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Abstract 

Single mothers negotiate the competing demands of family life and the formal market 

economy on an unequal playing field. As a result, they are disproportionately represented among 

households in extreme poverty and have little resources set aside to sustain their families’ 

financial stability. Little research has explored how fragile household finances relate to material 

outcomes for single mothers. Specifically, the existing literature has failed to explore how 

financial instability is a manifestation of the feminization of poverty that may be related to 

housing instability. This dissertation lends insight into how financial exclusion, limited liquid 

assets, and income shocks are related to missing housing payments among different household 

types. Using a sample of households from the Survey of Income and Program Participation 

(N=9,620), results of logistic regression models suggest that single mothers, especially those 

who are financially excluded, do not have adequate liquid assets, and have experienced an 

income shock, are at increased risk of missing a housing payment. These findings are discussed 

in relationship to social work practice, policy, and future research.  
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1.0 Introduction 

Single mothers’ lives are often characterized by precarious financial circumstances, 

including income insufficiency and volatility, limited opportunity to draw on social networks for 

financial support, lack of access to financial services, and limited liquid assets, thus contributing 

to their overall financial instability (Casey, 2011; Goldberg, 2014; Lusardi, Schneider, & Tufano, 

2011; FINRA Foundation, 2013; (M.S. Sherraden, 2013). In fact, sixty-nine percent of single 

mothers in the National Financial Capability Study (NFCS) reported that they would have 

difficulty coming up with $2,000 in 30 days compared to 40% of the general population (FINRA 

Foundation, 2013). Thus, in the event of an unforeseen emergency expense or sudden drop in 

household income, the majority of families headed by a single mother often cannot draw on 

existing liquid assets and must make difficult choices to stretch already limited financial 

resources.  

In addition to difficult financial circumstances, single mothers also experience housing 

instability, which includes high rent burdens, moving in with friends or family to reduce housing 

expenses, often referred to as “doubling up”, or homelessness (US Department of Health and 

Human Services [HHS], 2014). With limited income, it is fairly common for single mothers to 

pay more than 30% of their monthly income to cover housing costs (Berger, Heintze, Naidich, & 

Meyers; 2008; National Low-income Housing Coalition [NLIHC], 2013). When unable to 

handle this rent burden, 36% of single mothers report moving in with friends or family because 

they were unable to afford independent housing (Fertig & Reingold, 2008). In some cases, the 

lack of affordable housing options has led an increasing number of families headed by single 

mothers to become homeless. In 2014, single mothers headed 78% of homeless families; thus, 

single mothers are facing high risk of losing safe, stable housing for their families (HUD, 2015). 
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Public safety net programs that could help single mothers maintain financial and housing 

stability are inadequate and scarce. Income supports including Temporary Assistance for Needy 

Families (TANF) and Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC) typically do not raise single mothers’ 

incomes above the federal poverty line (HHS, 2014a; HHS, 2011). Therefore, single mothers 

must independently earn enough income to meet immediate household needs and set aside 

savings for future emergency expenses or changes in income. Moreover, income subsidy 

programs do not provide enough support to help single mother’s cover their monthly rent 

payments (Finch & Schott, 2013; Ji, 2006). Housing subsidies, including Housing Choice 

Vouchers (formerly Section 8) and the federal public housing program have years-long waiting 

lists and have endured funding cuts that have left families in need of affordable housing without 

assistance (Bratt, 1997; Rice, 2011; Joint Center for Housing Studies [JCHS], 2014; DeBonis, 

2013; Housing Authority of Kansas City [HAKC], 2016; New York City Housing Authority 

[NYCHA], 2016). As such, many single mothers are confronted with the real possibility of 

failing to make ends meet and ultimately losing housing.  

The persistently high rate of housing instability experienced by single mothers requires 

that additional research be conducted. While the prevalence, causes and consequences of housing 

instability have been extensively studied, household financial conditions including asset 

liquidity, income shocks, and financial inclusion are rarely included this body of research. 

Additionally, no research to date has explored the relationship between these constructs and 

housing instability considering the implications for different household types. 

1.1 Relevance to social work 

The lack of research on the fairly commonplace realities of single motherhood is 

troubling, as poverty and housing instability may threaten the health and wellbeing of single 
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women and their children. Single mothers are at risk of falling into poverty and staying poor, as 

they are often unable to make a full recovery of income after losing a job or covering an 

unforeseen emergency expense (Acs, Loprest, & Nichols, 2009). Further, an experience of 

poverty negatively impacts the overall physical and mental health of mothers. Poverty may lead 

to and exacerbate mental illness, especially when those mothers lack social support (Crosier, 

Butterworth, & Rodgers, 2007; Belle, 1990; Hudson, 2005; Lund et al., 2010). Single mothers in 

poverty also report higher rates of physical health issues, including diabetes, high blood pressure, 

high body mass index, dermatological issues, and joint pain (Broussard, 2010). Housing 

instability has similar negative impacts on the health and wellbeing of single mothers. 

For many women, homelessness and housing instability are traumatic life events 

characterized by victimization and alienation from sources of support. Unpredictable living 

environments place women in vulnerable positions at risk for victimization that can ultimately 

create or exacerbate mental illness (Goodman, Saxe, & Harvey, 1991). Women who are 

homeless experience high rates of physical and sexual victimization and those struggling with 

substance abuse and mental health issues report higher prevalence of victimization than their 

peers (Wenzel, Koegel, & Gelberg, 2000; Lee & Schreck, 2005). Moreover, mothers 

experiencing homelessness become isolated from family and other social networks that serve as 

support systems in times of distress (Henley, Danziger, & Offer; Harknett, 2006; Meadows-

Oliver et al., 2007; Rafferty & Shinn, 1991). Thus, single mothers’ experiences of homelessness 

and housing instability are marked by disaffiliation with friends and family and high risk of 

physical and sexual victimization, both of which are clearly detrimental to overall wellbeing.  

The children of lower-income single mothers may also be negatively impacted by living 

in poverty. Research suggests that poverty tends to explain more variance in parenting practices 
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and thus, child outcomes, than does family structure (Hofferth, 2015). Children who experience 

poverty tend to have more social, education, and behavioral challenges when compared to 

children in families of adequate means (Brooks-Gunn & Duncan, 1997). Negative educational 

outcomes are most severe for children who live below the poverty line for several years and 

those children raised in households with more income volatility, less income, and fewer assets 

are less likely to graduate from high school than other children (Elliott, 2013; Brooks-Gunn & 

Duncan, 1997). A childhood spent in poverty may introduce barriers to upward social and 

economic mobility later in life (Duncan, Magnuson, Kalil, & Zio-Guest, 2012). Experiences of 

housing instability, specifically homelessness, may also have negative impacts on the wellbeing 

of children.  

Housing instability may result in decreased school performance, poor mental and 

physical health, and family separation (Yu et al., 2008; Zima, Wells & Freeman, 1994; Cowal, 

Shinn, Weitzman, Stojanovic, & Labay, 2002; Molnar, Rath, & Klein, 1990; Leventhal & 

Newman, 2010). School mobility, a common outcome of frequent household moves, results in 

lower scores in both math and reading (Grigg, 2012; Herbers et al., 2012). Additionally, Rafferty 

and Shinn (1991) report that children who experience homelessness are more likely to have 

upper respiratory infections, skin problems, chronic physical diseases, and ear infections than 

those who are housed. And, Yu and colleagues (2008) suggest that homeless children have 

higher rates of behavioral disorders than those who are housed. Other research suggests that 

children who experienced homelessness or were doubled up did not exhibit significantly 

different mental or physical health outcomes when compared to a group of housed low-income 

children (Park, Fertig, & Allison, 2011). Taken together, the research indicates that children who 

experience housing instability may experience detriments to their wellbeing and futures. 
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Given these possible outcomes, researching the relationship between financial inclusion, 

asset liquidity, income shocks and housing instability among single mothers is relevant to social 

work in two ways. First, it responds to the profession’s codified duty to investigate and find 

solutions to prevent poverty, as poverty is a clear and persistent threat to overall wellbeing 

(National Association of Social Workers, 2008). Social work focused on poverty prevention falls 

under the auspices of promoting economic justice, conceptualized by Lundy and van Wormer 

(2007) as the idea that “All persons ought to have opportunities for meaningful work and an 

income that provides them with adequate food, shelter, and a level of living the contributes to 

good health” (p. 728). Yet, social workers often find themselves working in organizations whose 

programs are directed by punitive federal policies that address poverty not from and economic 

justice perspective, but from an individual deficit perspective (Soss, Fording, & Schram, 2011). 

The same holds true for social work scholarship, as the majority our knowledgebase focuses on 

ways to address the consequences of living in poverty instead of ways to prevent it in the first 

place (Marshall et al., 2011).  

Secondly, this research is relevant to social work through the emphasis on the prevention 

of poverty and housing instability for a population that social workers frequently serve. The 

focus on prevention is an important part of social work’s commitment to serving vulnerable 

populations, but is not apparent in most contemporary social work practice or research (McCave 

& Rishel, 2010; McCave, Rishel, & Morris, 2013; Rapoport, 1961; Roskin, 1980; Gilbert, 1982). 

By investigating the connections between the financial lives of single mothers and their 

experiences of housing instability, this study may help identify specific points of intervention 

that could prevent families from falling deeper into poverty or losing housing. 
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2.0 Historical context 

The reasons for single mothers’ disproportionate rates of poverty can best be understood 

through situating women’s experiences in a broader political and economic context. The 

following section provides an overview of how the American family structure changed in concert 

with women’s increased participation in the formal labor force. It describes how income and 

wealth disparities, as well as discrimination in the market economy continue to define the 

economic lives of women, and how the retrenchment of federal support has failed to provide 

adequate resources to keep single mothers from falling further into poverty.  

2.1 Household structure and women’s employment 

The prevalence of families headed by a single mother has increased three-fold since 

1960, resulting in this family type now comprising 25% of all US households (Mathur, Fu, & 

Hansen, 2013; Vespa, Lewis, & Kreider, 2013). This change in family structure occurred in 

tandem with women’s increased participation in the formal labor force. Toosi (2002) noted that 

around 34% of women participated in the paid labor force in 1950; a high of 60% of women 

were in the labor force in 2000 and 57% were in the formal labor force as of 2014 (U.S. Bureau 

of Labor Statistics [BLS], 2015). As women flooded the labor market in the 1960s, unequal 

access to education and gender discrimination left nay women unable to attain high status, higher 

paying jobs. The most common jobs for white women were “pink collar" including clerical work 

in an office or retail setting and the provision of beauty salon services (Costa, 2000). Bellou and 

Cardia (2013) analyzed Census Bureau data from 1940 to 1960 to determine how women’s 

participation in certain occupational sectors shifted during and post-WWII. Their findings 

revealed that while many women were shuffled into “pink collar” occupations as men returned 

from WWII, some women retained their manufacturing jobs and experienced higher relative 
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earning power than men returning to those jobs. It is likely that the women who were pushed out 

of manufacturing jobs and into “pink collar” jobs in the post-War era did not have union 

representation or benefits as had been offered in their previous occupations. However, this 

commonly told history does not reflect the experiences of all working women.  

Women of color were represented in the labor force far before the documented rise of 

white women’s employment in the 1960s (Costa, 2000). Black women were historically 

relegated to service-oriented jobs such as food preparation, sewing, laundry, or house cleaning 

(Glenn, 2000). Glenn (1985) pointed out that Census data from 1930 suggests nearly 30% of 

employed Black women were in agriculture, 35% were in service, excluding servants or 

laundresses, and 27% were domestic servants or laundresses. Census data from 1970 revealed 

that black women’s employment changed considerably in the post-war period. The proportions 

shifted away from agriculture toward service occupations (26%), clerical work (21%), and 

domestic work (18%). When compared to White women over the same time periods, Black 

women were consistently over-represented in service sector occupations.  

Institutional and overt racism and sexism that defined many women’s early work and 

educational experiences are reflected in employment opportunities and earnings potential 

available to them now. In 2013, the industries where women were most commonly employed 

included education and health services and wholesale or retail trade. In the sector of education 

and health services, average weekly pay stood at $759 in 2009—about 77% of what men make in 

the same industries (BLS, 2015). And, though women made up around 47% of the labor force, 

they represent nearly 80% of workers in low-wage service sector occupations, such as 

beauticians, childcare workers, and home health aides. Women of color or those who were born 

outside of the US were more likely to be represented in these jobs than white women or those 
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born in the US (Albelda, 2009). While the nature of work in female-dominated sectors has 

changed to some extent, a large proportion of women in the workforce were occupying low-

wage, low-benefit jobs just as they did 70 years ago (Povich et al., 2014). These experiences in 

the formal labor force have directly impacted women’s ability to independently attain economic 

security, especially as single mothers are increasingly becoming heads of household.  

2.2 Income and wealth disparities 

For many family types, especially those headed by single mothers, income stagnation, 

annual earning power, and persistent rates of poverty have created obstacles to financial security. 

For single mothers, annual earning power has decreased steadily while rates of poverty have 

steadily increased over the past 15 years (DeNava-Walt, Proctor, & Smith, 2013; Fry, 2013).  In 

2000, 33% of single mothers earned income below the federal poverty level. In 2009, 38.5% of 

single mothers had income below the federal poverty level. By 2013, the rate reached 41.5% 

(Casey, 2011; Goldberg, 2014). The increased rates of poverty may in part be due to the Great 

Recession where both single mothers and those who worked in the service industry reported the 

highest rates of unemployment among women (Hartmann, English, & Hayes, 2010).  Further, 

because jobs where working mothers were concentrated often failed to provide an adequate wage 

or flexible scheduling, lower-income single moms often found themselves unable to move up the 

economic ladder (Lambert & Henly, 2013). Additionally, single mothers of color tended to 

struggle with poverty at higher rates than white women (Pew Charitable Trust, 2013).  

The financial balancing act that is all too common for single mothers leads to 

considerable wealth inequality when compared to other household types. In 2009, the median 

wealth for single white women was $41,500, compared to a median wealth figure of $100 for 

single Black women and $120 for single Latina women (Chang, 2010). When factoring in 
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motherhood, measures of wealth inequality were even more disparate. Chang and Mason (2010) 

found that overall single mothers’ median wealth was around $100 compared to $25,300 held by 

single fathers. The median wealth of Black and Latino single mothers was zero compared to the 

median wealth of white single mothers stood at $6,000.  

Taken together, these figures illustrate a complex and trying financial picture for single 

mothers. Their responsibilities as mothers and employees are often at odds, preventing 

opportunities to increase income to keep pace with inflation, and placing them at risk of losing 

their job if a child is sick or childcare arrangements fall through. Moreover, single mothers’ 

rising and disproportionate rates of poverty indicate that they are already struggling to cover 

expenses for basic needs, thus making it unlikely that they are able to save for future unexpected 

emergencies. And, single mothers are increasingly expected to remedy their own economic 

situations, as public welfare programs designed to help alleviate experiences of poverty have 

been systematically dismantled.  

2.3 Decreased public welfare benefits 

As the share of households headed by a single mother increased, income supports that 

would help them avoid financial instability decreased. Prior to the Great Depression, charitable 

and religious organizations offered assistance to families and individuals who struggled with 

poverty at the local and regional levels. Emerging from the community-based work of Julia 

Lathrop and Grace Abbott of Hull House, Missouri and Illinois became the first states to 

implement mother’s pensions in 1911—cash payments to widows to help offset the costs of 

childrearing without a spouse (Dickinson & Barth, 2014). The model of mother’s pensions was 

then translated to the federal Aid to Dependent Children Act (ADC), enacted in 1935 under the 

Social Security Act, which also provided benefits to individuals retiring from work, and to 
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families upon the death of a family member (Dolgoff & Feldstein, 2007). During the time that 

single motherhood was conceptualized as misfortune, public benefits were somewhat generous, 

allowing women to maintain their families and provide for basic needs. However, as women 

gained greater economic independence and exercised more choice regarding marriage and 

divorce, income-based supports for single mothers declined (Bergman, 1986).  

Reflecting the change in how broader American culture viewed single motherhood, the 

names and regulations of anti-poverty programs became more focused on requiring single 

mothers to work in the formal economy as a condition of receiving support. This is consistent 

with neoliberalism, as a primary maxim of this economic ideology is the maximization of 

individual economic freedom (Chomsky, 1999). ADC was changed to Aid to Families with 

Dependent Children (AFDC) in 1962 (Lawson & Lawson, 2008). And, under Johnson’s War on 

Poverty in the 1960s, the Work Incentive Program (WIN) required some participants to work in 

order to receive welfare benefits. By 1971, WIN required all recipients without a young child or 

other special responsibilities that required them to stay at home to engage in the work 

requirements of the program (Blank & Blum, 1997). Single mothers who participated in WIN 

were often unable to find jobs that fit their aspirations, and were forced to take jobs that did not 

advance their financial security (Reid & Smith, 1972). 

With the Reagan administration, work requirements for federal income supports became 

more commonplace. Devolution of federal welfare programs occurred with The Family Support 

Act of 1988, distributing funding to individual states, and allowing each state to determine what 

incentives, rewards, and sanctions should be in place to govern the receipt of AFDC funding for 

single mothers. AFDC implemented a new workfare model called the Job Opportunities and 

Basic Skills Training Program (JOBS), which required recipients to seek employment while 
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receiving benefits. Similar to WIN, the JOBS program was not successful in placing or training 

single mothers receiving welfare benefits to take jobs that would help them provide for their 

families or move up economically (Hagen & Davis, 1995). Despite the poor outcomes of these 

programs, neoliberal economic ideology permeated the political landscape and further influenced 

the introduction of welfare legislation focused increasingly on individual responsibility and work 

requirements (Abramovitz, 2012).  

As the cost of cash public assistance peaked in 1994 (HHS, 2003), President Clinton 

called to “end welfare as we know it” (Clinton, 1994, p. 2162). The campaign signified the 

transition from utilizing welfare funding to provide services to those in need to appropriating 

funding for cost-reducing measures that put increased responsibility on welfare recipients for 

their own economic security. Replacing some parts of the 1935 Social Security Act and 

establishing TANF, The Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act 

(PRWORA) was passed by the United States Congress on August 22, 1996. The new welfare 

system provided short-term financial assistance, child care, and health benefits to children and 

families who meet eligibility criteria. Short-term was defined by the new policy as five years 

over the course of one’s adult lifetime, though some states received permission to limit lifetime 

benefits to a maximum of two years (Schott, 2012).   

Though welfare reform reduced the number of welfare recipients, it did little to address 

the income insufficiency of single mothers that places them at risk of financial and housing 

instability. Of the families who left TANF, voluntarily or involuntarily, in 2011, 34% had an 

average earned income of only $838 per month. The average family size was 2.3 persons with 

1.8 children. With the national poverty guideline at $14,710 for a family of two in 2011, this 

placed that portion of families who left TANF with earned income approximately $4,000 below 
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the federal poverty guideline (HHS, 2014b; HHS, 2011). In FY 2014, TANF provided monthly 

cash payments to an average of 3.6 million recipients (HHS, 2014b) with a requested budget of 

$17.3 billion (Administration for Children and Families [ACF, 2014). This represented a sharp 

decline both dollars and number of individuals served since welfare reform was introduced in 

1996 (Center for Budget and Policy Priorities [CBPP, 2014a).  

Even when single mothers received TANF, it was simply not enough to raise them above 

the poverty line, buffer income fluctuations, or put away money in savings to prepare for the 

future. Assets limits, which continue to be part of many income support programs, may prevent 

lower-income families from saving for emergencies. While six states have eliminated asset limits 

for TANF participants, most still have policies in place that prevented recipients from holding 

$2,000 in assets while receiving income subsidies (CFED, 2013). Such limits require that lower-

income families spend all of their resources on day to day expenses and put away little to no 

savings for the future.  

Many working single mothers also receive the Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC), which 

provides a lump sum of cash to lower-income working people at tax time. The EITC is 

refundable credit that was distributed to approximately 28 million moderate and low-income 

working families in 2013, making it one of the nation’s largest anti-poverty programs (CBPP, 

2014b). The EITC emerged from political debates regarding the implementation of a negative 

income tax or a bonus paid to lower-income individuals who were willing to work (Hotz & 

Scholz, 2001). Ultimately, the EITC, framed as a tax refundable bonus paid to motivated 

workers, was chosen over the Family Assistance Program, which would have implemented a 

negative income tax.   
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The EITC supplemented the monthly incomes of working families by approximately 

$250 per month in 2012 (CBPP, 2014b). As Meyer (2010) pointed out, 50% of the total EITC 

allocation pool was disbursed to single mothers, who often had the lowest incomes. Yet, EITC as 

well as TANF only raised household incomes just above the poverty line for a small percentage 

of recipients, 10% compared to 1% respectively. Thus, current income support programs may 

make a small difference in the lives of single mothers who are struggling to make ends meet; 

however, the changes to public welfare programs over the past 70 years concomitant with the 

increased prevalence of households headed by single mothers has produced an economic 

underclass. These significant cuts to public welfare programs have not only impacted income 

subsidies, but also funding to address the affordable housing crisis.  

2.4 Increased housing costs 

The shortage of affordable housing, inadequate income, and cuts to public welfare 

programs have impacted single mothers’ ability to avoid housing instability. In terms of 

affordable housing, supply has failed to keep pace with need. In 2014, for every 100 households 

earning 30% or below the area median income (AMI), there were only 31 available rental homes 

or apartments that met affordability guidelines (NLICH, 2015). Of the extremely low-income 

households in need of affordable housing that would take up only 30% of their monthly income, 

59% were either single individual women or women with children (NLIHC, 2013). This was not 

a new phenomenon, as the affordable housing crisis of the 1980s caused women, especially those 

who were single parents to face considerable difficulty making ends meet after paying rent  
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(Mulroy & Lane, 1992). The percentage of renters who faced a worst case housing need1 grew 

43.5% from 2007 to 2011; though, in 2014, the rate declined by 9% to now include 8.7 million 

renters. Families with children made up 40.3% of households with worst case housing needs in 

2014 (Steffen et al, 2015). Given that single mothers maintained a disproportionate share of 

households experiencing poverty, many families facing worst case needs were likely headed by 

single mothers.  

Inadequate income exacerbated by cuts to income-based public welfare programs has 

made it difficult for single mothers to cover housing expenses in unsubsidized units. Bolton et 

al., 2015 reported that the national average hourly wage required to afford a two bedroom rental 

unit while only spending 30% of monthly income was $19.35. On an annual basis, a single 

mother with one dependent child would need to earn a gross income of approximately $40,000 in 

order to cover housing expenses not in excess of 30% of income. This is called the “housing 

wage” (NLIHC, 2014). In comparison to 2014 figures, when single mothers had median earnings 

of $31,161 per year, there was a gap over $8,000 between the average annual income of single 

mothers and the amount of annual income required to secure housing without facing a high rent 

burden (DeNavas-Walt & Proctor, 2015).  

The amount of support offered through TANF to a family of three was not enough to 

raise them above the poverty level, to cover rent in a two-bedroom apartment at fair market rates 

in any state, or to keep a family stably housed (Floyd & Schott, 2013; Ji, 2006; Finch & Schott, 

                                                 

1 Worst case housing need is defined as “very low-income renters with incomes below 50 percent of the 
Area Median Income (AMI) who do not receive government housing assistance and who either paid more than half 
of their income for rent or lived in severely inadequate conditions, or who faced both of these challenges” (Steffan et 
al., p.vii). 
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2013). As eligibility requirements continued to tighten and states rapidly spent down block-grant 

funds, fewer single mothers were receiving assistance from TANF that could keep them stably 

housed. Housing subsidies have historically been a crucial component of the social safety net for 

single mothers; however, restrictions in welfare spending haven also reduced the number of 

subsidized housing units and available vouchers.  

2.5 Decreased federal housing subsidies 

Implemented as part of the New Deal, public housing developments and housing 

subsidies were created to provide affordable rental housing to lower-income families. Under the 

Wagner-Steagall Act of 1937, local housing authorities were organized to provide a mechanism 

to create and manage federally subsidized housing. These developments grew rapidly through 

the 1960s, but received a fair amount of media-induced public backlash due to deplorable 

conditions, mismanagement, and perceived dependency of poor Blacks on public housing 

programs (Friedman, 1966; HUD, 2007). Ultimately, many public housing complexes were 

demolished.  

The failure of large-scale public housing complexes spurred the introduction of federal 

policy that allowed private property owners to rent property to lower-income households at a 

federally subsidized rate. The Housing and Urban Development Act of 1962 introduced Housing 

Choice Vouchers (HCVs) (formerly known as Section 23 and Section 8) (HUD, 2007). Leonard, 

Dolbeare, and Lazere (1989) reported that federal appropriations for the Housing Choice 

Voucher program declined significantly in the 1970s and 80s. From 1977 to 1980, HUD 

provided assistance to approximately 300,000 families each year. In the 1980s, that figure 

dropped to only 80,000 families each year. This trend continued into the 1990s, with the failure 

to fund additional HCVs to keep up with growing demand (Bratt, 1997). Federal funding for 
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HCVs has remained the same in real dollars as a proportion of the overall HUD budget since 

1998. This stagnation in funding has failed to keep pace with the growing numbers of families 

who are unable to afford housing (Rice, 2011). Without progressive changes to legislation on 

public housing units and HCVs, recent data suggest that low-income families will continue to 

struggle to cover housing costs. 

Most growth in the rental market is being driven by multifamily housing units that are 

affordable for higher income households only, while lower-income families are still saddled with 

high rent burdens (JCHS, 2014). Most eligible families were still unable to rent a public housing 

unit (Steffen et al., 2015) and many cities report incomprehensibly long waiting lists, ranging 

from one year in Kansas City for a HCV to 39 years in Washington, D.C. for a public housing 

unit (DeBonis, 2013; HAKC, 2013; NYCHA, 2013). Thus, while housing stock was beginning to 

meet overall housing demand, families in need of affordable housing continued to be left out.   

This economic and political history has directly contributed to the economic instability 

and housing instability experienced in households headed by a single mother. Neoliberal 

economic policies exploit women’s histories and the societal arrangements that exacerbate 

economic disadvantage. Instead of addressing the structural causes of poverty that single mothers 

experience, neoliberal approaches to social welfare programming require that single mothers 

overcome these barriers independently. The history of exploitation and oppression of single 

mothers has been characterized as the feminization of poverty (Pearce, 1978). 

3.0 Theoretical literature 

A feminist theoretical orientation provides the most salient framework for this research, 

as it is attuned to the experiences of single mothers in a patriarchal sociopolitical, historical, and 
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economic context. This orientation is presented as the initial conceptual framework to ground 

research that explores single mothers’ experiences of financial instability and housing instability. 

Extending from this perspective, the lifecycle hypothesis of savings, the hierarchy of savings, 

and assets theory are considered as possible theoretical frameworks that may help elucidate why 

single mothers may be struggling to build assets. This section concludes with a critique of the 

theoretical literature to explore the implications of adopting such theories to guide future 

research.  

3.1 The feminization of poverty 

The feminization of poverty was coined by Pearce (1978), as the author considered the 

rising rates of women in poverty and disproportionate earning power between male and female 

gender identities. Pearce considered how divorce from a male earner impacted the ability of 

women to be economically secure, even as transfers of income in the forms of child support 

payments and maintenance were becoming increasingly institutionalized. Women’s work 

history, often sporadic due to childrearing responsibilities, caused income instability in older age 

and made securing unemployment benefits more difficult. Numerous empirical studies have 

documented that women in poverty, who are often employed in low-wage service sector 

occupations, do not have the same access to flex-time, quality child care, paid leave, or sick 

leave as higher wage earning women (Croan, Hatcher, Long, & Wertheimer, 2002; Lovell, 2004; 

Clemans-Cope, Perry, Kenney, Pelletier, & Pantell, 2008; Roy, Tubbs, & Burton, 2005). Thus, 

the dissolution of relationships and childrearing responsibilities without institutionalized 

subsidies or support tend to leave women with substantially less earning power. Additionally, 

overt sexism in lending practices has left women with reduced ability to build wealth through 

assets.   
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 For example, discriminatory lending practices in place until the late 1970s prevented 

women from securing personal lines of credit or take out mortgages for a home, which can be 

considered key assets that may help low-to moderate income individuals emerge from poverty 

(Ladd, 1982; Sherraden, 1991). Due to the economic injustice experienced by women in the 

formal labor force and by financial institutions, Pearce (1978) called for action from policy 

makers to realize that poverty is a gendered social problem—one that cannot be attended to 

without first understanding the differing demands that the American economy and other social 

systems place on men and women. McLanahan and Kelly (2006) updated Pearce’s original 

theory of the feminization of poverty to reflect women’s recent experiences with work and 

family life. Specifically, women who divorce or never marry a male earner may find themselves 

at a financial disadvantage due to wage inequality and the ever-widening wealth gap. Of course, 

the feminization of poverty has impacted women of color differently than white women.  

For many women of color, race, class, gender, and other identities intersect to create 

disparate experiences of poverty than those typically conceptualized in second wave white 

feminist thought (Collins, 1989). As Glenn (2000) indicated, women of colors’ experiences of 

oppression have transcended into the current economic climate and limit their economic 

mobility. Cultural and political constructions of Black women, especially single mothers, have 

cast them as the “welfare queen”, unable to attain self-sufficiency and forever reliant upon social 

safety nets to make ends meet (Gilliam, 1999). Today, Black single mothers experience 

disproportionate rates of wage and wealth inequality, likely due to persistent racism in American 

culture, continued emphasis on self-sufficiency in social welfare programs, and policies of 

employers that fail to support motherhood (Chang & Mason, 2010). 

3.2 The lifecycle hypothesis of saving 
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Despite structural factors that limit single mothers’ ability to earn enough to support their 

families, many still do manage to save meager amounts of their earnings in anticipation of 

unforeseen financial changes (Edin & Lein, 1997). The act of saving on limited income means 

making complex financial decisions in an environment of stress and uncertainty. Economic 

theorists have offered frameworks for analyzing why and how individuals and families make 

financial decisions, though few offer insight into how lower-income single mothers might be 

negotiating their financial condition.  

Keynes (1936) posited that saving a portion of income occurs as the result of balancing 

competing desires to consume and to have cash on hand for the future. Extending this 

framework, Modigliani (1966) developed the life-cycle hypothesis of saving, suggesting that 

saving peaks in the highest earning years of the life and falls during younger and older age. 

These theoretical perspectives are predicated on Simon’s (1955) behavioral model of rational 

choice, which posited that there are particular components of rational choice that are givens or 

constraints, namely the self and the environment. When given a particular choice, individuals 

must weigh possible options available and then make the rational choice within the given 

constraints. The rational choice, of course, is the one which provides the most optimal utility for 

the individual. In the case of managing finances, optimal utility may translate into setting aside 

savings for future use, as spending all cash on hand would ultimately leave any individual 

unprepared for an unexpected financial change.   

Due mixed empirical evidence regarding the applicability of the lifecycle hypothesis, 

Shefrin and Thaler (1988) added three components to Modigliani’s original lifecycle theory. The 

components were: self-control, mental accounting, and framing. Self-control refers to the ability 

of an individual to postpone consumption; mental accounting is the behavior of regarding assets 
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as income, future income, or wealth; and, framing refers to the way individuals give meaning to 

income and assets. Through this lens, the behavioral rational choice theory has more practical 

implications. 

The behavioral lifecycle model suggested that individuals must negotiate the choice of 

putting income into savings for the future or spending it on a current need or temptation. This 

choice becomes further complicated by an individual’s need to discern whether income is to be 

used for current consumption, future consumption, or savings for the future, i.e. framing. When 

applied to lower-income households, one must use sophisticated mental accounting in order to 

determine how to spend on what purchases and how to save for what purposes. In fact, some 

income may even be spent on prior consumption, i.e. debt. Mullainathan & Thaler (2000) 

indicated that this is difficult mental work, especially in the context of poverty, which demands 

continuous attention to rapidly changing resources. Thus, one wrong financial decision made in 

this highly stressful environment by a lower-income household can lead to dire financial 

consequences. On the other hand, an adequately resourced household has fewer financial 

stressors in their everyday lives, and also have the resources on hand to cover a financial misstep 

(Bertrand, Mullainathan, & Shafir, 2004).  

3.3 Hierarchy of savings 

An adaption of Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, the hierarchy of savings theory has been 

used to explain savings behavior by different income groups (Xiao & Noring, 1994). The theory 

suggests that saving will be performed to meet physiological needs before ascending to the level 

of self-actualization. In practice, this means that a lower-income household headed by a single 

mother will first need to cover housing, food, and shelter, before ascending to longer savings 

horizons, such as retirement savings. Empirical applications of this theory have indicated that 
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younger individuals, more highly educated individuals, and those with higher incomes were 

more likely to advance through the savings hierarchy than other groups; risk averse households 

with shorter savings horizons, and households that were headed by a minority, woman, or 

unmarried person were unlikely to move beyond having no savings to saving only to cover basic 

needs (Devaney, Anong, & Whirl; 2007, Xiao & Noring, 1994).  

The hierarchy of savings has also been applied to individual engagement with financial 

products. Lower-income families with relatively limited assets tended to concentrate all assets 

into checking or savings accounts. Those with more assets concentrated their resources in stocks, 

bonds, or trusts, which indicated a predilection toward future financial growth—a higher order of 

the hierarchy of savings (Xiao & Gray Anderson, 1997). Lower-income households headed by a 

single mother likely fall into the category of individuals who have no savings, or who may 

ascend the hierarchy only to save in her transaction account to meet basic needs, but may not 

advance much further. 

3.4 Assets theory 

Social work and sociology scholars have theorized that access to institutions and 

institutional structures may also influence saving behavior, particularly for moderate and low-

income households. In his seminal work on assets theory, Sherraden (1991) stated, “…asset 

accumulations are primarily the result of institutionalized mechanisms involving explicit 

connections, rules, and subsidies” (p. 116). Here, institutionalized mechanisms are best 

understood not as a physical structure, but rather as Douglass North (1991) conceptualized them 

as “…the humanly devised constraints that structure political, economic, and social interaction” 

(p. 97). Thus, assets theory would suggest that saving is not only explained rational choice, but 
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also by how socially constructed institutions privilege and disadvantage the range of choices 

available. 

Individuals are motivated to save when their environment supports savings incentives and 

has institutionalized mechanisms for building assets like financial education, attractive rates of 

return, saving-related subsidies, and facilitation (Beverly & Sherraden, 1999). For example, in 

higher income families, asset accumulation may occur through employer-matched retirement 

contributions or tax breaks on home purchase. Yet, in lower-income households, where an 

employer many not offer direct deposit for paychecks, there is no institutionalized opportunity 

for engagement with a financial product. There is then little incentive for the employee to open a 

bank account, especially as routine banking services make it unaffordable for lower-income 

individuals to access mainstream financial services. The result of these institutionalized norms 

within the financial environment that produce and maintain economic inequality. This economic 

inequality may be addressed through policies built on financial capability theory. 

3.4.1 Financial capability. Access to mainstream financial institutions coupled with 

financial education or literacy is commonly referred to as financial capability. As M. S. 

Sherraden (2013) pointed out, financial capability refers to an individual’s ability to make sound 

financial decisions in an institutional context that provides opportunities and constraints for 

making such decisions. Based on this perspective, the following are considered the “building 

blocks” of financial capability (M.S. Sherraden, 2013, p. 6). The first building block is financial 

knowledge, which includes financial socialization across the life course, financial education, and 

financial advice and guidance. The second building block is financial inclusion that specifically 

focuses on underserved households, providing them with accessible and appropriate financial 

products and services that are affordable, financially attractive, easy to use, secure, and reliable 



23 

(M.S. Sherraden, 2013). Some households, especially those with lower-incomes, may not use 

mainstream financial institutions for a number of reasons including being prohibited from 

opening account due to credit history, fees associated with account ownership, language and 

cultural barriers, or minimum balance requirements that are not realistic for households 

experiencing precarious financial circumstances (M.S. Sherraden, 2013).   

The theoretical literature suggests that single mothers experience economic inequality 

and difficulty building assets due to a host of individual, behavioral, structural, and institutional 

factors. First, the feminization of poverty illustrates how cultural norms, federal policy, and the 

market economy intersect to prevent many single mothers’ from earning an adequate income. 

Second, the behavioral lifecycle hypothesis of saving and hierarchy of saving theory indicate that 

lower-income single mothers likely face difficulty saving any portion of their limited resources 

due to frequent stress and income fluctuations. Finally, assets theory and financial capability 

theory provide insight into how a range of institutions provide both opportunities and obstacles 

for lower-income single mothers to gain financial security.    

3.5 Critique, gaps, and limitations 

Modigliani’s (1966) and Shefrin and Thaler’s (1988) iterations of the lifecycle hypothesis 

of savings both suggested that individuals will have disposable income to save in middle age. As 

Bartazini (2012) pointed out, the theory does not explain the lower savings rates in low-income 

families across the lifespan, the rising evidence that younger individuals in other developed 

countries are saving more than their grandparents at earlier ages, the high rates of savings that 

continue for wealthier households even in older age, or the effects of inter-generational transfers 

of wealth on savings behavior. Thus, it has limitations. Considering the lower rates of savings 
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among lower-income households, these theories are problematic when applied to the realities of 

life for many single mothers.  

Single mothers without adequate income must make choices between current 

consumption and saving for future emergencies, which Bertrand, Mullainathan, and Shafir 

(2004) noted. Yet, according to the behavioral lifecycle hypothesis of saving, a lower-income 

single mother would be required to frame her paycheck as current consumption and then, 

negotiating the optimal utility of her resources, would have to frame some of her limited income 

as savings. Many characteristics common to lower-income single mothers, including lack of 

educational attainment and limited financial resources, will make it difficult for her to save 

anything. In the best case, she may be able to save only for the basic needs of her family (Xiao & 

Noring, 1994). If all available resources were required to meet the basic human needs of a low-

income single mother and her children, there would be little opportunity to save for the future. 

Rational choice theories, and to some extent the related life-cycle hypotheses of savings and 

consumption, appear to be flawed when applied to low-income households where there are often 

no resources or institutional support that would encourage savings behavior either before or after 

spending what is necessary to maintain a family. Thus, explanations of savings behavior that rely 

on the lifecycle hypotheses are perhaps more applicable households of adequate means.  

Conversely, Sherraden’s assets theory responds to the call for social workers to attend to 

the needs of the most economically vulnerable. Its emphasis on both environmental changes and 

individual action is attuned to an ecological framework embedded in social work values. 

However, assets theory has not been met without criticism. Finlayson (2009) equated and traced 

the rise of assets theory and assets-based social welfare in the UK paralell to the proliferation of 

neoliberalism throughout the New Labour Party. Similarly, Langley (2007) suggested that social 
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welfare policy that promotes individual asset accumulation requires that poor as well as non-poor 

individuals become “investor subjects” who are responsible for their own economic security. 

This, then, would suggest that assets theory is yet another iteration of social theory undergirding 

federal social policy that emphasizes self-sufficiency without dismantling institutions that 

prevents it for some groups. 

The theories presented have implications for future empirical research. First, the 

feminization of poverty helps provide a framework for understanding the preponderance of 

households headed by a single mother who are unable to establish economic security and thus, 

may be a risk for housing instability. Second, the behavioral lifecycle hypotheses of savings and 

the hierarchy of savings theory suggest that future research should account for how age, 

educational attainment, marital status, and racial or ethnic identity, as well as behavioral 

indicators of savings, ultimately impact the ability to save. Lastly, assets theory and financial 

capability theory indicate that institutional factors should be controlled for in research regarding 

asset development among lower-incomes where feasible; thus, research informed by assets 

theory should control for income dynamics, past financial experiences, educational attainment, 

and where possible, social capital, and connection to financial resources. 

4.0 Policy and practice responses 

Current policy and practice responses to financial and housing instability range from 

prevention to remediation and are informed both by federal policies and innovative approaches 

by community agencies. Most have targeted low-income families rather than low-income 

families headed by single mothers, but many frequently serve single mothers and their children. 
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The following section outlines key policy and practice responses including empirical evidence of 

their outcomes.   

4.1 Financial instability 

Income and wealth disparities lead to financial instability among lower-income 

households that may prevent such households from engaging with mainstream financial 

institutions or saving an adequate amount of liquid assets to cover an unforeseen expense or drop 

in income. Several policy and practice approaches aim to enhance the financial stability of 

lower-income families through the following approaches: financial education and inclusion, 

matched savings for emergencies, savings at tax time, and lifting asset limits for beneficiaries of 

public welfare programs.  

4.1.1 Financial education. Financial education programs, commonly focused on 

improving general financial knowledge, have long been delivered to and mandated for low-

income households as a means to help prevent future financial problems (Vitt et al., 2000; Fox, 

Bartholomae, & Lee, 2005). Such programs are gaining national attention as 17 states introduced 

bills in 2014 that would mandate financial education as part of high school curricula required for 

graduation. Four states introduced legislation that would require recipients of some public 

assistance benefits, such as TANF, Medicaid, or unemployment assistance, to attend financial 

education courses as a condition of receipt (National Conference of State Legislatures, 2014). 

Some of this recent upsurge in mandating financial education for lower-income householders is 

based on myths about lower-income householders’ inability to responsibly manage finances 

(Vitt, et. al, 2000), instead of empirical research that suggests financial education is not effective 

at altering financial behavior. Most evidence to date suggests that financial education alone may 

not be the best way to alleviate financial instability.  
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A recent meta-analysis revealed that financial education explained only 0.1% of the 

variance in financial behaviors including: saving for an emergency, determining retirement 

savings needs, savings and investment behaviors on a four point scale, estimated credit score on 

a Likert scale, and risky financial actions such as bouncing checks or missing a credit card 

payment. In low-income samples, the interventions (manipulated literacy and measured literacy) 

accounted for 0.06% and 1.27% of behavior change, respectively. This wide variance was likely 

because most research that uses manipulated literacy does not control for many covariates 

commonly associated with financial literacy (Fernandes, Lynch, & Netemeyer,  2014). The 

authors concluded that educational interventions designed to improve financial behaviors of 

people in low-income households are somewhat futile due to frequent financial shocks, 

economic vulnerability, and problematic financial habits that serve as a barrier to saving for an 

emergency (Fernandes et al., 2014). These conclusions seem congruent with and sensitive to the 

fragile financial lives of lower-income single mothers, who, despite improving financial 

knowledge, may simply not have the material resources to access to mainstream financial 

products or make timely payments. 

4.1.2 Financial inclusion.  According to the Federal Deposit Insurance Corporation 

[FDIC] (2013), approximately 70% of all U.S. households had a savings account and 88% had a 

checking account. Yet, nearly 8% of all U.S. households were unbanked, meaning that they did 

not have a checking or savings account at a mainstream, insured financial institution. The most 

common reason cited for not being banked was not having enough money to open an account. In 

response to the exclusion of lower-income households from mainstream financial institutions, 

BankOn, a San Francisco based initiative has built a coalition of banks, credit unions, non-profit 

organizations, local government, and others to provide banking services to lower-income 
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consumers. As a result of those efforts, over 70,000 new accounts were opened at mainstream 

financial institutions between 2006 and 2011 (Phillips & Stuhldreher, 2011). The Bank On 

model has since spread across the country as a result of the Cities for Financial Empowerment 

Replication project, which couples banking services for lower-income consumers with financial 

counseling and other services (Cities for Financial Empowerment Fund [CFE], 2015).  

4.1.3 Matched savings. Instead of focusing solely on improving financial literacy in 

lower-income households, some community-based organizations have advocated for policies and 

developed programs that balance the emphasis on individual action and structural change. Such 

programs also focus on changes to institutional barriers, such as being unbanked or lacking 

savings incentives, that limit lower-income-householders’ opportunities to save. These savings 

programs are exclusively community-based instead of federally funded and tend to have varying 

program designs. Some programs, including Start2Save and the Matched Savings Scheme 

Payment allow individuals to save for future emergencies by making monthly deposits that are 

matched after reaching a specified goal. Another program, Get Paid to Save, periodically 

supplements savings with small deposits when participants reach certain benchmarks. These 

programs most often contain a financial education component and a relationship with a case 

manager or financial planner (North, 2012; Fry, Mihajilo, Russell, & Brooks, 2008). Other 

matched savings opportunities, including SaveUSA and SaveNYC capitalize the receipt of a tax 

return as a savable moment by providing an opportunity for lower-income tax filers to set aside a 

portion of their return to be matched after one year of maintaining a balance in an insured 

account. However, in the absence of a federally-funded matched savings program, some 

individuals are using Individual Development Accounts (IDAs) as de-facto unmatched 

emergency savings accounts.  
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Evaluations of these incentivized savings program suggested that lower-income 

individuals were able to reach savings goals and that financial education may play an important 

complimentary role in motivating savings behavior. A number of factors, including level of 

education and pre-program financial literacy, specifically credit and debit card knowledge, had a 

positive association with higher savings account balances in a majority female (92%) and single 

mother (63%) sample of Australia’s Matched Savings Scheme Payment program (Fry et al., 

2008). Qualitative findings from Start2Save and Get Paid to Save, suggested that lower-income 

participants found financial education to be helpful, and a key motivator to reaching their savings 

goals (North, 2012; Adams & West, 2015). Overall, financial education may be perceived as 

motivational to building savings for some individuals, yet more rigorous evidence suggests that 

financial education may only explain a small part of variance in financial behavior.  

4.1.4 Tax-time Savings. Perhaps responding to this evidence of the limited effects of 

financial education on later financial behaviors, or perhaps due to the preference for a low-touch 

model, tax-time savings programs, including SaveUSA and SaveNYC, provide lower-income tax 

filers an opportunity to designate a specified portion of their income tax return to be deposited 

directly into a savings account. When an account is maintained over a specified amount of time, 

the account is matched by public and/or private funds (Beverly, Schneider, & Tufano, 2006; 

Tucker et al., 2014; Azurdia, Freedman, Hamilton, & Schultz, 2013; Manturuk, Dorrance, & 

Riley, 2012).  

Evaluations of tax-time savings programs indicated a small portion of lower-income tax 

filers were motivated to save a portion of their return and that they were able to avoid risky 

financial behaviors as a result of that savings. In an early study of tax-time savings, which did 

not offer a matching incentive, very low-income, mostly female (53%) participants, set aside an 



30 

average of $606 in savings; the median amount saved was $203 (Beverly et al., 2006). When 

offered a matching incentive, such as in SaveUSA and SaveNYC, low-income, majority female 

participants were able to save between $288 and $477 over one year (Azurdia et al., 2013; 

Tucker, Key, & Grinstein-Weiss, 2014). And, while many participants tended to deplete their 

accounts shortly after they received the matching deposit, many intended to and did use their 

savings to avoid falling behind on bills (Beverly et al., 2006; Tucker et al., 2014; Azurdia et al., 

2013). Moreover, the majority of those savers continued to save even after the program was 

complete (Beverly et al., 2006).  

4.1.5 IDAs as de-facto emergency savings. In the absence of federally supported 

incentivized emergency savings programs, IDAs, which were designed as matched savings 

accounts to help low-to moderate income households build savings for future developmental 

purposes such as homeownership, higher education, or capitalization of small businesses, were 

often used as de-facto emergency savings accounts. Once reaching a specific savings goal, IDA 

participants’ savings were typically matched at a rate of 2:1. Under the Assets for Independence 

Act (AFI) regulations, which provide funding for IDAs, withdrawals for some emergencies, 

including a housing payment or medical expense, were allowable (ACF, 2009). 

An IDA participant may withdraw unmatched funds from the account and continue 

saving for the originally intended developmental goal if the account was replenished. Rates of 

unmatched withdrawal were high in IDA programs, ranging from 34 to 73% in separate program 

evaluations (ACF, 2009; Demarco, Mills, & Ciurea, 2008). If a substantial portion of this 

group’s reasons for their IDA withdrawals were emergencies in the context of their lives, even 

though the emergencies did not meet the AFI criteria for emergency withdrawal, then many IDA 

participants may be using funds deposited into their IDAs as de-facto emergency savings. This 
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interpretation makes sense given that IDA participants lose the opportunity for matching dollars 

when they withdraw money for an unintended use.   

From reviewing these practice responses, it appears that a small group of non-profit 

leaders understand the need for lower-income households to build liquid assets. The findings of 

their program evaluations indicate that financial education may be perceived by program 

participants as an important component of their motivation to save, but the effects of financial 

education may dissipate or be less effective than previously thought (Adams & West, 2015; 

North, 2012; Fernandes et al., 2014). Importantly, lower-income participants, many of whom 

were women, were able to save a modest amount when provided a matching incentive plus 

financial education, or a matched or unmatched opportunity to save at tax time. These 

participants tended to save in order to cover emergency expenses (Beverly, Schneider, & Tufano, 

2006; Tucker et al, 2014; Azurdia et al., 2013; Manturuk et al., 2012; ACF, 2009; Demarco et 

al., 2008; Fry et al., 2008; North, 2012). However, some characteristics associated with success 

in these programs suggest that single mothers may need additional supports in order to attain 

financial security. Though no evaluations specifically focused on the savings outcomes of single 

mothers, two studies found that individuals who received the matching incentive in tax time 

savings program were older, had higher incomes, and were less likely to receive the EITC 

(Azurdia et al., 2013; Tucker et al., 2014) -- all of which are uncommon sociodemographic 

descriptors of single mothers.   

These programmatic outcomes highlight several key implications. Participants in asset 

building and savings programs are able to save a modest amount and use their savings to cover 

emergency expenses, even when matching incentives are not provided. This suggested that these 

programs may provide one opportunity for lower-income single mothers to avoid financial 
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instability. The characteristics associated with success in these programs require that future 

research explore how single mothers fare in these savings program. 

4.1.6 Lifting asset limits. Asset limits were included in the 1996 PRWORA legislation to 

ensure that lower-income individuals with certain levels liquid and illiquid assets would not be 

eligible to receive benefits from social welfare programs including TANF, SNAP, and Medicaid 

(CFED, 2013; Black, 2013); individuals with assets above the designated limit to had to “spend 

down” existing resources in order to be eligible for benefits. Recently, The Corporation for 

Economic Development (CFED) and the New America Foundation have led a national initiative 

to have asset limits lifted, arguing that these limits preclude lower-income families from building 

assets that could set them on a course of financial independence (CFED, 2015; New America 

Foundation, 2015). Asset limits for Medicaid recipients were eliminated with the introduction of 

the Affordable Care Act, yet most states still have asset limits in place for TANF recipients 

(CFED, 2015).  

Evidence of changes in eligibility and liquid asset outcomes, as a result of eliminating or 

raising asset limits, were mixed. To date, no research has indicated that lifting asset limits 

increased caseload size, a proxy for improved eligibility (Hamilton, Alexander-Eitzman, & 

Royal, 2015).  Pre-post analyses of asset limit legislation appeared to have no impact on the 

savings outcomes of TANF recipients in one study (Hurst & Ziliak, 2006); yet, another that used 

that same sample from Hurst & Ziliak’s (2006) research found that earlier liberalization of asset 

limits were associated with increased asset holding and bank account ownership (Nam, 2008). A 

small qualitative study revealed that TANF recipients were confused about asset limits in their 

state, and thus, were reluctant to keep money in a bank account or build any personal savings 

(O’Brien, 2008). Eliminating or liberalizing asset limits for TANF recipients may be an 
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important way to advance opportunities to build assets; however, the effects of these policy 

changes may not be immediate, as some recipients may be confused or skeptical about holding 

assets while receiving assistance.  

4.2 Homelessness and housing instability  

With the pervasive affordable housing crisis, and the persistence of households headed by 

a single mother falling into homelessness over the past ten years (HUD, 2013a), a wealth of 

research has been conducted to determine the most effective ways to keep lower-income families 

in their homes. The following section outlines key empirical findings of housing instability 

prevention and intervention approaches, including federal housing subsidies, short-term rental 

assistance programs, emergency shelter, transitional housing, and permanent supportive housing. 

4.2.1 Housing subsidies. To move families into public housing or provide HCVs, public 

housing authorities (PHAs) that administer the programs locally are instructed to created “local 

preferences” that effectively weight individual circumstances by importance and may move 

families up or down a waiting list (HUD, 2001). Most PHAs give preference to residents of the 

geographic area who were involuntarily displaced due to government action, or were survivors of 

domestic violence. Other characteristics that often apply to households headed by single mothers, 

such as presence of dependent children, severity of rent burden, insufficiency of income, or other 

markers of economic vulnerability, do not appear to be emphasized in local preferences (NLIHC, 

2004). Without meeting local preferences of a PHA, single mothers, already at risk of higher 

housing cost burdens, may be unable to receive a housing subsidy that could help offset ongoing 

housing expenses. 
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There is limited empirical research on HCVs or public housing vouchers as a prevention 

approach for housing instability. This is likely because true prevention of housing instability 

would necessitate broader structural change to eradicate poverty (Parsell & Marston, 2012). As 

an exception to this dearth of research, Long’s (2006) study of the effects of housing vouchers on 

welfare recipients’ housing stability suggested that receiving a housing voucher was negatively 

associated with doubling-up, household overcrowding, and homelessness. The study was 

conducted in six large metro areas and included 8,573 majority female participants with an 

average household size of four persons. Participants were randomly assigned to treatment and 

control groups. In the control group, 25% of study respondents indicated that they had been 

homeless at some point in the past year; receipt of housing vouchers among treatment group 

members reduced this rate to approximately 17%. The number of families living doubled up 

prior to housing voucher receipt, nearly one third of the overall sample, was also reduced by 

receiving the voucher. Thus, there is very limited, but compelling evidence to suggest that 

housing vouchers may prevent households headed by a single mother from becoming homeless.  

4.2.2 Short term rental assistance. The introduction of the Homeless Emergency 

Assistance and Rapid Transition to Housing Act (HEARTH) and Homeless Prevention and 

Rapid Rehousing Program (HPRP) in 2009 signaled a transformation in the way that policy 

makers and practitioners approach homelessness prevention and intervention (HUD, 2013). The 

continuum approach of redressing homelessness through emergency shelter and transitional 

housing prior to residence in a rental unit is still in place in many parts of the country, but the 

landscape has shifted (Culhane & Metraux, 2008). Between 2008 and 2010, there was a 1.3% 

decrease in the number of transitional housing beds available for families. In that same 

timeframe, there was a 24.5% increase in the number of permanent supportive housing beds for 
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families (Nunez, Adams, & Simonsen-Meehan, 2011). Moreover, homelessness prevention 

increasingly focused on short-term rental or utility assistance, perhaps because of the growing 

knowledge that an unforeseen emergency expense or job loss may be associated with 

homelessness (O’Flaherty, 2009). Thus, there is more of policy focus prevention of housing 

instability and swift transitions back into stable housing than ever before.  

Provided to cities and local housing authorities through block grants, HPRP was 

implemented as one federal prevention approach to housing instability. The program allowed 

agencies to disburse payments for outstanding utility bills, back-rent, and moving costs, helping 

approximately 700,000 individuals to exit or avoid homelessness (HUD, 2011a). Of those, 55% 

were adults and 44% were children. Overall, 90% of those who received help were able to 

remain housed, and the majority of participants needed less than 60 days of assistance (HUD, 

2011a).  

These findings suggest that those seeking assistance through HPRP did not have long-

term circumstances that threatened housing stability. Instead, there were likely shorter-term 

financial conditions that prevented them from paying utility bills or making rent payments on 

time, placing them at risk of losing housing. Perhaps due to the limited reach of funding for 

prevention policies and programs, some families will move from housing instability into 

homelessness. When this occurs, the traditional continuum of services: emergency shelter, 

transitional housing, and permanent supportive housing, serves as the main mechanism to move 

families back into stable housing.  

4.2.3 Homelessness assistance. Most homelessness services are regulated under the 

HEARTH Act, which includes rigid guidelines for how each community may appropriate federal 
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funding to alleviate homelessness. Allowable expenditures within the Emergency Solutions 

Grant (ESG) include provisions for emergency shelter, food, and other essential services to 

individuals and families currently experiencing homelessness. In 2014, the federal allocation for 

ESG recipients was $215 million which was granted to approximately 360 local and state 

governments (HUD, 2014b). There is little published research on the outcomes of the federal 

homeless assistance program for families. As one exception, preliminary findings from the 

Family Options study have recently become available.  

The family options study was a randomized clinical trial in twelve cities which assessed 

efficacy of four commonly practiced interventions for those entering emergency shelter or 

transitional housing programs.  The four approaches were: community based rapid re-housing, 

which provides short term housing subsidies along with targeted services; supportive housing in 

public housing complexes, which includes a temporary stay in an agency-owned residential unit 

along with intensive supportive services; a housing subsidy, such as an HCV, without any 

supportive services; and usual care, which is the typical range of services available to families in 

emergency shelter. Just over 2,000 families were randomly assigned to one of the four 

interventions, and approximately 65% of the families were headed by a single mother. Analysis 

of the 18 month outcome data revealed that families navigating the usual care system spent on 

average 4 months homeless, only 28% had become housed in permanent setting, many had spent 

one night of the previous six months in a shelter. Comparatively, those who received housing 

vouchers, rapid rehousing, or transitional housing with supportive services, were significantly 

less likely to have stayed in a shelter in the prior 6 month and reported a host of positive 

outcomes related to health, self-sufficiency, and well-being (Gubits et al., 2015). Other research 

on the continuum of services available to families experiencing housing instability is mixed.  
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The transitional housing model was adapted from corrections and community mental 

health as social service organizations served some homeless individuals and families who need a 

more structured, directed transition from emergency shelter into independent housing. Some 

transitional housing programs are facility based, concentrating households into one residential 

facility, whereas others allow participants to live in independent off-site residences. Variability 

in services offered in transitional housing programs is similar to the living arrangements, in that 

some require ongoing meetings with case management staff and in-home visits while others have 

more flexible programs that maximize the autonomy of program participants (Burt, 2006).   

Transitional housing can be a promising intervention for returning to independent living 

after an episode of homelessness. Most households headed by single mothers who enter 

transitional housing do so from an emergency shelter or after staying with friends or family. 

While some are homeless for the first time, others have been episodic experiences of 

homelessness spurred by both individual and structural issues (Burt, 2006; HUD, 2010). A 

majority of single mothers are able to secure housing after completing a transitional housing 

program—ranging from 70% in one study to 86% in another (HUD, 2010; Burt, 2006). 

However, the longer term outcomes are less promising, as just over 20% of single mothers lost 

their housing again within one year of placement. High rates of unsuccessful housing placements 

were attributed to stagnant and low-income, prior histories of homelessness, and not receiving a 

housing subsidy (Burt, 2006; HUD, 2010). Thus, characteristics of a successful housing tenure 

after transitional housing likely include adequate income supports and housing subsidies.  

Permanent supportive housing, often used interchangeably with Housing First, was 

initially created to house chronically homeless individuals with complex mental health and 

substance abuse issues by providing subsidized housing with non-compulsory treatment options 
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(Tsemberis & Eisenberg, 2000). Recently, permanent supportive housing has been adapted to 

meet the needs of families who may benefit from supportive services to gain and retain stable 

housing. Some research has demonstrated that families are able to maintain housing and avoid 

shelter re-entry when rent subsidies are coupled with supportive services (Bassuk, Huntington, 

Amey, & Lampereur, 2006; Bassuk & Geller, 2006). Bassuk and colleagues (2006) also found 

that families who moved to permanent supportive housing often had complex needs including 

mental illness and substance abuse issues, as well as extensive experiences with homelessness. 

Thus, those programs with rigid structures tended to have both higher rates of early exit and 

higher rates of successful permanent housing placement than programs with more flexible 

policies and procedures.  

In summary, alleviating housing instability among single mothers includes: prevention 

approaches such as housing vouchers and short-term assistance, intervention approaches like 

emergency shelter and transitional housing programs, and remedial approaches such as 

permanent supportive housing. The intensity of services escalates as families move along this 

continuum. The study of prevention efforts reveals that both housing vouchers and short-term 

assistance with rent or arrears are important components to keep single mothers in housing 

(Long, 2006; Fertig & Reingold, 2008; HUD, 2011a). The outcomes of early intervention and 

remedial efforts are more complex. On the one hand, single mothers who experience 

homelessness tend to move toward housing stability when provided structured services and a 

supportive living environment (HUD, 2010; Gubit et al., 2015). On the other, the considerable 

variance in women’s experiences of poverty, as well as the differences in service intensity 

delivered by each transitional housing or permanent supportive program, make it difficult to 

discern overall effectiveness. As such, future research should explore how women’s financial 
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lives, as well as the services provided in the context of housing instability, are associated with 

housing outcomes.  

The Family Self Sufficiency (FSS) program is perhaps the only current practice response 

has addressed financial instability and housing instability simultaneously. The program was 

designed to moderate the disincentive for families to increase income when receiving an HCV. 

Within the FSS program, an escrow account that can accrue interest is set up for a qualifying 

public housing or HCV household. A five-year participation contract is executed and the 

household is provided with a case coordinator. Deposits are consistently made into the 

household’s escrow account as rent increases with increased income, and the local housing 

authority places the funds in an interest-bearing account during the course of the program2. At 

the end of the contract, households are able to withdraw the escrowed funds—typically for 

developmental purposes such as buying a first home, paying for educational expenses, or 

establishing a small business (HUD, 2014a). 

Silva, Wijewardena, Wood, and Kaul’s (2011) evaluation of 181 FSS households 

revealed that 24% of program participants successfully completed the program by year four, 

though the program is designed to produce successful graduates by year five. Success, here, was 

simply defined as completing the program, withdrawing funds, and making a qualified purchase. 

Thirty-nine percent were still enrolled at the end of the four year study period, and, 37% had left 

the program before completing. The majority of those who completed the program within four 

                                                 

2 To date, there appear to be no reports or fact sheets that disclose the interest rates of these accounts.  
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years had set a goal of buying a home or finishing a degree. Those who were successful in the 

program and realized intended goals had higher incomes, rates of employment, and educational 

attainment compared to those who dropped out. Those who were still on track to complete the 

FSS program in year five were more similar to graduates in terms of education and employment 

status than those who dropped out of the program. Those who were still enrolled in the program 

had higher incomes than those who dropped out, but lower-incomes than those who had already 

completed. Based on the findings of the report and consultation with case managers who 

administer the FSS program, the authors estimated that approximately one-half of those still 

enrolled in the program would successfully complete.   

Taken together, practice efforts to prevent and mitigate the negative effects of financial 

instability and housing instability vary considerably. The ad hoc nature of financial instability 

practice responses, namely financial education delivered alone or along with incentivized 

emergency savings programs and/or access to financial products, reflects this area’s relatively 

recent introduction into social work practice and research. The pervasiveness of housing 

instability and homelessness has resulted in more mature interventions that have been altered and 

refined to respond to different levels of need. To move closer to understanding how financial and 

housing instability may be related, a review of the existing empirical literature is presented in the 

following chapter. 

5.0 Empirical literature 

The following section presents empirical research regarding financial instability and 

housing instability among lower-income families, and where possible, those headed by a single 

mother. The focus is to discern what individual and structural predictors may be shared among 
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empirical models that predict or correlate financial exclusion, limited liquid assets, and income 

shocks with housing instability. This section concludes with critiques and gaps evident in the 

empirical literature, and points to key questions that should be addressed in future research.  

5.1 Financial instability among low-income families 

From a structural perspective, declining real wages and income volatility have led to 

increased income instability among households headed by single mothers (Fry, 2013). For 

example, 20% of households with children in the lowest income quintile of the Survey of Income 

and Program Participation (SIPP) across three waves (N=39,444) lost at least 50% of their 

income in a year (Acs et al., 2009). Of those, only about half were able to make a full recovery of 

income in the next year. Welfare reform has further exacerbated income volatility among lower-

income households. Rates of income volatility among single mothers (N=94,681) increased 60% 

between passage of welfare reform in 1996 and follow-up measures in 2004 (Bollinger & Ziliak, 

2007). Households headed by single mothers experience income shocks that require them to 

draw upon existing resources to cover household expenses; yet, some simply do not have the 

existing liquid assets, or even access to a savings account in order to cover those expenses.  

While just over 8% of the total US population did not have a bank account, 19% of single 

mothers were unbanked. Households headed by a single mother also represented the largest 

proportion of the population using alternative financial services in lieu of services provided by a 

formal financial institution (FDIC, 2012). This financial exclusion, or lack of a savings account, 

has been correlated with missed housing payments (Taylor, Jenkins, & Sacker, 2009).  

 Households headed by a single mother were unlikely to have savings equal to two 

months of expenses, or the ability to draw upon other resources to cover an unexpected financial 
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emergency (FINRA Foundation, 2013; Lusardi, Schneider, & Tufano, 2011). Even when they 

were able to accumulate such liquid assets, single mothers were more likely than other groups to 

have to spend them down and thus re-enter asset poverty (Leonard & Di, 2014). Research has 

revealed that having liquid assets helps mitigate adverse economic events for lower-income 

families. Families in the lowest income groups were significantly more likely to experience an 

income shock (Mills & Amick, 2010) and, thus, were more likely than others to report food 

instability, trouble paying bills, and general deprivation after experiencing an income shock 

(McKernan et al., 2009). However, when lower-income families had savings equal to two 

months of expenses, they were less likely to report material hardship after an income shock 

(McKernan et al., 2009); and, those with savings over $1,999 reduced the likelihood of 

experiencing multiple hardship events by five percentage points (Mills & Amick, 2010).   

In summary, the empirical literature regarding the financial instability of households 

headed by a single mother revealed several key findings. First, lower-income populations face 

high rates of income and expenditure shocks, which may be due to structural or macroeconomic 

factors. These families often do not have the personal savings or liquid assets to cover those 

shocks. Second, if lower-income families are able accrue savings and weather those 

emergencies, they are less likely to report future material hardship, including missing a housing 

payment; however, family characteristics, including households headed by single mothers, are 

associated with spending down emergency savings more quickly than other groups. Having 

adequate liquid assets would likely allow a single mother to draw upon that resource and 

continue to cover her housing expenses, thus preventing her family from facing housing 

instability. 

5.2 Housing instability among single mothers 
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Single women with children are coping with high rent burdens, substandard housing, and 

unstable neighborhoods (NLIHC, 2013; Steffen et al., 2015). Even among families who 

participate in affordable housing programs, single mothers are at greatest risk for being late or 

missing a rent payment (Brisson & Covert, 2015).  This housing instability appears to be 

predicated by the interplay of structural factors, such as the affordable housing crisis and income 

insufficiency, and individual experiences including domestic violence and mental illness.  

While insufficient income was not the sole predictor of each type of housing instability 

experienced by single mothers, it is associated with several negative housing outcomes. Berger, 

Heintze, Naidich, and Meyers (2008) reported that households headed by single mothers tend to 

struggle with high rent burdens and the ability to cover monthly housing expenses, especially 

when they do not have a housing voucher. Moreover, the combination of economic strain and not 

receiving a housing voucher was associated with increased risk of doubling up (Fertig & 

Reingold, 2008). And, while individuals with very low-incomes were the most likely to receive a 

housing voucher, there simply were not enough vouchers to cover the growing need (Bratt, 1997; 

Rice, 2011; JCHS, 2014; Park, Fertig, & Metraux, 2014). 

 The experience of income insufficiency, lack of a housing subsidy, and several 

individual characteristics appear to push single mothers beyond missing a rent payment or 

having to rely on friends and family for help. For example, even when controlling for structural 

variables such as housing affordability and labor market conditions, recent research revealed that 

physical and mental health issues, experiences of domestic violence, lack of a high school 

education, loss of employment and frequent moves predicted episodes of homelessness for 

mothers (Fertig & Reingold, 2008; Phinney, Danziger, Pollack, & Seefeldt, 2007; Lehmann, 
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Kass, Drake, & Nichols, 2007). The relationships among interpersonal violence, physical and 

mental health issues, and resultant homelessness are the most common in existing literature.  

Interpersonal violence was also consistently associated with single mothers becoming 

homeless and was cited as one of the primary reasons for family homelessness in 18% of cities 

represented in the Hunger and Homelessness Survey (U.S. Conference of Mayors, 2011; (Fertig 

& Reingold, 2008; Wood, Valdez, Hayashi, & Shen, 1990). Interviewing 110 women with 

children who had experienced interpersonal violence, Baker, Cook, and Norris (2003) found that 

38% became homeless and 27% were threatened with eviction. Forty percent of the sample 

reported falling behind on rent payments. Controlling for severity of violence, systems of 

support, and experiences with the formal welfare system, logistic regression analysis revealed 

that women with lower-incomes, those who contacted fewer formal support systems, and those 

without  positive interactions with the police were more likely to become homeless.  

In addition to interpersonal violence, drug use and mental illness were associated with 

single mothers’ homelessness. Substance abuse disorders were more prevalent among homeless 

women with children than those in housing (Bassuk, Buckner, Perfloff, & Bassuk, 1998; Wood 

et al., 1990). Mental health issues, specifically depression, were common among homeless single 

mothers, and reported rates of mental illness were growing among this population (Weinreb, 

Buckner, Williams, & Nicholson, 2006; Bassuk & Beardslee, 2014).   

The preponderance of relevant research to date has demonstrated relationships among 

income insufficiency, lack of available housing subsidies, lower educational attainment, 

experiences of interpersonal violence, substance abuse, mental health issues, and households 

headed by a single mothers’ experiences of housing instability. These individual and structural 
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factors are inextricably linked. For example, interpersonal violence may require a single mother 

to move her family in with relatives, lose the financial support of her partner, and lead to 

household income insufficiency. As such, future research that explores the causes of housing 

instability among single mothers should be attuned to each of these covariates.  

The empirical literature revealed that single mothers must overcome significant financial 

barriers including income insufficiency, frequent income shocks, and limited access to 

mainstream financial services in order to accumulate adequate liquid assets that may help her 

weather an unforeseen financial emergency. If a household headed by a single mother is unable 

to acquire and maintain these liquid assets, this economic shock or drop in income could place 

her at risk for a missed housing payment, thus leading her family to become evicted or move in 

with family or friends to cut back on expenses. While some conclusions regarding the 

relationship between financial instability and housing instability can be drawn from this 

literature, there are several conceptual and methodological gaps that require further attention. 

5.3 Critique, gaps and limitations 

The empirical literature on household financial instability is becoming more mature as 

researchers appear to be increasingly curious about the causes and consequences of poverty. 

While reports have been published that document the prevalence of financial instability in lower-

income populations, none of these publications specifically focus on financial instability among 

single mothers  (Lusardi et al., 2011; FINRA Foundation, 2013; Brooks et al. 2014). This is 

troubling because single mothers have higher rates of poverty than any other family type, and 

nationally representative data are available that would allow for inclusion of family type in 

analyses.  
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Research on income shocks, income volatility, and rates of episodic poverty illustrate 

how lower-income families experience adverse financial events, but fail also to control for 

important variables including household composition and gender of the householder that are of 

particular interest to social work scholars (Acs et al., 2009; Bollinger & Ziliak, 2007; (Anderson, 

2011). Mills and Amick’s (2010) study and McKernan, Ratcliffe, and Vinopal’s (2009) study on 

personal savings as a protective factor for adverse economic events have the same limitations. 

Thus, these studies fill an important gap in terms of “big picture” questions related to financial 

security. However, as social workers are tasked with advocating for the most vulnerable 

individuals and communities, future research should test more specifically the individual and 

community-level factors may be associated with financial instability and housing instability.   

The empirical literature on housing instability is much more robust than that of financial 

inclusion, income shocks, and inadequate liquid assets. Routinely, studies are conducted by HUD 

and their partners to assess the prevalence of worst case housing needs and family homelessness. 

Typically, these studies use data sets such as the Women’s Employment Survey, American 

Housing Survey or Fragile Families and Child Wellbeing Study (FFCWS) that allow for analyses 

of housing instability with specific attention to households headed by a single mother (Phinney et 

al., 2007; JCHS, 2014; Fertig & Reingold, 2008).    

5.4 Methodological critique 

The existing research provides a limited foundation for understanding single mothers’ 

experiences with financial instability. Use of panel studies such as the SIPP allowed Acs and 

colleagues (2009) to offer insight into the prevalence and ability to recover from income shocks 

in lower-income families. Similarly, this data set provided the opportunity for Mills and Amick 

(2010) and McKernan et al., (2009) to determine how holding specific amounts of liquid assets 
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can help overcome these shocks. These studies have large sample sizes, have little missing data, 

are nationally weighted, longitudinal, and employ statistical techniques that move beyond simple 

descriptive statistics. However, the use of these findings is somewhat limited beyond estimating 

prevalence. None of the studies analyzed how sociodemographic covariates such as gender, 

educational attainment, or household size impact the severity or outcomes associated with 

income shocks, inadequate assets, or financial exclusion. 

The maturity of research on housing instability for single mothers provides more 

opportunity for methodological criticism. Studies aimed at discovering the causes of housing 

instability suggest that low-income, poor health, lack of a housing voucher, substance abuse 

issues, and domestic violence may contribute to housing instability among single mothers. Quite 

often in this literature, the outcome variables are well-defined and include missing a rent 

payment, doubling-up, being evicted or becoming homeless (Phinney et al., 2007; Fertig & 

Reingold, 2008; Long, 2006; Brisson & Covert, 2015). Two of the studies used nationally 

representative samples of single mothers and were quasi-experimental. However, the study of the 

Women’s Employment Survey (Phinney et al., 2007) did not use a representative sample or a 

comparison group. The use of national panel data sets have made it possible follow outcomes 

over a longer term, typically 5 to 8 years, and have large sample sizes that range from 

approximately 400 to 8,500 participants. Other studies that analyze the causes of housing 

instability among single mothers are somewhat dated, especially in terms of the recent financial 

crisis and changes to federal housing and homeless assistance regulations (Baker et al., 2003; 

Bassuk et al., 1998; Wood et al,, 1990; Lehmann et al., 2007).  

To date, no research has been conducted to explore the relationships between financial 

inclusion, liquid assets, income shocks and housing instability in households headed by a single 



48 

mother. Theoretically, it would seem that single mothers’ experiences of financial instability are 

closely related, and perhaps predictive of housing instability. Yet, based on the review of 

empirical and theoretical literature, a gap exists in the social work knowledgebase regarding 

these relationships.   

6.0 Design and Methods 

The purpose of this research was to determine how liquid assets, financial inclusion, and 

income shocks relate to missed housing payments for different household types. The first 

research question explored the extent of inadequate liquid assets, financial inclusion, income 

shocks, and housing instability among two samples: renters and homeowners. Here, financial 

inclusion was operationalized as having a checking or savings account. Income shocks were 

operationalized as having a 25% drop in income over the nine month observation period. 

Housing instability was operationalized as having missed a rent or mortgage payment in the last 

12 months. Operationalizing adequate liquid assets was more complicated.  

 The existing literature characterized inadequate liquid assets in a number of different 

ways including a lack of savings equal to three month of expenses or the inability to come up 

with $2,000 in 30 days (Lusardi, Schneider & Tufano, 2011; CFED, 2015). Other literature has 

characterized inadequate liquid assets as a lack of emergency savings, typically reserved for 

unexpected expenses, or as a lack of precautionary savings, i.e. personal savings in anticipation 

of an unforeseen loss of income (Brobeck, 2008; Chase, Gjertson, & Collins, 2011). Popular 

professional advice, often aimed at moderate to higher income consumers, recommended 

personal savings equal to three to six months of expenses (Koning Beals, 2012; Ramsey, 2015).   



49 

Current research has indicated that one third to one half of American households, even 

those considered wealthy, spend all monthly income on expenses, leaving little to no liquidity 

(Kaplan, Violante, & Weidner, 2014; CFED, 2015). Thus, the following research questions 

operationalize adequate liquid assets as liquid assets equal to three months of income, a 

definition that lands between the work of academics, think tanks, and popular professional 

financial advice. The research questions and hypotheses follow below.  

6.1 Research questions 

1. What is the extent of inadequate liquid assets, financial inclusion, income shocks, and 

housing instability among the following household types: two-parent families, households 

headed by a single father, and households headed by a single mother?   

2. Do financial inclusion, inadequate liquid assets and income shocks relate to missing a rent or 

mortgage payment among different household types? 

a. H1: Having a savings or checking account will be associated with reduced risk of 

missing a rent or mortgage payment.   

b. H2: Inadequate liquid assets will be associated with increased risk of missing a rent or 

mortgage payment.  

c. H3: Income shocks will be related to increased risk of missing a rent or mortgage 

payment. 

d. H4: Single mothers will be more at risk of missing a rent or mortgage payment, 

compared to two-parent families.  

3. Do financial inclusion, inadequate liquid assets, and income shocks relate to missing a rent 

payment among different household types? 
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a. H1: Having a savings or checking account will be associated with reduced risk of 

missing a rent payment.   

b. H2: Inadequate liquid assets will be associated with increased risk of missing a rent 

payment.  

c. H3: Income shocks will be related to increased risk of missing a rent payment. 

d. H4: Single mothers will be more at risk of missing a rent payment, compared to two-

parent families. 

6.2 Methods 

The following section outlines a method for conducting research on the relationship 

between financial inclusion, adequate liquid assets, income shocks and housing instability for 

different household types including two-parent families, households headed by a single father, 

and households headed by a single mother. It is informed by the previously identified limitations 

and gaps of the current empirical and theoretical literature.  

6.2.1 Data. This study used panel data from the 2008 Survey of Income and Program 

Participation (SIPP) to answer the proposed research questions. The data set, collected by the 

U.S. Census Bureau, contained information on multitude of social and economic measures 

including liquid and illiquid assets, measures of material hardship, and housing variables. 

Compared to other longitudinal data sets that capture similar variables including the FFCWW, or 

the Panel Survey of Income Dynamics [PSID], the SIPP was used because it was identified by 

the Department of Health and Human Services as an ideal data set to study family housing 

instability, and because it contained in-depth sections that asked detailed questions about assets, 

liabilities, and income (DHHS, 2007; U.S. Census Bureau, 2008). Using a stratified multistage 

probability sample, the 2008 SIPP collected data for a nationally representative sample of 52,031 
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eligible U.S. households. This sampling strategy used counties or county groups as the primary 

sampling unit and were stratified as non-self-representing, i.e. not largely populated, or self-

representing primary sampling units, i.e. largely populated cities (U.S. Census Bureau, 2008).  

All self-representing primary sampling units were included in the SIPP, while only a 

portion of non-self-representing primary sampling units was included. Drawing from a list of 

addresses used for the decennial census and the American Community Survey, addresses within 

each primary sampling unit were stratified into higher densities of lower-income households and 

lower densities of lower-income households. Thus, the 2008 SIPP contained an over-   

representation of lower-income households. The data included population weights for individuals 

and households that can be used to correct for over-sampling of lower-income groups and 

account for attrition across waves. Use of these weights would make the data representative of 

the population at the time of data collection (U.S. Census Bureau, 2008). One leading SIPP 

researcher has suggested conducting analyses with and without sample weights to determine if 

substantial differences exist in the outcomes. In longitudinal analyses, data should be weighted at 

the t + 1, or latest wave of data collection (Shaefer, 2013). Nielsen and Seay (2014) suggested 

that population weights should be used to account for sampling error that would result from 

multivariate analyses of complex unweighted samples.   

 SIPP data were collected by computer assisted interviewing over the telephone. The 

2008 panel began in September of 2008 and concluded in December of 2013. Respondents were 

interviewed at four month intervals and were asked to recall the prior three months of 

information (U.S. Census Bureau, 2008).  
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6.2.2 Data preparation. Relevant core and topical modules were extracted from the data 

repository. Topical modules were additional special interest questions asked of a limited sample 

of SIPP respondents in the final month of a wave of data collection. The 2008 SIPP contained an 

Assets and Liabilities Topical Module that asked in-depth questions about income and assets, as 

well as an Adult Wellbeing Topical Module that measured housing instability, which were ideal 

for this study. Core modules contained questions asked at each wave. As shown in Table 1, 

demographic, income, and some housing and asset variables were extracted from the core files of 

the initial Wave 4 observation period, collected August through November of 2009. Variables 

related to specific amounts of asset and debts, such as amount of savings, were collected at Wave 

4.  Housing instability outcomes were extracted from the Wave 6 core file and, collected April 

through July of 2011. The population weights for Wave 6 were not extracted. Data were linked 

in a wide file format using a generated observation identifier.  

Table 1 

SIPP observation periods 

 

Instead of using all monthly observations of the 2008 panel, data were analyzed at 

specific “seams” of the waves. Seams refer to the end of an interview wave. For example,  

respondents in the first rotation group of Wave 4 were interviewed in August of 2009, which is 

referred to as the last the group’s last reference month. The respondent were asked to recall the 

 Observation Period
August 2009-July 2010

Demo/Household Variables Assets/Debt Variables Housing Instability Variables
Wave 4 Core Wave 4 Topic Module Wave 6 Topic Module & Core

Rotation Group 1: Last Ref Month Aug-09 Aug-09 Apr-10
Rotation Group 2: Last Ref Month Sep-09 Sep-09 May-10
Rotation Group 3: Last Ref Month Oct-09 Oct-09 Jun-10
Rotation Group 4: Last Ref Month Nov-09 Nov-09 Jul-10
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prior two months of information including dollar amount of monthly income, checking account 

balance, and savings account balance. “Seam bias”, which has been documented in the SIPP, 

suggests that some respondents may be more able to accurately recall the most recent month of 

information than when asked about the prior months (Moore, 2008; Kalton & Miller, 1990); 

thus, to improve accuracy, data for this study were only analyzed at the seams. 

Beginning with the Wave 4 Core Module, the Wave 4 Topical Module was linked into a 

wide-file format based on a generated unique identifier. The Wave 6 Core Module and Wave 6 

Topical Module were then linked in a wide file format onto the Wave 4 file. Only cases that 

completed both the Wave 4 Core, Wave 4 Topical, Wave 6 Core and Wave 6 Topical Modules 

were contained in the sample. No missing data were detected in the sample because all missing 

values in the SIPP are imputed using the hot deck imputation method before being released to the 

public (U.S. Census Bureau, 2008).  The Wave 4 core file was filtered to include only 

respondents with at least one child under age 18 living in the household who indicated that they 

either rented or owned their home. Only those respondents who were surveyed at Wave 4 and 

Wave 6 and did not have a change in household type for the duration of the observation period 

were included in the final sample of 9,620.  

6.2.3 Measures. 

 Interest earning checking account. This variable was coded as binary (0 = no; 1 = yes) 

to a combination of questions. These questions included: Do you have an interest earning 

checking account? Do you have an interest earning checking account owned jointly with your 

spouse/partner? While a variable measuring whether a respondent had any checking account, 

interest or non-interest earning, was available in the SIPP, lack of variance prevented its use.   
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Savings account.  This variable was coded as binary (0 = no; 1 = yes) to the questions: 

Do you have a savings account? Do you have a savings account owned jointly with your 

spouse/partner?   

Liquid assets. This variable was constructed by the U.S. Census Bureau and contained 

the currently monthly balance of interest-earning checking accounts, savings accounts, money 

market deposit accounts, and certificates of deposit. This variable was top coded at $150,000 

before public release (U.S. Census Bureau, 2008)  

Income shock. This variable was created by calculating whether income had dropped by 

25% or more from Wave 4 to Wave 6. If the respondent’s income had dropped by this amount 

during the 9 month observation period, this variable was coded 1 = sustained income shock. 

Respondents whose income stayed the same, dropped by less than 25%, or increased during the 

observation period were coded as 0 = no income shock.   

Adequate liquid assets. Adequate liquid assets were defined from the literature as assets 

equal to three months of income. For each respondent, monthly earned income was multiplied by 

three to determine the amount of liquid assets necessary to equal three months of income. Then, 

this variable was compared to total liquid asset holdings reported by each respondent. The 

categorical variable was coded as (0 = adequate liquid assets; 1 = inadequate liquid assets).  

Household type. Only those households with dependent children under 18 were included 

in the sample. Household relationships were traced back to the household reference person, i.e. 

the survey respondent. If the household included two adults where one adult was the reference 

person and the other indicated a partnership or marriage to respondent adult, this household was 

coded as 0 = two-parent family. Only one adult from two-parent households was the respondent. 
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Households that contained a single man with a dependent child or children were coded as 1 = 

household headed by a single father. Households that contained a single woman with a 

dependent child or children were coded as 2 = household headed by a single mother.  

Type of residence. The SIPP asked each respondent if the living quarters were owned or 

being bought by someone in the household. If yes, this response was coded as 1 = homeowner. If 

the respondent indicated they rented, the response was coded 0 = renter.  

Education level. Respondents were asked to indicate the highest level of education 

completed, ranging from less than 1st grade to a doctoral degree. These levels were condensed 

into the following attributes:  0 = less than high school; 1 = high school diploma or equivalent; 2 

= some college; 3 = diploma, certificate or Associate’s degree; 4 = college degree; and 5 = 

graduate or professional degree. 

Race. Self-identified race was coded as 0 = White alone, 1 = Black alone, 2 = Asian, and 

3 = Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander/Other.  

Ethnicity.  Respondents were coded as either 0 = Non-Hispanic/Latino(a) or 1 = 

Hispanic/Latino(a), depending on self-identification.  

 Age. Age was a continuous variable collected at the time of the Wave 4 Core Module 

interview.  

 Employment. Respondents were asked the number of weeks that they were employed 

either part or full-time in the last month. Those employed part or full-time for one to four weeks 

of the month were coded as 1 = employed. Those without employment in the prior month were 

coded as 0 = unemployed.  
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Mental or physical disability. Respondents were asked whether they had a mental or 

physical disability that prevented them from working all or part of the time. This was coded as 0 

= no and 1 = yes.  

Monthly income.  This continuous variable was the total amount of monthly income for 

all persons over 15 years old in the household. Due to considerable skewness and kurtosis, this 

variable was log transformed for analysis.  

Number of dependent children. This variable was the number of dependent children 

under 18 years of age in the household.  

Receipt of means-tested cash benefits. This variable was created from the question, “Did 

someone in the household receive means-tested cash benefits?”, where 0 = no receipt of cash 

benefits, and 1 = receipt of cash benefits.   

Missed housing payment. Respondents were asked if they had missed a rent or mortgage 

payment in the past year. This was coded as 0 = no; 1 = yes.  

6.2.4 Data Analysis. For the initial research question, “What is the extent of adequate 

liquid assets, financial inclusion, income shocks, and housing instability among different 

household types in the sample?” descriptive statistics were generated. This included frequencies 

of variable distributions for categorical variables and descriptive statistics for continuous 

variables. Pairwise correlations for each variable were generated.  All analyses were conducted 

in Stata Version 11.   

To analyze the second research question, “Do adequate liquid assets, financial inclusion, 

and income shocks relate to missing a rent or mortgage payment among different household 
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types?”, logistic regression analysis was used. The third research question, “Do adequate liquid 

assets, financial inclusion, and income shocks relate to missing a rent payment among different 

household types?” was also analyzed using logistic regression. For this question, the sample was 

restricted to those who indicated they rented their home prior to analyses. While it would have 

been ideal to use population weights for each logistic regression model, they were not extracted. 

Implications of this are discussed in the limitations section. Of additional note, the covariate 

“monthly income” was dropped from models testing income shocks due to multicollinearity.  

 Logistic regression was chosen as the most appropriate statistical method given the 

research questions and data. Specifically, the dichotomous dependent variable and use of 

multiple independent variables required a multivariate approach. Both a linear probability model 

and logistic regression were suitable for these types of variables. However, logistic regression 

was chosen because the use of a binary dependent variable violates the assumption of a normally 

distributed error term in linear probability models. With the transformation of the dependent 

variable from a probability to the natural log of a probability, i.e. a logit, it was then possible 

assess the impact of a similarly transformed independent variable on the outcome (Knoke & 

Bohrnstedt, 1994).  

Four estimations of fit apply to logistic regression analyses: log likelihood ratios, the 

Hosmer-Lemeshow goodness of fit test, classification tables, and the pseudo R2 (Knoke & 

Bohrnstedt, 1994; Hosmer, Lemeshow, & Sturdivant, 2013). The log likelihood ratio evaluates 

the null hypothesis using nested logistic regression equations given specific parameter estimates 

and standardized residuals.  With a statistically significant log likelihood ratio, it can be 

concluded that the proposed model including additional coefficients is a better fit than the 

comparison nested model that includes no controls. Log likelihood estimations that are closer to 
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1 indicate better model fit (UCLA Statistical Consulting Group, 2016; Knoke & Bohrnstedt, 

1994). 

Classification tables are used to determine the actual classification of cases into observed 

and expected group memberships based on the dependent variable. Thus, a perfect classification 

table in which 40% of the sample were in the positive attribute of the dependent variable group, 

and 60% of the sample were in the negative attribute of the dependent variable group would 

result in a sensitivity percentage of 40% and a specificity percentage of 100%. An ideal 

sensitivity percentage for these data would accurately reflect the distribution of individuals 

missing a rent payment with a specificity percentage of 100%. A cut point of 0.5, which is 

commonly used for classification tables was used for the following analyses (Hosmer et al., , 

2013) 

In addition to classification tables, the Hosmer-Lemeshow goodness of fit statistic 

provides guidance with regards to rejection or acceptance of the null hypothesis that a proposed 

model is a good fit. The test groups observations into deciles with the first decile representing the 

lowest probability and the tenth decile representing the highest. One complication of this test is 

the number of groups chosen; smaller sample sizes tend toward results that indicate proper model 

fit and larger, over-powered samples tend toward results that indicate poor model fit. However, 

for samples between 1,000 and 25,000, use of 10 groups was recommended. Thus, groupings of 

10 were used for the Hosmer-Lemehow goodness of fit test in the following models. Models in 

which the probability is greater than X2 at p = .05 indicate proper model fit (Hosmer et al., 2013). 

The pseudo R2 is an approximation of the amount of variance in the dependent variable 

accounted for by the independent variables in logistic regression (Knoke & Bohrnstedt, 1994). 

Each of these tests were conducted for each logistic regression model. 
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Results of logistic regression are commonly interpreted as odds ratios. Odds are a 

frequency distribution, or the portion of the sample missing a rent payment compared to the 

portion of the sample who did not miss a rent payment. Conditional odds, a component of the 

odds ratio, refers to the probability of being in one category of a variable compared to all other 

categories of that variable based upon a second variable. Conditional odds, then, are the 

probability of missing a rent payment when the respondent is also a single female head of 

household. To compare the conditional odds of two events, an odds ratio can be produced by 

cross tabulation. The odds ratio then refers to the covariation of two variables whereby odds 

ratios above 1.00, a perfect covariation, indicate a positive association and those below 1.00 

indicate a negative association (Hays, 1973; Knoke & Bohrnstedt, 1994). Though the literature 

on effect sizes for logistic regression is emergent, some have suggested that odds ratios equal to 

1.68 or lower can be considered a small effect, 1.69 to 3.47 is considered a medium effect size, 

and odds ratios ranging from 3.48 to 6.71 are large effects (Chen, Cohen, & Chen, 2010).  

6.2.5 Sample. This final sample resulted in 9,620 independent cases used to answer the 

first two research questions. A filtered subsample, including only those who rented their home 

was drawn resulting in 2,092 cases. This sample was used to answer the third research question. 

Table 2 presents the descriptive statistics of the full sample.   
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Table 2  

Descriptive statistics and frequencies of measures (N=9,620) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Survey of Income and Program Participation: 2008; Wave 4 Core and Topical Module, Wave 6 Core and 
Topical Module 
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Seventy-seven percent of the sample were two-parent families, 5% were households with 

children headed by a single father, and 18% were households with children headed by a single 

mother. Most heads of households identified as White (82%), followed by Black (11%), Asian 

(4%), and Pacific Islander, Native Hawaiian or Other (3%). Approximately 9% of the sample 

identified as Hispanic or Latino(a). Over one-third of the sample had completed a college degree 

or higher and 10% had completed less than a high school education. The average age of the 

sample was 50.73 (SD=14.99) years and the average number of children per household was 1 

(SD= 1.17). Many families in the sample were homeowners (78%) instead of renters (22%), and 

few (7%) received any means-tested cash benefits. Eight percent of the sample reported having a 

mental or physical disability.  

Though only 63% of the sample reported working for pay in the past 30 days, the average 

monthly income was $6,174 (SD=$5,664). Median monthly income was $4,802. Households in 

the sample had an average of $3,524 (SD=$14,979) in liquid assets. However, median liquid 

assets were $0 for the sample and 94% of households did not have adequate liquid assets. Nearly 

half of the sample (43%) had an interest-earning checking account, and over half had a savings 

account (58%). One-fifth of the sample had experienced a 25% or greater decline in income in 

the prior nine months. Finally, eight percent of the sample reported having missed a rent or 

mortgage payment in the prior twelve months.  

7.0 Findings 

Findings are presented in the order of the research questions. First, descriptive statistics 

of the full sample and subsample of renters, organized by household type, are presented for each 



62 

of the variables of interest. Next, findings from logistic regression analyses are presented for the 

full sample, followed by findings of the logistic regressions for the renters only subsample. 

7.1 Descriptive statistics by household type 

7.1.1 Full sample. The first research question asked, “What is the extent of inadequate 

liquid assets, financial inclusion, income shocks, and housing instability among the following 

household types: two-parent families, households headed by a single father, and households 

headed by a single mother”?  As shown in Table 3, the sample included 7,471 two-parent family 

households, 454 households headed by a single father, and 1,695 households headed by a single 

mother. Unemployment across the sample was high, as 37% of heads of two-parent families, 

29% of single fathers, and 40% of single mothers reported that they had not worked for pay in 

the last month. Average monthly income for two-parent families was $6,910 (SD = $5,935) 

compared to $4,817 (SD=$4,789) for single fathers and $3,296 (SD=$3,145) for single mothers. 

Both male heads of household (23%) and female heads of household (20%) experienced income 

shocks at higher rates than two-parent families (17%).  Mean liquid assets for two-parent 

families was $3,927 (SD=$14.2K), $5,998 (SD=$20.5K) for single fathers, and $3,860 

(SD=$16.3K) for single mothers. Median liquid assets for two-parent families and single 

mothers were zero, whereas single fathers’ median liquid assets were $2.00. Inadequate liquid 

assets in the sample were common, as 95% of heads of two-parent families, 90% of single 

fathers, and 91% of single mothers did not have liquid assets equal to three months of reported 

monthly income. Nearly half of all two-parent families indicated having an interest earning 

checking account, compared to 25% of single fathers and 27% of single mothers. Savings 

accounts were less commonly owned than checking accounts for all household types. Many more 

single parent households were renters than two-parent families. Here, 48% of single mothers 
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were renters, 38% of single fathers were renters, and only 15% of two-parent families were 

renters. Additionally, single mothers more frequently reported missing a rent payment in the 

prior 12 months (14%) than single fathers (12%) or two-parent families (6%).  

Table 3  

Descriptive statistics and frequencies of measures by household type: full sample (N=9,620) 

Source: Survey of Income and Program Participation: 2008; Wave 4 Core and Topical Module, Wave 6 Core and 
Topical Module 
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7.1.2 Renter subsample. The subsample of renters included 1,106 two-parent families, 

173 households headed by a single father, and 813 households headed by a single mother, as 

shown in Table 4. Many households reported unemployment in the prior month, including 39% 

of two-parent families, 25% of single fathers, and 44% of single mothers. Average monthly 

income for two-parent households was $4,527 (SD=$4,119) compared to $4,067 (SD= $4,275) 

for single fathers and $2,290 (SD=$2,035) for single mothers. Two-parent households had 

average liquid assets at $1,106 (SD=$9,142). Single fathers’ average liquid assets were $2,300 

(SD=$11,653) and single mothers reported an average of $660 (SD=$5,695). Across the entire 

subsample, the median amount of liquid assets was zero. Heads of two-parent families reported 

the highest rates of inadequate liquid assets at 96% compared to 95% of single fathers and 93% 

of single mothers. Few respondents had an interest earning checking account including 26% of 

two-parent families, 14% of single fathers, and 17% of single mothers. Households reporting 

having a savings account included 45% of two-parent families, 34% of single fathers, and 28% 

of single mothers. Nearly 20% of single mothers had missed a rent payment in the past 12 

months, compared to 16% of single fathers and 11% of heads of two-parent families.   
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Table 4  

Descriptive statistics and frequencies of measures by household type: renter sample (N=2,092) 

Source: Survey of Income and Program Participation: 2008; Wave 4 Core and Topical Module, Wave 6 Core and 
Topical Modules 

7.2 Logistic Regression Models 

7.2.1 Missed housing payments in full sample. The second research question asked, 

“Do financial inclusion, inadequate liquid assets, and income shocks relate to missing a rent or 

mortgage payment among different household types?” Four logistic regression models tested the 

relationships of checking account ownership (Model 1), savings account ownership (Model 2), 

inadequate liquid assets (Model 3), and income shocks (Model 4) to a missed housing payment. 
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As shown in Tables 5.1 and 5.2, results support all hypotheses of the second research question. 

Having a savings or interest-earning checking account was associated with not missing a rent or 

mortgage payment, compared to those without an interest earning checking or savings account. 

Consistent with the hypotheses, inadequate liquid assets and income shocks were associated with 

increased risk of missing a housing payment. Additionally, single mothers faced consistent, 

elevated risk of missing a housing payment compared to two-parent families across the four 

models.  Model 1 did not suggest significant explanation of the dependent variable by the 

covariates included (β = -1.87, SE = .370, p = .614, Nagelkerke Pseudo R2 = .0946). However, in 

this model, having a checking account was associated with a 41% decreased odds of missing a 

housing payment (OR = .691, p < .001). In Model 2 also did not indicate significant explanatory 

power (β = -.131, SE = .370, p = .724, Nagelkerke Pseudo R2 = .0934), though the odds of 

missing a housing payment were reduced by 24% in households with a savings account (OR = 

.759, .p < .01).  Model 3 approached statistical significance (β = -.0822, SE = .463, p = .076, 

Nagelkerke Pseudo R2 = .0932), and results indicated that inadequate liquid assets were 

associated with a 128% increased odds of missing a housing payment (OR = 2.281, p < .05). 

Model 4 was statistically significant (β = -1.568, SE = .306, p = .000, Nagelkerke Pseudo R2 = 

.0946) and showed that having sustained an income shock was associated with a 63% increase in 

odds of missing a housing payment, compared to those who had stable incomes or incomes that 

dropped less than 25% within the observation period (OR=1.630, p < .001).  

Additionally, results indicated that single mothers were 27% to 31% more likely to miss a 

housing payment compared to two-parent families (Model 1: OR = 1.288, p < .05; Model 2: OR 

= 1.274, p < .05; Model 3: OR = 1.305, p < .01; Model 4: OR = 1.284, p < .05). Single fathers 

were 42% to 50% more likely to miss a housing payment compared to two-parent families 
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(Model 1: OR = 1.420, p < .05; Model 2: OR = 1.429, p < .05; Model 4: OR = 1.497, p < .05; 

Model 3: OR = 1.426, p < .05). Homeowners, compared to renters were 24% to 26% less likely 

to miss a housing payment than homeowners (Model 1: OR = .762, p < .01; Model 2: OR = .758, 

p < .01; Model 4: OR = .743, p < .01; Model 3: OR = .760, p < .01). The following results 

summarize other covariates associated with increased and decreased odds of missing a housing 

payment within the sample.  

Higher educational attainment, specifically a college degree or a graduate or professional 

degree, was associated with reduced risk of missing a housing payment across each of the four 

models. Older age was associated with reduced risk of missing a housing payment in all models. 

Families with more children and those with a reported mental or physical disability experienced 

greater risk of missing a housing payment in each of the models. Greater monthly income was 

associated with reduced risk of missing a housing payment in each of the models.  
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Table 5.1 

Logistic regression results: Missed housing payment in full sample (N = 9,620) 
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Table 5.2 

Logistic regression results: Missed housing payment in full sample (N = 9,620)
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7.2.2 Missed housing payments in renter subsample. The third research question, “Do 

financial inclusion, inadequate liquid assets, and income shocks relate to missing a rent payment 

among different household types?” was tested using the renter subsample. Four logistic 

regression models analyzed how having a checking account (Model 1), savings account (Model 

2), being financially fragile (Model 3), and experiencing an income shock (Model 4) related to 

missing a rent payment.  As shown in Table 6.1, Models 1 and 2, H1 was not supported, as 

having a checking account or savings account were not associated with reduced risk of missing a 

rent payment. Models 1 and 2 also did not reach significance with regard to the fit of the 

independent variables explaining the variance of the dependent variable (Model 1: β = -.993, SE 

= .616, p = .107, Nagelkerke Pseudo R2 = .0459; Model 2: β = -.955, SE = .609, p = .117, 

Nagelkerke Pseudo R2 = .0453).  H2 was also not supported, as inadequate liquid assets were not 

related to missing a rent payment, though the explanatory power of the independent variables 

approached significance in this model (β = -1.360, SE = .819, p = .097, Nagelkerke Pseudo R2 = 

.0459).  Additionally, H3 was supported; single mothers were consistently at risk of missing a 

housing payment compared to two-parent families. Specifically, single mothers who rented were 

43% to 55% more likely to miss housing payment than two-parent families (Model 1: OR = 

1.431, p < .05; Model 2: OR = 1.442, p < .05; Model 3: OR = 1.422, p < .05; Model 4: OR = 

1.550, p < .05). H4  was also supported as income shocks were significantly associated with 

missing a rent payment in a significant model (β = -2.352, SE = .366, p = .000, Nagelkerke 

Pseudo R2 = .0452). Here, income shocks were associated with a 53% increase in odds of 

missing a rent payment (Model 4: OR = 1.525, p < .01). The following results summarize other 

covariates associated with increased and decreased odds of missing a housing payment within 

the sample. Fewer covariates emerged as significant predictors of missing a housing payment in 
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the models using the renter subsample than the full sample. However, higher educational 

attainment, specifically a graduate or professional degree, remained a consistent predictor of 

reduced risk for missing a rent payment across each of the four models. Higher monthly income 

was also associated with reduced risk of missing a rent payment in Models 1, 2, and 3. Having 

more children was significantly associated with missing a rent payment in each of the models. 
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Table 6.1  

Logistic regression results: Missed housing payment in renter sample (N = 2,092) 
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Table 6.2  

Logistic regression results: Missed housing payment in renter sample (N = 2,092) 
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7.3 Goodness of fit statistics  

In Tables 5.1 and 5.2, the log likelihood for Model 1 was statistically significant (-2 Log 

Likelihood = -2162.30, χ2 (19) = 455.32, p = .000). The Nagelkerke R2 was .0946. In this model, 

91.5% of cases were correctly classified, though the Hosmer-Lemeshow test statistic indicated 

poor model fit (χ2 (8) = 24.49, p = .001).  Model 2’s log likelihood ratio testing was statistically 

significant (-2 Log Likelihood =-2166.32, χ2 (19) = 447.27, p = .000), and the Nagelkerke R2 

was .0935. The correct classification percentage of this model was also 91.9% and the Hosmer-

Lemeshow test indicated poor fit (χ2 (8) = 36.58, p = .000)   Model 3 was statistically significant 

(-2 Log Likelihood = -2167.14, χ2 (19) = 445.64, p = .000), and the Nagelkerke R2 was .0932. 

The correct classification percentage of Model 3 was 91.9% and the Hosmer-Lemeshow test 

indicated poor model fit (χ2 (8) = 40.76, p = .000). The log likelihood ratio of  Model 4 was also 

statistically significant (-2 Log Likelihood = -2232.37, χ2 (19) = 450.22, p = .000), and the 

Nagelkerke R2 was .0916. Here, 91.7% of cases were correctly classified and the Hosmer-

Lemeshow statistic was significant (χ2 (8) = 21.45, p = .006).  

In Tables 6.1 and 6.2, the log likelihood ratio of Model 1 was statistically significant (-2 

Log Likelihood =-777.426, χ2 (18) =74.75, p = .000), and the Nagelkerke R2 was .0459. The 

correct classification percentage was 85% and the Hosmer-Lemeshow test approached 

significance, indicating appropriate model fit (χ2 (8) = 13.98, p = .082).  The log likelihood ratio 

for Model 2 was statistically significant (-2 Log Likelihood =777.902, Χ2 (18) = 73.79, p = 

.000), and the Nagelkerke R2 was .0453. The correct classification percentage was 85% and the 

Hosmer-Lemeshow test was not significant, suggesting that the independent variables explained 

some variance of the dependent variable (χ2 (8) = 8.69, p = .369). The log likelihood test for 

Model 3 was statistically significant (-2 Log Likelihood =-777.93, Χ2 (18) = 73.73, p = .000) 
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with a Nagelkerke R2 of .0452. Again, 85% of cases were correctly classified and the Hosmer-

Lemeshow test was not significant (χ2 (8) = 11.64, p = .168). The log likelihood test for Model 4 

was also statistically significant (-2 Log Likelihood =-810.910, χ2 (18) = 73.97, p = .000) and the 

Nagelkerke R2 was .0436. Here, 84.8% of cases were correctly classified and the Hosmer-

Lemeshow test statistic was not significant (χ2 (8) = 10.25, p = .246).  

8.0 Discussion 

The purpose of this research was to determine how inadequate liquid assets, financial 

inclusion, and income shocks may relate to missing rent or mortgage payment in different 

household types. Households that have set aside liquid assets equivalent to three months of 

income may be better prepared for unforeseen drop in income or unexpected emergency 

expenditure. These families may also be less likely to jeopardize their housing stability by 

missing a monthly housing payment whenever their financial conditions change. However, many 

households are unable to set aside an adequate amount liquid assets, perhaps due to income 

shortfalls that are exacerbated by severe housing cost burdens. Some households are at greater 

risk for missing a housing payment than others, particularly, single mothers who are 

disproportionately impacted by the confluence low-income, income shocks, limited liquid assets, 

and financial exclusion.   

A portion of the relationship between housing and financial instability may be related to 

the micro and macroeconomic impacts of the Great Recession. The observation period for this 

study spanned from August 2009 to July 2010, or within the recovery period following the 

recession (Elsby et al., 2011). During the recession, homeowners tended to lose a greater overall 

percentage of net worth than renters (Grinstein-Weiss, Key, & Carrillo, 2015). Though, any loss 
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of overall net worth is important to consider, especially among renters, who were more likely to 

have fewer financial resources even before the financial crisis. In addition to the loss of overall 

net worth, many individuals were unemployed and by 2011, well into what has been considered 

the recovery period, some still had not regained employment (Elsby et al., 2011). Thus, it may be 

the case that the some portion of housing instability observed in the sample was due to these 

exogenous factors that impacted households’ earning power, liquid assets on hand, and ability to 

handle housing payments.   

In the following section, the relationships between housing and financial instability are 

discussed, with specific focus on single mothers. This is followed by a discussion of limitations 

present in the data, methods, and measurement within the study. This section concludes with 

implications for social work research, policy, and practice.  

8.1 The feminization of poverty and housing instability 

Single mothers and single fathers missed housing payments twice as frequently as those 

in two-parent households. Among the sample restricted to renters only, again, single mothers and 

fathers reported higher rates of missed rent payments than two-parent families. Specifically, 19% 

of single mothers reported a missed rent payment compared to only 11% of two-parent families. 

While single fathers missed housing payments at similar rates to single mothers, their prevalence 

in this sample and in the overall general population was small—around 8% of all U.S. 

households with children, whereas single mothers made up approximately 25% of all U.S. 

households with children (Livingston, 2013).  From the lens of the feminization of poverty, the 

increased likelihood of single mothers’ missed housing payments may be explained by 

oppression in social and economic life that places women, particularly those who are not married 

or partnered and who have children, at a nontrivial economic disadvantage (Pearce, 1978; 
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McLanahan & Kelly, 2006). This economic disadvantage may manifest in income insufficiency, 

income shocks, and financial exclusion.  

8.1.1 Income insufficiency and housing instability. Consistent with other sources, 

single mothers in the sample differed in a number of important ways than two-parent families 

and families headed by a single father. Single mothers were raising nearly the same number of 

children in their households compared to single fathers and two-parent families, but were doing 

so with considerably fewer financial resources. Single mothers reported monthly incomes that 

were half that of two-parent families and two-thirds that of single fathers. This income inequality 

consistently resulted in single mother households’ disproportionate representation among 

families in poverty, whereby 36% of households headed by single women fell below the federal 

poverty level, though they made up only 25% of American families (Vespa, Lewis, & Kreider, 

2013; Livingston, 2013). Further, 18% of single mothers in the sample received means tested 

cash benefits such as TANF, compared to only 12% of single father households, and 4% of two-

parent family households. This preponderance of single mother’s receipt of increasingly scarce 

cash benefits suggests particularly extreme income insufficiency, which may impact their ability 

to make housing payments on time. 

A single mother’s insufficient income can result in facing a high rent burden, particularly 

in housing markets hard hit by the affordable housing crisis and those without sufficient housing 

subsidies to meet growing demand. Without a housing voucher to reduce housing costs, single 

mothers, more than other family types, tended to struggle with high rent burdens and the ability 

to cover monthly housing expenses (Berger, Heintze, Naidich, & Meyers, 2008; Steffen et al., 

2015; Brisson & Covert, 2015). Thus, for some single mothers, missing a rent payment may be 

associated with continued economic strain wherein there simply was not enough income to cover 
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ongoing households expenses. For other families headed by a single mother, and income shock 

may further complicate an already unstable financial situation.   

8.1.2. Income shocks and housing instability. Single mothers were more likely to lose 

25% or more of their income over the 9 month observation period than other household types. 

Income insufficiency and volatility among single mothers has been observed previously (Fry, 

2013; Bollinger & Ziliak, 2007), and was likely due to high concentrations of single mothers in 

low wage service sector occupations that provide little flexibility or benefits that may help a 

single mother successfully negotiate work and family life (Povich, Roberts, & Mather, 2014). 

Thus, the frequency of income shocks observed in the sample may be related to single mothers 

losing hours at work or losing employment altogether because of the competing and unrelenting 

demands of the workplace and family life. These structural barriers that prevent single mothers 

from earning enough consistent income to support her family and may be related to the ability 

for single mothers to achieve housing stability.  

Consistent with other research, income shocks were related to increased likelihood of 

missing a housing payment. These shocks, which may be related to a job loss, reduction in work 

hours, relationship change, or fluctuations in self-employment income, were strongly associated 

with reported missed housing payments and impacted approximately 20% of the lowest-income 

earners with children. Only about half of these households were able to make a full recovery of 

income in the following year (McKernan et al., 2009; Acs et al., 2009). Thus, single mothers, 

already negotiating raising a family with inadequate income, appeared to be at substantial risk 

for missing a housing payment due to income shocks. However, these households may have been 

able to withstand a change in their financial circumstances and avoid missing a housing payment 

if they had adequate liquid assets on hand.  
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8.1.3. Inadequate liquid assets and housing instability. Single mothers in the sample 

frequently had no liquid assets on hand. This is parallel to previous research, which has 

suggested that single mothers, compared to single fathers, typically had much lower overall 

wealth (Chang, 2010). Single mothers have reported low liquid assets, limited emergency 

savings, and little confidence in their ability to come up with $2,000 in 30 days (FINRA 

Foundation, 2013; Lusardi, Schneider, and Tufano, 2011). In the rare cases where single mothers 

did have adequate liquid assets, they often spent them down to cover immediate or unexpected 

needs and the family returned to liquid asset poverty (Leonard & Di, 2014). Consequently, many 

single mothers simply do not have liquid assets that are associated with timely housing 

payments.  

This was consistent with the literature, which has demonstrated that adequate liquid 

assets, equal to two months of expenses, were related to less reported material hardship 

(McKernan et al., 2009). Additionally, greater amounts of liquid assets were associated with 

reduced likelihood of later multiple hardships such as being unable to make a house and utility 

payment on time (Mills & Amick, 2010). Recent research has suggested that sufficient asset 

liquidity is approximately one month of income for lower-resourced families (Pew Charitable 

Trust, 2015b). In this study, assets were determined as adequate at equal to three months of 

income, which may have been too high a level of liquid assets for many households, particularly 

single mothers, to attain. It may be the case that setting the level of liquid asset adequacy based 

on one month of household income would have resulted in greater variance in the sample and 

thus, stronger findings related to this variable of interest. Nonetheless, the existing literature and 

findings of this research have indicated that some level of liquid asset holdings were related to 

the ability to make housing payments on time.  



80 

8.1.4. Financial exclusion and housing instability. Single mothers consistently 

negotiate fragile financial conditions which requires stringent budgeting and creative money 

management techniques in order to meet the needs of their families (Edin & Lein, 1997; Edin & 

Shaefer, 2015). The findings suggested that single mothers infrequently keep their scarce 

resources in mainstream financial institutions. This may be due to insufficient income, distrust of 

financial institutions, or preference for alternative financial products. Single mothers are the most 

frequently unbanked and underbanked compared to other household types and the most 

commonly reported reason being underbanked was insufficient income (FDIC, 2012). Instead of 

engaging with banks or credit unions, single mothers may have found that alternative financial 

services, including prepaid debit or credit cards, check cashing services, and payday lenders 

more adequately met their financial needs (FDIC, 2012). While using these services may be 

preferred due to initially lower cost and convenience, some services may later be so costly that 

they further limit a their ability to gain secure financial footing (Servon, 2013; Pew Charitable 

Trust, 2012, 2013). The findings of this research have suggested that having a bank account, 

particularly among homeowners was significantly related to making on-time housing payments. 

Other research has also indicated significant relationships among banked status and housing 

security (Taylor et al., 2009).  

8.2 Type of residence and housing instability 

Those who rented their homes were more likely to miss a housing payment than 

homeowners, due to a host of factors including financial exclusion, inadequate liquid assets, and 

income shocks. Missing a housing payment may be more consequential for renters compared to 

homeowners, as eviction from a rental unit occurs more quickly than foreclosure on a home 

(Uniform Residential Landlord and Tenant Act, 1974; Federal Housing Finance Agency, 2011). 
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In the sample of renters, results suggested demographic characteristics associated with increased 

economic vulnerability including single motherhood, lower educational attainment, younger age, 

having more children, and presence of a mental or physical disability, were also related to 

missing a housing payment. Interestingly, measures of income sufficiency including 

employment, monthly income, and receipt of cash benefits were not significant indicators of 

missing a housing payment in the renters sample; yet, having experienced an income shock was a 

significant indicator. 

Though not tested through a moderating model in the study, the greater risk of missing a 

housing payment experienced by renters may be partially explained by their relative financial 

inexperience compared to homeowners. In order to purchase and maintain ownership of their 

homes, homeowners likely had to save for an initial down payment and navigate the 

financialized process of home buying. This would endow homeowners with greater exposure to a 

range of financial products. This means that homeowners, compared to renters, may have had 

more experience exercising financial foresight and accumulation of resources to build assets that 

could help them make on time housing payments. 

Additionally, homeowners tended to have higher levels of educational attainment than 

did renters. Higher educational attainment has also been associated with greater financial 

literacy, which may equip those with a college degree or higher with the knowledge to make on-

time payments (Lusardi, Mitchell, & Curto, 2010); for example, individuals who have completed 

their college degrees or graduate and professional degrees may be more likely to avoid student 

loan default and not carry credit card debt (Gross, Cekic, Hossler, & Hillman, 2009; Chien & 

Devaney, 2001). It may be the case, then, that individuals with a college degree or higher 

demonstrate these same behaviors with regards to making on-time housing payments. 
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8.3 Limitations 

Though the findings of this research inform a substantial gap in the knowledgebase 

regarding financial instability and its relationships to housing instability, they should be 

interpreted in light of several limitations. These limitations include issues with data, 

measurement, and methods. 

8.3.1 Data limitations.  The SIPP has been used extensively to study the financial lives 

of vulnerable U.S. households, thus the reason for using stratification to over-sample lower-

income households within the primary sampling units. Because many of the variables of interest 

and the dependent variable were correlated with income, both empirically and theoretically, it is 

likely that the frequencies of these variables were higher in the sample than the population (U.S. 

Census Bureau, 2008). Compared to the total population, the sample for this study had 

considerably more two-parent households at 77%, about 10 percentage points higher than the 

total population. Single fathers made up 5% of the sample, and comprised 10% of the total 

population of households with children under 18, and single mothers comprised 18% of the 

sample, while they represented 27% of the total population (Vespa et al., 2013).  As mentioned 

previously, population weights could have accounted for this difference in the sample and the 

overall population; however, they were not correctly included in the initial data extraction. It 

should be noted, however, that many studies do not use weights or have found little to no 

difference in multivariate outcomes comparing weighted to unweighted SIPP data (Moore, 2001; 

Card, Hildreth, & Shore-Sheppard, 2004; Shaefer & Gutierrez, 2013; Friedline, Johnson, & 

Hughes, 2014). Nonetheless, future testing of the research questions of this study should account 

for weighted and unweighted samples to discern if differences exist.  
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In this research, selection bias, which occurred as respondents were filtered into the 

subsample for analyses, likely compromised the effects of complex random sampling used by the 

SIPP (U.S. Census Bureau, 2008). Selection bias in the form of attrition bias impacted the 

interpretation of the findings. The dependent variable used in this research was only collected 

during Wave 6 of observation period. Similarly, asset variables were only collected during Wave 

4 of the observation period. The sample was limited to only those individuals who responded to 

both Waves 4 and 6 of the 2008 SIPP.  Thus, attrition bias occurred when any person who 

responded to Wave 4, but not Wave 6 was dropped from the sample. This selection bias implies 

that the results of these analyses may have been different for those respondents who did not 

complete Wave 4 and Wave 6 of the SIPP, or who completed only one wave and were dropped 

from the sample.  

In addition, the SIPP did not collect data on interpersonal or domestic violence in any of 

the Core or Topical Modules of the 2008 panel. In other research, interpersonal or domestic 

violence was a consistent predictor of housing instability, particularly among households headed 

by a single mother (Fertig & Reingold, 2008; Wood et al., 1990; Baker et al., 2003). Other 

omitted covariates, which may have been associated with housing instability, included rent 

burden in dollars and receipt of a housing subsidy (Steffen, et al., 2015; Fertig & Reingold, 

2008). The inability to control for these variables led to almost certain omitted variable bias, 

which will be discussed later in this section.  

8.3.2 Measurement limitations. There were several concerns with the construction of 

variables that limit interpretation of the results. First, financial inclusion was measured as having 

an interest-earning checking account or savings account. In the literature, financial inclusion can 

measured in different ways. Financial inclusion may refer to use of basic financial products, like 
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a checking or savings account (Friedline, 2012), or use of additional financial products in 

addition to transaction or savings accounts (Demirguc-Kunt & Klapper, 2012). Because use of an 

interest-earning checking account was used as the checking account variable, instead of just a 

checking account that may or may not earn interest, the number of respondents that could have 

been considered financially included was likely lower than what was captured in this variable. 

For example, a respondent with an interest-earning checking account, not knowing that they had 

an interest earning checking account, may have responded “no” to this question, effectively 

giving a false negative response. Not knowing whether one’s checking account earns interest or 

does not would be unsurprising given the relatively limited financial knowledge of many 

Americans (FINRA Foundation, 2013). Conversely, this variable may have been capturing other 

indicators of financial behavior, as those who reported having an interest earning checking 

account were perhaps more attuned to the details of their financial products and also more aware 

of their overall financial situation.  

 Second, the construction of the liquid assets variable was based on the existing research 

of academics, policy analysts and advocates, and professional financial advice (CFED, 2015; 

Lusardi, Schneider & Tufano, 2011; Brobeck, 2008; Chase, Gjertson, & Collins, 2011; Koning 

Beals, 2012; Ramsey, 2015). Households were considered to have adequate liquid assets if they 

had liquid assets equal to three months of income. There was little variance in this variable, as 

nearly all respondents indicated that they did not have this amount of liquid assets. More recent 

literature indicated that the typical cost of a financial shock was around $2,000 (Pew Charitable 

Trust, 2015a). For lower-income families making below $25,000 each year, the average financial 

shock was equal to approximately one month of income. Setting the bar of adequate liquid assets 

equal to three months of income, based on the existing literature at the time, likely overstated the 
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number of lower-income individuals with inadequate liquid assets. In fact, it appears that 

adequate asset liquidity, at least to cover a financial shock, is largely dependent on income (Pew 

Charitable Trust, 2015b).  

Third, the amount of liquid assets was taken from a variable which asked the current 

monthly balance of interest earning checking accounts, savings accounts, money market deposit 

accounts, and certificates of deposit. Yet, 32% of the sample did not have an interest-earning 

checking account or savings account. It is possible that these respondents did have a checking 

account that did not earn interest; it is also possible that some of these respondents used cash 

instead of mainstream banking products. The amount of liquid assets kept in cash would not have 

been included in the calculation of the adequate liquid assets variable, which may have led to an 

understatement of amount of liquid assets. This is particularly concerning given the over-

representation of lower-income families in the sample, as lower-income household were more 

likely to be unbanked and presumably using cash for financial transactions (FDIC, 2012). 

8.3.3 Methodological limitations. Though the variables included in the preceding 

analyses were chosen with attention to previous empirical and theoretical findings on housing 

instability, some methodological issues limited the interpretations of these findings. Endogeneity 

bias, which occurred as both measurement error and omitted variable bias, were present in this 

study (Duncan, Magnuson, & Ludwig, 2004; Stone & Rose, 2011). In the previously discussed 

construction of the interest earning checking account variable, there was measurement error. 

Here, the way the question was question was phrased likely contributed to a flawed measure of 

this component of financial inclusion. The “noise” introduced into the logistic regression 

equation by this covariate likely caused attenuation bias, or a diminished or augmented 

coefficient for the interest earning checking account variable (Hausman, 2001). 
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Endogeneity bias occurred due to omitted variables. As discussed in the data limitations 

section, several variables were unavailable in the waves of the 2008 SIPP used for this research. 

It could have been the case that one omitted variable was also correlated with the dependent and 

multiple independent variables (Stone & Rose, 2011). Here again, this may have caused an 

understatement or overstatement of the magnitude of the coefficients (Hausman, 2001).  

Both the inability draw causal inferences and the inability to specify the direction of 

relationships between the covariates and outcome were implications of the aforementioned 

limitations. Causal inference may be determined from observational studies using approaches 

that adjust samples effected by selection bias and address endogeneity bias (Winship & Morgan, 

1999). Statistical techniques including propensity score matching and instrumental variable 

approaches, which may have addressed some of this endogeneity and selection bias, are in the 

forthcoming discussion.  

The direction of relationships between the variables could not have been determined due 

to the design of the 2008 SIPP. All variables related to financial inclusion, income shocks, and 

inadequate liquid assets were measured at Wave 4. Nine months later, when responding to Wave 

6, participants were asked if they had missed a rent or mortgage payment in the prior twelve 

months. As such, a missed rent payment could have occurred in the three months before 

collection of the financial instability variables. This complication of data collection impedes the 

ability to establish whether the independent variables of interest preceded or followed a missed 

housing payment.  

Another methodological limitation was due to the goodness of fit of several of the logistic 

regression models. Four indicators of goodness of fit were used for each model: log likelihood 
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ratio testing, classification tables, the Hosmer-Lemeshow goodness of fit test, and the 

Nagelkerke Pseudo R2. Across the models presented in Tables 5.1 and 5.2, the full sample, all 

likelihood ratio tests were statistically significant, which indicated that the proposed model 

including additional coefficients was a better fit than the comparison nested model that included 

no controls (Hays, 1973; Knoke & Bohrnstedt, 1994). Classification rates were approximately 

92% for each of the four models, which indicated high specificity of classification. However, the 

Hosmer-Lemeshow test was significant in each of the four models and the constant was not 

significant in Models 1 through 3. The Nagelkerke Pseudo R2 for each of the models was low, 

indicating approximately 9% of explained variance. 

In Tables 6.1 and 6.2, the renter sample, all models had significant log likelihood ratio 

tests and the classification rate was approximately 85%. Here, the Hosmer-Lemeshow goodness 

of fit tests approached significance or were not at all significant, which indicated good model fit. 

The Nagelkerke Pseudo R2 was lower for models in with the renters only sample, at 

approximately 4.5% of explained variance. These inconsistent goodness of fit indicators should 

cause some concern about the appropriateness of the model specification. However, Hosmer, 

Lemeshow, & Sturdivant (2013) advise that not one indicator of fit should considered above 

others. Taken together, it can be concluded that the models presented in Tables 6.1 and 6.2 were 

likely better specified than those in Table 5.1 and 5.2.  

8.4 Implications  

These results, considered in light of the previously detailed limitations, have important 

implications for future research on the relationships between financial inclusion, inadequate 

liquid assets, income shocks, and housing instability. Implications regarding theory, policy and 

social work practice are discussed in the following section.  
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8.4.1 Implications for research. This research may prompt future inquiry into the 

relationships between financial inclusion, inadequate liquid assets, income shocks, and housing 

instability. First, future research may use the 2008 SIPP for a longer observation period in order 

to study the fluctuations of income and liquid assets. In this dissertation, only two points of 

observation, Wave 4 and Wave 6 were included. However, the topical modules included in these 

waves were repeated in Wave 7 and Wave 9. It would be possible, then, to follow households 

within the sample from Wave 4 through Wave 9, thus gaining more insight into how income and 

assets fluctuate over a longer time period, or if there are patterns of missed rent payments over 

this longer observation period. Such an approach would also establish time ordering that would 

address previously mentioned issues of directionality.  

Second, future research may extend beyond testing the main effects of the variables of 

interest and covariates, as was done in this dissertation. This may be accomplished through the 

inclusion of interaction terms or through a mediation model. It is likely that interacting some 

covariates may have produced significant effects on the outcome variable. For example, given 

the considerable empirical and theoretical evidence of the feminization of poverty, it may be the 

case that household income interacted with household type would produce a significant 

interaction term in relation to a missed housing payment. Studying the interaction effects may 

more closely approximate an intersection of phenomena and produce a more parsimonious model 

with improved model fit. Additionally, some research has indicated that in the event of an 

unforeseen loss of income or expenditure shock, individuals will first turn to liquid asset held in 

their checking or savings account (Pew Charitable Trust, 2015b). Future use of a mediation 

model may explore if a portion of the effect of income shocks on a missed housing payment is 

due to liquid assets.  
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Next, the determination of “adequate” in the liquid assets variable was determined based 

on existing empirical definitions of adequate emergency or precautionary savings.  However, it 

may be that lower amounts of liquid assets are protective in the event of an income shock or 

unexpected expense, particularly among lower-income populations. Recent research has 

suggested that the most costly income shocks for individuals making less than $25,000 per year 

average $2,000, or approximately one month of income (Pew Charitable Trust, 2015a). Future 

research may use the 2008 SIPP to test this level of liquid assets within lower-income 

households to determine if this level of liquid asset are associated with later material hardship.  

Statistical techniques including instrumental variable approaches, as well as propensity 

score methods may help address some of the endogeneity bias that prevented causal inferences 

from being made in this research. Propensity score methods address selection bias by assessing 

the balance of covariates represented in the sample; if significant differences in the sample do 

occur, the sample can be balanced using a number of different approaches including: inverse 

probability and ATT weights, covariate adjustment, matching, and stratification.  In effect, this 

imitates the randomization of experimental approaches, thus reducing selection bias (Guo & 

Fraser, 2010; Austin, 2011).  

Future research may also attend to issues of endogeneity bias created through omitted 

variables and measurement error with an instrumental variable approach. The use of instrumental 

variables allows causal effects to be estimated by choosing an ‘instrument’ that is correlated with 

the independent variables, but not correlated with the error term (Angrist, Imbens, & Rubin, 

1996; Angrist & Krueger, 2001). To address omitted variable bias, future research may include 

number of banks in the neighborhood in a model estimating the impact of inadequate liquid 

assets on a missed housing payment. The number of banks in a neighborhood is likely correlated 
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with a number of covariates including income, employment, and liquid assets. However, it is 

likely not correlated with missed housing payments. If determined to be an appropriate and 

adequate instrumental variable, the portion of variability of liquid assets that is unrelated to the 

omitted variables can then be used to determine the strength of the relationship between it and 

the outcome variable (Angrist & Krueger, 2001),   

Finally, while the SIPP may be an ideal nationally representative dataset to explore the 

relationships between financial and housing instability, other datasets include or are beginning to 

include variables that measure the financial conditions of households. The Fragile Families and 

Child Wellbeing Study, Wave 15 will, for the first time, include measures of financial fragility, 

or households’ confidence in  coming up with $2,000 of liquid assets in 30 days; and, the Panel 

Survey of Income Dynamics (PSID) already includes a number of measures of assets, income, 

financial inclusion, and housing outcomes. Importantly, many of these datasets can be linked 

with geospatial data that may provide the ability to test the relationships between the 

characteristics of a location and housing outcomes. 

 8.4.2 Implications for theory.  The findings of this research lend empirical support to 

the theory of the feminization of poverty as well as to assets and financial capability theory. 

Findings indicated that single mothers were earning less than their male counterparts or two-

parent families, were raising more children, and were disproportionately represented among 

families who were receiving cash benefits or who missed a housing payment. As suggested over 

40 years ago, it is still the case that the choice or necessity of raising children as a single woman 

results in substantial material hardship that not only impacts earnings, but also liquid asset 

holdings and the ability to maintain stable housing (Pearce, 1978; McLanahan & Kelly, 2006).  
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Additionally, assets theory has largely focused on the promise of illiquid assets as a 

mechanism that, in tandem with income subsidies, may alleviate poverty (Sherraden, 1991). This 

research extends that theoretical perspective to reveal the promise of liquid assets as a 

mechanism that may help prevent missing a rent payment, a somewhat commonplace event 

experienced by very low-income families. Thus, the benefits that may be realized by having 

different types of assets are likely different based on income, which suggests that assets theory 

may need to be extended to account for this. For the very lowest income families, institutional 

supports for building liquid assets in the form of savings may be an important first step in 

gaining financial stability. With the ability to weather changes in income and unexpected 

expenses, the likelihood of being able to later build savings for investment in illiquid assets may 

increase. 

This research also contributes to the existing discussion regarding financial capability 

(M.S. Sherraden, 2013). Financial capability suggests that having access to affordable, fair 

mainstream financial products may play a key role in helping families build financial stability. 

Indeed, this research did suggest that having a bank account or savings account was related to 

reduced incidence of missing a housing payment. However, among renters, who are at most risk 

of losing housing should they miss a payment, banked status did not have a significant effect. 

While there is a growing body of support to indicate that financial capability is related to 

financial stability, operationalization of the theory is not standardized; this research tested only 

one building block of financial capability operationalized as having a mainstream checking or 

savings account. Future research may determine exactly which types of financial products or 

measures of financial education best capture financial capability.  



92 

8.4.3 Implications for policy. Social welfare policy that will make substantial changes in 

the lives of the most economically vulnerable families must characterize financial and housing 

instability as outcomes of the feminization of poverty (Pearce, 1978). Affordable housing 

continues to be out of reach for many American households, particularly those headed by single 

mothers (NLIHC, 2013; Steffen et al., 2015). Affordable fair market housing options continue to 

fail to keep pace with the needs of these families and wage stagnation limits the opportunity for 

many families to ascend the economic ladder or escape from severe housing cost burdens 

(Steffen et al., 2015; Fry, 2013). Thus, policymakers should be attuned and responsive to the 

affordable housing crisis, ensuring that existing funding and affordable housing units are 

preserved, and additional resources, ideally in the form of Section 8 or Housing Choice 

Vouchers, are provided to help lower-income families establish and maintain their homes in the 

neighborhoods of their choice (NLIHC, 2015).  

To expand affordable housing options to more lower-income families, some have 

proposed reform of the mortgage interest deduction, a federal tax deduction that benefits mostly 

moderate to higher income homeowners (Sard & Fischer, 2013). One proposed change includes 

establishing flat mortgage interest credit, instead of a deduction based on a household’s tax 

bracket. This approach would effectively benefit families of limited means more than more 

affluent homeowners. Compared to the existing mortgage interest deduction, a 15% non-

refundable credit for mortgages up to $500,000 would generate approximately $24 billion in 

additional funds from households making over $200,000 each year. This revenue could then be 

redistributed to lower-income homeowners, thus making homeownership more affordable 

(Fischer & Huang, 2013). 
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 Estimated to produce approximately $200 billion in tax revenue over 10 years, the 

Center of Budget and Policy Priorities has also proposed a renter’s credit that would be funded 

by this tax reform. The renter’s credit, funded by the reform of the mortgage interest deduction, 

would be capped at $5 billion each year and would be distributed to states to implement a credit 

or voucher program capping rent burden at 30% of income for lower resourced families (Sard & 

Fischer, 2013). This suggested policy change was endorsed by the National Low-income 

Housing Coalition for the 2015-2016 policy year.  

In addition to affordable housing and housing subsidy reform, some policy change may 

be aimed at helping to improve the balance sheets of lower-income households. Given the 

relationships between income insufficiency, frequency of income shocks or unexpected 

expenditures, and lack of liquid assets, one method for improving the ability to make housing 

payments on time maybe to fortify liquid assets. Recently, programs to promote personal, 

emergency savings have been targeted toward lower-income households; the success of such 

programs have spurred advocacy for the introduction of federal policy to promote emergency 

savings. Of particular note, West and Adams (in press) have suggested changing the federal IDA 

program to allow matched savings for emergencies, instead of only for future developmental 

purposes. McKernan and Ratcliffe (2009) have suggested a matched savings program for 

recipients of the EITC. In their proposal, low-income families that save a portion of their EITC 

refunds would have their savings matched 1:1 up to $200 per year. The families would then have 

ready access to savings in the case of a household emergency. 

Black and Schreur (2014) have suggested bringing tax-time savings to scale and 

providing an opportunity to save when filing taxes by using financial incentives and providing 

access to savings products and/or a savings account within the existing tax filing structure. 



94 

Through the Financial Security Credit Act, they suggest providing a 50% match on savings from 

the previous year by expanding the Saver’s Credit beyond retirement savings. This refundable 

tax product would provide the opportunity to open a savings account in the tax filing process, 

thus incentivizing emergency savings while bringing fringe banked households into the financial 

mainstream.  Estimated to cost $4 billion each year, the program would allow a full 50% 

matching credit for low to moderate income tax filers and a scaled down match for higher 

income tax filers (New America Foundation, 2013). 

Additional policy changes that may address the feminization of poverty include 

expanding access to affordable childcare, paid time off, and raising the minimum wage or 

implementing a basic income guarantee. Unaffordable or unreliable childcare substantially 

impacted single mothers’ ability to maintain employment. Mothers who received childcare 

subsides tended to have fewer disruptions from work for child-related issues (Forry & Hofferth, 

2011). Compared to single mothers who received AFDC, single mothers who received TANF 

benefits had less disposable income partially due to the rise in childcare expenses (Ahn, 2014). 

Thus, childcare is both necessary and unaffordable for many single mothers. Due to the limited 

reach of the federal Child Care and Development Block Grant, Hamm and Martin (2015) of the 

Center for American Progress have proposed a new tax credit that would provide low to 

moderate income families up to $14,000 per child each year scaled to income level to help cover 

childcare costs. Childcare costs would scaled to not exceed more than 12% of income. Such a 

policy could make childcare affordable and reliable for single mothers, thus providing improved 

opportunities to maintain employment.  

In addition to unaffordable and unreliable childcare, single mothers also tend to have 

work disruptions and resultant income volatility due to their concentration in lower-paid, fewer 
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benefit, service industry occupations (Povich et al., 2014). Without federally mandated paid time 

off for vacation or sick leave, lower-income workers lose income, and in some cases their jobs 

when they have to attend to a family emergency or personal illness.  The Healthy Families Act, 

would provide a federal mandate of seven days of paid sick leave per year for employees 

working for any company with over 15 employees. Those with fewer than 15 employees would 

be required to provide unpaid sick leave without consequence to the employee. While paid sick 

leave legislation has been passed in a handful of states, Congress has yet to pass the Healthy 

Families Act (National Partnership for Women & Families, 2016).  

Significant and persistent income disparities in the US have left many single mothers 

unable to earn enough income to support their families, even when they are able to secure 

childcare and work a forty-hour week. Because working full time at the federal minimum wage 

would still leave a single mother with one child well below the federal poverty guidelines, there 

has been a considerable effort directed toward raising the minimum wage. The Raise the Wage 

Act has been introduce to increase the federal minimum wage to $12.00 by 2020 (National 

Employment Law Project, 2016). However, several states and some cities have already 

implemented minimum wage increases (National Conference of State Legislatures, 2016). 

Policies, either state or federal, to raise the minimum wage hold some promise for helping lower-

income families and single mothers in particular, to become more financially stable.  

Another approach to addressing income inequality is a basic income guarantee. A basic 

income guarantee would provide a regular fixed income to each adult member of the population 

regardless of family size or an individual’s ability to participate in the formal workforce. The 

amount of the basic income would be sufficient to cover basic needs and could be supplemented 

by working in the formal workforce (Van Parijs, 2004).  Funds earned above the guaranteed 
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basic income would be subject to taxation, likely a negative income tax that would further 

benefit lower-income earners (Zelleke, 2005).  

8.4.4 Implications for practice.  This research has highlighted important ways for social 

workers to engage in the primary prevention of housing instability (i.e. stopping housing 

instability before it happens) across all levels of practice. Each of these implications for practice 

require that social workers return to the profession’s commitment to engage in primary 

prevention of social problems in order to maximize client wellbeing (McCave & Rischel, 2010; 

2013). In the case of housing instability, the target of primary prevention is financial instability.  

 In interpersonal practice, lower-income clients frequently engage with social work 

professionals capable of creating and delivering programming that could improve their 

household financial stability (Birkenmaier & Curley, 2009). While innovative anti-poverty 

programs have been implemented by some agencies, the norm for case workers still tends to be 

limited to helping clients to create a budget. Yet, lower-income households have consistently 

demonstrated stringent budgeting and money management strategies often due to necessity, not 

on the advice of a social worker (Edin & Lein, 1997; Edin & Shaefer, 2015). Thus, it is 

important to move beyond simply telling clients how to better manage their scant resources, as 

most clients in fragile financial situations have likely already worked and reworked their 

budgets. Social workers should, instead, adopt a financial capability approach to practice that 

puts the profession’s commitment to economic justice at the forefront. For example, social 

workers may to attend to clients’ personal financial matters by providing thoughtful and 

appropriate avenues to increase income, build assets, or negotiate lending and credit (Despard, 

Chowa, & Hart, 2012). Programs to help social workers integrate these principles of financial 

capability into social work practice have been introduced through continuing education and 
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through curricular changes in educational programs (Birkenmaier, Kennedy, Kunz, Sander, & 

Horwitz, 2013). 

At the mezzo level, the increased attention to vulnerable household financial conditions 

has already resulted in new services and programming, such as matched emergency savings 

products that may help improve financial stability (Adams & West, 2015). Many program 

models, particularly those that provide matching incentives for saving a portion of a tax return, 

are promising approaches to improving financial stability (Beverly, Schneider, & Tufano, 2006; 

Tucker et al., 2014; Azurdia, Freedman, Hamilton, & Schultz, 2013; Manturuk, Dorrance, & 

Riley, 2012). It will be the task of social work managers and program directors find resources for 

their own communities to implement local interventions, as well as target these interventions to 

their most economically vulnerable clients. Funding from foundations and federal grants are 

available to communities interested in testing and developing programs that may help 

economically disadvantaged clients increase income and build assets (Ford Foundation, 2016; 

ACF, 2016) 

Finally, social workers in macro practice should advocate for policy change in their own 

organizations, states, and at the federal level regarding the need for radical reform to current 

social welfare policy. In fact, the entry points for primary prevention of financial stability across 

all levels of practice may be entirely contingent upon the ability of the profession to return to its 

roots of anti-poverty activism in order to advance social policy. This may be a substantial 

challenge, as social work has distanced itself from anti-poverty work in favor of other, more 

lucrative social work practice since the 1970s (Specht & Courtney, 1995). This predilection, 

coupled with the rise of neoliberal thought, culture, and social welfare policy has permitted some 

social workers to frame clients as individual economic actors capable of self-sufficiency against 
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the odds of capitalism. This may be further evidence of the profession’s drift away from practice 

that firmly is grounded in an understanding of structural inequality (Lorenz, 2005).  

Taken together, social workers in micro, mezzo, and macro practice must return to the 

roots of the profession and again problematize the nature of capitalism and patriarchy. One way 

to do this would be to frame financial instability and housing instability as outcomes of the 

feminization of poverty that may be alleviated by targeting social welfare policy changes toward 

the most economically, politically, and socially disadvantaged members of the current economy, 

single mothers. As interpersonal social work regards single mothers as experts of their own 

experience and macro social work endorses radical changes to social welfare policy, there is a 

real possibility of a secure financial future for single mothers.   

8.5 Conclusion 

This research fills a substantial gap in the knowledge base regarding how indicators of 

financial instability relate to housing instability among different household types. In addition to 

being financially excluded, sustaining an income shock, and not having adequate liquid assets, 

this research has revealed that both single motherhood and renting instead of owning a primary 

residence are related to missing a housing payment. For renters, especially those who are low-

income, missing or being late on a housing payment can jeopardize their housing stability. 

Addressing the implications of this research will require social workers to usher in timely, 

feasible policy change that is informed by a feminist perspective and commitment to the primary 

prevention of financial instability.  
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