero-income households

are seif-en_loyecl, again more similar to the .3 percent of IQCS zero-income households than the 18

percent of all SIPP zero-income households that report serf-employment in January 1991. A notable

aiff-ermcebetween the SIPP FSP zero-income households and the IQCS zero-income households is _e

share of the group that is disabled. A full 58 percent of SIPP FSP zaro-income households include a

disabled member, compared to none of the IQCS zero-/ncorne households.

By defir_on, alihouseholds in both groups _rec_,hvefood stamps. SIPP FSP zero-income households

receive significantly smaller benefits per household member lhan do IQCS zero-income households,

anolhex difference dm is greater between SIPP FSP zer_income households and IQCS zero-income

households filan between all SIPP zero-income households and IQCS zero-income households (Table

VII6).

SIPP FSP z_Mnam_ housdmlds have significantlylower asset holdings than do IQCS zero-income

households (TableVII.7). Fewer flaan3 percent of SIPP FSP zero-income households own any financial

assets, compared _o 13 percent oflQCS zero-m_e households.

It is not clear why such dislinctions remain between SIPP zero-income households and IQCS zero-

income householdsafter omtrolling for food stamp panicipatio_ 'Ihssimilariliescan be attributed in part



lto the differencesbetween _e rl_ flies described above in Chapter IV.C.3. The small sample size of 36

for SIPP FSP zero-income households may contribute to lhese differences.
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A_ENDIX A
4_

AN EXAM/_E O1_A
Z_RO-INCOMEHOUSEHOLDPORTRAIT

o-

_m



The followingpages represent an example of the zero-income household portraits we used to inform our

-=ih,,ographicanalysis. As discussed in Chapter IV.A.2, these portraits display, in calmdar-month format,

detailed information on the characteristics of a household and each of/ts members for the entire SIPP

observatiorrperioc[

The smvW nmnlia, _ 1989/ax)ugh August 1992,are lismd _ _ _; _ column refers

to a single calendarma_ Themanes of the variables we examined are _ down lhe let-hand side of

the portrait. By moving across the variable rows, we are able to observe the stains of and changes to

household and individual chamctefi_cs over time.

Each housd_ld txah-4itconsistsofa housd_d summary page ftfllowed by a page for each household

member. The _ summary page listshousehold4ewl dnmcta-i_cs, such as household size, home

ownership status, and style of living quarters. The individual-level portraits list individual household

member.4evel characteristics, such as age,,race, educational attainment, etrtp_ status, and sources

and amourm of monthly income.

Complete descriptions of the SIPP variables used can be found in the SIPP code book for the 1990

longimdi

u.s. "Suraf acome mdPmp Pani (SIP?)
Waves 1-8_lVY_oDalaFi_Technical _on." Washin_ DC:
U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1993.
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