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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Analyses of nationally representative survey data consistently reveal the existence of “zero-income™
households—households that claim to receive no income during a specified period Zero-income
households are of particular interest to the United States Department of Agriculture Food and Consumer
Service, which administers the Food Stamp Program (FSP), because past research has found that the FSP
participation rate for these households is unexpectedly lower than that of households with very low but
positive income (Trippe and Doyle 1992a and 1992b). This seemingly contradictory finding is difficult
to explain in terms of behavior. A household's tendency to participate would be expected to increase as
income declines, and families with no income would be expected to be the poorest of the poor and thus the
most likely to participate in the FSP. To examine the roots of this perplexing paradox, FCS commissioned
this study, which uses ethnographic techniques to analyze the causes and characteristics of zero-income
households.

Our analysis is based primarily on data from the 1990 Survey of Income and Program Participation
(SIPP) longitudinal file, selected to enable us to observe the dynamic attributes of the zero-income
phenomenon that have not been revealed by previous cross-sectional analyses of SIPP and Current
Population Survey data. Rather than simply tabulating the aggregate characteristics of the zero-income
population, we use ethnographic and case study research methods to identify the events and characteristics
that are associated with the advent and duration of zero-income spells.

We also examine the characteristics of households with low but positive income, households that
report zero income in any of the 32 months covered by the 1990 SIPP panel, and households that report
zero income in the FCS administrative Integrated Quality Control System (IQCS). We compare all three
groups to the zero-income households that comprise our ethnographic study to provide further context for
our findings.

Our examination of households that report zero income in SIPP indicates that while most have a
legitimate reason for reporting a period without income and some are truly impoverished, zero-income
households are not at all a homogenous population, and few are truly the poorest of the poor. Rather, the
zero-income population includes many financially viable (althoufi¥ rarely prosperous) households for
whom a report of zero income exaggerates their financial troubles.

Of the 143 households that reported zero income in January 1991, we observe a clear event or
condition precipitating or accompanying the zero-income period for 114 “true™ zero-income households.
Events precipitating the zero-income episode are less apparent for the 29 “improbable” zero-income
households identified. We classified the households within these groups according to the apparent cause
of their zero-income spell.

True Zero-Income Households
The first three groups of true zero-income households comprise truly at-risk households; the final two

groups include financially viable households for which the financial situation is not as dire as the report of
Zero income would imply.



Table of Contents

1. Job Loss or Layoff

Temporary or permanent unemployment, reported by 67 zero-income households, is the
most common cause of zero income. In all cases we observe a period of positive personal
eamings, followed by a reported job loss or layoff, followed by a period of zero income.
Most of these households regain positive income by resuming work or receiving
unemployment compensation or other welfare benefits. These are true zero-income
households in that they are truly without income for a period of one or more months, and
few appear to have access to other resources.

2. Habitual Unemployment
These 16 households-report chronic unemployment and do not appear to have access to
other resources. Few regain positive income during the survey period These households
are truly the poorest of the poor.

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

4. Household Dissolution
These 21 households report zero income following a divorce, death, or other type of
household separation. Nearly all households in this category regain positive income within
a few months, and we suspect that most are not truly impoverished because they either
have access to other resources (such as the case of aduit children who form their own
households) or are entitled to alimony, child care, or deceased spouse payments which
may take a few months to go into effect.

5. Enrollment in School
These four households report zero income while enrolled m school. Despite their
relatively long zero-income spells and low labor force participation rates, it is likely that
these households have outside sources of support not reported to SIPP, such as help from
family members, or tuition assistance and fellowship income.

Improbable Zero-Income Households

No change in household circumstances precedes the zero-income period for these households, and
in some cases other reported characteristics contradict the household’s claim of zero income. We suspect
that all three types of zero-income households that comprise this group are financially viable households.

6. Self-Employment
These 21 households report zero income while self-employed and working long hours.
Nearly all report a period of substantial positive income from self-employment prior to and
following their loss of income, suggesting that these households are paid on a contract or
mvoice basis. They may work continuously, but are only paid when contract milestones
are met or products delivered. It is clear that while these are technically zero-income
households, practically they can be considered quite financially viable.

xiv
&
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7. Employment Without Pay
We observe a pattern of constant employment but sporadic payment in these six
households, suggesting a contract-style form of payment similar to that observed in the
self-employed households. Again, we suspect that these are actually financially viable
households.

8. Assets Spend-Down
These two households claim to receive no income after spending down substantial asset
balances. Due to the asset balances reported, we suspect that these households may be
financially viable.

A comparison of the characteristics of zero-income, poor (household income below poverty
threshold), and low-income (household income between 100 and 300 percent of poverty threshold)
households shows that, based on their labor force status, household composition, and educational
ammmmmehmselnldsmayhavebemerlong-tumﬁnanmalpmspects, on average, than poor
households. A similar comparison of the characteristics of IQCS zero-income and poor households shows
similar differences between the two groups. These findings provide further evidence that the zero-mcome
state may not be merely the lowest level of the poverty spectrum, but rather a unique and most likely
nonpermanent financial state experienced by a particular type of household.

Financially viable zero-income households present complications for FSP participation research
Despite the indication that manty of the zero-income households examined in our ethnographic analysis are
not truly needy based on traditional FSP eligibility simulation procedures, many appear to be eligible for
the Food Stamp Program during their zero-income spell. Technically, these households have zero income,
and their reported asset balances are low. Homes and income-generating assets, which provide clues in
an ethnographic study as to a household’s financial viability, are excluded from food stamp eligibility
determinations. }t may be that many of these zero-income households would never consider applying for
food stamps. This may explain why the food stamp participation rates of zero-income households have
historically been substantially lower than those of households with very low but positive incomes.
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L INTRODUCTION

Analyses of nationally represeatative survey data, such as those gathered in the Current Population
Survey (CPS) or the Survey of Income and Program Participation (SIPP), consistently reveal the existence
of househalds that claim to have received no income during or for a specified period One percent of the
households surveyed in the March $991 CPSrepor&dreceivhgnoamingsoroﬂwrinoomeinﬂiepriér
year, and a fifth of the households in the 1990 SIPP panel reported at least 1 month without income during
the 32 months observed. Past research has shown that these seemingly unlikely “zero-income households”
are not merely an artifact of the data but rather a real phenomenon (United States Bureau of the Census
1974, Herriot and Spiers 1974, Obererheu and Ono 1975). Nevertheless, very little is known about the
people who claim to live without income or the circumstances associated with zero-income periods.

Zero-income households are of particular interest to the United States Department of Agriculture
(USDA) Food and Consumer Service (FCS), which administrates the Food Stamp Program (FSP). As
the largest food assistance program in the country, the FSP served nearly 27 million people and distributed
$23 billion m benefits during fiscal year 1995. Thegovenmmtmak:sfoodstmmsava'lablenaﬁonwide
to financially needy households without imposing nonfinancial categorical criteria, such as whether
households contain children or elderly people. hmmsoffedera]nutritjonpolicy,mmmmgmdSMFSP
participation rates—the proportion of those eligible for food stamps who actually apply for and receive food
stamps—provides an indication of the Program’s success at reaching the target population.

Past research on FSP participation has consistently revealed a paradox: the participation rate for
eligible households that report zero income in 2 given month is unexpectedly low; in fact, the participation
rate of zero-income households has been significantly lower than that of households with very low but
positive income (Trippe and Doyle 1992a and 1992b). This seemingly contradictory finding is difficult

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

PR
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income declines, and families with no income would be expected to be the most likely to participate in the
FSP. This study analyzes the circumstances and characteristics of zero-income households to identify why
their FSP participation behavior is anomalous. Here, zero-income households are defined as households
that report not having received any income in a given month from any source—-salaries, wages, and tips;
unemployment compensation or Social Security; pensions; cash welfare benefits (but not in-kind benefits);
or monies from property income, interest, dividends, or gifts.

In a previous study, Mathematica Policy Research, Inc. (MPR) tested a number of hypotheses
regarding the cause of the low FSP participation rates of zero-income households (Heiser 1992b). MPR
had speculated that zero-income food stamp units (FSUs) might be (1) single people supported by other
members of the Census Bureau-defined household who are not considered to be part of the FSU, (2)
people surviving solely on asset holdings, or (3) people with positive eamings offset by negative self-
employment or family busmess loss or asset income. However, because the analysis was based on cross-
sectional rather than longrtudinal data, the study yielded little insight and did not support these hypotheses.

The study documented m this report provides 2 more thorough understanding of the zero-income
phenomenon. We use longrtudinal rather than cross-sectional data to explore these and other hypotheses
of the cause of zero-income periods, employing ethnographic research methods to profile households with
no income. The objectives of and approach to this research &€ presented in Sections A and B below.
Chapter I summarizes the findings of previous studies of the zero-income phenomenon. Chapter Il
presents mformation about the SIPP data used in this study, and Chapter IV describes our methodology
and sample. Our findings from the ethnographic analysis are presented in Chapter V. Chapter VI presents
the aggregate demographic and socioeconomic characteristics of the larger body of households that
experienced zero income at any point during the 32-month observation period and compares these
charactenistics with those of low-but-positive-income households. Finally, an analysis of the zero-income
households included in the FSP Integrated Quality Control System (IQCS) is included in Chapter VIL
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associated with the advent and duration of zero-income spells and to subsequently categorize zero-income
households according to the apparent cause of their lack of income.

Our analyses are descriptive in nature and are supported by comprehensive tables that present the
aggregate demographic and socioeconomic characteristics of the zero-income population both as a whole
and divided into the distinct categories of zero-income households that we have identified. Our analysis
discusses the circumstances tiat appear to precipitate and perpetuate spells of zero income for households
within each category. We also sutmarize patterns of food stamp receipt among zero-income households

and examine their FSP participation rates.
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IL PAST RESEARCH ON ZERO-INCOME HOUSEHOLiJS

Past research on zero-income households is limited. The studies that have been conducted
are based solely on cross-sectional data and have provided little insight into the true circumstances
affecting households that report periods of no income. This chapter presents the findings of prior
research related to the zero-incog‘:.e phenomenon. The first section summarizes the research
conducted by MPR that documents the perplexingly low FSP participation rates of zero-income
households and preseats 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

1974 CPS.

A. LOWFSP PARTICIPATION RATES OF ZERO-INCOME HOUSEHOLDS

In both descriptive and multivariate analyses of food stamp participation, MPR has. found that
people living in eligible zero-income food stamp units participate in the FSP at a surprisingly low rate
(Allin and Martini 1991, Czajka 1981, Trippe and Sykes 1994, Ttige and Doyle 1992a and 1992b,
Martini 1992). Using CPS, SIPP, and Income Survey Development Program (ISDP) data, MPR has
repeatedly found that the FSP participation rates of zero-income households are lower than those of
households with very low but positive incomes (see Tables I 1 and I1.2). For e_xample, 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 of the poverty level (Table IL2). Although analyses of 1989, 1992, and 1994 SIPP data
show that this gap in participation rates has closed over time, data from the CPS continue to show

zero-income households participating in the FSP at a relatively low rate.’

'"The unrealistically high SIPP-based participation rates in 1992 and 1994 are caused primarily
by underreporting and other sampling problems in the SIPP—problems that are particularly acute
among low-income households. Stavrianos (1996) reported that households with zero income may

S
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TABLE .1

FSP PARTICIPATION RATES OF ZERO-INCOME HOUSEHOLDS AND HOUSEHOLDS
WITH VERY LOW BUT POSITIVE INCOME, 1976-1993

(Individual Participation Rates)
Year 1976 1978 1980 1982 1984 1986 1988 1990 1991 1992 1993
Household Type
Zero-Income 10 26 41 33 28 27 26 37 42 51 40
Very Low but
Positive Income
(1-50% of poverty) 47 53 62 79 78 73 69 79 87 83 88
Percentage Point -
Difference <37 27 =21 46 -50 46 -43 42 45 -32 48

SOURCE: Tabulations of Current Population Survey (CPS)- based “Trends™ file, 1976-1993.

TABLEIL.2

FSP PARTICIPATION RATES OF ZERO-INCOME HOUSEHOLDS AND HOUSEHOLDS
WITH VERY LOW BUT POSITIVE INCOME, 1985-1992

(Household Participation Rates)
Year 1985 1988 1989 1992 1994
Household Type : s

Zero-Income 69 70 82 105 143
Very Low but Positive Income (1-50% of poverty) 93 79 87 102 100
Percentage Point Difference <24 9 -5 +3 +43

SOURCE: Tabulations from Survey of Income and Program Participation (SIPP)-based FOSTERS model, Angust 1985,
Jamary 1988, Jannary 1989, January 1992, and Janmary 1994.

NOTE: Participation rates exceeding 100 percent are due to reporting and measurement errors in SIPP. For farther
information see Appendix A of Stavrianos (1996).

be undersampled in SIPP, which would understate the number of zero-income eligibles, upwardly
biasing the SIPP-based participation rate among zero-income households.

6



Table of Contents

In fact, 1993 CPS data indicate a participation rate for zero-income FSUs of just 40 percent, compared
to 88 percent for FSUs with incomes between 1 and 50 percent of the poverty level (Trippe 1995)
(TableIL1).2

Several hypotheses have been investigated to explain these puzzling low FSP participation rates
for zero-mcome households. One possible explanation is that some zero-income households do not
actually live without income; rather, the true amounts of their income are misreported to survey
interviewers. Although this theory is supported by severa] studies (see Section B in this chapter), the
findings do not refute the proposition that nonparticipating zero-income households do exist (Heriot
and Spiers 1975, Oberheu and Ono 1975).

Another hypothesis for the unexpectedly low FSP participation rate of zero-income households
1s that many zero-income households are not truly eligible for food stamps (Martini 1992). Martini
also argues that income-ineligible households may erroneously report income amounts of zero to
survey interviewers. Even if the proportion of these houseﬁolds is very small, the absolute number
of households would be large enough to outweigh the smail number of households that truly do not
have income. Martini was not completely satisfied with this explanation, however. He found that
even when the effects of other variables are removed, zero-income households still participate in the
FSP at a rate that is significantly below the rate of households with higher income levels.

Convinced that some zero-income households do exist, yet unable to explain how these
households are able to manage without income or assistance from food stamps, FCS requested an in-
depth analysis of these households based on 1988 SIPP data. Heiser investigated the hypothesis that

?MPR has found that the CPS consistently underestimates participation rates. In general, SIPP-
based FSP participation rates are considered to be more accurate than those based on the CPS.
Compared to the CPS, SIPP collects more of the information needed to estimate FSP eligibility and
thus the methodology for simulating eligibility more closely replicates the actual FSP determination
process. 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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nonparticipating zero-income households rely on other households for support but found no evidence
of outside financial resources for these households (Heiser 1992). It was also hypothesized that people
who report zero income may live in a different FSU but ;he same Census Bureau-defined household
as people with positive income, and thus actually reside in a positive-income household. The data
reveal that this is the case for only 9 percent of zero-income persons, so this theory is not sufficient
to fully explain the zero-income phenomenon. Heiser also suggested that people in zero-income
households have substantial assets that may be used for support but found that zero-income
households actually have fewer countable and noncountable assets, on average, than other income-
eligible food stamp units. It was also speculated that people in zero-income households have positive
earnings that are offset by negative 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 STUDIES OF INCOME UNDERREPORTING IN THE CPS

Previous research on households that report very low or zero income in the CPS has found that
significant underreporting of income does occur on surve§s. The alarmingly high number of
households that reported extremely low annual household income (under $500) on the March 1972
CPS sparked a number of innovative studies of this phenomenon. To test the accuracy of the income
data provided by CPS respondents, the Census Bureau matched individual-level data provided by the
Internal Revenue Service (IRS) and the Social Security Administration (SSA) to the self-reported
information provided by the 862 families and unrelated iﬁdividuals that reported annual incomes of
less than $500 in the March 1972 CPS (U.S. Bureau of the Census 1974). Analysts compared their
reports 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 about a third of the cases, there was not enough information to determine the
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reasons for low income reports. It was postulated that this group reported part-year income or that the
respondents 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 resuit of losses from business
expenses, recent marital status changes, students being supported by families, special living or
financial arrangemeats, foster children being counted as unrelated individuals, and biases associated
with the imputing of missing data.

A follow-up administrative data matching study conducted by Herriot and Spiers (1975) found
numerous errors in the reporting of wages and salaries and concluded that of those households that
reported zero income in the CPS, only about half actually have no income. Their study also concluded
that part of the net underreporting of income by CPS respondents was due to apparent
misinterpretation of the CPS income questions. In particular, several types of income were overlooked
by CPS respondents. A comparison of CPS household income Adaia with information 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 significantly less likely to be reported than income from wages or salaries.

A smilar exact match study conducted by Oberheu and Ono (1974) on the 1973 CPS also
identified misinterpretation of the income questions as a partial explanation for households with very
low or no reported income. Comparisons between CPS responses and welfare agency administrative
records found that 14 percent of the surveyed households with children who received public assistance
income did not report it on the CPS. Few subsequent studies that match 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 self-reported income suggest that problems in the reporting of
income, 1n 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 in this study because we will not be matching the SIPP data to administrative records,
these findings should caution our conclusions as to the causes of the zero-income 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 data examined.

[
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II1. THE SURVEY OF INCOME AND PROGRAM PARTICIPATION (SIPP)

Our ethnographic analysis of zero-income households is based on data from the 1990 pane! of SIPP.
SIPP data are particularly appropriate for this study because the survey collects detailed information on
mﬁxgsandoﬂwrsomcsofhcomeforaﬂ household members over age 14 for each of the 32 months
in the survey period. This monthly income detail, together with SIPP’s rich sociodemographic data, most
of which are also updated for each survey month, enables us to construct a comprehensive longitudinal
portrait of the circumstances affecting zero-income households throughout the two-and-a-half-year period
for which the households were followed. It is this portrait upon which our analysis is based. This chapter
describes the SIPP database. Section A describes the basic structure of the survey, Section B focuses on
the data elements most critical to this study, and Section C discusses some limitations of the SIPP data.

A. SIPP STRUCTURE |

SI!;P is a nationally representative, multi-panel, longitudinal survey that collects demographic and
socioeconomic information on individuals who are followed for a period of over two and a half years.
Conducted by the U.S. Bureau of the Census, SIPP began in 1983, and replacement panels are added each
year. The 1990panelcmﬁsgofaﬂpeoplewhor&dded&@%ly%,ﬁ%addmmh]mm
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
remainder of the panel. People living with sample members are part of the panel as long as they continue
to live with those original sample members. A core questionnaire was used to collect information on
demographic characteristics of the household, household composition, and monthly income by source for
each of the four months preceding the interview date. Inmostwavs,tixemmﬂﬂycorequsﬁonswere
supplemented with questions on a range of topics that vanied from interview to interview, known as topical
modules. The analyses in this report are based on a longitudinal file developed from the core of the SIPP

11
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database. We do not use the information gathered in the topical modules because those are not updated
on a monthly basis, an activity critical to this type of analysis.

The 1990 panel of SIPP covers the period from October 1989 to August 1992. It was chosen because
1t 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 represents the nominstitutionalized population

of the United States in Janudty 1990.}

B. SIPP CONTENT
This section describes the SIPP variables most critical to an analysis of the zero-income phenomenon.

1. Income Data

Measures of monthly income are essential to the study of zero-income households. Each round of
SIPP collects individual income data for the preceding four months. Total household inooxﬁe is based on
the sum of eamings and other income received by each household member age 15 or older. Types of
mcome recorded in SIPP and thus used in our study include eamings from wages and salary, self-
employment, and farm employment, as well as monies receilld from property income, social security,
pensions, unemployment mnsurance, interest, dividends, and gifts. Welfare payments recerved in the form
of cash, such as Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC), General Assistance (GA), and
Supplemental Security Income (SSI), are also counted as income; however, in-kind welfare benefits such
as those recetved through the FSP, the Special Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women, Infants, and
Children (WIC), low-rent housing, and free and reduced-price school meals are excluded from income

totals. SIPP mcome measurements refiect the income that was received before deductions, taxes, union

dues, or Medicare premiums.

"Members of the military living on base or abroad are also excluded from the target population.
12
-
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A household that does not receive income from any of these sources in a given month is considered
o be a zero-income household  Although we refer to these households throughout the report as “zero-
income households” or “households that experience zero income,” we should caution that these are
households that report that they did not receive income from any of the sources collected in SIPP. As
discussed in Chapter II, Section B, findings from previous studies suggest that income may be
underreported for some of these hSuseholds.

Wedwh@hmdﬂds with negative income in our analysis of zero-income households, but we
examine them separately. Negative income occurs when positive- or zero-income amounts are offset by

negative asset or self-employment income, such as payments made to maintain a rental property.

2. Labor Force Data

Information on monthly labor force activity is pertinent to an analysis of causes of zero income. Labor
force data are collected in each wave, for the preceding four months. SIPP includes information about the
employment and length of time at each job for sample members age 15 or older. An individual is
considered to hold a job if wages or salaries, commission, or in-kind &arnings are received in exchange for
regular work. Self-employment, farm employment, and employment at a family business are included.
In addition, SIPP collects mfonnatxon on the average number of ‘!;eekly hours an individual works
throughout the month. 1 a sample member misses work, has been lsid off, or spends time looking for a

job, this is also recorded.

3. Household Composition
SIPP also includes detailed information on household composition, updated at each interview for the

preceding four months. A household is defined as a group of people who occupy a common dwelling unit.
Each household in the survey has an assigned reference person, and each household member’s relationship

to that person is given, enabling us, in most circumstances, to discern complex family and household

13
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relationships 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 continues to follow all original sample
members, as well as people who reside with sample members in new households. This feature of SIPP .
enables us to track the dynamic nature of household relationships over time and observe how household

formation and dissolution contribute to the zero-income phenomenon.

4. Other Social and Demographic Characteristics

Other characteristics of mdividuals and households that may help us determine the cause of the zero-
mcome phenomenon are also included in SIPP and updated in each wave for the preceding four months.
Examples of other relevant variables that we include in our profile of zero-income households are age,

marital status, education level, and welfare status.

C. LIMITATIONS OF THE SIPP DATA
This section describes some limrtations of the SIPP data as they are used in this analysis.

1. Unit of Analysis
The unit of analysis in this study is the Census Bureau-defined household that can be observed on the

SIPP file. &t should be noted that this unit of observation will occasionally differ from the food stamp unit
(FSU), which is used by USDA to determine FSP eligibility. Fo:gegwmajoﬁtyofcass,ﬂletwomﬁts
are identical. However, approximately 4 percent of Census households include an individual or subfamily
that prepares food separately from the rest of the household and thus would apply separately for food stamp
benefits. In these cases, the food stamp units differ in size and composition from the larger Census
household of which they are a part. This has little impact on the methodology used to develop our analysis
file, except that for these cases, we examine food stamp eligibility and receipt for the entire household

rather than for the more appropnate FSU.

14
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2. Seam Effect

As described n Section A, SIPP interviews take place every four months, at which time respondents
are asked to report their mcome, program participation, and other household information for each of the
preceding four months. Because the SIPP data are collected in this manner, they may display a “seam”
effect, in which a disproportionately large number of changes (e.g., transitions in employment or program
participation or changes in income amounts) are reported between months that span two interviews (e.g.,
the last month covered by Wave 1 and the first month covered by Wave 2) and a correspondingly small
number are reported between months that are covered by a single interview. SIPP seam effects are often
notable. For example, in the first year of the 1984 SIPP panel, four times as many Social Security
participants reported exiting the program between months that spanned interviews as between months
within the reference period of a single interview (Citro and Kalton 1993). We expect that the seam effect
will corrupt our estimates of observed zero-income spell lengths, resulting in clumpings of reported zero-

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

3. Income Underreporting e

SIPP, like most households surveys, clearly is subject to net underreporting of income (National
Research Council 1993, National Research Council 1995). It is not possible to quantify the extent of this
underreporting because we have no true measure against which to compare survey results. However, we
do know that SIPP obtains somewhat lower reports of earnings than the March CPS (by about 2 percent)
(National Research Council 1995). It is expected that underreporting of income in SIPP is particularly
acute among self-employed persons, students, persons who receive income from “under-the-table” sources,
and persons participating in government transfer programs (National Research Council 1993, National
Research Council 1995). While this limitation of SIPP will affect our analysis in that some reports of zero-
income will be false, we anticipate that the use of ethnographic methods to more thoroughly explore
household circumstances will allow us to determine, i some cases, which households underreport income.

15
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4. Limited Information on Sources of Outside Support

Data on outside sources of financial support is particularly limited in SIPP. Questions regarding
receipt of cash from friends, famuly, etc., are not directly asked to SIPP respondents. Rather, respondents
are asked to report all income by source, including gifts of cash from relatives and friends and “casual”
mcome. } is expected that many recipients do not include intra-household transfers when responding to
the SIPP income inquiries. “There are several reasons for this. Recipients may not think of financial
support from family and friends as true mcome. In addition, some respondents may be wary of reporting
such mcome to SIPP interviewers that they did not report to their FSP eligibility workers. While this is
a known limitation of the data, it should be noted that studies show that the SIPP survey collects more
ancfpre and caenal inenme than the Current Pannlation Survev (Coder
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IV. STUDY METHODOLOGY

mmouﬁm&emMmmewidwﬁfymdMyzeﬁwmm affecting
zero-income households. There are three components of the analysis: (1) an ethnographic study, which
represents the core of our research; (2) an aggregate-level analysis, which provides context for the findings
from the ethmographic study; and (3) a comparison of SIPP zero-income data with those collected through
the FSP administrative Integrated Quality Control System (IQCS). Each of the three components is
described below, followed by a discussion of how we treat truncated zero-income spells.

A. ETHNOGRAPHIC ANALYSIS

The ethnographic analysis is the heart of our zero-income study; it is the component designed to
provide insight into the circumstances affecting zero-income households that have not been revealed
ﬂnghpﬁor,moretradiﬁonalsmdies.Msecﬁond&ssﬁb&sﬂ:emﬂodologusedtoselectoursmpl&
and construct a profile of zero-income households. We elected to use ethnographic techniques to develop
a profile of these households and to identify the events or conditions that precipitate periods of zero income;
we examined zero-income household data at the individual case level, observing the reported
characteristics of each of these households for the full 32-month survey period. Although such techniques
are not comman, they are also not unprecedented for studying similar phenomena.  As described in Chapter
IL, Section B, a 1974 Census Bureau study reexamined the questionnaires of respondents who reported
very low income on the March 1972 CPS, thereby employing similar ethnographic techniques to better

understand the circumstances of these people.

1. Sample Selection
Our sample is composed of the households that reported no income in January 1991. We selected

January 1991 as our observation month because it falls close to the middle of the two-and-one-half-year
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survey period and thus allows us sufficient data points on either end to observe what may have precipitated
the zero-income spell, as well as what may have caused the spell to end. A secondary reason for selecting
January 1991 is that it is the common month of Wave 4 of the 1990 SIPP panel, in which detailed
mformation on asset holdings was collected.

Our analysis of the SIPP data found 152 households without income in our observation month of
January 1991 (see Table IV.1). Due to FCS’s concern about the sample size, we investigated the impact
of expanding our observation period from a single specified month to any month in an entire wave. This
would increase the sample of zero-income households from 152 to 261. However, after careful
consideration, we elected to maintamn our original study design in which we examine only households with
zero income in one specified month (although we do include a section comparing these households to all
households that ever report zero-income in the 1990 SIPP). Our original design is conceptually
straightforward, and the study population clearly reflects the cross-section of zero-income households in
the U.S. population in January 1991. An expanded observation period would not represent a true cross-
section of the U.S. population at any point in time. Our findings would therefore be difficult to interpret
and not generalizable. Other factors that contributed to our decision to maintain a single-month observation
period were the expense (given the ethnographic analytic framework, it would be significantly more labor
intensive to examine an additional 109 households), the lack a&detailed asset data for months other than
those covered by Wave 4, the potential for time-period-cohort confounding when groyping households
together that experience zero income in different months, and the increased likelthood of our being unable
to observe either the beginning or ending of a zero-income spell (spellcensoring)wiﬁxanm:pmcied

observation period.
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TABLEIV.1
ETHNOGRAPHIC STUDY SAMPLE

Sample Number Percent
Households Observed in SIPP in January 1991 20,738 100.0
Households Without Income in January 1991 152 0.7

Zero Income 143 94.1

Negative Income ' 9 5.9

SOURCE: Tabulations of 1990 SIPP data.
=
19

pA ¥




Table of Contents

Our analysis found a number of households in January 1991 that have monthly income amounts that
are positive but very close to zero—-some as low as a few dollars. We discussed whether to include these
households in our analysis but decided to restrict our sample to true zero-income households. Although
very low-income households, especially those with just a few dollars of income per month, are likely to
share many of the same circumstances and characteristics as zero-income households, to include near-zero-
income households in our sample would necessitate establishing an arbitrary income threshold A
threshold of zero may be most compelling for policy makers and preserves the simplicity of the study
design. We do include negative-income households m our target population of households without income.
However, anticipating differences between the two types of households, we analyzed the negative-income
households separately from zero-income households and made comparisons between the two groups.

The resulting sample for the ethnographic study consists of 152 households—143 with zero income
and 9 with negative income (Table IV.1). All have at least one month of zero income; each of these
households reported a total household income of zero or less than zero in January 1991, and most reported

zero mcome in one or more adjacent months as well.

2. Ethnographic Analysis
Our ethnographic analysis of zero-income households is based on a case study approach in which we

manually follow the characteristics and events that are reported by a household over time and make
mformed judgements as to the larger circumstances affecting the household, based on this case-level

mformation.

a. Household Portraits
The first stage of the ethnographic analysis entailed formatting the SIPP data generated for each
household in a manner conducive to manageable ethnographic analysis. To do so we created a 32-month

singje-page statistical “portrait” of each household in our sample. Each portrait resembles a calendar on
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which the demographic and socioeconomic characteristics of the household are tracked for the full two-
and-a-half-year survey period. In addition o this household portrait, we also produced individual portraits
for each household member. The household portrait contains information on all variables that we examine
at the household level: household size and composition, total household income, home ownership status,
and household program participation status.! Individual portraits display individual-level attributes and
conditions, including the demographic characteristics, relationship to the household head, employment
status, personal income by income source, educational status, and individual program participation status
of each household member. The longitudinal calendar format for the portraits makes it easy to track
changes over time and to observe transitions that may be associated with the onset, duration, or end of a
zero-income spell. The portraits include information on the receipt of in-kind public assistance benefits,
which may provide clues as to how zero-income households survive during periods without cash income.
Appendix A includes an example of a household portrait, followed by individual portraits for each

household member.

b. Classifying Households by Zero-Income Trigger Events

We used the information displayed on these longitudinal portraits to identify the characteristics
common to zero-income households and the. “trigger” events or conditions associated with the onset of
zero-income spells. The trigger events and conditions around which we designed our analysis are listed
in Table IV.2. These include changes in employment or disability status, household composition, school
enrollment, geographic location, and asset balances. To the extent feasible, we also investigated whether
the apparantiggerwenswwndjﬁmswued:emuhsofdatammaﬁsraﬁxerﬂimacmd changes.

1The household portrait includes information on household - or family unit-level assistance programs
such as the FSP, energy assistance, and rent subsidies, whereas government programs targeted to .
individuals, such as AFDC, WIC, and Supplemental Security Income (SSI) are shown on the individual-
level portraits. .
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TABLEIV.2

EXPECTED TRIGGER EVENTS AND CONDITIONS

Explanation

Trigger Event or Condition
Change m:
Empioyment Status Job loss; illness, disability or maternity leave; retirement
Household Composition Household dissolution, including loss of household
member(s) who is (are) main source of income; births;
deaths
School Enrollment Status Entering or leaving school
Geographic Location Household or mdividual moving
Sources of Outside Support Termination of inter-household transfers (excluding in-
kind benefits and reliance on commodities)
Asset Balances Spending down savings account
Data Anomalies or Errors Underreported income
Missed interview(s)

(£
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Table IV.3 presents the list of trigger events used in this study. It is based on the data and thus
differs somewhat from our expected set of trigger events. We identified a primary trigger event for each
mdﬂdmﬁﬁmgo@edﬂwhmsdwldsamdhgwﬁﬁsapparmtmeofﬁdrwporMMMwme,
as determined through the ethnographic analyses. Naturally there were some cases in which multiple
trigger events could be identified In these cases we classified the households according to the apparent
primary cause of their peniod without income, as determined through our ethnographic analysis, using our
best judgement.? In other cases, especially those in which the zero-income spell began prior to the start
of the survey period, a trigger event was not easily identifiable. In these cases we made our best estimate

of the cause. Table IV.3 summarizes our definitions of the trigger events and the rules we used to classify

the households.

¢. Identifying “True” Zero-Income Households and “Improbable” Zero-Income Households
After classifying households by the trigger event that appeared to most directly precipitate the zero-
income spell, we classified the trigger event groups themselves into two groups—*true” zero-income
households and “improbable” zero-income households--based on how likely we believed their report of
zero income to be. In our judgement, true zero-income households are those for whom the claim of zero
income is probably valid; we can observe a clear event or condition preceding or accompanying the zero-
income period and there are no reported characteristics which give pause to their report of zero income.
In some cases dxeperiodwiﬂ)outimomémaybemerdyacashﬂowpmblm and the zero income spell
is not likely to be long term or severely detrimental, but definitionally, the household truly receives no

2In some cases, the transition to zero-income was mitigated by a temporary “stop gap” source of
income, such as receipt of unemployment insurance following a job loss. In such instances, we would
assign the primary cause of the zero income period to be “Job Loss”. Despite the fact that the transition
mzemmnewasnmwdmelypreoededbytexmmanmofmemploymemmswance the cause of zero-
income would not be classified as “Loss of Cash Benefits”.
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TABLEIV3

DEFINITION OF TRIGGER EVENTS AND CONDITIONS
USED IN THE MICRO-LEVEL STUDY

Table of Contents

Trigger Event or Condition

Definition

Rules for Classification

Before Zero-Income Spell

During Zero-Income Spell

Job Loss, LayofT, or Missed Work

Habitual Unemployment

Household Dissolution

School Enroliment

Loss of Cash Benefits

TRUE ZERO-INCOME HOUSEHOLDS

Zero-income spell caused by change in
employment status of wage eamer duc to
jobloss, temporary layoff, missed work, or
retirement.

Zero-income cause uncertain, primary

_camer continuously unemployed. Start of

zero-income spell not observed.

Zero-income spell caused by houschold
dissolution duc to death, divorce, adult

child leaving home, or unrelated
roommalcs terminating living
arrangement.

Zeto-income spell caused by change in
student enroliment status (entcring school).

Zero-income spell caused by loss of cash
welfare benefits.

Period of positive income must be observed.
Employed at feast 1 week (ESR=1-5). Not
seif-employed (SE=0).

Not obscrved.

Period of positive income must be observed.

Period of positive income must be observed.
Employed at least 1 week (ESR=1-5),

Period of positive income must be observed.
Only income is from cash benefits (AFDC,
S51, General Assistance). Unemployed or out
of labor force (ESR =6, 7, 8).

Unemployed or out of labor force (ESR =
6,7,8).

Unemployed or out of labor force (ESR = 6,
7, 8--usually 8),

Houschold splits. Must not be accompanied
by job loss.

Enrolled in  school (ENROLL=).
Unemployed or out of labor force (ESR =
6,7,8).

Cash benefit income = 0,
Unemployed or out of labor force (ESR =
6,7,8).
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TABLE IV.3 (continued)
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Trigger Event or Condition

Definition

Rules for Classification

Before Zero-Income Spell

During Zero-Income Spell

Employment Without Pay

Self-Employment

Spend-Down of Asset Balances

Negative Income

IMPROBABLE ZERO-INCOME HOUSEHOLDS

Zero-income causo uncertain; at least onc
houschold member employed at full- or
part-time job, but no salary or wages
reported.

Zero-income  spell  related to  self-

employment of primary eamer.

Zero-income spell caused by loss of asset
income as income-generafing assets are
depleted to the point of no longer

generating ih@)me.

Household reporis net negative income.

Not self-employed (SE=0)

Period of positive income must be observed.®
Self-employed (SE=1) and working (ESR=1-
5). Income from self-employment.

Period of posilive income must be observed.
Only income from income-generating asscts
(savings, stocks, CDs). Unemployed or out of
labor force (ESR =6, 7, 8).

May or mny not be observed,

Employed af loast 1 week (ESR=1-5) but
salaries and wages=0. Not sell-employed
(SE=0),

Scif-employed (SE=1) but no longer earning
income,

Asset income = 0. Unemployed or out of
labor force (ESR =6, 7, 8).

Household income less than 0.

SE =
ESR =

Self-employment status (1 = self-employed). )
Employment status recode, recoded for the month from reported answers (1 = with a job entite month, worked all weeks; 2 = with a job entire month, missed one or more weeka,

no time on layoff; 3 = with a job entire month, missed one or more weeks, spent time on layofl}, 4 = with job onc or more wecks, no time spent looking or on layofT, 5 = with job
one or more woeks, spent one or more weeks looking or on layofT: 6 = no job during month, spent entire month looking or on layoff, 7 = no job during month, speat ane or more
weeks looking or on layofl} 8 = no job during month, no time spent looking or on layof).

*There are no self-employed houscholds in our sample for which a period of positive income is not observed.
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mcome for that period  These categories include: (1) Job Loss or Layoff, (2) Habitual Upemploymem, (3)
Loss of Cash Benefits, (4) Households Dissolution, and (5) Enrollment in School.

Trigger event categories for which the cause of the zero-income spell is less apparent include: (1) |
Self-Employment, (2) Employment Without Pay, and (3) Assets Spend-Down Households. Our
ethnographic analysis provided evidence that these households may be financially viable households for
whom a report of zero inco:ne exaggerates their financial difficulties; in many cases, other reported

characteristics contradict the household’s claim of zero income.

d. Descriptive Analysis

The ethnographic analysis in which we apply these definitions and rules is summarized in Chapter
V. It is descriptive in nature and includes anecdotal as well as summary information to support our
conclusions as to the identity of zero-income households. Comprehensive tables and charts summarize
the characteristics of zero-income households and zero-income spelis.

Our analysis presented m Chapter V seeks to answer the research questions posed in Chapter I, and
thus includes a general profile of the sociodemographic ande economic characteristics of zero-income
households, potential explanations for their lack of income, an analysis of the frequency and duration of

zero-income spells, potential explanations for how these households survive, and an analysis of FSP

participation among this group.

B. AGGREGATE-LEVEL ANALYSIS

Although the primary focus of this report is the ethnographic analysis, we provide a context for those
findings by examining the aggregate-level characteristics of all households that ever experienced zero
income--households that reported zero income for any of the 32 months covered by the survey. Itis not
possible to make generalizations about the households represented by this sample without conducting an

ethnographic analysis, but we compare the basic aggregate characteristics of households that ever reported
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zero income with those of households that reported zero income during our January 1991 observation
period We tabulate the total number of households that report zero income in each month of the survey,
examine the sociodemographic and economic characteristics of these households, and determine the mean
length and pattem of their zero-income spells. We also compare the attributes of this larger sample of
zero-income households with those of other households that reported low but positive income on SIPP to
dswnudmﬂwﬁwdmactéﬁsﬁwofmﬁmmebmdioldsmﬁgﬁwﬁyﬁﬁermtﬁomﬁoseofoﬁa
low-mccmehousd‘nolds We drew our sample from the entire 1990 SIPP panel, selecting households that
reported at least 1 month with zero or negative income during any of the eight survey interviews. Our
analysis found 6,328 households (29 percent of the SIPP sample) that met this criterion (see Table IV.4).
Of these households, 6,280 reported a period of zero income and 48 households reported a period of
negative income.

Our findings from this stage of the analysis, which are presented in Chapter VI, are based on
aggregate tabulations rather than an ethnographic examination of the households. The analyses are

descriptive in nature.

C. IQCS DATA COMPARISONS
Toprovideﬁnﬂxeromtegnforomﬁndingsﬁomﬂxeethnoglghicmﬂysis,wealsoprsmthe
characteristics of households® sampled in the FCS administrative Integrated Quality Control System
(IQCS) database that report zero income. We compare the characteristics of these food stamp units to
those of the zero-income households in our SIPP-based ethnographic study. We make three sets of
comparisons: (1) between the IQCS zero-income households and the IQCS households from the same time
period that have low but positive incomes (defined in this study as positive incomes beneath the poverty

3The unit of analysis for the IQCS data file is actually the food stamp unit rather than the Census
Bureau-defined household. However, for simplicity, we use the terms interchangeably in this report.
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AGGREGATE-LEVEL STUDY SAMPLE
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Sample Number Percent
All STPP Households 21,900 100.0
Households Without Income in Any Month of the 6,328 288
32-Month Survey Period
Zero-Income 6,280 99.2
Negative-Income 48 0.8

SOURCE: Tabulations of 1990 SIPP data.
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line); (2) between the IQCS zero-income households and the SIPP zero-income households; and (3)
between the IQCS zero-income households and the SIPP zero-income households that report FSP
participation during their zero-income spell. The first comparison is designed to further reveal differences
between zero-income households and those with positive but limited income, thereby helping us to better
understand the zero-income phenomenon. The second comparison provides additional context to our
ethnographic analysis and highlights significant differences between the two groups that may further inform
our understanding 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
findings from the ethnographic study indicate that not all SIPP-reported zero-income households are truly
needy (see discussion in Chapter V). The third comparison MIS for this distinction, focusing only on
households with a unequivocal financial need, as demonstrated by their FSP participation. These findings

are presented in Chapter VIL

1. 1QCS Data

The IQCS 1s an ongoing review of food stamp unit circumstances designed to measure the accuracy
with which eligibility and benefit amount determinations are made. The system is based on a national
sample of participating units stratified by the 50 States. Annual State samples range from 300 to 2,400
reviews depending on the size of the monthly participating caseload. The database used for this study 1s
an extract of the Fiscal Year 1991 IQCS file created annually to conduct FSP participation research and

to model FSP policy questions.

2. Sample
Our IQCS sample consists of the 452 food stamp units from the January 1991-IQCS sample that

report zero income in that month. January 1991 was chosen so the data would correspond with those that

comprise the ethnographic analysis. Our sample of low-but-positive-income households includes the 4,397
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month are left-censored; 1t is not possible to determine when their zero-income spells began. Likewise,
households that reported zero income beginning on or before the reference month and continuing until the
final month of the survey have right-censored spells. We cannot discern whether they would continue to
experience zero income in the following month(s), and if so, when the zero-income spell would end.
Households that reported zero income in every month of the survey have fully censored zero-income spelis;
both the starting and ending dates are unknown. These truncated zero-income spells have the potential to
bias our estimates of zero-income spell length because data on these spells are incomplete. However, we
correct for this censoring when computing median spell length by using Kaplan-Meier survival
techniques.* This method uses the monthly data to estimate the probability that a zero-income period will
terminate in each successive month. The distribution of spell lengths is denived from the estimated

probabilities, which allows us to compute the median length of time with zero income for all households.

“We will calculate the median zero-income spell duration rather than the mean duration for two
reasons. First, a mean can be significantly affected by a few extreme values in the data, whereas a median
will be less affected by outlying data points. Thus, when analyzing a highly skewed distribution (which
is likely to be obtained with this duration data), the median is often a more useful measure than the mean.
Second, the median is also a more appropriate measure of central tendency than the mean when survival
analysis techniques are employed to analyze duration data that include right-censored spells, because the
median is less affected by the exact specification of the model for imputing values to the censored cases.
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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
income in a national sample survey such as the SIPP. Are reports of zero income real or are they primarily
an artifact of the data collection, edlung,andnnpummnprocss’ If reported zero-income households
don’t really live without income, then why do they report that they do, and how should these households
be treated in future SIPP data analyses? Conversely, if we find that zero-income households truly live
without income, then what are the causes of the zero-income periods, and how do these households cope?
This chapter presents our findings from the ethnographic investigation. The analyses presented are
descriptive in nature and are supplemented by the accompanying tables.

As shown in Table V.1, our findings were mixed. Of the 143 households that reported zero income
in January 1991, 114 (80 percent) appear to have an authentic reason for doing so; for each of these 114
households, our ethnographic analysis identified a specific event or condition that precipitates or
corroborates the no-income claim. For purposes of simplicity, we refer to these cases as “true” zero-
income households. For the remaining 29 zero-income households, ﬁ: cause of the zero-income episode
is less apparent; no change in household circumstances precedes the zero-income period, and in some
cases other reported characteristics may contradict the household’ssslaim of zero income. We refer to
these 29 households as “improbable” zero-income households. An additional 9 households reported a net
negative household income in January 1991. Because their circumstances appear to be different from those
of zero-income households, we ana]yze them separately.

The remainder of this chapter summarizes these findings. Section A describes the characteristics of
the true zero-income households. We describe the overall characteristics of this group; the specific trigger
events we identified; and the characteristics of subgroups, classified by trigger event. In this section we

also examine several of the research questions identified in Chapter . Section B describes the -
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ZERO-INCOME HOUSEHOLDS BY TRIGGER EVENT OR CONDITION

Percentage of All  Percentage of True

Zero-Income Tngger Event Zero-Income Zero-Income
or Trigger Condition Number Households Households
“True” Zero-Income Househdlds 114 79.7 100.0
Job Loss or Layoff 67 469 - 58.8
Household Dissolution 21 14.7 14.0
Habrtual Unemployment 16 11.2 184
Enroliment in School 4 2.8 35
Loss of Cash Benefits 6 42 52
Improbable Zero-Income Households 29 203 -
Employment Without Pay 6 42 -
Spend Down Assets 2 1.4 -
Self-Employment 21 14.7 -
Total Zero-Income Households 143 100.0 : -
Negative-Income Households 9 59 -
Total 152 100.0 100.0
T
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charactenistics of the 29 households for which we have not identified a clear trigger event. We highlight
any contradictory information reported and suggest methods for identifying and handling these households
in future analyses. Section C presents the characteristics of households that report a period of net 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 characteristics of the 152 zero- and negative-income
households m our sample. The tables present the characteristics of the households as a whole and broken
down into true zero-income households, improbable zero-income households, and negatiire-income

households, as well as by the specific cause of zero income.

A. TRUE ZERO-INCOME HOUSEHOLDS
We were able to identify a trigger event or condition for 80 percent of the households that reported

zero income n January 1991 (Table V.1). For each of these households, one of the following patterns was

observed:
1. Clear Trigger Event. A period of positive income is followed by a trigger event which is
followed by a period of zero income.
2. (lear Trigger Condition. A period of zero income is concurrent with a trigger condition.
No period of positive income is observed.
In the first model we are able to observe a period of posmve income followed by the occurrence of
a clear zero-income trigger event--an observable change in the characteristics or circumstances of a
household, such as a change in employment status, that directly precedes a zero-income period. In most
cases the onset of a zero-income episode typically follows the trigger event within a month, although in
some cases the effect is delayed The trigger events we identified are (1) job loss, layoff, or missed work;

(2) household dissolution; and (3) loss of welfare benefits.
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TABLEV.2
HOUSEHOLD COMPOSITION: ALL ZERO-INCOME HOUSEHOLDS
(Petcentages)
True Zeto-incoms Housaholds mprobable Zero-insome Households Negetive
JobLoas or Habitual Household  Enrolimeniin  Loas of Cash Down Sell- tncome
Zero-incoms Category Total Yotal __Leyolt Unemployment _ Dissolution School Benefits Total Without Pay Assets Employment  Households

Household §iza (number of members)
1 A1A A kX } .X ] 807 50.0 50.0 4TA 087 1000 476 n2
2 21T M 29 128 190 0.0 18.7 2.4 00 00 28 33
3 [ 1] 108 104 128 48 250 107 19 00 00 98 1.9
4 2.2 19 104 00 48 0.0 187 19.2 167 00 (X ] 22
[ [ L] [ 1] 1"e 83 00 %9 0.0 19 16.7 00 85 00
6 or more 33 38 45 00 48 00 00 20 00 00 0.0 111
Total 1000 1009 1000 100.0 1000 100.9 100.0 1000 100.0 1000 100.0 1000
Mean household size 22 22 25 18 1.7 28 20 22 .2‘2 1.0 1 20
Number of Children In Household '
None [} } [} §] 68.2 780 78.2 50.0 50.0 (L1} 66.7 100.0 6.9 687
1 14 9.3 179 18.8 180 250 333 79 0.0 00 143 00
2 (L] (8] 80 63 00 00 LiX)] A2 ] 187 00 143 72
3 9.2 [ X ] 19 0.0 00 250 16.7 108 16.7 00 95 1.1
4 20 26 30 00 48 00 00 [ 1] 00 00 o0 00
8 or more (X} 0.0 00 00 00 00 00 090 00 00 00 [ 1]
Total 100.0 100.¢ 100.0 1000 1000 1009 1000 1000 400.0 1000 1000 1000
Mean number of children per household [ X4 [ B} (X ] 03 04 1.0 0s 07 08 00 07 [:X.]

Age 5 and under 02 [ 3] 03 00 0.1 05 0.2 03 08 (1] 02 00

Age8-17 [ X ] 0s 0s 03 03 0s 07 04 0.0 00 08 - 08
Number of Eiderty Household Members
None ”s 0.9 925 938 852 1000 100.0 "ns 1000 1000 95.2 887
] (1) 8.3 8.0 el 48 00 00 1.9 00 00 48 22
2 13 09 15 00 00 00 00 26 00 00 00 1.1
3 or more 80 00 00 00 00 0.0 00 [ X] 00 00 00 00
Yotal 100.0 1009 1000 1000 100.0 1000 1000 1000 1000 1008 1000 400.0
Mean number of elderly per household 01 [X] 01 ¥ 09 00 00 0.0 0.1 00 00 00 04
Household Typs
Households with Children 3.2 s 418 250 28 500 $0.0 342 333 00 391 333

Married couple 217 202 254 125 48 60.0 16.7 26 333 00 28 333

Single parent (other adults present) 13 18 8 00 48 0.0 0.0 00 00 00 00 0.0

8ingle parent (no other adults present) 18 140 134 1235 143 00 333 19 00 00 143 0.0

Other 0.7 09 1.5 00 00 Q0 00 %0 00 00 0.0 00
Houssholds without Children (32 ] [ %] 58.2 750 782 500 50.0 ”e 887 100.0 1.9 8.7

Single parson a4 aT4 58 X ] 66.7 500 50.0 474 a7 100.0 416 22

Married couple 70s 19 10.4 83 48 0o 00 104 00 00 143 444

Other [ X ) L4 ] te 00 48 090 00 0.0 00 00 00 00
Total 1000 100.0 100.0 1000 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0
Sample size 182 14 67 18 2 4 8 ) 8 2 2 8

SOURCE: Tabulations of 1990 S81PP Long!tudinal File.

NOTES: Date are for January 1991 (during zero-income spell).

Children are people under age 18.

The elderly are people age 60 and over.
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TABLE V.3
DEMOGRAPHIC CHARACTERISTICS: ALL ZERO-INCOME HOUSEHOLDS
(Percentages)
Yrus Zero-Income Households Improbabie Zero-incoms Households Negative
038 O sbitua “House nfoliment In _Loss of Cash Employment  Spend-Down 3 Income

Zero-income Category Yotal Yotal Le Unem Dissolution School Benefits Yotal Without Pay Assels Employment _Households
Age of Household Reference Parson
16-17 13 19 00 0.0 48 250 00 00 00 0.0 090 0.0
18- 19 26 28 18 0.0 98 00 0.0 24 167 00 00 00
20-24 108 7.2 19 00 13 00 00 248 187 00 00 00
%5-2 18.4 93 n4 125 143 00 333 24 107 00 00’ 0o
30-34 13.2 140 164 [ X} 48 500 187 108 167 00 143 0.0
35-39 (1] [B) 18 83 00 250 0.0 24 167 00 333 0.0
40- 44 [X ] [ 1] 9.0 00 143 00 18.7 19 00 00 95 1.1
45-49 78 108 9.0 128 95 00 333 104 167 1000 19.0 0.0
50-54 128 108 1.9 25.0 00 0o 0.0 184 00 00 143 4.4
55 - 59 [1] 79 45 1008 [ 2 0.0 0.0 [ 5] [} 00 48 1.1
60-64 40 8 3.0 125 00 0.0 0.0 79 [ 1)} 00 48 72
85-69 20 18 a0 0.0 00 0.0 0.0 28 0.0 00 00 1.4
70+ 0.7 [ X ] 00 8.3 0.0 0.0 0.0 00 oo 00 00 0.0
Total 1000 1000 1000 100.0 1000 100.0 100.0 1000 100.0 1000 1000 100.0
Mesn sge 03 mr 378 50.1 08 288 383 “u.4 305 418 432 846
Median age 7 38 -~ ] 53 28 2 k] 42 29 48 40 53
Racs and Ethnicity of Household Reference Person .
Non-Hispanio white [ 1)) 44 49.3 688 57.4 76.0 500 3 833 1000 687 809
Non-Hispanic black M1 1e 284 50 238 00 0.0 108 187 00 143 0.0
Non-Hispanio Aslen/Pacific Istand American 18 [ 1] 00 00 0.0 250 00 LA ] 00 00 9.5 14
Non-Hispanio American indian/Native Alaskan 20 24 30 00 00 00 18.7 00 00 00 0.0 0.0
Hispanio us 7s 184 83 180 0.0 333 53 00 00 9.5 0.0
Total 1000 1000 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 1000 100.0 1000 1000 100.0 1000
Gender of Housshold Reference Person
Male 388 33 U3 s 333 250 16.7 424 68.7 50.0 429 2.2
Female 22 ns 28 098 571 250 667 132 00 50.0 19.0 00
Marmried couple n2 014 kLX) 188 88 50.0 16.7 “ur 333 00 38.1 748
Totsl 1000 10? 100.0 100.0 1800 1000 1000 100.0 1009 1000 4000 100,0
Marital Status of Mousahold Referance Person
Married, spouse present 322 204 58 168 88 50.0 167 “nr 333 00 38.1 778
Matried, spouse absent 33 38 80 00 00 09 00 2 00 00 48 0.0
Widowed X s 30 00 a5 00 00 0.0 00 00 0.0 0.0
Divorced 104 188 19 s 95 00 333 03 313 500 13 0.0
Separated 128 148 90 125 a1 00 333 24 00 00 48 00
Never married 08 n3 343 313 13 50.0 167 27 333 50.0 100 n2
Total : 1000 1009 1008 1000 1000 100.0 1000 1000 1000 1000 100.% 100.0
Sample size 162 14 (1] 16 21 4 -] » 8 2 21 ]

SOURCE: Tabulations of 1890 SIPP Longliudinal File.
NOTE:  Date sre for January 1991 (during zero-income spelt).
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SOCIOECONOMIC CHARACTERISTICS:
ALL ZERO-INCOME HOUSEHOLDS
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(Percentages)
Teue Zera-income Heuseholds —_Improbable Zero-insome Households Nogative
Job Toss or Habhusf Household — Enrollmentln  Loss of Cash ‘—JEW—M Salf: Incoms
Zero-income Category Totat Totai Layolt Unemployment _ Dissolution School Benefits Without Pay Assets Employment  Household;
Educational Attainment of Household
Reference Person
Less than high schoot 1.1 104 194 33 85 00 18.7 63 09 00 48 1"t
Some high schoot nr Me 99 438 333 250 16.7 1.9 00 00 49 22
High school graduate u2 s 56 180 381 00 33 s 687 00 429 n2
Some college 154 1.8 8.0 00 143 20 333 ns 333 100.0 206 111
College graduste 11 1 X] 80 83 48 50.0 00 1A 00 00 19.0 333
Totl 1000 100.0 100.0 1000 1000 100.0 1000 100.0 1000 1000 100.0 100.0
Mean yesrs of schooling 14 10.9 10.8 88 11.2 143 120 128 123 1S 129 128
Enroliment Stutus of Household Reference
Person
Not enrolied in school 94 {3 ] 97.0 100.0 905 00 83.3 ”7A 833 1000 100.0 1000
Enrollad in high chool 39 4A 30 0.0 96 250 00 26 18.7 0.0 0.0 00
Enrotied in coliege or trede school 20 38 00 00 00 750 187 e 00 00 0.0 00
Totsl 100.0 1800 1000 100.0 1000 100.0 100.0 1000 1000 100.0 1000 1000
Home Ownership Status
Own 40.4 n7 28 4938 08 250 13 [ T ] 833 100.0 418 100.0
Rent 80.7 [ 2] 642 N3 619 §0.0 66.7 43 167 0.0 429 00
Noncash rent 9.2 108 a0 50 143 250 00 83 00 00 - X.] 00
Total 100.0 1000 1000 1000 1000 1000 1000 1000 1000 100.0 1000 100.0
Living Quarters
House or apartment 2.2 82 (.3 {723 9.2 1000 833 163 68.7 50.0 74 1000
Nontransient hotel or motet 33 - 28 30 63 00 00 00 .3 00 00 88 00
Teansiont hotel or mote! [ 24 0.9 00 00 00 00 16.7 0 00 00 00 00
Rooming house [ X [ X ] 00 00 00 09 00 0.0 0.0 0.0 00 00
Maobite home or treller 11 114 10.4 1.3 48 00 00 1.2 33 500 98 00
Other 20 09 15 00 00 0.0 00 83 00 00 95 00
Totat 1000 1000 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 1000 1000 100.0 1000 100.0
Sample size 182 114 a7 16 bl 4 [} " [} 2 21 ]

SOURCE: Tabutations of 1990 SIPP Longitudinal File.

NOTES: Data sre for January 1991 (during zero-income speft).

Peopie with four or more completed years of college are assumed to be college graduates.
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LABOR FORCE CHARACTERISTICS OF REFERENCE PEOPLE:
ALL ZERQ-INCOME HOUSEHOLDS

Table of Contents

(Percentages)
Yeve Zero-dncome Households Improtiable Zero-income Housaholds Negative
JobLoss or Habitua 5o nroimentin ~ Loas of Cash ~ Employmen d-Down Baefl- Income
Zeto-income Category Total Total _ Layoff Unemployment _Dissolution School Benefits Yotal Without Pay Assets Employmant _ Households
Employment Status
Working entire month 8.0 s LN ] 00 48 00 00 "ns {000 800 93.2 118
Full ime mny ¥ 48 00 48 0.0 00 763 ee7 00 85.7 778
Perttime 3 0.0 00 00 00 00 00 13.2 333 50.0 95 00
Worldng part of month 20 26 48 00 00 a0 00 0.0 00 00 0.0 00
Fullime 20 18 45 00 00 00 00 90 00 0.0 00 00
Parttime 0.0 00 00 00 00 00 00 0.0 00 00 00 00
Not working, looking for work ne o 448 188 ns 250 33 268 00 00 48 00
Not working, not looking for work 484 (18] 463 8.3 T4 750 687 1.9 00 600 00 n2
Yotsl 100.0 100.0 1000 1000 1000 100.9 1000 100.0 1000 1000 100.0 100.0
Salf-Employment Status
Seif-employed, working 170 0.0 00 00 00 00 00 (45 ] 00 800 93.2 88.7
Self-employed, act working (X} 0.0 00 0.0 0.0 0.0 00 24 0.0 0.0 40 00
Not sei-employed [ 11 1000 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 1000 03 1000 800 00 333
Total 1000 1000 1000 100.0 100.0 1000 100.0 1000 1000 1000 1000 100.0
Disabliity Stains
Disabled 30.3 %4 s 825 288 0.0 03 158 00 §0.0 48 444
Working full time 24 (2] 15 00 00 00 00 79 00 a0 48 22
Working partme a0 0.0 00 00 00 00 00 0.0 00 00 . [:1:] 0.0
Notworking 2r.e n2 1.3 625 266 090 93 79 00 50.0 00 n2
Not disibled 0y [ /K] 87.2 ars na4 100.0 63.7 .2 1000 0.0 5.2 858
Working full ime 24 8.3 78 00 48 00 00 (7] 087 00 81.0 556
Working partime 33 0.0 00 00 00 0.0 00 1.2 333 80.0 95 00
Notworking 484 0e 59.7 ars 66.7 100.0 68.7 28 00 0.0 48 00
Total 1000 1000 1000 1009 100.0 100.0 100.0 1000 1000 100.0 100.0 100.0
Number of Jobs ‘ @
Not employsd 10 " 939 810 100.0 952 100.0 1000 108 0.0 60.0 48 n2
1 %y (R} 20 0.0 48 00 00 2 100.0 60.0 85.7 778
More than 1 13 0.0 00 0.0 00 00 00 83 00 00 25 00
Yotel 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 1000 100.0 100.0 1000 100.0 1000 1000 100.0
Sampls size 152 " 67 16 Fil 4 ] » 8 2 2t 9

SOURCE: Tebuistions of 1950 81PP LongHudins! File.

NOTES: Data are for January 1991 (during zero-income spell).
Having full ime employment is defined as working at least 35 hours per week.
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TABLEV.S
LABOR FORCE CHARACTERISTICS: ALL ZERO-INCOME HOUSEHOLDS
{Petcantages)
True Zero-income Households Improbable Zere-d! olds Negetive
JobToss or HabRusl  — Household  Enrolimentn  Loss of Gash ™| - - income

Zero-income Category Totat Yotal Layoft Unemployment _ Dissofution S8chool Benefits Yotat Without Pay Assels Employment _ Households
Number of Housshold Mambars in the Labor
Force
None 414 (14} n3 813 T4 750 68.7 19 00 500 0.0 22
1 a4 "2 522 188 286 250 333 (] ] 100.0 50.0 81.0 1.1
2 (X 44 78 00 00 00 0.0 0y 00 00 19.0 65.0
3 or more 20 1.8 30 00 00 00 00 26 00 00 0.0 1.4
Total 1000 1000 - 1000 100.0 1000 1000 1000 100.0 100.0 $00.0 100.0 100.0
Mean number of workers o.r [ X ] 08 02 0.3 03 0.3 12 10 [1X.] 12 16
Numbar of St Employed Househotd Mambers
None 0.9 ”4 [:LX.1 100.0 100.0 1000 100.0 03 1000 600 00 33
1 184 [ 2] 15 00 00 00 00 819 00 600 90.5 222
2 39 0.0 0.0 00 00 0.0 0.0 1458 00 00 85 4.4
3 ofr more [ X ] 0.0 0.0 00 00 00 0.0 0.0 00 00 00 00
Yotal 100.0° 1000 1000 100.0 100.0 100.0 1000 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 1000
Mean number of sell-employed people o2 00 0.0 090 00 00 00 0.9 00 05 10 1.1
Number of Disabled Household Members
None (11 ] (L] ] 56.7 375 T4 1000 66.7 709 1000 500 857 55.6
] 303 u2 M3 50.0 2846 00 333 104 00 500 143 333
2 LK} 83 75 6.3 0.0 00 00 24 00 0.0 00 1.1
3 or more 13 18 15 83 0o 00 00 00 00 00 00 00
Total 10090 100.0 100.0 1000 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 1000 100.0 100.0
Mean number of disabled people oA 0s 05 09 03 0.0 03 02 0.0 05 R} .11
Sample size 162 a7 18 21 4 8 n ) 2 21 8

SOURCE: Tabulations of 1980 SiPP Longhtudinal File.

. NOTES: Data are for Jenuary 1891 (during zero-income spel).
in the labor force is defined es employed, on lay off, or fooking for work.
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TABLEV.Y

RECEIPT OF NONCASH WELFARE BENEFITS:
ALL ZERO-INCOME HOUBEHOLDS

(Percentages)
Yrue Zevodncome H holds Improbatrie Zero-income M holds Hegative
Job Loss or Habitual Household  Enrolimeniin  Loss of Cash Employment  Spend-Down - Income
Zeto-income Categoty Total Totsl Layoft Unemployment _ Oissolution School Benafits Totsl Without Pay Assels Employment _Households
Recelpt of Spacific Porms of Noncash
Assistance
Food stamps n7 0.0 254 66.3 19.0 250 $50.0 83 16.7 00 40 0.0
Average food stamp benefit $1%4 $200 $220 $134 $204 $300 $100 $138 $259 - $100 -
wic 44 8.3 6.0 00 48 260 00 24 i8.7 00 0.0 00
Free or reduoed-price lunch* 458 (38} 46.4 750 800 500 6a.7 200 00 00 250 0.0
Free or reduced-price bresidast’ ny ne 383 50.0 60.0 00 03 100 0.0 0.0 125 0.0
Maedicare 28 24 30 83 00 00 00 28 00 0.0 00 1.1
Modicald 138 167 164 128 180 a0 333 83 167 00 49 0.0
Energy assistance 3.2 17 18.4 25.0 19.0 0.0 0.0 24 00 00 498 0.0
Publio housing X ) 83 45 125 00 0.0 1687 0.0 0.0 00 00 00
Subsidized rent (X ] 79 20 0.0 1] 0.0 16.7 [.X) 0o 00 00 00
Recelve some noncash assistance 420 sta 483 .0 624 0.0 8.7 1858 17 [ 1] 1990 "4
Do not recelve any noncash asslutance 67.2 4.2 3.7 3 a7 §0.0 3.3 8.2 a3 1000 910 "0
Sample size 162 U4 a7 16 il 4 [ 8 8 2 21 9

SOURCE: Tabulations of 1980 SIPP Longhtuding! Fite.
a b‘ ﬁ NOTE:  Data sre for Januaty 1891 (during Zero-income spetl).
B 4 *Porcentage refers to just houssholds that include children.
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TABLEVS
ASSET HOLDINGS: ALL ZERO-INCOME HOUSEHOLDS
{Percentages)
True Zero-income M hold: o _lm robiable Zero-dncome H. holds Negstive
Job Loss of Habhual House Enrofimentin  Loss of Cash JE?pk;ymom Spend-Down Befl- income

Zero-income Category Totwd Yotal Layoft Unemployment  Dissoluth Schoot Benefits Total _ WhhourtPay Asseote Employment W holds
Type of Assat Holding
Bavings . 10 8.0 00 48 250 00 132 00 0o 85 13
nvestments 1 2] [A) 15 00 00 250 16.7 2.4 16.7 00 9.5 856
Rental property or mortgage 12 16 16 00 00 00 16.7 23y 00 00 0.0 1000
Royalities (1) [ 1] 00 00 00 0.0 00 [ X ] 00 00 00 00
Any Financiat Assets 158 108 134 00 48 %0 187 3 17 0.0 2.8 100.0
No Financial Assets 842 "ns L 1] 100.0 95.2 780 2.3 A y B3 100.0 908 0.0
Sample size 182 14 o7 1¢ 7 4 [} 3 8 2 2 9

SOURCE: Tabulations of 1990 SIPP Longitudinal Fie,

NOTES: Data are for Junusry 198¢ (during zero-income spell).

(nvestment assets include money market, certificateo! deposits, NOW, monaey fund, govemnment securities, municipal or corporate bonds, stocks or mutual funds, and other interest-bearing investmaents.
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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 the first month of the survey.
However, we are able to identify a concurrent trigger condition—such as a period of unemployment or the
household head attending school-—that appears to substantiate a report of zero income.

Because the characteristics of true zero-income households differ substantially by the cause of the

zero-income spell, we describe the various subgroups of true zero-income households below.

1. Job Loss, Layoff, or Missed Work

The most common cause of a zero-income period is temporary or permanent unemployment of a
household’s primary eamner. These households represent 47 percent of all zero-income households and
59 percent of true zero-income households. This group falls under Model 1, in that we were able to
observe a period of positive income, followed by the reported job loss or layoff, immediately followed by
a period of zero income. In many cases, the transition to unemployment was gradual. We observed
transitions from full-time work to part-time work to no work; and ﬁ'om_ﬁﬂl-mmﬁl employment, to
employment for a few weeks in a month, to time spent on layoff, to complete unemployment.

Our ethnographic analysis revealed two distinct pattems of unemployment in this category. Some
households reported very high earnings ($1,000 per month or more), followed by brief spells of
unemployment and zero incori:e, in turn followed by resumed pend?; of high wages. Conversely, other
households appeared to drift from low-paying job to low-paying job with longer zero-income stretches
between jobs than those reported by the high-wage eamers. A considerable portion of these “drifters™
reported a disability, and disabled individuals typically remained unemployed longer than nondisabled
individuals. Not adhering to either pattern were retirees who reported a brief period of zero income
betwemﬁxeﬁmeinwhidlpaydle;bsmppedandSoddSemnﬁymdpasimbeﬁeﬁsbegm

Households in ﬂ1e job loss or layoff category tend to be larger than the average zero-income
household, in part because over 40 percent include children (Table V.2). Relatively few of these
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households (30 percent) own their homes (Table V.4), and just over 10 percent have other financial assets
(Table V.8). Although the a;rerage education attainment of household heads for this group is low, there
is a significant difference between the two types of unemployed households described above. Those with
short episodes of zero income following periods of high wages are well-educated; most have college
degrees. These are also typically the homeowners. Conversely, members of households that drift from
low-paying job to low-paymng job are unlikely to have finished high school. Over 40 percent of the
households in this category include at least one disabled individual (Table V.6), yet welfare receipt is
relatively low for these households. Only a quarter recerved food stamps during their reported zero-income
perniod, 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 months—the lowest of any zero-
mncome group—and a full three-quarters have spells of four months or less (Table V.9).

The various ways in which these households regain positive income are summarized in Table V.10.
As shown, we are able to observe another period of positive income for 90 percent of these households.
Over 40 percent of the unemployed individuals resumed paid employment, and in an additional 5 percent
of the households, an individual other than the original primary wage earner became employed. One-fifth
of the households regained income through receipt of public assistance benefits— AFDC, Social Secunty,
or SSL Just 10 percent received unemployment or workmen’s compensation. The remaining 14 percent
either moved and joined a household with posttive income or received income from miscellaneous sources,

such as casual income or cash gifts from relatives.

2. Household Dissolution

The second most common cause of zero-income periods identified by our ethnographic analysis was
household dissolution, causing a period of zero income for one or more members of the original household.
This group also falls under Model 1. Through our micro-level analysis, we observed a distinct period of



£ 4

194

Table of Contents

TABLEVS
LENGTH AND NUMBER OF ZERO-INCOME SPELLS: ALL ZERO-INCOME HOUSEHOLDS
(Parcentages)
TYrue Zero-income H halds bable Zerodncome Households Nagative
Job Loss or Habltual Household  Enrolimentin  Loss of Cash 'E mployment _Spe 5 w Seif- Income
Zerc-income Category Total Yotal Layoflt Unemploymaent _ Dissolution Schoot Beonefits Yotsl ___ Without Pay hun Employment _ Households
Spell tength (number of months)

1 74 109 2098 [ %) 95 0.0 167 214 13 00 190 22
2 w1 9.3 224 63 ns 00 167 108 167 00 8.5 "
3 1.2 132 149 00 143 260 167 112 167 00 98 n2
4 184 LX) 209 0.0 48 230 00 104 00 500 19.0 022
[ 33 38 18 00 95 (iX] 16.7 26 16.7 00 0.0 00
8 1.3 1.4 15 00 48 00 00 [ 1] 00 00 00 00
7 X [ ] 3o 00 143 00 16.7 0.0 00 00 0.0 (1]
[] 26 00 00 00 00 00 00 108 00 00 [:X] 22
9 13 (2] 1.8 00 00 00 0.0 26 00 00 498 00
10 33 8 15 63 48 0.0 0.0 83 0.0 00 98 00
1" 0r 0.9 1.5 00 0.0 00 00 (1] 0.0 00 00 00
12 1.3 09 00 00 46 00 0.0 28 0 00 48 090
13 L% ] 1.8 1.5 63 00 090 L1} 0.0 0 00 0.0 00
14 or [X ] 1.5 0.0 00 0.0 00 0.9 00 00 00 00
15 [ 34 (2] 0.0 8.3 00 0.0 00 9.0 00 0.0 00 00
16-20 9.2 [ ] a0 33 95 250 16.7 T 167 80.0 48 00
20-25 26 X} a0 6.3 00 00 00 24 00 00 a8 00
6-30 13 o 15 00 00 0.0 00 24 00 09 48 00
31-33 39 8.3 00 M3 00 260 00 [ X 00 00 00 0.0
Totat 1000 1000 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 1000 1000 100.0 1000 100.0
Mean spell length LA T4 47 196 6.7 145 57 “ [ ¥} 1.0 78 38
Median spell length 40 40 a0 19.0 40 11.0 40 40 28 1t.0 40 30
Adjusted median spell length 47 48 28 360 49 395 9.3 43 29 128 43 a0

Number of Discrete Spelis
1 s2e 809 493 L1 ] a°e 500 50.0 81 6a.7 100.0 478 aa.7
2 209 %1 209 8.3 429 250 18.7 211 18.7 00 19.0 313
3 11s @3 134 128 : 1 00 167 08 00 00 19.0 (1]
4 12 190 48 w 1285 48 %0 16.7 1.9 00 0.0 143 00
3 [ }4 [ 2] 1.5 00 00 00 00 a0 00 00 00 00
8 or [X) 1.5 00 00 0.0 a0 0.0 00 0.0 [ 1] 00
7 or more or 00 00 00 00 0.0 00 8 107 00 00 00
Totel 100.0 100.0 1006 100.0 1000 1000 1000 1000 1000 1000 100.0 100.0
Mean number of spells 19 18 1.8 17 18 20 20 18 22 1.0 20 13
Sampte size 182 114 o7 16 21 4 6 E ] 2 2t ]

SOURCE: Tsbulations of 1990 SIPP Longhudins! File.

NOTES: Date are lor Januery 1891 (during 2ero-income spef).

Adjusted median spell langth computed using s Kapian-Meler survivor function to estimate the zero-Income spell fength of consored date,
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positive income, followed by a household split in which at least one member left the original household.
A period of zero income ensued for either the original or new households created in the split.

In general, zero-income households caused by household dissolution are younger than the average
zero-income household, and a disproportionate share are female-headed (Table V.3). A small percentage
of their household heads are in the labor force, compared to zero-income households as a whole, yet few
are disabled (Table V.5). About half received some form of noncash public assistance during the zero-
income period (Table V.7), and the percentage with asset holdings is disproportionately small (Table V.8).
The median zero-income spell length for households in this category is four months—the same as that of
all zero-income households and all true zero-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
summarized in Table V.11. Eight (of 21) of these cases were caused by a divorce or separation. A
husband and wife divorced, and the husband—in these cases the sole wage eamner--left the home, which
resulted in a period of zero income for the wife and children. During this time neither the wives nor the
children were employed, and no child support or alimony was reported. Most of these households regained
positive income within six months; the median zero-income spell length for this subgroup is 5.5 months.
Their zero-income episodes ended in a variety of ways, most commagly when a new wage eamer, usually
amale, entered the home, or the wife became employed, qualified for public assistance, or received child
support payments. In one case the estranged husband retumned to the home after his wife and children lived
without income for 4 months.

In seven (of 21) of the households in this category, an adult child (aged 15 to 28) left the parental unit
(a positive-income household) to form his or her own household. Spells reported by this subgroup were
also not long; the median spell length was 6.5 months—just 2.5 months longer than the average spell length
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TABLE V.11

TYPES OF HOUSEHOLD DISSOLUTION THAT LEAD TO ZERO INCOME

Type of Household Dissolution Frequency

Divorce or Separation 8
Wife (and children) Report Zero Income 6
Husband Reports Zero Income 2

Departure of Adult Child from Parental Household 7
Aduit 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

Death of Income Provider 2

Total 21

- 4
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reported for all true zero-income households. In two cases the adult children were able to find jobs on their
own, two others retumed to the parental household, and the final two regamed positive income by
qualifying for public assistance. Interestingly, in one case, a father reported a period of zero income after
his adult son, the only wage eamer, moved to his own home. This man reported 10 full months of zero
mncome before other relatives provided income through an inter-household transfer.

Other less commmon types of household dissolution that precipitated a period of zero income included
two instances in which a woman experienced zero income after the death of her husband, three instances
" m which cohabiting relatives separated, and one incident of a cohabiting couple separating. In most cases,
itwasthenewhouseholdheadedbyﬂzefemaleﬂ:atrepor:ed&xepeﬁodofzeroincomefoﬂowingﬁe

dissolution of the original household.

3. Habitual Unemployment

Cases in which the key household eamer is chronically unemployed or out of the labor force make up
the third largest group of true zero-income households. This group falls under Model 2. We do not
observe the change to unemployment status within the 32-month portraits; rather these households were
already unemployed and at or near zero-income when the survey commenced. Their claim of zero income
is supported by their labor force status, the high proportion of household heads that are disabled, and the
disproportionate share that receive in-kind welfare benefits (noncash public assistance).

In general, the heads of zero-income households in this category are older than average zero-income
household heads; their median age is 53, compared to 36 for all true zero-income households (Table V.3).
M'maympmamimﬁeﬁsprwoﬁmﬁmothmdsMﬂﬁsmm@mbemg
disabled. Eleven of the 16 habitually unemployed heads of zero-income households are single people
hving alone, and only 4 households contain children (Table V.2). They have low educational attainment
relative to the other households studied (Table V.4). None of these households include any workers, and
over 80 percent of household heads are out of the work force, probably because nearly two-thirds report
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being disabled (Table V.5). Two-thirds received some form of noncash public assistance during the zero-
mcome period (Table V.7). Over half received food stamps (by far the highest percentage of any zero-
income household group), and a full quarter received energy assistance (Table V.7). It should be noted
that these households did not report recetpt of SSI benefits; as disabled food stamp recipients, most would
qualify for benefits. None of these households reported financial assets (Table V.8), yet, surprisingly, over
40 percent own their home (Table V.4). |

The zero-income spells of this group tend to be long. The median spell length is 19 months—far
higher than that of any other zero-income group (Table V.9). Five of these households report zero income
for the entire observation period. Those that do report some months of income report primarily “casual”
income, which is income received from friends or other unnamed sources not otherwise classified Of
those cases for which we can observe a return to positive income, sources of this income included casual
income, income from relatives, child support payments, workman’s compensation, retirement benefits,
Social Security, and other cash welfare benefits—-all forms of income consistent with households that are
permanently out of the labor force.

Yet, the question of how these households survive during zero-income spells, for whatever length of
time, remains. The possible sources of support that are unreported in the SIPP data are not discemible

from this analysis. Follow-up interviews and/or focus groups would be needed to address this question.

4. School Enrollment
Claims of zero income can be attributed to the school enrollment status of household heads for four

zero-income households. These households were identified under Model 2. Although we did not observe
a change in their school enrollment status (all were enrolled from the start of the survey period), it is clear
that they had no income in most months because they were enrolled in school. Although these are,
technically speaking, true zero-income households, as will be discussed below, most are economically

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 undergraduate
college, and one is finishing high school (Table V.4). Not surprisingly, the household heads are younger
than the average zero-income household; all are under age 40 (Table V.2). Three of the four households
are headed by people who are out of the work force, and the other household head reported that she was
unemployed butlooldngforwuk’in January 1991 (Table V.5). None of these individuals are disabled
(Table V.5). Two of the four receive in-kind public assistance benefits—-food stamps, WIC, or free or
reduced-price school meals (Table V.7).

The zero-income spell lengths for these households are longer than those of the average zero-income
household, with a median spell length of 11 months (Table V.7). The ethnographic analysis indicates that
there are two types of enrolled zero-income households—those that live on nutrition assistance programs
and casual income, and those that have help from families or established assets. One enrolled individual
receives periodic lump sum payments from relatives (probably parents) in generous $10,000 increments.
This qualifies as a true zero-income household because in most months this individual does not receive
income of any kind; however, this is hardly a scenario of economic need. Another enrolled household
appears to live just fine on the savings accounts of the husband and wife, both full-ime students. Another
student receives periodic small amounts of income from an estate or trust, indicating that she probably has
mmmm&dsphehadairnofwoﬁcomeforseveralmmdm'ingﬁ'xcobservaﬁonperiod.

5. Loss of Welfare or Unemployment Benefits

The final six households designated as true zero-income households are those that reported a period
of zero income following a loss of unemployment or welfare benefits. These households fit into the
framework of Model 1. We are able to observe a period of positive income in which the household head
received either AFDC or unemployment compensation. For reasons not always identifiable through the
available data, these benefits were terminated, and the households reported a period of zero income. Most |
regained the original or other benefits after a relatively short period of zero income.
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The three households that lost AFDC benefits were headed by young single mothers with children
age 13 and younger. These women were poorly educated and had no assets. In one case, a woman’s
AFDC and GA benefits were terminated when her two infant children ceased living with her. Although
information on this is not recorded in SIPP, the woman probably became pregnant, because she regained
positive income by requalifying for AFDC benefits despite the continued absence of her children. In
another case, a woman lost her AFDC benefits when she became temporarily employed. These benefits
were restored when she became pregnant (pregnancy evidenced by the birth of a second child).

An additional three households reported zero income after losing unemployment compensation
benefits. These households are markedly different from the three who lost AFDC benefits. These
household heads are older, better educated, and more likely to own their home and other financial assets.
Their periods of positive mcome are characterized by substantially higher benefits than those of the AFDC
mothers. AFDC mothers regained positive income by resuming their welfare benefits, but two of the three
individuals whose unemployment compensation was terminated regained positive income by becoming
re-employed. The third individual is disabled and regained positive income by receiving GA benefits.

Food Stamp Participation Patterns of True Zero-Income Households

Less than a third (30 percent) of true zero-income households report participating in the FSP at any
time during their reported period of zero income. FSP participation rates vary by cause of zero-income
spell. Habitually unemployed households are the most likely to receive food stamp benefits with 56
percent participating, followed by half of the households whose zero-income phenomenon was precipitated
by a loss of cash unemployment or welfare benefits. Just a quarter of zero-income households caused by
ajob loss or school enroliment report receipt 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, the striking

differences in the participation rates of these households, coupled with low reported receipt of other in-kind
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public assistance, provides evidence that not all zero-income households are as financially troubled as a

report of zero income would indicate.

Summary: True Zero-Income Households

In summary, the 114 true zero-income households appear to have legitimate claims for their self-
report of zero income in January 1991. For each case we are able to observe the trigger event or condition
Mm@ammsﬂwpahdwﬁmm:hsdmgsmmmmmehdd
dissolution resulting in the loss of the wage eame(s), loss of unemployment or public assistance benefits,
long periods without gainful employment, or a period of nonparticipation in the labor force corresponding
with enrollment in school.

However, just because these individuals are technically without income for one or more months
does not mean that they are not economically viable households. Our'etlmographic analysis revealed
much heterogeneity among these households, suggesting that the degree of true impoverishment varies
greatly across zero-income households and among the subgroups of true zero-income households.
Habitually unemployed households, for example, truly are the poorest of the poor. The have the lowest
labor force participation rates, the highest rates of reported disability, the longest periods without income,
and the highest FSP participation rates. Their socioeconomic status is also the lowest of the groups of
households, with low average educationsl attainment, home ownership rates, and asset holdings. Those
earolled in school, on the other hand, despite their relatively long zero-income spells and low labor force
participation rates, are not disabled and unlikely to use government assistance. Their educational
attainment is extremely high. It is possible that these households have outside sources of support not
mwm,s@shapﬁomhnﬂymmbem,mhﬁﬁmmcemdfdbwshipm. These
households may be technically without income, but there is evidence that their financial situation is not as -

dire as their report of zero income would imply.
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In between these two groups of true zero-income households are households that experience a period
of zero income following a job loss or layoff. Many of these households slowly move from a period of
positive eamnings to a period with lower eamnings to a period with no income. In come cases, household
income was very high preceding the period without income. Over 40 percent of the households in this
group regamed positive mcome prior to the end of the observation period. Households with zero income
caused by dissofution are also in between the above mentioned groups with regard to long-term viability.
Most dissolution-caused zero income is due to divorce or separation or departure of an adult child from
the parental household. Finally, households that report zero income following loss of welfare or
unemployment benefits are generally very poor, but most regain the original or other benefits after a

relatively short period of zero income.

B. IMPROBABLE ZERO-INCOME HOUSEHOLDS
This section describes the charactenistics of the 29 households for which the cause of the zero-income

episode is less apparent No change in household circumstances precedes the zero-income perniod, and in
some cases other reported characteristics contradict the household’s claim of zero income. We highlight
the contradictory information reported and suggest methods for identifying and handling these households

in future analyses. ‘ -

1. Self~Employment

. The most common condition accompanying a less probable zero-income period is reported self-
employment. The 21 households that comprise this category fall under neither Model 1 nor Model 2. The
grwpr&semblsMode]2h1ﬂxatwedonotobserveachangeinemploymentstamsudfhmﬂxe32-mnﬂ1
portraits; rather these households were already self-employed when the study commenced. Yet, in all but
one case we do observe the onset of the zero-income period; however, the reason for this drop to zero

household income is not observable.



Table of Contents

Based on the results of our ethnographic analysis, it is clear that while most of the households in this
group are technically zero-income households, practically they can be considered financially viable. All
but one of the self-employed zero-income households report a period ofi positive income from self-
employment prior to thetr loss of income. In some cases the average monthly earnings of these households
in the months preceding the zero-income spell is quite high—as much as $23,000 per month. In fact, the
average monthly earnings from self-employment in the month directly preceding a zero-income spell for
these 20 households is nearly $3,100. We suspect that these households are paid on a contract or invoice
basis. They may work continuously, but are only paid when contract milestones are met or products
delivered This hypothesis is supported by the high reported average hours worked per month during zero-
mcome spells (usually in excess of 70 hours éer week), and the small number (just 1 of 21 households)
that participate in the FSP. |

These self-employed households are small; nearly half (48 percent) are single-person households, and
mostmheadedbyﬁ@. Over a third (38 percent) of these households contain children, and nearly two-
ﬁrds(62pacaﬂ)oﬁnme!xﬂdswiﬂadﬂdrmarehea¢_edbyamarﬁedwuplem:herthmasingleparexit
All single parents in this group are women.

The socioeconomic status of these households is high relative to the average zero-income household.
The educational attainment of the heads of these households is }uﬁerﬁ)antheavemge of zero-income
households; nearly half (48 percent) attended at least some college. Almost half (48 percent) are
homeowners.

All but ane of the 21 households report being employed at their own business full-time during their
zero-income spell, and as mentioned above, they reported working the highest number of hours of any
zero-meome households examined Two of the 21 householdshave‘second jobs. Only one self-employed

household head is disabled, and this individual still works more than 40 hours every week. Two
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households comprise husband-wife self-employed teams. About a fifth (19 percent) of these households
receive in-kind public assistance benefits.

Surprisingly, only one of the 21 households report asset holdings in January 1991. We suspect that
the proportion of self-employed households with savings is actually much higher. It is likely that in many
cases, disposable income from positive-income months is returned to the business and thus not reported
as savings to SIPP interviewers.

The zero-income spells of these households are not long. The adjusted median spell length is just 4.3
months, and nearly a fifth (19 percent) of the zero-income spells are just one month in duration. More than
half (12) of the 21 self-employed households regain positive income within a few months via additional
eamings from self-employment. 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 different job, at which time
they regained positive income. Another two households report receipt of unemployment benefits which
terminated their zero-income spell We do not observe the end of the zero-income spell for the remaining

four self-employed households.

2. Employment Without Pay

Six of the 29 improbable zero-income households report full-time employment without pay during
their zero-income spell. All six claim to be working between 30 and 45 hours per week for all weeks in
the month, yet no income is reported. These households report neither self-employment nor a job loss or
layoff preceding or during the zero-income spell. Again, this group fits neither 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 accompanying trigger event or condition that explains the loss of income.

We observe a pattem of constant employment and sporadic payment in five of the six households,
suggesting a contract-style form of payment similar to that observed in the self-employed households.
(This period of zero income does not fall in the summer months as would be consistent with teachers who
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elect to be paid for working months only). Several months of significant eamnings are followed by a period
of one to four months without pay. Reported weeks and hours worked during the months without income
is consistent with those worked in the preceding months with positive income. For each of these
households this pattern repeats itself throughout the 32 months of the SIPP panel.

We do not ever observe a month of positive income for the other household included in this group.
This one-person, male-headed household reports full-time employment at 45 hours per week for the entire
survey period, but never reports receipt of income. It is possible that this individual is employed ina very
hngcmtmtsglerdnbmsemanpodﬁomkbmﬂﬁsismﬂikdymanmﬁdfemplwedmm Itis
more likely that this SIPP record includes incorrect data, either regarding employment or income. Itis not
possible to verify this supposition without a re-interview.

Only one of the six households reports FSP participation. This household’s sporadic payments are
lower than those of the other households. None of the households report savings accounts; one household
mmMmmm.

Other than the one household for which a positive-earnings month is never observed, all zero-income
spells in this group last one to five months. ﬁxeadjustedmedimspell?engﬂmiszsnmﬁxs. As mentioned
above, we observed the pattern of sporadic payment repeated for these households over the survey period.

Subsequentfy, this group has the highest average number of dlscre%’Zero-mcome spells of all the zero-

mcome groups.

3. Assets Spend-Down
Chhmofwoiqmmecmbeaﬁibmedbspmdhgdownofassﬂbdmcesforﬂmﬁnﬂmzer&

income households. We observe a clear period of positive income followed by a period of zero income.
There is no clear explanation for the negative income other than the likely depletion of the asset balances
upon which the individuals were living. These households also do not fit under either Model 1 or Model
2.
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Prior to the period of zero income, the only income reported by these single-person households was
interest and dividends. The first household survived on meager income ($30 per month) from interest-
bearing savings accounts and government securities. After these sources of income were depleted, he
reported zero income. We observe 18 months of zero income for this individual; he does not regain
positive mcome prior to the end of the survey period. The second household reported substantial mcome,
first from government securities, and then from royalties. These royalties, which had accounted for
monthly mcome of $1,500, were suspended for four months, at which time they were reinstated at 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
penod of zero income. Just one of the 21 self-employed households and one of the six employed-without-
pay households reported receiving food stamps. These low rates of reported FSP participation support our

hypothesis that improbable zero-income households are not truly impoverished, and in some cases,
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food stamps or other non-cash public assistance benefits. It is clear that while most of these households
do technically qualify as zero-income households in January 1991, practically they can be considered
financially viable households. Reported possession of assets is lower than expected for such households;
it is possible that they are under-reported to SIPP.

Suggested Methods for Identifying and Handling Improbable Zero-Income Households in Future
Analyses ~

Zero-income households such as those identified in this section present complications for FSP
participation research. Despite the fact that many of the zero-income households examined in our
edmogaplﬁcmdyskmnﬂtdynwdy,basedmtadiﬁmdFSPeligibﬂitysimulaﬁonpmcedm&s,ﬂaey
appear to be eligible for the food stamp program during their zero-income spell. Technically, these
households have zero mcome, and their reported asset balances are low. Homes and income-generating
assets, which provide clues in an ethnographic study as to a household’s financial viability, are excluded
from food stamp eligibility determinations. These improbable zero-income households probably would
never consider applying for food stamps. This may explain why the food stamp participation rates of zero-
mmhmsdddsﬁsmdallyhmbemmbsmﬁanybwm&:eofhomdwldsmwrylowbm
positive incomes (Table IL1).

FCS may want to exclude or contro} for these improbable zero-income households when conducting
fiture FSP participation research. To do so would not be easy, since their status as viable zero-income
households was identified through an ethnographic rather than statistical analysis. There are clues, such
as self-employment or uninterrupted employment without pay, that could be identified and used to control
for the more viable zero-income households when generating FSP participation rates using SIPP.

C. NEGATIVE-INCOME HOUSEHOLDS
This section presents the characteristics of the nine households that report a period of negative income
in January 1991. Our analysis reveals that all cases of net negative income included in this analysis are due
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to reported negative rental property or mortgage income offSetting positive earnings, social security
payments, or interest and dividends. Net negative income from property loss ranged from $5 per month
to several thousand dollars per month.

Six of the nine negative-income household heads are self-employed, and in most cases several
household members report self-employment, indicating a family-owned and operated business. In most
msstﬁis&mily—ovmedvmtﬁreismtalpropeny. Inapattem#imilartoﬁ:atobsewedinomanalysisof
the zero-income self-employed households, all seif-employed negative-income households reported several
months of positive earnings, followed by one or more months of net negative income. Interestingly, in most
cases, reported personal earnings also decreased in the first month of reported negative property income.

In terms of demographic and socioeconomic characteristics, negative-income households appear to
be financially viable households. Their characteristics do not resemble those of either the average true or
improbable zero-income household, although their characteristics are most similar to .those of self-
employed households. Negative-income households are larger, on average, than zero-income households.
Six of the nine households include children and elderly houssiold members. All of the households that
contain children are headed by a married couple rather than a single parent. The household heads of
negative-income households are also older, on average, than zero-income households. The median age
of negative-income household heads is 53 (compared to-37¥or all zero-income households), and all
negative-income heads are over age 40. These households are disproportionately non-Hispanic white and
Asian Unlike other zero-income households, all nine household heads are married or never married; none
are divorced, separated, or widowed. The educational attainment of this group is also relatively high; four
of the nine have attended at least some college.

Negative-income households are much more likely to report asset balances than their 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 investments.
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In summary, negative-income households do not appear to be at-risk households. Their reports of
negaﬁvehwomearepreoededmdfoﬂowedbympomofsubsmnﬁalposiﬁveinwme. Few if any of these
households would qualify for food stamps, even during the months of negative reported eamings. Because
these households report high asset balances, making them ineligible for food stamps, these are not the
households that affect SIPP participation research for FCS, and should not be the focus of additional

research on this subject.
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V1. FINDINGS FROM THE AGGREGATE-LEVEL ANALYSIS

This chapter provides context for our findings from the ethnographic study presented in Chapter V.
Section A compares the characteristics of households that reported zero income in January 1991 (those
households that comprise the sample for our efhnographic analysis) to those that reported low but positive
income during the same time period These comparisons provide further evidence that zero-income
households are unique. Section B compares the characteristics of households that reported zero income
in January 1991 to those of households that reported zero income in any of the 32 months covered by the
1990 SIPP longitudinal file. Without an ethnographic analysis it is not possible to identify the causes of
zero income for the later groups of zero-income households; nor can we evaluate whether we would
classify their accounts of zero income as true or improbable. We can, however, compare the attributes of
this larger sample of zero-income households with those of our ethnographic study sample to evaluate the
extent to which our January 1991 sample is representative of zero-income households over time. The
information upon which these comparisons are based is displayed in Tables VL1-VL6.

A. ZERO-INCOME HOUSEHOLDS COMPARED TO HOUSEHOLDS WITH LOW BUT
POSITIVE INCOME

A comparison of the characteristics of zero-income, poor (household income below 100 percent of
poverty), and low-income (household income between 100 and 300 percent of poverty) households shows
significant differences between the zero-income households and the two groups of positive-but- low-
income households, providing evidence that the zero-income state may not be merely the lowest level of
the poverty spectrum, but rather a2 unique and most likely nonpermanent financial state experienced by
particular types of households.

As shown in Table V11, zero-income households in January 1991 are significantly smaller and

different in household composition than poor and low-income households in the same month. The average

/
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HOUSEHOLD COMPOSITION: ZERC-INCOME, POOR, AND LOW-INCOME HOUSEHOLDS IN JANUARY 1891
AND HOUSEHOLDS THAT REPORTED ZERO INCOME AT ANY TIME DURING THE 32-MONTH SIPP PANEL

(Percentages)
All Zero-income income Status in January 1991

Zero-income Category Households®  Zero-income Poor Low-income
Household Size (number of members)
1 29.5 47.4 343 274
2 28.9 21.7 16.9 275
3 166 99 15.1 148
4 13.6 9.2 15.2 16.0
5 7.0 86 9.8 8.9
6 or more 44 33 88 5.4
Total 100.0 100.0 . 100.0 100.0
Mean household size 26 22 28 27
Number of Children in Household
None 71.0 63.8 45.0 554
1 12.4 164 156 14.1
2 9.6 86 17.2 20.1
3 47 9.2 124 76
4 14 20 49 20
S or more 0.8 39 0.8
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0
Mean number of children per household 0.6 0.7 1.3 0.9
Number of Eiderly Household Members
None 817 928 65.5 60.7
1 127 59 30.7 252
2 5.4 13 38 138
3 or more 02 0.0 0.1 0.3
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0
Mean number of elderly per household 0.2 0.1 0.4 05
Househoid Type
Households with Children 29.0 36.2 540 446
Househoids without Children 71.0 63.8 46.0 554
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0
Sample size 6,280 152 1,833 6,772

SOURCE: Tabutations of 1990 SIPP Longitudinal File.
NOTES: Data presented refer to January 1991 (during zero-income spefi).

Children are people under age 18.

The eiderly are people age 60 and over.

* Households that reported a period of zero income at any time during the 32-month SIPP panel.
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DEMOGRAPHIC CHARACTERISTICS: ZERO-INCOME, POOR, AND LOW-INCOME HOUSEHOLDS IN JANUARY 1891
AND HOUSEHOLDS THAT REPORTED ZERO INCOME AT ANY TIME DURING THE 32-MONTH SIPP PANEL

{Percentages)
All Zero-income income Status in January 1961
Households” Zero-income Poor Low-income

Age of Household Reference Person
16-17 0.1 13 0.1 0.0
18- 15 08 26 14 06
2-24 75 105 85 43
5-29 118 151 1.1 8.0
30-34 126 132 132 11.4
3»-39 114 88 8.9 114
40-44 109 86 73 9.0
45-49 85 125 64 65
80-54 72 125 5.0 51
55-59 54 6.6 43 54
60-64 63 46 6.4 73
65-69 45 20 78 86
70+ 128 07 185 212
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0
Mean age 455 393 478 505
Median age 420 380 430 46.0
Race and Ethnicity of Household Reference Person
Non-Hispanic white 786 599 672 82
Non-Hispanic black 18.1 211 22 14.4
Non-Hispanic Asian/Pacific Isiand American 25 26 26 19
Non-Hispanic American Indian/Native Alaskan 08 20 1.0 0S5
Hispanic NA 145 NA NA
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0
Gender of Househoid Reference Person
Male NA 355 112 134
Female NA 322 615 35.0
Married couple 443 32 273 516
Total NA 100.0 100.0 100.0
Marital Status of Househoid Reference Person
Mamied, spouse present 443 3R2 273 516
Married, spouse abserd 1.8 33 21 08
Widowed 118 26 29 184
Divorced 152 184 17.0 133
Separated 6.1 125 86 35
Never married 208 3098 22 122
Total 400.0 100.0 100.0 100.0
Sample size 6,280 182 1,833 6,772

SOURCE: Tabulations of 1990 SIPP Longitudinal File.

NOTE: Data presented refer fo January 1991 (during Zero-income spell).

NA: These data were determined through the ethnographic analysis and are not avaiable in the aggregate form.

* Households that reported a period of zero income at any time during the 32-month SIPP panel,
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SOCIOECONOMIC CHARACTERISTICS: ZERO-INCOME, POOR, AND LOW-INCOME HOUSEHOLDS IN JANUARY 1991
AND HOUSEHOLDS THAT REPORTED ZERO INCOME AT ANY TIME DURING THE 32-MONTH SIPP PANEL
(Percertapes

)

All Zero-income Income Status in January 1991

Zero-income Category Househokds® Zero-income Poor Low-Income
Educational Attainment of Household Refersnce Person
Less than high school 495 15.1 423 277
Some high school 87 27 19.9 136
High school graduate 206 342 234 340
Some college 108 151 9.6 155
College praduste 10.4 9.9 48 92
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0
Mean yeers of schooling 13 114 104 16
Enroliment Status of Household Reference
Person
Not enrolled in school 96.7 934 917 949
Envolied in high school 03 39 1.0 02
Enrolied in coliege or trade school 3.0 26 7.3 4.9
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0
Sample size 6,280 152 18 6772

SOURCE: Tabulstions of 1990 SIPP Longitudinal Fie.
NOTES: Data presented refer to January 1991 (during zero-income spell).

Peopie with four or more compieted years of college are assumed to be college graduates.

* Households that reported a period of Zero income at any time during the 32-month SIPP panel.
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LABOR FORCE CHARACTERISTICS: ZERO-INCOME, POOR, AND LOW-INCOME HOUSEHOLDS IN JANUARY 1991
AND HOUSEHOLDS THAT REPORTED ZERO INCOME AT ANY TIME DURING THE 32-MONTH SIPP PANEL

(Percentages)
All Zsro-income income Status in January 1991
Zero-income Category Houssholds* Zero-income  Poor  Low-income

Empioyment Status

Working entire month 60.0 250 258 584
Working part of month 24 20 27 12
Not working, looking for work 54 276 83 23
Not working, not iooking for work = 322 454 63.2 381
Total ‘ 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0
Self-Employment Status

Self-employed, working 45 178 6.8 82
Not self-employed 955 822 832 818
Totat 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0
Sample size 6,280 152 1,833 6,772

SOURCE: Tabulations of 1990 SIPP Longitudinal File.

NOTES: Data presentsd refer to January 1991 (during zero-income speil).
Having full ime employment is defined as working at least 35 hours per week.

* Households that reported a period of zero income at any time during the 32-menth SIPP panel.
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TABLE VLS

NONCASH WELFARE RECEIPT: ZERO-INCOME, POOR, AND LOW-INCOME HOUSEHOLDS IN JANUARY 1991
AND HOUSEHOLDS THAT REPORTED ZERO INCOME AT ANY TIME DURING THE 32-MONTH SIPP PANEL

(Percentages)
All Zero-income Income Status in January 1891
Zero-income Category Households” Zero-income Poor _Low-income
Receive food stamps 169 27 544 106
Receive any noncash sssistance %4 428 84.0 18.1
Sample size 6,280 152 1,833 6772

SOURCE: Tabulations of 1990 SIPP Longitudinal File.
NOTE: MWM&QM1991 (during zero-income spell).
* Households that reported a period of zero income at any time during the 32-month SIPP panel.

68



TABLEVI6

Table of Contents

LENGTH AND NUMBER OF SPELLS: ZERO-INCOME, POOR, AND LOW-INCOME HOUSEHOLDS IN JANUARY 1981
AND HOUSEHOLDS THAT REPORTED ZERO INCOME AT ANY TIME DURING THE 32-MONTH SIPP PANEL

(Percentages)
All Zero-income Income Status in January 1891 -

Zero-income Category Households® Zero-income Poor  Low-income
Spell length (number of months)
1 125 178 -- .-
2 8.6 17.1 - -
3 65 125 - .-
4 472 15.1 -- -
5 10 33 -- .-
6 = 0.8 1.3 -- .-
7 0.6 38 -- .-
8 216 26 .- --
9 0.1 13 -~ --
10 0.2 33 -- --
11 01 0.7 -~ --
12 0.4 1.3 - --
13 0.0 1.3 -- --
14 0.0 0.7 .- -
15 00 0.7 .- -~
16-20 0.2 9.2 .- .-
21-25 0.1 26 -~ --
26-30 0.0 13 -- --
31-33 0.1 39 .- .-
Total 100.0 100.0 -- --
Mean spell iength 4.4 7.4 -- -
Median spell length 40 40 -- --
Adjusted median spell length 46 47 .- --
Number of Discrete Spells
1 88.3 526 -- --
2 8.1 o 263 -- --
3 1.2 1.8 .- --
4 03 72 .- .-
5 0.1 0.7 .- -~
6 0.0 07 - --
7 or more 0.0 0.7 -- .-
Total ' | 100.0 21000 -- --
Mean number of spells 11 18 -- -~
Sample size 6,280 152 1,833 6,772

SOURCE: Tabutations of 1980 SIPP Longitudinal File.
NOTES: Data presented refer to January 1991 (during zero-income spell).

Adjusted median spell length computad using a Kaplan-Meier survivor function to estimate the zero-income

spell length of censored data.

* Households that reported a period of zero income at any time during the 32-month SIPP 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-
income households, respectively.! 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
mndividuals 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 both groups of low-income
households.

Table V1.2 shows the demographic characteristics of the household heads of the three groups. Zero-
income household heads are slightly younger than those of poor or low-income households; the median age
for zero-income heads i1s 38 years compared to 43 and 46 years for poor and low-income households,
respectively. Zero-income and poor households are alike in that just under a third of each group is headed
by a marmmed couple, compared to over half (52 percent) of low-income households. Zero-income
households are also more likely than their counterparts with low but positive income to be headed by a
never-married individual (31 percent compared to 22 and 12 percent of poor and low-income households,
respectively). The data suggest that many zero-income households comprise never-married men living
alone, while the predominant household type of poor and low-income household is that of single mothers.

As shown in Table VL3, the educational attainment of the fieads of zero-income households is more
similar to that of low-income households than poor households, again suggesting that on average, zero-
income households may be at less risk of long-term financial hardship than poor households. Nearly equal
proportions of all three income groups are enrolled in school.

Table V1.4 shows the labor force and employment status of hbousehold heads. While the point-in-time

employment status of zero-income household heads more closely resembles that of poor household heads

'Because we do not perfon'h statistical tests to evaluate these differences, and because the
sample is prohibitively small, it is not possible to speak to the statistical significance of the differences
between these numbers.
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than low-income household heads (approximately a quarter of zero-income household heads are employed
full-time in January 1991, compared to over half of low-income household heads), a significantly greater
share of unemployed zero-income household heads reports looking for work. Over a third (38 percent)
of zero-income household heads without a job report that they are looking for a job, compared to just 12
percent of unemployed poor household heads and 6 percent of low-income heads without jobs. This, too,
suggests that the long-term economic status of this group of zero-income households will surpass that of
poor households. Zero-income households are also much more likely to report self-employment than the
two groups of positive-but-low-income households.

Zero-income households are much less likely than poor positive-income households to participate in
the FSP or receive subsidized rent (Table VL5). Just 43 percent of zero-income households receive some
form of noncash public assistance, compared to fully 84 percent of poor households. This suggests that
zero-income households may be relatively unmotivated to seek public assistance because they believe that .
their period of zero income will not endure. |

In summary, the charactenistics of zero-income households 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 poor households. Rather, based on their household composition, educational attainment and labor force
status, zero-income households may have better long-term financial prospects, on average, than poor
households. This supports our findings from the ethnographic analysis, in which we identified striking
differences among zero-income households that led us to conclude that some households that reported zero

income in SIPP are actually financially visble households.

B. ZERO-INCOME HOUSEHOLDS THAT REPORT ZERO INCOME IN JANUARY 1991
COMPARED TO HOUSEHOLDS THAT EVER REPORTED A PERIOD OF ZERO
INCOME IN SIPP

This section compares the characteristics of households that reported zero income in January 1991
the households that comprise our ethnographic study sample--to those of households that reported zero
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mcome in any of the 32 months covered by the 1990 SIPP longitudinal file. We use these comparisons
to evaluate whether our ethnographic sample is sufficient to represent the true nature of the zero-income
phenomenon.

Ouwr findings indicate that the characteristics of the cross-sectional sample of zero-income households
used for the ethnographic analysis are somewhat different from those of the dynamic sample of households
that ever reported a period of zero income in SIPP. These differences can be attributed, for the large part,
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 of a 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 of these households last longer and thus their probability of
selection mn any given month is higher than that of short-term zero-income households. Consequently, the
characteristics of households with long-term zero-income spells, presumably the most at-risk and least
financially viable of the zero-income households, are weighted more heavily in a cross-sectional analysis
than in a dynamic analysis. Thus the households in our ethnographic sample appear worse off than those
in the dynamic sample. This is not to suggest that a cross-secTional study is inappropnate. Rather, the
opposite may be true; a cross-sectional study captures the characteristics of zero-income households for
a specific point in time, whereas a dynamic analysis can only be generalized to any 32-month time period.
From a policy perspective, the former is a more useful analysis to conduct.

As shown m Table V1 1, the size of households with zero income at any time during the SIPP panel
is slightly larger than that of households that reported zero income in January 1991. Households m the
larger sample are less 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).
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The heads of households that ever reported zero income are older than those of households that
reported zero income in January 1991 (Table VL2). 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-
reported zero-income sample, coupled with the relatively high incidence of elderly household members for
this group, suggests that periods of zero income triggered by the death of a spouse may be more common
in the dynamic sample than in households that reported zero income in January 1991. Our ethnographic
analysis included only two households for which the zero-income spell was precipitated by the death of
aspouse. Both were headed by elderly individuals, and the zero-income spell did not last long.

Contrary to other findings, the educational attainment of households that ever report zero income is
slightly lower than that of zero-income households in the January 1991 sample (Table V13). Less than
half (42 percent) of the households in the larger sample completed high school, compared to 59 percent
of the zero-income households in the ethnographic study. Approximately equal proporti;ans of the two
groups are enrolled in school. '

As shown in Table V14, households 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). Houséholds that ever reported zero income afe consequently less likely to receive
food stamps or other forms of non-cash public assistance (Table VLS5).

Table V16 presents the length and number of zero-income spells for the two groups of zero-iqcome .
households. The median spell length of households that ever reported zero-income in SIPP is significantly
shorter than that of households in the ethnographic study. This can also be explained by length bias in
cross-sectional data, as previously discussed. The median spell length is identical for the two groups,
however, and the adjusted median spell length is nearly equal. Nearly nine out of ten households (89

percent) that ever reported a period of zero income reported just one spell, whereas nearly half (47 percent)
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VII. ZERO-INCOME HOUSEHOLDS IN THE FOOD STAMP
INTEGRATED QUALITY CONTROL SYSTEM (IQCS)

This chapter describes the characteristics of zero-income households sampled in the FCS
administrative IQCS database from January 1991. The IQCS is an ongoing review of food stamp
household circumstances designed to determine if households are eligible to participate or are receiving
the correct FSP benefit amount. It is based on a sample of approximately 60,000 participating food stamp
households. Since the information we present on the IQCS households is based on aggregate tabulations
rather than on an in-depth ethnographic analysis, it is not possible to identify the trigger events or
conditions that may have precipitated the period without income for these households. These tabulations
are included only to provide further context for our findings from the ethnographic analysis described in
Chapter V.

Three sets of comparisons are discussed in the sections below: (A) a comparison of the characteristics
of IQCS zero-income households and IQCS households wnh positive but low incomes (below the poverty
level); (B) a comparison of the characteristics of zero-income households in the IQCS and SIPP January
1991 data files; and (C) a comparison of the characteristics of IQCS zero-income households and the SIPP
January 1991 zero-income households that receive food stamps. The information upon which these
comparisons are based is displayed in Tables VIL1-VIL7.

A. 1IQCS ZERO-INCOME HOUSEHOLDS COMPARED TO THOSE WITH LOW BUT
POSITIVE INCOME

A comparison of the characteristics of IQCS zero-income and poor households shows significant
differences between the two groups, further supporting the hypothesis presented in Chapter VI, that the
zero-income state may not be merely the lowest stage or level in the poverty continuum, but rather a unique

financial state experienced by unique types of households.
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TABLE VIL.1
HOUSEHOLD COMPOSITION:
ZEROC-INCOME AND LOW-INCOME HOUSEHOLDS IN SIPP AND IQCS
(Percentages) :
Ethnographic Study 1QCS Study
Zero-income  Zi Food Stamp Zero-income Low-Income
Zero-Income Category Households Households Households Households

Household Size (number of members)
1 474 250 548 308
2 217 78 196 234
3 9.9 83 154 18.1
4 92 1111 6.8 138
5 86 22 26 75
€ or more 33 56 08 54
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0
Mean household size 22 29 1.9 26
Number of Children in Household
None 638 472 64.8 376
1 164 167 154 23
2 86 56 S8 205
3 92 250 83 15
4 20 56 1.4 47
S or more 03 34
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0
Mean number of children per household 07 13 0.7 14

Age 5 and under 02 05 03 05

Age6-17 05 07 03 08
Number of Eiderly Household Members
None 928 917 g7.3 836
1 59 56 24 15.1
2 13 28 0.3 1.3
3 or more 0.0 0.0
Yotal 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0
Mean number of elderly per household 0.1 0.1 0.0 02
Household Type
Households with Children 362 528 353 624

Married coupie 27 306 69 111

Single parent (other aduits present) 13 28 08 T 41

Single parert (no other adutts present) 125 194 22 465

Other 07 0.0 54 0.7
Households without Chiidren 638 472 647 376

Single person 474 50 536 302

Marriad couple 105 83 59 40

Other 59 138 52 34
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0
Sample size 182 36 452 4,397

SOURCE: Tabutations of 1990 SIPP Longitudinal Fie and 1991 1QCS Data File.
NOTES: Data are for January 1991 (during 2ero-income spell).

Chiidren are people under age 18.

The eiderly are peopie age 60 and over.
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DEMOGRAPHIC CHARACTERISTICS: ZERO-INCOME AND
LOW-INCOME HOUSEHOLDS IN SIPP AND IQCS
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(Percentages)

Zero-income  Zi Food Stamp Zero-income  Low-income

Households Households Households
Ageof Housshold Reference Person
16-17 13 00 10 20
18-19 26 00 37 31
20-24 105 83 18.7 149
25-29 15.1 22 178 166
30-34 132 111 173 158
35-39 g9 111 143 108
40 -44 86 11.1 91 7.7
45-49 125 138 62 48
50-54 125 1.1 83 4.4
55-59 66 56 4.1 4.0
60-64 46 56 22 42
65-69 20 0.0 02 33
70+ 07 00 0.0 84
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0
Mean age 393 387 317 388
Medtan age 380 385 NA NA
Race and Ethnicity of Household Reference Person
Non-Hispanic white 599 472 478 458
Non-Hispanic black 211 278 345 e
Non-Hispanic Asiar/Pacific Isiand American 26 00 0S5 18
Non-Higpanic American indian/Native Alaskan 20 28 0.8 1.2
Hispanic 145 22 164 134
Total 100.0 1000 100.0 100.0
Gender of Household Reference Person
Male 355 22 394 133
Female 322 38O 469 715
Marriad couple 322 389 138 152
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0
Marital Status of Househoid Reference Person
Married, spouse present 322 389 NA NA
Married, spouse absent 33 28 NA NA
Widowed 286 00 NA NA
Divorced 184 16.7 NA NA
Separated 125 138 NA NA
Never marvied 309 78 NA NA
Total 100.0 100.0 NA NA
Sample size 152 36 452 4397

SOURCE: Tabutations of 1990 SIPP Longitudinal File and 1991 IQCS Data Fie.
NOTE: Data are for January 1991 (during Zero-income spefl).

NA: This data ftem is not available in the 1QCS data.
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SOCIOECONOMIC CHARACTERISTICS:
ZERO-INCOME AND LOW-INCOME HOUSEHOLDS IN SIPP AND 1QCS
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(Percentages)
Ethnographic Study 1QCS Study
Zero-income  ZI Food Stamp Zero-income Low-income
Zero-income Category Households Households Households Households
Educational Attalnment of Household
Reference Person
Less than high school 15.4 30.6 248 154
Some high school 5.7 36.1 260 296
High school graduate o 342 194 382 395
Some college 151 56 96 104
Coliege graduate 99 83 14 1.1
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0
Mean years of schoofing 114 10.3 105 107
Enrollment Status of Household Reference
Person
Not enrolled in schoo! 934 917 418 313
Enrolled in high school 38 28 58.2 €8.7
Enrolied in college or trade school * 26 56 NA NA
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0
Home Ownership Status
Own 40.1 S0 NA NA
Rent 50.7 639 NA NA
Noncash rent 92 111 NA NA
Totat 100.0 100.0 NA NA
Living Quarters
House or apartment 822 778 NA NA
Nontransient hote! or motel 33 56 NA NA
Transient hotel or mote! 07 - 0.0 NA NA
Rooming house 0.0 o 0.0 NA NA
Mabile home or trailer 118 167 NA NA
Other 20 0.0 NA NA
Totat 100.0 100.0 NA NA
Sampile size 182 36 452 4397

SOURCE: Tabuiations of 1930 SIPP Longitudinal File and 1931 IQCS Data File.

NOTES: Data are for January 1991 (during Zero-income spell).
People with four or more completed ysars of college are assumed to be college graduates.

NA: This data item is not avaiabie in the IQCS data.
* Detailed information on this variable is not avaitable in the IQCS data.
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LABOR FORCE CHARACTERISTICS OF REFERENCE PEOPLE:
ZERO-INCOME AND LOW-INCOME HOUSEHOLDS IN SIPP AND IQCS

(Percentages) .

ic Study

IGCS Study

—Ethnographic
Zero-income  ZI Food Stamp

Zero-income Category Households  Households

Employment Statue

Working entire month 25.0 56 06
Full time 217 58 04
Part time 33 [+ 14] 0.1

Working part of month * 20 28 NA
Full time * 20 28 NA
Part time * NA

Nat worlking, looking for work 276 333 345

Not working, not looking for work 454 583 65.0

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0

Self-Employment Status

Seif-empioyed, working 17.8 28 03

Net self-empioyed 822 972 99.7

Total 100.0 1000 100.0

Disability Status ,

Disabled 303 583 0.0
Working fufl time * 26 ’ 0.0 NA
Working part time * 0.0 0.0 NA
Not working * 276 §83 NA

Not disabled €5.7 417 100.0
Working full ime * 211 83 NA
Working part time * 33 0.0 NA
Not working * 454 333 NA

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0

Number of Jobs

Not employed 730 Nn7y . NA

1 287 83 NA

More than 1 13 0.0 NA

Total 100.0 100.0 NA

Sample size 182 . < 452

T Zeroincome  Low-income

10.1

gzzz Szgzlzzze

g

SOURCE: Tabulations of 1990 SIPP Longitudinal File and 1921 1QCS Data Fie.

NOTES: Data are for January 1991 (during 2ero-income speil).
Having full time empioyment is defined as working at least 35 hours per week.

NA: This data item is not availabie in the IQCS data.
* Detailed information on this variable is not available in the IQCS data.
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(Percentages)
ic Study 1QCS Study
Zero-income  ZI Food Stamp Zero-income Low-income
Zero-income Category Households Househoids Households Households
Number of Housshold Members in the Labor
Force
None 414 528 659 730
1 474 417 286 24.1
2 92 56 54 26
3 or more 20 0.0 0.1 03
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0
Mean number of workers 07 05 0.4 03
Number of Seif-Empiloyed Household Members
None 816 972 . NA NA
1 145 28 NA NA
2 39 0.0 NA NA
3 or more 0.0 0.0 NA NA
Total 100.0 100.0 NA NA
Mean number of self-employed people 02 0.0 NA NA
Number of Disabled Household Members
None 638 33 NA NA
1 303 556 NA NA
2 46 111 NA NA
3 or more 13 0.0 NA NA
Total 100.0 100.0 NA NA
Mean number of disabled psopie 04 0.8 NA NA
Sampie size 182 36 452 4397

SOURCE: Tabulations of 1980 SIPP Longitudinal File and 1991 1QCS Data File.

NOTES: Data are for January 1981 (during 2ero-income spell).
in the labor force is defined as empioyed, on lay off, or looking for work.

. L 4
NA: This data item is not available in the [QCS data.
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RECEIPT OF NONCASH WELFARE BENEFITS:

ZERO-INCOME AND LOW-INCOME HOUSEHOLDS iN SiPP AND 1QCS

)
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Zero-income Category

Recelpt of Specific Forms of Noncash
Assistance
Food stamps 237

Average food stamp benefit $154
wic “ 46
Free or reduced-price lunch 19.1
Free or reduced-price breakfast 132
Medicare 26
Medicaid 138
Energy assistance 132
Public housing 39
Subsidized rent §9
Receive some noncash assistance 428
Do not recelve any noncash assistance 572
Sample size ' 182

100.0

194
417
306

00
417
306
138
16.7

100.0
0.0

3333333

100.0

8

[ 3333333

-h
o 8
o o

§

SOURCE: Tabuiations of 1990 SIPP Longitudinal File and 1981 1QCS Data File.

NOTE: Data are for January 1991 (during zero-income spefl).
NA: This data item is not available in the IQCS data.
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TABLE VII.7

ASSET HOLDINGS: ZERO-INCOME AND
LOW-INCOME HOUSEHOLDS IN SIPP AND 1QCS

(Percentages)
Ethnographic Study 1QCS Study
Zero-income  Z1 Food Stamp Zero-income Low-income
Zero-income Category Households Households Househoids Households

Type of Asset Holding
Savings 89 28 112 216
investments 72 0.0 0.0 02
Rental property or mortgage 00 0.0 0.0 0.2
Royalties 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0
Any Financial Assets 158 28 129 23.0
No Financial Assets 842 872 87.1 770
Sampie size 152 36 452 4,397

SQURCE: Tabulations of 1990 SIPP Longitudina! File and 1991 1QCS Data File.

NOTES: Data are for January 1991 (during zero-income speli).
investment assets include money market, certificatecf deposits, NOW, money fund, govermment securities, municipal
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As shown in Table VIL1, IQCS zero-income households are significantly smaller and different in
household composition than IQCS poor households. The average zero-income household contains fewer
than two people, while the average poor household size is 2.6 people. In fact, most zero-income
households are single-person households. Fewer zero-income households than poor households include
children; 90 percent of poor households with more than one person include a child, compared to just 78
percent of zero-income multiple-person households. Of those households with children, three quarters (75
percent) of poor households are headed by a single parent compared to 63 percent of the zero-income
households. Zero-income households are also much less likely than poor households to contam an elderly
household member (3 percent compared to 16 percent).

Table VIL2 shows the demographic characteristics of the household reference person. Zero-income
household heads are slightly younger than those of poor households and their racial composition is similar—-
both groups are predominantly non-Hispanic white. About equal portions of each group are headed by a
married couple, but of those headed by a single person, men head a greater proportion of zero-income
households than of poor households. Apparently, most IQCS zero-income single-person households are
composed of men. ) <

As shown in Table VIL3, zero-income and poor household heads are about equally schooled
However, poor household heads are much more likely ﬂlan zero-inggme heads to be enrolled in school,
which indicates that their final educational attainment may be signiﬁc&rﬂyhigher than that of zero-income
household heads. |

Tables VIL4 and VILS show the labor force and employment characteristics of both types of IQCS
households. It is not surprising that poor household heads are more likely to be working--10 percent
compared to less than 1 percent of zero-income household heads. However, of those not currently
employed, zero-income household heads are much more likely to be looking for work, and overall, a

greater share of zero-income household heads are part of the labor force. Despite their smaller household -
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size, zero-income households are likely to have more workers in the labor force, probably because, relative
to poor households, zero-income households include more adults of working age (Table VIL1).

As shown in Table VIL6, the average monthly food stamp benefit is not significantly different for the
two groups; the average allotment per person is higher for zero-income households — $94 compared to $65
for poor households.

Table VII.7 shows the percentage of households in each group that have financial assets. Zero-
income households are much less likely than poor households to have assets. Nearly a fourth (23 percent)
of poor 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 characteristics of IQCS and SIPP zero-income households. The IQCS
households have zero-income and definitely receive food stamps; the SIPP households examined here
report zero income and may or may not receive FSP benefits. Our analysis reveals significant and striking
differences between the zero-income households from the two data sources. While these distinctions may
be attributed in part to differences in the data collection processes detailed in Chapter IV.C.3, it is clear
that on average, the SIPP zero-income households included in ;E ethnographic study appear to be more
financially viable than those included in the IQCS study.

SIPP zero-income households live in shightly larger households than do those found in the IQCS file
(Table VII.1). 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 third of the households in both
groups contain children, but a greater number of the households with children in SIPP are headed by a
married couple (60 percent compared to just 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 VIL2, SIPP zero-income household heads are slightly older than those of IQCS
zero-income households. SIPP zero-income household heads are much more likely to be white and less
Iikely to be black than those in the JQCS, but both groups include nearly equalpropoﬁims of Hispanic and
Asian household heads. Nearly a third (32 percent) of all SIPP zero-income households are headed by a
married couple compared to just 14 percent of IQCS zero-income households.

Educational attainment is slightly higher for SIPP zero-income households than IQCS zero-income
households (Table VIL3). A quarter (25 percent) of SIPP zero-income household heads have attended at
least some college, compared to just 11 percent of IQCS zero-income household heads. Just 7 percent of
SIPP zero-income households are enrolled in school, compared to 58 percent of IQCS zero-income
households, which may reduce the difference in total educational sttainment over time. The age difference
of household heads is not significant enough to account for this large difference in enrollment (Table
VIL2).

Labor force participation and employment pattems differ greatly for SIPP and IQCS zero-income
households, as shown in Tables VIL4 and VILS. Over half (55 M) of SIPP zero-income household
heads claim to be in the labor force, compared to just a third (35 percent) of the IQCS zero-income
household heads. Over 10 percent of SIPP zero-income households contain two or more members of the
Iabor force, compared to just 5 percent of the IQCS zero-income households. Over a quarter (27 percent)
of SIPP zer0-income household heads report being employed in January 1991 (though obviously without
pay in that month), compared to less than 1 percent of the IQCS zero-inconie households. Very few IQCS
zero-ncome household heads claim to be self-employed—a mere 0.3 percent—while 18 percent of the SIPP
zero-income household heads report self-employment during their zero-income spell. Differences in
reported disability rates are striking. Nearly a third of the SIPP zero-income household heads claim to be
disabled, yet none of the IQCS wo-imo@ehousdxolck contain a disabled reference person. Since the age
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structures of the two groups are consistent (Table VIL2), this cannot be explained by different proportions
of elderly household members.

Less than a quarter (24 percent) of the SIPP zero-income households report participating in the FSP
(Table VIL6). By definition, all of the IQCS zero-income households receive food stamps during their
zero-income spell.  The average household benefit is higher for SIPP zero-income households ($194
compared to $178 for IQCS zero-income households), but the monthly per-person food stamp allotment
is significantly higher for IQCS zero-income households.

Table VIL7 shows the financial assets of the two groups of zero-income households. There is little
difference between the asset holdings, other than that 8 percent of SIPP zero-income households hold
mvestments, compared to none of the IQCS zero-income hogseholds.

The dissimilarities between these two groups of zero-income households are striking. The distinctions
may be attributed in part to biases in the different data sources. As described in Chapter IV.C.3, the IQCS
data, which come from food stamp applications, are verified to the extent possible by food stamp eligibility
workers, eliminating some of the recall bias and intentional misreporting that may exist in the SIPP income,
employment, and household composition data. An antithetical bias may exist, however, in that there is
incentive for food stamp applicants to pm'posely-misrepon household composition or omit reports of
mcorme from mformal sources such as transfers from relatives. This incentive does not exist to the same
degree for SIPP respondents, suggesting that SIPP reports, particularly of informal income sources, may
be more accurate.

Because the differences between the two groups of households are so marked, particularly with regard
to employment data, it is clear that the distinctions extend beyond differences in the sampling
methodologies. On average, the zero-income households included in our ethnographic study appear to be
more financially viable than those included in the IQCS study. Our findings from the ethnographic study

(Chapter V) point to significant differences among the SIPP zero-income households; according to our
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analysis, not all zero-income households are truly financially at risk or in need of food stamps. To control
for this distinction, we conducted an additional step in the IQCS-SIPP analysis, limiting our comparisons
between IQCS and SIPP households to just those zero-income households in SIPP that claimed to receive
food stamps during their zero-income spell. Our findings from this comparison follow.

C. IQCS ZERO-INCOME HOUSEHOLDS COMPARED TO SiPP ZERO-INCOME FOOD

STAMP HOUSEHOLDS

Controlling for food stamp participation within our SIPP zero-income sample does not entirely
eliminate the dissimilarity between the IQCS and SIPP zero-income households. In fact, SIPP FSP zero-
income households are in some ways more dissimilar to the IQCS zero-income households than the entire
group of SIPP zero-income households.

With regard to household composition (Tzble VIL 1), SIPP FSP zero-income households more closely
resemble IQCS poor households than IQCS zero-income households. The average household size of SIPP
FSP zero-income households is even larger than that of all SIPP zero-income households - nearly three
persons per household compared to 1.9 persons per household for IQCS zero-income households. While
IQCS zero-income households and all SIPP zero-income households contain approximately equal numbers
of children and elderly members, SIPP FSP zero-income households include significantly fewer children
and more elderly members than the IQCS zero-income househof&& Further over a third of SIPP FSP
zero-income households include a married couple, compared to just 13 percent of IQCS zero-income
households.

Demographically, SIPP FSP zero-income households more closely resemble IQCS zero-income
households than does the entire group of SIPP zero-income households (Table VIL2). Their age
composition is not significantly different from that of the IQCS zero-income households, and the two
groups contain nearly equal shares of non-Hispanic white household heads. Like the IQCS zero-income

households, SIPP FSP zero-income households without a married couple are significantly more likely to
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be female-headed The educational attainment of SIPP FSP zero-income 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 VIL3).

As expected, controlling for food stamp participation eliminates much of the difference in labor force
participation between the IQCS and SIPP zero-income households (Table VIL4). Only 8 percent of SIPP
FSP zero-mcome households are employed in January 1991, much closer to the less than 1 percent
employment rate of IQCS zero-income households than the 27 percent of all SIPP zero-income households
that report working during their zero-income spell. Just 3 percent of SIPP FSP zero-income households
are self-employed, agamn more similar to the .3 percent of IQCS zero-income households than the 18

percent of all SIPP zero-income households that report self-employment in January 1991. A notable
difference between the SIPP FSP zero-income households and the IQCS zero-income households is the

share of the group that is disabled. A full 58 percent of SIPP FSP zero-income households include a
disabled member, compared to none of the IQCS zero-income households.

By definition, all households in both groups receive food stamps. SIPP FSP zero-income households
receive significantly smaller benefits per household memb:: than do IQCS zero-income households,
another difference that is greater between SIPP FSP zero-income households and 1QCS zero-income
households than between all SIPP zero-income households a_nd IQCS zero-income households (Table
VIL6).

SIPP FSP zero-income households have significantly lower asset holdings than do IQCS zero-income
households (Table VIL7). Fewer than 3 percent of SIPP FSP zero-income households own any financial
assets, compared to 13 percent of IQCS zero-income households.

Tt 1s not clear why such distincu'ops remain between SIPP zero-income households and IQCS zero-

mcome households after controlling for food stamp participation. Dissimilarities can be attributed in part
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to the differences between the data files described above in Chapter IV.C.3. The small sample size of 36 ‘

for SIPP FSP zero-income households may contribute to these differences.
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APPENDIX A

ANEXAMPLE OF A
ZERO-INCOME HOUSEHOLD PORTRAIT
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The following pages represent an example of the zero-income household portraits we used to inform our
ethnographic analysis. As discussed in Chapter IV.A 2, these portraits display, in calendar-month format,
detailed information on the characteristics of a household and each of its members for the entire SIPP
observation period.

The survey months, October 1989 through August 1992, are listed acmssﬂlemp, each column refers
to a single calendar month. The names of the variables we examined are listed down the lefi-hand side of
the portrait. ' By moving across the variable rows, we are able to observe the status of and changes to
household and individual characteristics over time.

Each household portrait consists of a household summary page followed by a page for each household
member. The household summary page lists household-level characteristics, such as household size, home
ownership status, and style of living quarters. The individual-level portraits list individual household
member-level characteristics, such as age, race, educational attainment, employment status, and sources
and amounts of monthly income.

Complete descriptions of the SIPP variables used can be found in the SIPP code book for the 1990
- e

longrtudinal file:

U.S. Department of Commerce. “Survey of Income and Program Participation (SIPP) 1990
Waves 1-8 Longitudinal Micro Data File Technical Docunfigfitation.” Washington, DC:
U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1993.
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