


PLACE, HISTORY, AND FOOD APARTHEID 111

Figure 1. Prevalence of Food Insecurity, Average 2019-2021

Source: US Department of Agriculture 2022.

‘choices’” are not individual “choices” but are
shaped by many multilevel factors, including
their individual resources and “the character-
istics of the neighborhood and city” in which
they live (143). Three decades since Making Ends
Meet, we argue that these place-based struc-
tural factors matter more than ever. We focus
on how the characteristics of Sunnyside—and
Houston—shape the foodscape and influence
how mothers navigate it. We draw on the con-
ceptual framework of food apartheid—which
centers structural racism and highlights the
historical, civil, and intentional political pro-
cesses that have produced food inequalities—
under racial capitalism to situate mothers’ in-
dividual experiences in a broader and longer
context and to reveal why and how their strate-
gies are stymied.

We leverage interview data in two ways.
First, interviewees’ narratives illustrate the
often-hidden food labor that poor mothers per-
form, revealing how food provision is con-
nected to compounding and multiplicative
poverty-related challenges over time. We show
how chronic disinvestment in Sunnyside, re-
flected in transportation and housing infra-
structure, has produced structural disadvan-
tages that constrain mothers’ attempts to feed
their families. We foreground the social forces
that have historically produced—and repro-
duced—the place-based conditions poor Black
families navigate (Bowen et al. 2021; Edin et al.
2023). Second, following Hanna Garth and
Ashanté M. Reese (2020), we argue that those
struggling against food insecurity are experts
on their own experiences; we aim to uplift their
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insights and critiques. By situating mothers’
narratives in relation to structural constraints,
we shed light on the roots of food insecurity.
Our theoretical approach differs from neolib-
eral framings of food inequalities that have nat-
uralized the problem through depoliticized
market logics. Instead of asking how families
can make better choices or be more efficient
with their resources, or considering how to at-
tract food retailers to underserved areas, we
name, locate, and historicize the structural
processes that drive food inequalities, treating
food insecurity as a result of food apartheid
rather than an unfortunate side effect.

BACKGROUND AND LITERATURE

Despite the US being a wealthy country, food
insecurity persists. Nationally, 13.5 percent of
households are food insecure, meaning that
they do not have enough money to afford ac-
cess to stable, adequate, and nutritious meals
(US Department of Agriculture 2024). Over
forty-one million Americans use SNAP to pur-
chase their groceries, which has been shown to
directly reduce food insecurity. Yet, despite this
critical food assistance, entrenched food access
struggles remain for millions of US families.
Much research has focused on establishing in-
dividual and household risk factors. These risk
factors for food insecurity provide evidence of
social stratification, with disparities by race
and ethnicity and income (Walker et al. 2021).
Differences in food access also cluster and vary
by place and region, with the result that the
American South experiences higher rates of
food insecurity (Rabbitt et al. 2023), reflecting
particular histories (Baker 2022), relations to
capital and resources, and demographic differ-
ences.

Scholars have long examined how individu-
als and families cope with food insecurity and
work to avoid it. In Making Ends Meet, Edin and
Lein (1997) described the range of strategies
single low-wage mothers employed to make
ends meet, including drawing on informal sup-
port networks, taking on extra work, and seek-
ing out aid from charitable and government
sources. After the passage of welfare reform,
other scholars built on Edin and Lein’s (1997)
work to show how mothers coped with these
policy changes (see also Newman 1999; Nelson
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2000; Polit et al. 2000). Today, it remains true
that this complex, time consuming, and per-
petual work exacts serious emotional and psy-
chological strain on mothers, who expend great
energy striving for standards that are increas-
ingly difficult to meet (Fielding-Singh 2021).

Although popular discourses frame diet as
a byproduct of individual choice, more recent
critical research increasingly emphasizes
deeply embedded structural constraints (Alkon
et al. 2020; Fielding-Singh and Oleschuk 2023).
This work demonstrates that enduring food in-
equalities cannot be resolved solely by individ-
ual strategies (Bowen et al. 2019). Yet, many in-
terventions rely on the assumption that if only
poor people were educated about food provi-
sion and nutrition, they would make better,
healthier choices and avoid food insecurity. In-
creasingly, scholars argue that the strategies
people use to make ends meet involve a multi-
generational cultural tool kit for navigating
economic difficulties (Hill et al. 2024). This
work asserts that food insecurity’s persistence
is not due to a lack of effort or education on the
part of poor people; rather, when the condi-
tions of poverty and social inequality are left
unaddressed, food insecurity remains no mat-
ter how hard individuals work.

Food Access and Availability

Other research centers on food access, specifi-
cally proximity to stores. This work has popu-
larized the concept of food deserts (Cummins
and Macintyre 2002; Beaulac et al. 2009), which
connects food insecurity to difficulty accessing
retail food outlets (Dutko et al. 2012). Recent
scholarship addressing the relationship be-
tween place and food insecurity points to a
more nuanced relationship between residence
in a food desert and food insecurity, as com-
pared to other predictors (Livings et al. 2023).
This research suggests that it is not just prox-
imity to food that matters, but how structural
inequalities are infused into places (Janda et al.
2022; O’Connell 2012). That food-insecure
households are often located farther from
larger grocery stores with more diverse food op-
tions, and closer to convenience stores with
limited selection, can be understood as a con-
sequence of those structural factors (Thomas
2010).
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Well-intentioned discourses framing food
insecurity as driven by food deserts fail to ad-
dress the fundamental causes of food inequal-
ities (Bowen et al. 2021; Sadler et al. 2016). Fur-
ther, when the problem is framed as an
availability issue, proposed policy solutions
tend toward interventions that “invite supply-
side, corporate food retail development”
(Zurawski 2023, 288), implying that expanding
retail options will fix problems that emerge
from poverty and racism (Kolb 2021). An over-
reliance on the food desert framing reinforces
neoliberal approaches that locate problems in
broken neighborhoods and propose market so-
lutions to deep structural problems (Shannon
2014).

Food Insecurity as a Consequence

of Structural Racism

Critical scholarship highlights the need to
move away from overemphasizing individual
risk factors and narrow geographic approaches,
and instead focus on the underlying roots be-
hind the unequal patterning of food insecurity
(Odoms-Young et al. 2023). This means con-
necting how residential segregation—particu-
larly as institutionalized through redlining—
has constructed lasting barriers to food access
for communities of color (Shaker et al. 2023;
Linde et al. 2023). In White-majority neighbor-
hoods, food pantries are more plentiful and
stock foods typically consumed by White
households, whereas Black and Latino/a com-
munities face greater access barriers, and often
the food offered is neither wanted nor cultur-
ally appropriate (Marriott et al. 2002; Fern et al.
2023, 229). It means paying attention to racial
inequalities baked into the transit system that
make commuting to quality grocery stores dif-
ficult or impossible for many low-income peo-
ple of color (see also Onyejiaka 2024; Reft et al.
2023). Programs aimed at tackling urban hun-
ger may unwittingly contribute to this by fail-
ing to connect racial discrimination and food
insecurity (Edin, Shaefer, and Nelson 2023; Ko-
lavalli 2019).

Situating food insecurity within a historical
framework highlights how the patterns that
structure inequality tend to recur over time.
Households headed by people who are Native
American, Latino/a, Black, LGBT+, or disabled

have higher rates of food insecurity, under-
scoring how fundamental inequalities—
rooted in histories of dispossession, segrega-
tion, and systematic exclusion—shape food
access (Bowen et al. 2021; Jernigan et al. 2017;
Coleman-Jensen 2020; Huang et al. 2010). That
Indigenous peoples experience food insecu-
rity at twice the rate of White households
(Jernigan et al. 2017) starkly illustrates how
these structural injustices continue to mani-
fest in food access disparities.

In this study, we draw on the conceptual
framework of “food apartheid,” introduced by
food sovereignty activist Karen Washington
(Brones 2018), which centers structural racism
and highlights the historical, civil, and inten-
tional political processes that have produced
food inequalities. Food apartheid is conceptu-
alized as the “unnatural, systemic aspects of
uneven food distribution, access, and con-
sumption in a racist economic system” (May-
orga et al. 2022, 241). Examining food insecurity
through the lens of food apartheid shifts anal-
yses away from individual decision-making to-
ward the structures in which decisions are
made. Contrasting the popular food desert
framing, food apartheid stresses the deliberate
construction of the unequal food landscapes
that low-income people of color must survive,
shifting attention from individual behaviors to
societal and government responsibility (de
Souza 2023). Integral to the conceptualization
of food apartheid is its persistence, as pro-
cesses of disinvestment, segregation, land ac-
cess, and unequal opportunities that structure
contemporary food inequalities reflect similar
conditions across recent and extended history
(Joyner et al. 2022). This recalls “historical ra-
cial regimes” (Baker 2022) that help explain en-
during Black poverty.

We also engage the framework of racial cap-
italism (see also Robinson 1983; Bhattacharyya
2018) which foregrounds the interwoven pro-
cesses of racialized exploitation and the un-
equal accumulation of capital, and situates
racial inequalities in general, and food inequal-
ities in particular, in this context. Treating food
access as mapping multigenerational pro-
cesses of resource allocation spotlights how
disinvestment in communities of color repre-
sents a series of choices by governments, cor-
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porations, and individuals (Travis 2019; May-
orga et al. 2022). Rather than viewing racial
disparities in food access and food security as
a depoliticized inequality, a racial capitalism
hermeneutic reveals these to be unsurprising
results of historic and ongoing processes of
racialized resource extraction and exploita-
tion. Food apartheid in this framework under-
scores the relational nature of deprivation,
where some communities are systematically
resourced while others are deliberately denied.
Ongoing disinvestment perpetuates, normal-
izes, and shores up food inequalities through
seemingly neutral market logics. Approaching
food inequalities via racial capitalism high-
lights how division is manifested in and per-
petuated by differentiated resource access,
while centering agency in navigating or rein-
forcing inequalities.

Disinvestment is a mechanism through
which the state, corporations, and public enti-
ties determine how to allocate resources to cer-
tain spaces and withhold resources from oth-
ers, inflected by racist logics (Mayorga et al.
2022). Disinvestment is reflected in the unequal
provision of infrastructure and public services,
and the uneven development that sustains ra-
cial segregation (Korver-Glenn 2021). As afflu-
ent White neighborhoods accumulate re-
sources, low-income Black neighborhoods are
systematically deprived of assets, opportuni-
ties, and support. Centering disinvestment re-
veals disadvantage as intentionally constructed
and concentrated rather than coincidental.

Thinking through food insecurity as a rela-
tional process requires reflecting not just on
who is affected, but how impacted groups re-
spond. Focusing on the deep structural roots
of food insecurity does not necessitate sidelin-
ing communities’ agency to mobilize against
this issue. Just as historic processes undergird
the persistence of food insecurity in certain
places, strategies to resist food insecurity, such
as community gardens and urban farms, have
developed to have a stronger presence in Black
and high-poverty neighborhoods (White 2011).
These efforts can be complicated, as evidenced
by the phenomenon of White non-residents
moving into low-income Black communities to
transform neglected land into spaces for food
production (see also Cornelissen 2022). Taken
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together, the struggle to manage, survive, and
end food inequalities constitutes an embodied
process. For these reasons, we conducted inter-
views with those most intimately affected by
food insecurity to glean their key insights. We
situate these findings in the framework of food
apartheid under racial capitalism.

We work to engage and extend scholarship
that historicizes the processes by which urban
disadvantage became localized and intensified
in communities of color, advancing the study
of racialized urban inequality through a critical
lens (Vargas 2022; Dantzler 2021; Korver-Glenn
2021). Policy interventions that lack a critical
perspective may fail to consider particular
community- and place-based conditions and
relations that reproduce food inequalities. Fol-
lowing the logic of Black feminist research
epistemologies (Patterson et al. 2016; Nadar
2019; James 2021), we argue that interventions
might improve by taking a more critical ap-
proach and centering the people most im-
pacted by the racialized construction of food,
urban, and economic inequalities.

STUDY SETTING

Texas

Since its inception, Texas has embraced an
ethos of small government, with low taxes, lim-
ited regulation, economic growth, and inde-
pendence from federal oversight (Jillson 2015).
Although Texas has always offered low benefit
levels relative to other states, after PRWORA
took effect in 1996, the state used its increased
discretion to pursue an especially austere path
around welfare delivery. In the three decades
since welfare reform, the number of poor fam-
ilies in Texas receiving TANF has declined dra-
matically, while the rates of poverty and deep
poverty have risen, all while Texas has the
second-highest gross domestic product in the
US (Center on Budget and Policy Priorities
2021). Roughly 14 percent of Texans are poor,
and 16 percent of families experience food in-
security, compared to the national averages of
11 percent and 13.5 percent, respectively (Rab-
bitt et al. 2023; Feeding America, n.d.). Among
Black Texans, these rates are elevated, with 20
percent in poverty and 28 percent food insecure
(Feeding America, n.d.). In 2021, only 4 percent
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of Texas’ TANF budget went to basic assistance
for families in poverty, ranking last among all
states (Shrivastava and Thompson 2022). In
contrast, 40 percent of TANF money went to the
child welfare system, which has historically op-
erated punitively for families of color (Fong
2020; Fong and McCarthy 2026).

Texas consistently ranks among states of-
fering the lowest levels of cash assistance. For
example, the maximum monthly income a
single mother of two children can earn and
still be eligible for TANF is $188 (Health and
Human Services 2025). For the 4 percent of
Texas families that receive TANF (Center on
Budget and Policy Priorities 2021), the average
benefit level comes out to only 15.8 percent of
the federal poverty line. Texas ranks fortieth
among all states in TANF-to-poverty ratio, the
proportion of families in poverty who receive
cash assistance (Azevedo-McCaffrey and
Aguas 2024). Low-income Black families with
children bear the brunt of these policies, as
nearly a quarter of Black children live in Ar-
kansas, Indiana, Louisiana, Mississippi,
North Carolina, and Texas, states that spend
the least on poverty reduction, serve the few-
est poor families, and offer the most meager
benefits (Ife 2020).

It is particularly challenging to secure wel-
fare benefits in Texas in the post-welfare reform
era, as Texas is among the states that imple-
ment additional discretionary eligibility re-
strictions for welfare and SNAP receipt, such as
asset limits. To be eligible for TANF, a family in
Texas can have no more than $1,000 in assets
(excluding homeownership); for SNAP, the
limit is $5,000. TANF applicants in Texas must
report their vehicle’s value. Any estimated eq-
uity greater than $15,000 for the first vehicle
and $4,660 for a second vehicle is counted to-
ward the asset limit, lowering the chances that
a family would qualify for benefits (Ratcliffe et
al. 2026). In a driving-centric city like Houston
(Davis and Baxandall 2013), these limits are es-
pecially onerous. Texas is one of seven states
that impose a lifetime ban on TANF for drug-
related felony convictions (Thompson and
Burnside 2022). In 2015, Texas extended SNAP
eligibility to people with completed sentences;
however, further felony charges can resultin a
lifetime ban. Welfare in Texas is extremely dif-
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ficult to get, easy to lose, and not nearly enough
to make ends meet.

Houston

Houston, dubbed by sociologist Joe Feagin
(1988) as “The Free Enterprise City,” has always
been a business-first city that, like Texas, privi-
leges entrepreneurship and commercial suc-
cess combined with minimal regulatory over-
sight. Located in Harris County, Houston is the
nation’s fourth largest city, and it features high
levels of income inequality patterned by race,
and the spatial concentration of poverty within
Black and Latino/a neighborhoods in Houston
has intensified over time at a rate that outpaces
national trends (O’Connell and Howell 2016).
In Harris County, 20 percent of Black residents
live in neighborhoods with a poverty rate
greater than 30 percent (Understanding Hous-
ton 2021). Although the practice of writing ra-
cially restrictive covenants into property deeds
was prohibited after the Fair Housing Act of
1968 was passed, residential segregation per-
sists in Houston. One way this happens is
through local deed restrictions or restrictive
covenants—clauses added to property deeds
that are designed to “preserve the residential
character” of a neighborhood (City of Houston
2024) by excluding or limiting certain housing
types and new developments (Rumbach et al.
2022). While explicit restrictive racial cove-
nants are prohibited, deed restrictions have
been effective in allowing neighborhoods with
high homeownership rates, which are largely
White and affluent, to remain as such (Welsh
2018). Further, organized community resis-
tance to placing low-income housing in racially
diverse and higher-income neighborhoods
has scuttled multiple efforts at integration
(Henneberger 2017). Houston remains one of
the most segregated cities in the US (Ponton
2024).

Transportation infrastructure in Houston
can be understood through the lens of extrac-
tion and exclusion. The earliest railroads in the
city were constructed to facilitate the cotton
trade, with the steamboat connecting Houston
to nearby Galveston operated by Houston mer-
chants who themselves owned enslaved people
and profited from the trade (Muir 1960).
Through the twentieth century, Houston ben-
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efited economically from the oil industry and
enthusiastically embraced automobiles, a
trend that continued as multiple efforts to ex-
pand public transportation in the city failed,
while highway development boomed (Shelton
2014). Highway construction in Houston,
alongside other infrastructural projects like
railroad tracks and waterways, has produced
spatial barriers that reinforce experiences of ra-
cial and ethnic residential segregation (Roberto
and Korver-Glenn 2017). This reflects the dual
logic of dispossession and accumulation, as
these projects represent an asset to some, such
as car users moving between desirable areas of
the city while skipping over others, but they
also restrict possibilities for other neighbor-
hoods. Although this dynamic is particularly
acute in Houston, examples abound across US
cities (Reft et al. 2023). As one former Houston
transit board member summarized, “racism is
embedded in nearly every planning decision”
as transportation politics operate to “enable
and implement racism” (Spieler 2020).

While public transportation has improved
for residents in areas served by the Metro Light
Rail system established in 2004, those who rely
on the bus system face daily transportation
challenges. Houston’s extreme heat and lack of
sidewalks also make navigating the city on foot
dangerous, if not impossible, especially with
children in tow. Thus, commuting to grocery
stores can be “nearly impossible” for residents
of Houston’s lower-income and Black neigh-
borhoods (Onyejiaka 2024, 75). Most respon-
dents in our study lacked personal cars, a bar-
rier to accessing pandemic food distributions
when schools closed (Fern et al. 2023).

Houston has an elevated poverty rate com-
pared to the state average (figure 2), with 25 per-
cent of all children and 32.6 percent of Black
children living in poverty per 2019 figures (Un-
derstanding Houston 2021). Rates in Texas were
much higher than the national poverty rate of
10.5 percent in the same year, underscoring the
concentration of disadvantage in the state (Bu-
reau of Labor Statistics 2021). An estimated
724,750 Houstonians, 16 percent of the greater
Houston area, are food insecure (Ojeda 2020).
While 10 percent of White people in Harris
County are food insecure, food insecurity
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among Black people is three times higher at 31
percent; similarly, across Texas, food insecurity
among White people is 10 percent, while food
insecurity among Black people is 28 percent
(Feeding America, n.d.).

Sunnyside

Sunnyside is one of Houston’s oldest Black
communities, founded during the Jim Crow
era. It is one of the city’s most impoverished
neighborhoods, with over half of children ex-
periencing poverty and a median household in-
come of $27,954, far below the city median of
$52,338 (City of Houston 2021). Poorly resourced
schools, widespread health concerns, and high
rates of crime and criminalization are persis-
tent challenges for residents (Moore et al. 2019).
Despite originating as a segregated neighbor-
hood for homeowners, outmigration and de-
cades of disinvestment have left vacant lots and
a proliferation of apartment units (Harden
2017).

Although Houston has no official zoning
policies, historic decisions about the allocation
of resources have reflected the influence of a
cadre of “nearly all White and male elected of-
ficials, professional planners, and private de-
velopers” who held “immense power” during
the city’s development (Shelton 2014, ix). Be-
tween the 1920s and 1970s, officials chose to
site all five of the city-owned municipal land-
fills in Black communities, including Sunny-
side (Bullard 1993, 458). Simultaneously, while
supportive infrastructure, such as sidewalks
and proper drainage, was withheld, Sunnyside
became a “dumping ground” for a range of un-
desirable services, such as salvage yards, motor
repair, and recycling facilities, with the cumula-
tive effect of driving down property values and
emitting pollutants (Bullard 1993, 460). The
community’s history of neglect and mistreat-
ment by the government (Ponton 2024) is em-
blematic of processes in southern cities where
the implementation of racial-economic bound-
aries has persisted despite the legal prohibition
of segregation (Shelton 2014). In Houston, this
reflects the concerted efforts of oil, lumber, and
cotton traders, alongside bankers and real es-
tate developers (Shelton 2014).

The harmful effects of segregation are re-
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Figure 2. Low-Income and Food-Insecure Areas in Houston
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Note: Low-income census tracts in Houston where a significant share of residents live more than one

mile from the nearest supermarket.

flected in Sunnyside’s poor infrastructure
(Korver-Glenn 2021), ranging from inadequate
flood prevention measures to a lack of paved
sidewalks and insufficient public transport.
Schools are under-resourced, and only 10 per-
cent of adults have a bachelor’s degree or
higher compared to 32 percent in Houston
(City of Houston 2020). Life expectancy in Sun-
nyside is nine years shorter than the Houston
average (City of Houston 2020). Sunnyside also
has many assets and strengths, including a
strong network of churches, civic clubs, and
community leaders (Hughes 2019). Its motto is
“Sunnyside Pride,” and despite numerous dis-
advantages, residents resist blanket negative
characterizations, which focus on Sunnyside’s
deficits without acknowledging its history
(Smith 2020).
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DATA AND METHODS

Data Collection

We designed this study to explore the parent-
ing, food, and health experiences of mothers
living in Sunnyside, a historically Black low-
income Houston community. We took a purpo-
sive, nonrandom approach to sampling. We re-
cruited women caring for at least one child
aged nine or younger who were based in Sun-
nyside using several methods: four respon-
dents were referred to our study by a family
nurse practitioner, eight were recruited via
Facebook advertising, five were referred by
other study participants, and twenty-seven con-
tacted our research team after seeing a flyer in
the neighborhood. We advertised the project as
an interview study on how mothers living in
Sunnyside manage to feed their families on a
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limited budget, including where to shop for
groceries, how to save money on food, and how
to navigate various forms of food assistance.
We set our inclusion criteria at four times the
federal poverty level (FPL), as food insecurity
frequently impacts households well above this
point (Gundersen et al. 2011). The first and
third authors conducted interviews from April
2020 to June 2021. Due to the COVID-19 pan-
demic, all interviews were carried out remotely
via video chat (n = 41) and telephone (n = 3). In-
terviews were semi-structured and focused on
the daily work of managing household food
and economic resources, family life, and par-
enting (see online appendix).! In this paper, we
attend to respondents’ reflections on their ex-
periences in Sunnyside over time, rather than
the specific COVID-19 context, which we ex-
plore more directly in other work (see Fern et
al. 2023). We integrated the United States De-
partment of Agriculture’s Economic Research
Service (USDA/ERS) 6-Item Food Security Sur-
vey Module alongside questions addressing re-
spondents’ health experiences, and a struc-
tured module to collect sociodemographic
information. Interviews lasted an average of
one hour. Respondents received $40. The study
was approved by Rice University’s Institutional
Review Board.

Data Analysis

Data collection and analysis were conducted
simultaneously, with coding starting shortly af-
ter interviews (Small 2009). Authors open-
coded verbatim transcripts independently to
produce a list of initial codes. Authors then dis-
cussed and developed a common list of eighty-
four codes, which were used to iteratively code
and recode transcripts, following Nicole M. De-
terding and Mary C. Waters’ (2021) “flexible
coding” framework. Our codebook captures
household and family dynamics; hardship at
the personal and neighborhood level; food
preparation, acquisition, and management;
health experiences, descriptions of care; and
engagement with social support. We coded in-
terviews separately and met routinely to align
our interpretation of the codebook and applied
codes. We produced code reports using Atlas.ti
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to better understand feeding, cooking, shop-
ping, food resource management, and shared
experiences among our respondents. We pro-
duced case counts concerning formal and in-
formal support use, household characteristics,
and the relative prevalence of food insecurity.
Throughout, we wrote memos to trace and in-
terpret emergent themes (Emerson et al. 2011).
Authors developed a shared familiarity with
participants’ stories through this joint coding,
memoing, and discussion practice. Findings
include verbatim quotations from respon-
dents to illustrate our key themes, using pseud-
onyms.

Respondent Characteristics

Of our total sample of forty-four, eight women
were grandmothers and thirty-six were moth-
ers (table 1). Respondents were on average
forty-one years old and caring for four chil-
dren. Sixty-eight percent were receiving SNAP
and two reported receiving TANF. Respon-
dents had a median income at 59 percent of
the federal poverty line, indicative of the
depth of poverty both among our interviewees
and across the neighborhood. The median
household income was $20,000. We did not
screen for single mothers; however, our sam-
ple includes only ten married respondents.
Roughly two-thirds of respondents were as-
sessed as food insecure using the USDA/ERS
6-Item Food Security Survey Module, with one-
third reporting very low food security. How-
ever, there were several cases where respon-
dents described experiencing food insecurity
and hunger but did not self-report being food
insecure when we used the closed-ended mod-
ule. Therefore, we suspect that the module un-
dercounts actual experiences of food insecu-
rity. The ten married mothers’ median income
was roughly double that of the rest of our sam-
ple ($36,500 versus $18,000), although they
were only slightly above the federal poverty
line (married median = 103 percent; single me-
dian = 51 percent). Among married respon-
dents five were food insecure and five were
food secure, with two experiencing severe
food insecurity. Table 1 details respondent
characteristics.

1. The online appendix can be found at https://www.rsfjournal.org/content/12/2/109/tab-supplemental.
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Table 1. Key Characteristics of Respondents (N = 44)

Characteristics

n (percent)

Respondent
Average respondent age
Respondent racial identity
Family position
Mother
Grandmother
Relationship status
Single and/or cohabiting
Married
Employment
Employed
Unemployed

Household
Food security status? (n = 41)
High or marginal food security
Low food security
Very low food security
Children in household
Federal poverty line position
Median household income
Housing situation (n = 43)
Rent
Own
Staying with friends or family

Supports received
Receiving SNAP
Receiving TANF
Receiving SSI
Active support from children’s father
Food pantry use in past six months

41 (range: 19-67)

4 (Black or African American)

36 (82)
8 (18)

34 (77)
10 (23)

15 (34)
29 (66)

16 (39)
11 (27)
14 (34)
4 (mean), 1-9 (range)
59% (median)
$20,000

24 (56)
13 (30)
6 (14)

31 (70)
2 (5)
8 (18)

14 (32)

36 (82)

Source: Authors’ calculation.

2 We measured food insecurity using the USDA/ERS 6-Item Food Security Survey

Module.

FINDINGS

In this section, we first present mothers’ char-
acterizations of the barriers they face around
food provision and describe how these chal-
lenges exacerbate mothers’ time-worn strate-
gies. We then widen our focus to analyze these
barriers through the lens of food apartheid un-
der racial capitalism, moving beyond viewing
Sunnyside as a “food desert” lacking quality
grocery stores and instead drawing attention to
the structural aspects of the spatial environ-
ment that compound the problem of food ac-
cess. We situate mothers’ narratives in the

broader context of where they live, which fea-
tures a weak public transportation infrastruc-
ture and a concentration of low-quality, low-
income housing in Sunnyside, both of which
we argue indexes long-term economic disin-
vestment under racial capitalism. We then take
a longer view, historicizing Sunnyside and
drawing connections between its inception and
the present-day conditions.

Finding Food in a “Food Desert”
The most obvious impediment to maintaining
food security is not having enough money to
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buy enough quality food. But accessing quality
food involves more than money. Sunnyside
mothers stressed the lack of options, as the sin-
gle grocery store, Fiesta, is overpriced and un-
desirable. Terri explained, “I can’t deal with it,
you go into Fiesta and you have two bags and
it’s $50 for two bags of items, that makes no
sense to me, so that’s why, the only store they
have over here is that durn Fiesta and it’s, it’s,
it’s, it’s horrible, it’s extremely high, it’s ex-
tremely busy, it’s just, it’s, it’s a disaster.”

She continued, “And they do it on purpose,
they put the Fiestas in the ‘hood and they put
it to areas where they know the people, you
know, get food stamps and all of that and then
they jack the prices up on the food.” Here, Terri
offers a critique that mirrors scholarship re-
vealing the intentional differential siting of gro-
cery stores in affluent neighborhoods versus
low-income areas (Kolb 2021, Deener 2017).
Sharon put it simply, “Fiesta’s a grocery store
that no longer needs to exist.” Aside from Fi-
esta, there are numerous dollar stores in the
area and a few small convenience stores, which
were useful but overpriced.

To maximize their food dollars, mothers
traveled to multiple grocery stores outside of
Sunnyside to find the best deals on groceries.
That often meant going to one store for meat,
another for produce, and a third for shelf-
stable items. With only two bus lines from Sun-
nyside and no light rail, a full day of shopping
was often required, according to Houston’s
METRO route information. Mothers like Anita
traveled to more affluent, predominantly White
areas that had “real grocery store[s].” Several
mothers specified the Pearland suburb as their
preferred destination, even though it took
forty-five minutes during drive time and no
public transportation routes served the area.
Pearland is a majority-White suburb with a me-
dian household income roughly four times that
of Sunnyside.

Latonya termed Sunnyside a “food desert.”
She used to shop at an HEB store not far from
Sunnyside, but it closed years ago. She said,
“And so once that closed, that forced me to go
all the way to Pearland.” Kiesha also preferred
Pearland, saying, “The grocery stores that are
typically over here in Sunnyside, they are over-
priced. And the produce isn’t always great. . . .

THREE DECADES SINCE MAKING ENDS MEET

Soit’slike in this.. . . in our community, they’re
not taking care of the foods that is already in-
side the stores. Or they’re expired . . . so I want
better quality for my family, so I go where I
think there is better quality.”

Sharon explained that Sunnyside was a
“food desert . .. we don’t have a lot of options
in Sunnyside, so we go out to Pearland to, um,
go get groceries.” She continued, “If I could be
quite honest, the presentation of those stores
[in Sunnyside] are poor. It’s not very inviting.
The environment where the stores sit is very
dangerous for kids, because high crime and
things of that nature. So I just refuse to go to
those stores, and I'll go to Pearland.”

For Sandra and Monique, Pearland was an
attractive destination due to concerns about
safety in Sunnyside, where violent crime occurs
at a rate over four times that of the city as a
whole. Monique recounted a 2021 incident
where a car rammed into the store (KHOU11
2021), saying, “The violence, it’s always some-
thing goin’ on [around Fiesta].” In Pearland,
she felt safer: “I just feel like I'm more pro-
tected, I'm safer out there, I could do my shop-
pin’ and not have to always look over my shoul-
der” But Monique lamented this dynamic,
saying, “And I hate that because, you know,
Fiesta is roughly seven minutes away from
[a large low-income apartment complex], and
[a small corner store] is like right down the
street from me, but I choose to go twenty min-
utes away, not just for the value but for the
safety.”

While groceries in other neighborhoods
were cheaper, taking long trips incurred other
costs, including gas. When asked what her top
three worries were, Belinda said, “I guess trans-
portation, gas wise.” While many people in
Sunnyside don’t have reliable access to their
own vehicle, for some the problem wasn’t that
they didn’t have a car; rather, they could not
keep up with car payments, eventually having
to sell or face repossession. Staggering bill pay-
ments was a common strategy to keep enough
cash for food available (Heflin et al. 2011), and
mothers reported that their car note was often
the first they would let lapse if they did not have
enough money for food.

Car insurance was another bill that mothers
described foregoing, as Michelle explained,
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“Once the rent was paid, lights paid, water . . .
gas ... we really didn’t have anything hardly.
And I had to neglect getting insurance for my
car because we just couldn’t afford it.” Driving
without insurance presented another set of
risks. Although Michelle stressed that, “I ...
pretty much I'm not gonna be you know too
dangerously goin’ ... drivin’ crazy and any-
thing. I'm just goin’ right here and back,” driv-
ing without insurance could result in a ticket
or worse in the case of an accident. Given the
overpolicing and surveillance in neighbor-
hoods like Sunnyside (Braga et al. 2019), the
risks of being stopped by law enforcement are
elevated. For those without access to a reliable
car, the next best option was getting a ride;
however, this exchange was sometimes contin-
gent on mothers paying for the gas.

If these options were unavailable, mothers
took public transportation. But due to the lim-
ited public transportation serving Sunnyside,
this meant taking multiple buses. With chil-
dren in tow, these trips were lengthy and stress-
ful. When asked what would help her manage
food, Sharon said, “Shit, it’s just really about
transportation. You can ask anybody that when
it boils down to it, it’s about transportation.”
Describing her “bus catching days” when she
didn’t have access to a car, Quiana explained,
“I dunno, kids are a bit much and like mine,
they, they like, they do a lot, you know, like so
I think by the end of the trip, like I be, be more
angry than anything from yellin.” Anyone who
has shopped with children on a budget can re-
late—the cognitive load required to maximize
savings, and Quiana’s frustration, is palpable.

Taking a Wider View: From Food

Desert to Food Apartheid

The challenges we describe that made access-
ing affordable grocery stores taxing and at
times impossible are often framed in the lit-
erature as individual issues or choices. For ex-
ample, the choice to forego car payments re-
sults in repossession, and the choice to let
insurance lapse renders one’s vehicle unusable.
However, we argue that this approach misses
the forest for the trees. We instead draw atten-
tion to the broader racialized spatial structures
in which these [constrained] choices are made
(O’Connell 2021). In what follows, we place

mothers’ narratives in a broader context, trac-
ing how historical and contemporary processes
in Sunnyside make food apartheid a useful way
to understand the conditions mothers encoun-
ter in Sunnyside. This framing is explicitly re-
lational, highlighting inequalities between peo-
ple’s food experiences in different places, even
within the same city.

Sunnyside is not unique among historically
Black neighborhoods. Rather, we can trace pat-
terns of dispossession and economic disinvest-
ment across six Houston neighborhoods that
share a marginalized position relative to other
Houston areas (Longoria and Rogers 2008)—re-
flecting the logics of racial capitalism that recur
across cities (Dantzler 2021). Forming a horse-
shoe shape around the city center, these areas
were developed when racial segregation was le-
gally enforced and Ku Klux Klan activity was
rampant (Steptoe 2016). Sunnyside and similar
neighborhoods offered a refuge from racial vio-
lence in Houston during and after the Jim Crow
era (Ponton 2024), and became what some have
termed self-contained communities, with thriv-
ing Black-owned businesses, including two gro-
cery stores (Longoria and Rogers 2015). As his-
torian Tyiana Steptoe (2016) explains, “Black
Houstonians strove to create autonomous
neighborhoods in order to forge a spatial—and
psychological—distance between themselves
and the White power structure” (23). Over time,
that distance calcified into isolation. As subur-
ban development expanded, property develop-
ers avoided these areas and White affluent
Houstonians moved further out to suburbs in-
cluding Pearland. Sunnyside was then leap-
frogged again when efforts began to redevelop
the city center (Longoria and Rogers 2008, 19).
The result is that Sunnyside can feel isolated
from the city despite being a fifteen-minute
drive from downtown.

One salient feature of the chronic disinvest-
ment in Sunnyside that impacts food provision
is its disconnection from public transportation
infrastructure. Transport authorities have des-
ignated Sunnyside and other majority Black
Houston neighborhoods as the least serviced
areas for transportation across the city (Good-
win et al. 2014, 11). Taking the bus to the grocery
store with children in tow is burdensome
enough. But taking two or three buses—lug-
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ging bags full of groceries while wading
through sweltering Texas heat and humidity—
is grueling. Of the three METRO light rail lines,
none service Sunnyside. This is a consequence
of long-term economic disinvestment under ra-
cial capitalism, in which a historically Black
neighborhood—designated through redlining
as undesirable because of its Black popula-
tion—is systematically neglected and therefore
continues to be seen over time as a “bad” site
for investment (Mayorga et al. 2022). The choice
to exclude Sunnyside from transit routes then
becomes logical, since it becomes harder to
make the case that Sunnyside is a desirable
destination. Instead, the image most portrayed
in local media is that of a crime-ridden and un-
desirable “ghetto,” with headlines emphasizing
violence and danger (ABC13 2016; Stanton
2013).

Preparing Food in Inadequate Housing

Once they had groceries, mothers were experts
in stretching them to last. One common set of
strategies was to buy groceries in bulk, prepare
meals from scratch, and freeze leftovers so they
could be eaten across multiple days. But even
for those who were able to procure groceries in
a cost-effective way, given the aforementioned
challenges, the next steps of food storage and
preparation presented additional hurdles, of-
ten due to inadequate housing and kitchen
conditions.

Chief among these challenges was not hav-
ing enough space to store groceries, especially
in bulk. When we interviewed Quiana, she was
taking care of her three children and her
younger brother. She showed her kitchen and
said what would help her most was space, both
in the kitchen and specifically the freezer. She
explained, “Like my refrigerator too small, like
we can’t have no ice.” Because of that, when
Quiana’s friend offered to bring her frozen food
from a pantry, she responded, “I be like, ‘No,
don’t call me with the stuff. . . itwon’t fit in the
freezer.”” Like Quiana, many mothers lived in
low-income housing, where kitchen spaces are
notoriously small and minimally equipped. Be-
linda remarked that her refrigerator was so
small that it could not hold her groceries, so
she had to tape it closed.

THREE DECADES SINCE MAKING ENDS MEET

Space was tighter for families who were dou-
bled up, or sharing living space with extended
family members or friends. Doubling up is
common nationwide, with Black families more
likely to temporarily live with other kin than
White families (Harvey et al. 2021). Mothers
framed the decision to take in others in need
as a given, as Della explained. Her brother-in-
law moved into her house after losing his job,
and it strained her family’s already slim food
resources. But as she put it, “We adjusted, you
know . .. to the food, to the space. We're like
we're in this together . .. we’re a family.” This
sentiment, and doubling up, were common
among our interviewees (Harvey 2026, this is-
sue) and exacerbated challenges around food
provision (Bowen et al. 2019). Although it was
helpful to have extra hands, it meant more
mouths to feed, more groceries, and more
space to store them.

Further, it is common for only some house-
hold members to be included on a household’s
SNAP case. In part, this is because each per-
son’s income is included in the household’s
eligibility determination, such that additional
income lowers the household benefit amount.
However, it is also a function of residential in-
stability. When a family unexpectedly takes in
a recently evicted relative, provides a short-
term home for someone released from jail, or
offers temporary shelter for a neighbor’s child
in need, they may not report the change in
household structure. Even if they do, the slow
pace of welfare bureaucracy (Seefeldt 2017)
means that, in any month, mothers might be
receiving benefit amounts that did not match
the actual number of meals for which they were
responsible. Monique received SNAP for herself
and her eleven-year-old, but she was temporar-
ily living with her boyfriend and his mother.
Monique also prepared meals for her adult chil-
dren. Her benefits weren’t enough, “I'm on
food stamps now, so with me bein’ on food
stamps, um, I could only feed who’s on my
case, so I can’t go and buy groceries for the
whole house and then, you know, feed every-
body on my food stamps ‘cause it only covers
enough for two people, so with that bein’ said,
I can’t just go buy an abundance of groceries
and just feed e’erbody off of it.” Still, the na-
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tional average food stamp benefit per person
per meal is $2.07 per meal, so even those receiv-
ing full benefits struggled (Center on Budget
and Policy Priorities 2025). As Kathryn Edin
and colleagues (2013) show, many families ex-
haust their SNAP benefits days or weeks before
their benefits renew.

When asked what would make it easier to
feed their families, many responded that more
storage space, especially a deep freezer, would
help. Alicia described going to a Houston Food
Bank food distribution site where they distrib-
uted large frozen pizzas. She laughed as she re-
counted, “I didn’t know what to do with the
pizza, because it couldn’t fit in my fridge.” In
contrast, Sharon, one of ten food secure moth-
ers, showed us her deep freezer and a chicken
defrosting in her sink. She explained that the
additional freezer let her save by purchasing a
whole chicken rather than buying the parts sep-
arately. Sharon was renting a house and had a
good relationship with her landlord; however,
for mothers living in some subsidized apart-
ments, deep freezers and second refrigerators
were prohibited. As Belinda explained, this was
because utilities were included in the rent and
freezers incur extra costs. While she noted that
some tenants would hide their freezers under
a tablecloth when management inspected, for
her, the risk of eviction was too high: “In low-
income [apartments] they’ll put you out for
that.”

Although subsidized housing through the
Housing Choice Voucher Program and project-
based Section 8 housing are federal programs,
local housing authorities and the property
managers who rent subsidized units have dis-
cretion in administering these benefits (Mc-
Carty et al. 2014). For example, even though fed-
eral guidelines do not include a credit check,
property managers or landlords renting units
to tenants with subsidies may choose to add
that requirement. They can also enforce more
stringent eligibility requirements around drug
use and crime (Aussenberg et al. 2016). Or, in
this case, they can choose to prohibit appli-
ances that would add to the cost of utilities.
The result is that a tenant in one housing com-
plex in Sunnyside might encounter a different
set of rules and different enforcement mecha-
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nisms than someone who lives across the street
in a different complex. Further, apartment
complexes often contain some units whose
rents are subsidized through project-based Sec-
tion 8 and others that are funded through tax
credit programs (for example, the Low-Income
Housing Tax Credit), meaning that different
oversight mechanisms apply. As Heather K.
Way and Carol E. Fraser (2018) note, this com-
plexity is mirrored in Houston’s patchwork sys-
tem of regulatory bodies governing housing is-
sues, which contributes to lax oversight and
long-term maintenance problems in apartment
complexes in Sunnyside.

In low-income housing that did not include
utilities in the rental subsidy, mothers faced
different choices and constraints. One strategy
mothers used to meet their food needs was to
prioritize certain bills. A common refrain was
that rent, utilities, and gas had to be paid, but
other monthly bills like internet, phone, and
TV service were optional. Candace explained
her rationale for prioritizing bills for items that
could be repossessed or services that could be
disconnected, “If you couldn’t come get it, and
you couldn’t come pick it up, it didn’t get paid
...if they can’t come get it and they can’t turn
it off, that’s the ones you don’t pay.” But regu-
larly keeping up with these key bills wasn’t al-
ways possible, and the consequences for food
provision could be severe. Quiana described a
time when her baby’s father was in jail, leaving
her without monetary support. Her younger
brother was living with her, and although she
was working at a restaurant where she could eat
some meals, she wasn’t able to pay the gas bill,
leaving her without a working stove or oven.
She explained, “It’s not that we didn’t have
food, it’s that we had a limited way of cookin’
food . ..we had lights and water, but we didn’t
have gas, so it was like cookin’ in this one ...
electric skillet thingie.” Lori, another respon-
dent, said her neighbor had the same experi-
ence, making it difficult for her to use items
from food pantries that needed to be cooked,
“She can’t heat it or something like that be-
cause she also doesn’t have gas or heat, you
know, in her house.” These examples highlight
how multiple competing demands for re-
sources that may appear unrelated to food,
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such as utility bills, end up shaping food provi-
sion.

Taking a Wider View: Housing

Inequalities Writ Large

The preceding section illustrates how housing
conditions constrain mothers’ ability to store
and prepare foods in a cost-effective way. We
now place mothers’ individual experiences in
the wider context of housing in Houston. First,
we note that the primary option for low-income
families in Sunnyside is subsidized apartment
housing, much of which is in disrepair (Way
and Fraser 2018). There are nine project-based
Section 8 developments in Sunnyside (Texas
Low Income Housing Information Service
2017), and despite the neighborhood represent-
ing only a fraction of the population of Hous-
ton, Sunnyside also has the third highest con-
centration of Section 8 voucher holders. This
clustering of what is often substandard subsi-
dized housing is not limited to Sunnyside. Re-
searchers found that apartments in poor phys-
ical condition and those with high crime are
concentrated in Black and Latino/a neighbor-
hoods in Houston (Way and Fraser 2018). Only
4 percent of Section 8 voucher holders live in
areas designated as “high opportunity,” mean-
ing they have quality schools, high levels of em-
ployment, and transportation infrastructure
(Elliott and Blakinger 2016). One reason this
pattern persists is that as of 2015, Texas law ex-
plicitly protects landlords who refuse to rent to
voucher holders because they are voucher hold-
ers. As Edgar Walters and Neena Satija (2018)
note, this legislation “essentially legalized a
long-standing practice among landlords that
blocked voucher-holders, who are overwhelm-
ingly Black and Latino/a, from moving to better
neighborhoods.” Another factor inhibiting
voucher-holders from moving to the highest
opportunity areas is that rents in these areas
exceed the Housing Choice Voucher Program’s
limit for maximum rent, set at 40 percent of the
average fair market unit rent for a metro area
(Houston Housing Authority 2025). Edgar Wal-
ters and Neena Satija (2018), writing for the
Texas Tribune, reported that most families with
vouchers who are able to find a home to rent
end up living in high-poverty areas, and 90 per-
cent of this group are Black.

THREE DECADES SINCE MAKING ENDS MEET

Although housing advocacy groups in
Houston have long fought for the dispersal of
subsidized housing into lower poverty neigh-
borhoods, they have met with powerful resis-
tance. In 1982, the Houston Housing Authority
(HHA) approved the development of two low-
income housing complexes in Westbury, which
at the time was an 89 percent White neighbor-
hood (Shelton 2014); however, after commu-
nity pushback the plan was scrapped. More re-
cently, in 2016, developers proposed to build a
mixed-income housing complex in the Galleria
area, an affluent, majority-White neighbor-
hood. Then-mayor Sylvester Turner rejected
the proposal and was then found by US Depart-
ment of Housing and Urban Development
(HUD) to be in violation of the Civil Rights Act
because the decision stemmed from “racially
motivated opposition” from existing Galleria
residents (Henneberger 2017). HUD officials
argued that the city “block[ed] and deter[red]
affordable housing proposals in integrated
neighborhoods,” adding that the project would
have been the city’s first subsidized develop-
ment in a low-poverty, low-crime neighborhood
with high-quality schools and employment op-
portunities (US Department of Housing and
Urban Development 2017). The HUD report
noted that 91 percent of the proposed develop-
ments considered by the Houston City Council
for housing tax credits were located in areas
that are majority occupied by people of color
(US Department of Housing and Urban Devel-
opment 2017).

Exacerbating the issue is that there are sim-
ply far fewer low-income housing units avail-
able in Houston than there are families seeking
subsidized housing. This pattern obtains
across major US cities; however, in Houston it
is especially acute: among the fifty largest met-
ropolitan areas, Houston has the third fewest
affordable and available housing units for
those with extremely low incomes, with only 16
units available for every 100 renters (National
Low Income Housing Coalition 2024a). The
waiting list for public housing contains tens of
thousands of names and for years at a time, it
remains closed so no new applicants can join.
It was closed from 2012 to 2016, opening for a
two-week period in which 68,831 people ap-
plied, but only 30,000 people were added. It was
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opened again for one month in January 2023,
when an additional 30,000 joined the waiting
list (Houston Housing Authority 2023). The Sec-
tion 8 waiting list remains closed at the time of
this writing.

One consequence of the housing dynamic
in Houston is that low-income renters, many
of whom have been on the waitlist for subsi-
dized housing for years, end up renting units
in market rate low-income housing that is not
administered through the HHA. Landlords of-
fer below-market rent without the eligibility
restrictions required by HUD, which makes
them attractive—and attainable—for those
locked out of the public housing system. Per
HUD rules, an eviction from subsidized hous-
ing bars a tenant from being eligible for public
housing benefits for five years. In addition,
people with certain criminal convictions are
barred from subsidized housing altogether
(Aussenberg et al. 2016). However, these apart-
ment complexes are among the worst in Hous-
ton in terms of upkeep and crime. In 2015, one
such complex in Sunnyside was finally shut-
tered by the city after months of tenants’ com-
plaints of open sewage and no electricity. An-
other apartment in Sunnyside was the site of
284 major crime reports, “an average of one
major crime every 1.3 days” (Way and Fraser
2018, iii).

By widening our lens, we see that the hous-
ing hardships mothers in our study experi-
enced—hardships that made food provision a
constant challenge—are symptomatic of struc-
tural forces that go far beyond the home.
Mothers like those in our study have limited
options for where to live, and few resources to
resist when their housing conditions are inad-
equate. Although landlords should be incentiv-
ized to keep tenants in subsidized units be-
cause it means guaranteed rent payments,
given the demand for low-income housing in
Houston, they may instead leverage that dy-
namic to avoid maintenance costs and quash
tenant resistance. The fear of eviction is pow-
erful, and mothers in Sunnyside know the con-
sequences for their families. Prior research has
shown that this fear informs mothers’ deci-
sions around when to report housing prob-
lems, including broken kitchen appliances
(Hughes 2021).
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LINKING CONTEMPORARY CONDITIONS
TO HISTORICAL LEGACIES

Intergenerational Poverty and Resistance

For many of the mothers we interviewed, pov-
erty is an intergenerational experience. This
point came up frequently, particularly in cases
where respondents’ mothers and grandmoth-
ers remained active participants in the collec-
tive labor of food provision. The ethos of shar-
ing resources, strategies, and knowledge
horizontally—with friends and neighbors—
was salient among mothers in Sunnyside (Hill
etal. 2024). And mothers credited their (mostly
women) elders with teaching them how to pro-
vide food in the context of extremely limited
resources, highlighting the importance of mul-
tigenerational ties. Acknowledging that mul-
tiple generations have had to develop strategies
to meet their families’ food needs under place-
based constraints is critical. After delineating
how mothers draw on their own family histo-
ries to make ends meet in the present day, we
engage the racial capitalism framework to con-
nect these experiences to the ways that Sunny-
side has been shaped over time, paying atten-
tion to its founding as a segregated community
during the Jim Crow era.

Ethic of Reciprocity

A key strategy mothers used when they worried
about running out of food was drawing on sup-
port from family, friends, and neighbors. Qui-
ana turned to friends and family when she
couldn’t cook in her own apartment because of
the unpaid gas bill, which had led to her gas
being shut off. Her children’s fathers helped
out when they could, but typically only enough
to cover a meal, saying, “I can call they daddy,
uh, my two-year-old and my eight-year-old
daddy and if I tell them that they don’t have no
food or whatever, he’ll send, he’ll send enough
to make a meal.” Quiana also had a close rela-
tionship with two of her children’s fathers’
partners, including one who shared groceries,
commenting, “She always givin’ me food too,
she be callin’ me talkin’ ‘bout, she picked up
food from the pantry.” Cora, who lives with her
daughter and granddaughter, said she would
turn to “my daughters, and brothers and sis-
ters. ... If I got to the point where I needed gro-
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ceries, Iwould go to them and they would come
to my aid.” Similarly, Danielle noted, “if a friend
or family member says okay, I bought a little
extra from the store and so forth,” that’s one
way she could make it through the month.

Beyond sharing groceries, mothers cooked
meals with others to pool resources. Tonya re-
counted a time that she drove to a food bank,
explaining that she had “put my last $10 in my
car to make it over there,” and was dismayed
that it had closed. Her friend devised a plan,
saying “[She] took it upon herself to cook that
day and said every Tuesday we could eat at her
house.” After securing employment, Tonya
hosted her friend and their kids every Saturday.
Critically, they cooked enough for leftovers,
“It’s like a guaranteed meal for at least two days
out of the week, we don’t have to worry about
it, and she tries to cook enough to send us
home with leftovers for like the next day, so the
next day we’ll have enough to eat for that Tues-
day and that Wednesday.”

The extensive resource pooling mothers de-
scribe is a well-documented phenomenon
among low-income Black families (Edin et al.
2013, Hill et al. 2024, Stack 1974). Many respon-
dents described sharing food even when they
had very little for themselves. They worried
about accepting help from network ties that
they knew were experiencing hardship (Harvey
2026, this issue). Nicole was pregnant, noting
that her doctor said she needed to “feed for
two.” Although she needed help keeping gro-
ceries stocked, she hesitated to ask her mother,
who had eight children, “So it’s like I don’t
want that much pressure on my mom.” Kiesha
lives with her mother and has close family
nearby. She explained the depth of her food
needs, saying, “I was in the hospital maybe
three weeks. And that was the um ... I was
happy to be in the hospital because I was able
to order food at least five times out of the day.
And I knew that if T came home, I wouldn’t have
that.” But when asked if she would share her
issues with hunger with anyone, she said, “[I]f
I go to my grandma’s house and I say we’re not
have no food, she’s goin’ to her deep freezer. . .
she’s pulling out something. Okay. But. .. but
it’s more so out of consideration, because we
know my grandma might not have much. So
why would we go take from her house and . ..

THREE DECADES SINCE MAKING ENDS MEET

and bring it here? Even though we are family,
we have to still be mindful of that.”

Michelle similarly worried about other fam-
ily members and sacrificed her own food needs
to take care of theirs. Describing a recent
rough patch, she explained, “It was kinda hard
makin’ you know meals last. So sometimes [my
husband and I] ... we wouldn’t have like
breakfast or we wouldn’t do lunch. We would
have a good dinner. But that was about it.” Mi-
chelle’s daughter and grandchildren moved in
with her and her husband, which helped them
pool resources more efficiently. They share her
daughter’s food stamps and split the bills. But
even with extra help, they couldn’t always pay
the bills. As Michelle put it, “I have a good lit-
tle support system,” but that system was
strained. Whitney experiences food insecurity
and often goes without food so her children
have enough to eat. She regularly shares food
with her nearby relatives and neighbors, who
in turn help her when she needs it. As she ex-
plained, “If I need something,’ I can call them,
if they need some, I would, they could call me,
it’s just vice versa, that’s how my circle, my
support circle works.” Whitney noted that it
could be hard to ask for help, but continued,
“Sometimes you gotta put your pride aside and
go [get help]. . .. It takes a village to raise a
child.” In the context of neighborhood poverty,
mothers’ network ties are unsurprisingly expe-
riencing financial hardship and even hunger.
Critically, these hardships often went back
generations.

Heritages of Hardship and Resilience

Although we asked mothers where they learned
how to manage food, respondents organically
brought up observing how their mothers and
grandmothers worked to make ends meet.
Dawn grew up with eight siblings, and her fa-
ther was gone for long periods in the military.
As she put it, “He really wasn’t there for us. [My
mother] raised us—and when she was raising
us, we lived on food stamps and welfare, which
wasn’t nothing.” She described observing her
mother make do, “I would sit in the kitchen
with her— literally sit in the kitchen and watch
how she would make things work. Like, um, we
know we couldn’t have the—the good cereal,
but we would have corn—you know, corn
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flakes. She improvised . .. watching her and
how she sacrificed food for us and made sure
we eat.”

Kendra made similar sacrifices for her chil-
dren when she had limited food, which hap-
pened regularly. She described running out of
food as “the normal thing for a woman with
kids or a family. . . . You get short, or you . ..
your ... your well runs dry.” When that hap-
pens, “I just improvise. Try to make a way. Be-
cause I'm not gonna send my kids to sleep hun-
gry. That’s somethin’ I'm not gonna do. If I
don’t do something else, I'm not gonna do that.
They’re gonna eat, regardless if I eat. I could be
hungry.” In addition to going hungry, Kendra
turned to her mother. She explained, “With me
havin’ like so many children, financially she
supports me. Sometimes when she gets good
deals, she helps, you know. Or if you know like
uh food’s low and she knows a certain area that
gives help, she’ll tell me.”

Kendra and her mother frame the struggles
they experience around food as a “normal” part
of what it means to be a mother: “That’s a
motherly instinct. That’s somethin’ you willing
to do. It doesn’t. . . it doesn’t affect you because
that’s somethin’ I would be willin’ to do. ...
What does it matter if I'm full or not?” Kendra
also linked her capacity to provide and sacrifice
to her racial heritage: “Some people have sur-
vival skills, some people don’t. You gotta hope
you’re “some people.” Like I don’t know if
uh. . .if actually as an African American we have
the natural instinct, or uh . . . or survival skills,
or it’s somethin’ that comes off easy to us. Like
sometimes I don’t even know I had it, or I could
make a way with what I had. But I make ways.”

Whitney felt similarly about her communi-
ty’s resilience: “We still po’ but we know how
to survive, you know, through different changes
in the world, we have always been.” Jordan ex-
plained, “As women, particularly Black women,
we don’t have time to cry. We got to get up and
get it. You know, and we are the strongest race
of them all, because we have—we have things
we got to do. ... We can’t—we can’t afford to
sit back and cry and what not.” Jordan contin-
ued, reflecting, “I was reared around a lot of
strong women and didn’t realize it.” Mothers’
interpretation of their struggles and resilience
in racialized terms is critical to their self-
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understanding and also underscores the utility
of racial capitalism as an analytic lens.

Danielle learned how to “make a way” from
her mother, and she passed this on to her
nieces. She said, “we were brought up to always
have food in the house ... keep food in the
house,” explaining that “whether it may be
something you want or you don’t want, there is
food here.” Danielle stressed the intergenera-
tional transmission of this relationship to food
and explained, “that’s how I was taught, and
that’s how we teach.” Likewise, Nicole credited
her mother’s example with helping her survive:
“I mean all my life, I always see my mom—
every time we didn’t have—she always made it
... made it happen, even if we didn’t have it. So
I actually got that from my mom.” Women in
various family roles passed on practices. For
Krista, it was her aunt who “used to cook
enough to feed an army.” She reflected, “Then
I became a mother, and I started takin’ care of
my own kids. But you know, I learned from
them.” The struggle stretched over generations,
and the learned practices of navigating it are
likewise intergenerational.

Taking a Longer View—Disadvantage

and Resistance Over Time

Mothers’ strategies to resist food insecurity
over generations should be viewed within the
longer context of Sunnyside as a place whose
contemporary conditions are inflected by the
legacies of slavery, Jim Crow policies, and ongo-
ing disinvestment (Mayorga et al. 2022). We ar-
gue that food apartheid in Sunnyside, viewed
through the lens of racial capitalism, “is a man-
ifestation as well as an arm of a broader struc-
ture of dispossession and devaluation that in
the United States stems from chattel slavery”
(Mayorga et al. 2022, 241). While the pathways
through which racialized oppression operates
have morphed over time, the essential parallel
between resource accumulation in White com-
munities and disinvestment and extraction in
Black neighborhoods predates Sunnyside’s or-
igins. These mechanisms help explain not just
Houston’s present, but, if unaddressed and un-
acknowledged, will continue to structure and
delimit its possible futures (Ponton 2024). Re-
calling and emphasizing the salience of these
histories is vital in a political landscape like
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Texas that has legislated against teaching how
past racialized violence and resource extraction
perpetuates and concentrates contemporary
inequalities (Lopez 2021).

Although Texas is not always considered the
Deep South in popular imagination, its history
shares much in common with its Southern
neighbors, including a reliance on the labor of
enslaved people. Houston sits on what scholars
have termed a “cultural fault line”: it “straddles
the new and the old, the urban and the rural,
growth and decline, and the South and the
West” (Longoria and Rogers 2015, 25). After the
news of emancipation reached Galveston in
1865, there was a massive influx of formerly
enslaved people to what is now the Houston
metro area (Ponton 2024). Roughly fifty years
later, Sunnyside was platted during the Jim
Crow era and designated as an area where Black
homeowners could live, just outside of the city
limits. It was located next to a dump, and as
historian David Ponton (2024) notes, this initial
siting is telling, as it already marked Sunnyside
as both a Black space and a dirty space.

Before annexation in 1956, Sunnyside—like
other Black neighborhoods discussed—func-
tioned independently of the city of Houston,
organizing its own water system, schools, and
fire department. Yet even after annexation,
years after Sunnyside residents began paying
city taxes, the city refused to provide “sewer,
water, drainage, sidewalks, streetlights,” or
other services to the community (Texas Low In-
come Housing Information Service 2017)—a
pattern of disinvestment whose effects are felt
today as Sunnyside’s poor drainage exacerbates
flood conditions. The same exploitation oc-
curred in Settegast, a Black neighborhood in
northeast Houston, that was annexed in 1949
but did not receive sewer lines from the city
until 1969 (Fisher 1989).

Deliberate interventions by policymakers
also withdrew the possibility of housing secu-
rity itself from the area. Sunnyside was among
Black Houston areas designated as “hazard-
ous” by the Home Owners’ Loan Corporation,
such that residents could not obtain federally
backed mortgages (Understanding Houston
2021). The effects of redlining included the con-
centration of poverty in Black neighborhoods
and wealth in White neighborhoods, and an in-
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tensification of residential segregation. Even
Sunnyside residents who could purchase
homes have not benefited from the intergen-
erational transfer of wealth that homeowner-
ship produced for owners in predominantly
White neighborhoods. Low-income homeown-
ers of color face heightened property taxes and
lower property value assessments, resulting in
a disproportionate rate of tax delinquency and
vulnerability to dispossession (Kahrl 2015.
These same historically Black neighborhoods
in Houston have the highest concentration of
tax delinquent properties, complicating the
designation of homes as “owner-occupied”
(Longoria and Rogers 2008). Following the
same pattern, supermarkets have engaged in
“retail redlining,” avoiding development in
neighborhoods of color (Reese 2019). When we
consider how these interventions constrained
Sunnyside residents’ pursuit of stable, prosper-
ous lives, the insufficiency of the food desert
framing becomes clear. Far from an ecological
inevitability, conditions in Sunnyside reflect
historic processes of extraction and unequal re-
source allocation. In the face of those forces,
mothers’ narratives of intergenerational strug-
gle and resilience can be viewed as ongoing
acts of resistance.

LIMITATIONS

The present study makes the case for focusing
on the particular social, historical, civil, and po-
litical processes that shape the specific chal-
lenges faced by communities navigating con-
centrated poverty and food insecurity. While
we treat Houston’s Sunnyside neighborhood as
a case for examining these overarching pro-
cesses, we suspect that the dynamics we ob-
serve in Sunnyside are operating elsewhere,
particularly in other Black communities with
concentrated poverty. We note, however, that
these dynamics may differ in places that do not
share the particular legacy of enslavement and
subsequent Jim Crow policies. We center Black
communities; however, further research should
build out our understanding of how a similar
framing offers insights into the experiences of
other marginalized populations, including
Latino/a and Indigenous communities. We
conducted our study during the COVID-19 pan-
demic, a time of unprecedented hardship. Over
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the course of the pandemic, after an initial
spike, food insecurity dropped on average
across the United States due to an infusion of
resources in the food safety net, including the
Pandemic Electronic Benefits Transfer pro-
gram. However, this was not the case for Black
and Latino/a households (Bitler et al. 2023),
making this a useful period for our research
aims. Because of the pandemic context, we con-
ducted interviews virtually. While this neces-
sarily changed the interview dynamic, we felt
that the remote format gave respondents more
agency in choosing how to portray their home
life (Keen et al. 2022); specifically in terms of
where to point the camera, helping to counter-
balance how poverty research can parallel sur-
veillance and intrusion (Hughes 2019).

CONCLUSIONS

To better understand how poor mothers meet
their families’ food needs, we looked to the
granular everyday strategies that mothers em-
ployed to ensure adequate food for their fami-
lies day in and day out, following a long tradi-
tion of qualitative scholarship (see also Edin
and Lein 1997, Newman and Massengill 2006).
By focusing on the experience of Black mothers
in a context where welfare has virtually disap-
peared, we contribute to our understanding of
how multidimensional place-based conditions
increasingly shape what it means to be poor in
the US. In the decades since Making Ends Meet
was published, place remains as important as
ever in shaping the opportunities and con-
straints poor mothers face. In connecting
mothers’ individual struggles to structural dis-
advantages in Sunnyside over time through a
critical lens, we help explain why their intensive
labor is often simply not enough to avoid food
insecurity and hunger. This project brings the
insights of low-income Black mothers into con-
versation with a history of scholarship and ac-
tivism around food justice that foregrounds
fundamental structural inequalities rooted in
racism (see also Reese 2019; Garth and Reese
2020; Sachs and Patel-Campillo 2014). We hope
that by taking seriously Black mothers’ experi-
ences navigating the multiplicative disadvan-
tages in Sunnyside and their critiques of the
foodscape, we offer a roadmap for future re-
search that better attends to the realities of the
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present by acknowledging the vestiges of the
past.

In the context of Texas’ austere and punitive
safety net, individuals like the mothers in this
study labor intensively to feed their families.
Yet we show how their strategies, developed in-
tergenerationally, are stymied by the structural
disadvantages that suffuse Sunnyside as a
place, including inadequate transportation and
housing infrastructure. We trace how disinvest-
ment in places like Sunnyside, viewed through
the lens of food apartheid, has resulted in con-
ditions where inequalities are chronic and
acute. Widening our focus to consider the im-
pact of disinvestment across domains high-
lights how and why food insecurity is deeply
rooted in some places while food access is plen-
tiful in others. This shift in perspective means
moving away from locating problems in people
and instead learning from them about how the
places they live shape their opportunities.

Scholars using quantitative methods have
charted a path for critical scholarship that
moves beyond thinking of place as a static in-
dicator and instead considering its “prior life”
(Rucks-Ahidiana 2022, 175). We draw on recent
work exploring the relationships between past
mechanisms of racial oppression and present-
day outcomes, including Black-White poverty
inequality and the prevalence of contemporary
Black poverty in particular places (O’Connell
2012; Baker et al. 2022; Vargas 2022). These
scholars encourage us to think about place as
dynamic, paying attention to the land on which
communities have developed and considering
how historical processes actively shape individ-
uals’ contemporary lives and choices (Carney
2012). This work reveals the durability of struc-
tural racism and its consequences, and encour-
ages reorienting from behavioral explanations
and centering structural, political, and critical
race explanations for racial inequalities in pov-
erty outcomes (Baker et al. 2022, 1071). We ar-
gue that highlighting these historical processes
helps contextualize mothers’ struggles around
food insecurity and redirects policy focus from
individuals, for example, teaching poor people
how to manage food more efficiently, to the
structural conditions mothers have been strug-
gling within and resisting for generations. This
approach pushes us to ask questions about the
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ongoing unequal allocation of resources, dy-
namics of exploitation and extraction, and col-
lective efforts to equitably redistribute land and
power, shifting our analysis away from individ-
ual behavioral choices.

Applied to the case of food insecurity, this
reorientation means moving away from a nar-
row focus on behavioral choices and individ-
ual strategies that risks blaming people for
their perceived deficits when those strategies
are not successful. Well-intentioned public
health interventions around food and racial-
ized health disparities often fall into this trap.
For example, interventions aimed at tackling
the so-called obesity epidemic included mis-
guided attempts to stigmatize families of color
for their insufficient choices in accessing nu-
tritious food (Firth 2012; Warbrick et al. 2019).
In doing so, such interventions emphasize “in-
dividual mechanisms rather than the subtle
and systemic ways racism shapes access to op-
portunities in education, employment, hous-
ing, and neighborhood resources” (Phojana-
kong et al. 2019, 4370). A structural approach
would instead aim to redress those inequali-
ties in resource access and opportunity. And
though it may appear paradoxical, we posit
that rigorous qualitative analysis—including
data from individual interviews—is especially
useful here. Placing individual narratives into
a broader and longer social context offers a
way to better understand the “structural in-
equalities [that] are so baked into the lega-
cies and culture of our nation’s most disad-
vantaged regions that they can be taken for
granted” (Edin et al. 2023, 149). As much as we
learned about coping and survival strategies
from Edin and Lein’s (1997) study, a historical
structural approach might encourage policy-
makers to focus less on individual family units
and more on the places in which marginalized
families are embedded.

Food justice scholars Hanna Garth and
Ashanté M. Reese (2020) argue that rather than
treating “Black neighborhoods and communi-
ties as blank slates in need of guidance or struc-
ture,” scholars must treat “Black and other peo-
ple of color ... [as] theorists, creators, and
experts” (6). This approach requires assuming
that those most affected by racial oppression
have sophisticated and informed analyses of
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their experience. Centering interviewees’ own
interpretation of their circumstances lends it-
self to better sociological analysis, and pushes
back against discourses and policy interven-
tions that locate the problems associated with
poverty and food insecurity within Black people
rather than the historically produced structures.

Policymakers should consider interventions
that move toward addressing the systemic pro-
cesses that perpetuate racialized inequalities,
with particular attention to accumulation and
disinvestment. The logic of restorative justice
is useful in considering actors who have insti-
tuted, perpetuated, and benefited from in-
equalities to discern how they, and their re-
sources, might be involved in remediation. For
example, interventions should consider how to
address profiteering by corporate food sellers
and reinvest in community-led efforts at food
sovereignty (see also Detroit Black Community
Food Sovereignty Network, n.d.). Interventions
must also address the dearth of affordable
housing and entrenched inequalities that stem
from residential segregation. Proposals to pro-
vide direct assistance for low-income families
to acquire their own homes are promising (Na-
tional Low Income Housing Coalition 2024b),
as are measures aimed at strengthening low-
income tenants’ rights. Further, as food inse-
curity is bound up with economic hardship,
shoring up programs including the Earned In-
come Tax Credit and the expanded Child Tax
Credit is critical.

By emphasizing historic structures such as
legally sanctioned residential segregation and
ongoing economic disinvestment in neighbor-
hoods like Sunnyside, and locating these struc-
tures in the framework of food apartheid under
racial capitalism, our findings underscore the
fact that contemporary conditions that moth-
ers experience are not inevitable (Mayorga et al.
2022). Food apartheid emerges from sequential
decisions and actions over time, such that it is
an instrument and consequence of interlock-
ing oppressions rather than an accident. Our
findings lead us to ask where Sunnyside would
be today had different choices been made, and
to consider what Sunnyside might look like
thirty years from now if policy choices were
aimed at dismantling food apartheid rather
than treating its symptoms.
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Fathers’ Socioeconomic
Precarity and Mothers’ Ability
to Make Ends Meet
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Economic and policy changes since Making Ends Meet was first published have fundamentally restructured
the social safety net available to single mothers, while simultaneously eroding the economic position of the
men with whom they share children. This study examines the degree of socioeconomic precarity among non-
resident fathers and its implications for the economic well-being of mothers in the post-welfare reform era,
using data from the Future of Families and Child Wellbeing Study. Nearly all nonresident fathers reported
some type of precarity related to their employment, exposure to punitive systems, or financial and material
resources; and the support they received from public or private sources was limited. Multiple aspects of fa-
thers’ socioeconomic precarity were also associated with mothers’ experiences of material hardship and
poverty. These findings suggest that nonresident fathers’ own precarity precludes them from compensating
for the loss of cash support following welfare reform.

Keywords: single mothers, nonresident fathers, making ends meet, economic precarity, father
employment, material hardship, poverty, system contact, child support

Making Ends Meet and the robust literature that
followed vividly documented how single moth-
ers’ economic security is inextricably linked
with that of their children’s fathers. Kathryn
Edin and Laura Lein’s (1997) seminal work,
published the year after the Personal Respon-

sibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation
Act 0f 1996 (PRWORA), which promised to “end
welfare as we know it,” described how single
mothers’ income from welfare and low-wage
work was insufficient to cover their expenses.
Cash contributions from private sources like
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children’s fathers were an important source of
supplemental funds to fill the gaps in mothers’
budgets. Indeed, more than half of the mothers
in Edin and Lein’s study (1997, chap. 6) turned
to economic support from partners and fathers
as a supplemental survival strategy. A funda-
mental assumption of the post-PRWORA social
welfare state has been that private support,
through mothers’ own work and support pro-
vided by their children’s fathers, would in-
crease to compensate for the loss of cash wel-
fare (Ananat et al. 2026). While the expansion
of several programs shored up the safety net for
some mothers (Pilkauskas and Bruey 2026, this
issue; Bruch et al. 2026), the transition from
cash support to a block grant program with
work-based eligibility requirements meant
mothers without strong connections to the for-
mal economy fell deeper into poverty (Brady
and Parolin 2020; Shaefer and Edin 2013).
Although nonresident fathers were not nec-
essarily considered “reliable” providers by
mothers in Edin and Lein’s study, there is rea-
son to anticipate that conditions since the pas-
sage of PRWORA have further compromised
fathers’ ability to shore up the economic situ-
ations of struggling mothers. Research in the
decades since this book was published has un-
derscored the importance of nonresident fa-
thers’ formal and informal contributions for
the economic security of households with chil-
dren (Nepomnyaschy et al. 2022; Nepomnyas-
chy and Garfinkel 2011; Cuesta and Meyer 2018;
Lewis and Kornrich 2020; Kane et al. 2015; Ha
etal. 2011). Changes to the economic and policy
landscape have created significant barriers for
fathers’ ability to provide time and resources
to support their children’s households. Eco-
nomic restructuring over this period under-
mined the quality and remuneration of work
for men without college degrees, a demo-
graphic disproportionately comprised of non-
resident fathers (Binder and Bound 2019;
Smeeding et al. 2011; Nepomnyaschy and Miller
2023). At the same time, policy changes that
strengthened child support enforcement
mechanisms and extended the reach of the
criminal legal system have had serious collat-
eral consequences for socioeconomically mar-
ginalized fathers and their families. Rather
than compensating for the loss of cash welfare,

fathers have faced challenges more likely to
erode than bolster their provision of support to
single mothers.

This study provides an updated and com-
prehensive look at the socioeconomic circum-
stances of nonresident fathers much like those
in Making Ends Meet, and the implications for
mothers’ economic survival in the post-welfare
reform era. We find that fathers’ socioeco-
nomic precarity is both ubiquitous and closely
linked to mothers’ economic hardship, raising
serious questions about the viability of sup-
port from nonresident fathers as a core sur-
vival strategy to compensate for gaps in the
public safety net. Indeed, while this study pro-
vides a systematic investigation of men’s socio-
economic vulnerability, our analysis is primar-
ily motivated by an interest in understanding
how this is linked to mothers’ precarity. As
documented in the other articles in this issue,
the circumstances faced by many single moth-
ers—who were already struggling at the end of
the millennium—have become increasingly
strained. While some are shored up by a work-
based safety net, those not well served by this
new regime are further destabilized by the pre-
carity of their children’s fathers.

THE IMPORTANCE OF NONRESIDENT
FATHER SUPPORT AS A SURVIVAL
STRATEGY FOR SINGLE MOTHERS
Making Ends Meet identified a set of survival
strategies that mothers employed to patch to-
gether the resources needed to keep their
households afloat prior to welfare reform, in-
cluding work, cash welfare, network-based
strategies (that is, family, friends, romantic
partners, and nonresident fathers), support
from agencies or community organizations,
and other public benefits programs. As other
studies in this issue illustrate (Bruch et al. 2026;
Pilkauskas and Bruey 2026, this issue; Ananat
et al. 2026; van der Naald et al. 2026; Fong
and McCarthy 2026; Abbott et al. 2026), policy
changes in the last thirty years have fundamen-
tally altered the survival strategies available to
mothers. Most notable of these changes was
the passage of PRWORA in 1996, which re-
placed Aid to Families with Dependent Chil-
dren (AFDC) with Temporary Assistance for
Needy Families (TANF) and essentially removed
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cash welfare from the suite of tools available to
single mothers (Pilkauskas and Bruey 2026,
this issue; Bruch et al. 2026). Only twenty-one
out of every one hundred families in poverty
received TANF cash assistance in 2020, with tre-
mendous variation by state (for example, from
71 percent in California and Vermont to 4 per-
cent in Arkansas, Louisiana, Mississippi, and
Texas), compared to sixty-eight out of one hun-
dred families in 1996 (Shrivastava and Azito
Thompson 2022). Underscoring the serious-
ness of these changes, H. Luke Shaefer and
Kathryn Edin (2013) found a large increase in
extreme poverty in the years following the pas-
sage of PRWORA among mothers “discon-
nected” from both work and cash welfare.

The post-PRWORA public safety net, with
time limited cash welfare and work require-
ments for many programs, also made mothers
more reliant on private and network-based
survival strategies (van der Naald et al. 2026;
Kwon et al. 2026; Pilkauskas and Bruey 2026,
this issue; Ananat et al. 2026). Using network-
based resources ranked highly in the moral hi-
erarchy of survival strategies among the moth-
ers in Making Ends Meet, but strategies like
“doubling-up” could also increase risk of abuse
(Edin and Shaefer 2015; Edin and Lein 1997).
Thus, while resources from private networks
were an important source of support, this car-
ried risks and was understood to be supple-
mental to cash welfare or work-based strate-
gies.

Large-scale changes to the child support en-
forcement (CSE) system in the decades since
Making Ends Meet sought to increase formal
contributions from fathers, both lending the
force of the state to mothers’ claim to economic
support from nonresident fathers and further
shifting responsibility to private support. Orig-
inally created in 1975 to recoup the cost of cash
welfare paid to custodial mothers, CSE has
evolved into an extensive system of policies and
practices to establish legal paternity and child
support orders and enforce collections (Toll-
estrup 2021). Consistent with the mantra of
“personal responsibility,” extensive state in-
vestment in the CSE system began in earnest
just after the enactment of welfare reform in
PRWORA even as enrollment in public benefits
declined and program generosity largely stag-

nated (Bruch et al. 2026). Most families in the
CSE system are required to participate as a con-
dition of custodial mothers’ receipt of public
benefits (Selekman and Holcomb 2018), not be-
cause of parental preference for state involve-
ment (Waller 2019; Rambert 2021). This means
that while some mothers intentionally seek out
involvement with CSE to secure resources to
support their families, most do not engage vol-
untarily with the system and many do not par-
ticipate at all. Indeed, only half of custodial
mothers have a formal child support agree-
ment (Grall 2020). Despite state efforts to en-
force collections from fathers, less than one-
third of children with a nonresident parent
receive any formal child support (Grall 2020), a
lower share than before welfare reform; this de-
cline is the result of fewer child support orders
being established, especially orders with any
support due (Grall 2002; Pilarz and Cuesta
2025; Cancian et al. 2023).

The amount of formal child support due is
typically set by the state, withheld from fathers’
paychecks (Office of Child Support Enforce-
ment 2023), and then distributed to mothers or
kept as repayment for benefits the mother has
received. All but two states retain payments if
mothers received TANF, either currently or in
the past, though half pass through a small part
of those funds to custodial parents (National
Conference of State Legislatures 2023). Moth-
ers who receive child support get direct cash
payments, which affords them the freedom to
use the funds as they deem necessary. While
formal child support receipt has been shown
to increase the regularity of low-income moth-
ers’ total income and to reduce poverty and ma-
terial hardship in children’s households (Ha et
al. 2011; Cuesta and Meyer 2018; Nepomnyaschy
et al. 2022), recent evidence suggests that only
a small and select group of mothers receiving
the highest amounts of formal cash support ac-
tually see a reduction in poverty or material
hardship (Nepomnyaschy et al. 2022). Indeed,
the large investment in CSE in recent decades
has not resulted in substantial increases to ei-
ther the proportion of mothers receiving any
support or the amount of support received (Pi-
larz and Cuesta 2025; Cancian et al. 2025).

Alarge share of the monetary support moth-
ers receive from their personal networks comes
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from the fathers of their children outside of the
formal CSE system, primarily as direct cash
and noncash contributions. In-kind (noncash)
contributions such as toys, clothes, food, med-
icine, and paying directly for child care, after-
school, or other enrichment programs are
common, with nearly 60 percent of custodial
mothers receiving such support according to
national data (Grall 2020; Sorensen 2021). Im-
portantly, in-kind support also carries more
emotional and symbolic value because it sig-
nals fathers’ commitment, connection, time
with children, and cooperation with their chil-
dren’s mothers (Waller et al. 2018; Craigie 2012;
Waller 2002). Fathers are more likely to provide
this voluntary support (Nepomnyaschy et al.
2020; Kane et al. 2015), and it may be of greater
financial value than formal child support (Kane
et al. 2015) as it cannot be intercepted by the
state. In-kind support is also provided more
consistently over the child’s life (Sariscsany et
al. 2019; Nepomnyaschy and Garfinkel 2010),
making it particularly beneficial for mothers’
allocation of household resources and finan-
cial planning (Flanagan and Halpern-Meekin
2026, this issue). Evidence from the Future of
Families Study shows that in-kind support is
associated with improved behavioral and aca-
demic outcomes for children (Miller et al. 2020;
Nepomnyaschy et al. 2020) and reduced mate-
rial hardship in their households, especially
when nonresident fathers are involved in their
children’s lives (Nepomnyaschy and Garfinkel
2011, 2014; Nepomnyaschy et al. 2022). Thus,
the importance of nonresident fathers’ volun-
tary support as a survival strategy for mothers
spans the pre- and post-welfare reform eras.
Although not an explicit focus of Making
Ends Meet, nonresident fathers’ positive copa-
renting, engagement, and time spent with chil-
dren, as well as fathers’ emotional and physical
well-being, may also have implications for sin-
gle mothers’ economic precarity. Recent work
indicates that fathers’ engagement is associ-
ated with better child outcomes and improved
economic standing of mothers’ households, as
well as reductions in socioeconomic disparities
in child outcomes (Nepomnyaschy et al. 2020,
2022; Miller et al. 2020). Fathers’ time spent
with children is highly correlated with their
provision of informal and in-kind support, as
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they often purchase or bring things to children
when they visit or spend time with them
(Nepomnyaschy 2007; Waller et al. 2018). Fur-
ther, fathers’ time with children may reduce
stress and provide mothers with time for other
needed tasks.

FATHERS' SOCIOECONOMIC PRECARITY
Prior to welfare reform, Edin and Lein (1997,
167) observed: “As important as these contribu-
tions were to mothers’ budgets, most mothers
knew that they could not count on fathers over
the long term because fathers’ incomes were
too precarious,” echoing Carol B. Stack’s (1975)
assessment of the “reliability” of support from
fathers in the early 1970s. Changes to public
policy and the economy already underway in
the 1990s, including the loss of manufacturing
jobs, decline in union power, relocation of re-
maining work to less accessible areas, and de-
clining real value of the minimum wage, fur-
ther undermined the wages and employment
of economically vulnerable men (Autor et al.
2016; Sugie and Lens 2017; Verick 2009; Wilson
1997). This is particularly true for the popula-
tion of socioeconomically marginalized men
most likely to be nonresident fathers (Berger
and Langton 2011). As a result of these changes,
fathers’ ability to support their children has
eroded rather than expanded to meet mothers’
changing needs. Thus, while men are generally
understood to be better off economically than
women—even among those at the lowest end
of the economic spectrum (Chun-Hoon 2023)—
the deteriorated position of men with low so-
cioeconomic status (low-SES) means that non-
resident fathers may need to prioritize their
own needs over supporting family members in
other households. Coupled with the fact that
they are often ineligible for more generous ben-
efits from the Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC)
and Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Pro-
gram (SNAP) if they are able-bodied and have
no other dependents, nonresident fathers may
have very limited resources to mitigate hard-
ship faced by mothers struggling to make ends
meet post-PRWORA.

This deterioration is evident across multiple
metrics. Continuing a decades-long slide, the
labor force participation rate of men declined
from 75 percent in 1997 to 68.9 percent in early
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2020 (United States Bureau of Labor Statistics
2024). Likewise, rates of participation in the la-
bor force among prime-age men (ages twenty-
five to fifty-four) have decreased with each suc-
cessive recent generation (United States Bureau
of Labor Statistics 2024; Binder and Bound
2019). Except for those at the highest end of the
distribution, earnings for prime-age men have
also declined or remained stagnant in the de-
cades since welfare reform (England et al.
2020), and wage stagnation has been worst for
men of color with the lowest earnings, com-
pounding long-standing racial disparities (Wil-
son and Rogers 2016). These data reflect, in
part, large-scale macroeconomic shifts that
have contributed to the increasing precarity of
men without a college degree, 64 percent of all
men over age twenty-five in the United States
(United States Census Bureau 2023). Following
all but the most recent economic recession, as
industries traditionally dominated by women
were among the most affected by the COVID-19
pandemic (Center on Budget and Policy Prior-
ities 2024), the return to employment has been
slower for men than women following down-
turns (Sahin et al. 2010), with some evidence
that nonresident fathers are hardest hit (Mincy
et al. 2015). The jobs that remain available to
such fathers frequently pay little while requir-
ing irregular and nonstandard schedules, two
features that make balancing family needs dif-
ficult and undermine well-being (Ananat and
Gassman-Pines 2021; Schneider and Harknett
2019).

These downward trends in economic stabil-
ity have occurred alongside the expansion of
the CSE system, often compounding fathers’
precarity. Both the public and policymakers ex-
pect fathers to support their children, and fa-
thers unable to meet their obligations have
been pilloried as “deadbeats,” driving the ex-
pansion of CSE (Mincy and Sorensen 1998;
Rambert 2021). At the same time, enforcement
measures have become increasingly punitive
and focused on fathers’ apparent willingness
to pay while ignoring their ability to pay. Be-
cause orders often include retroactive support,
such as the repayment of birthing costs covered
by Medicaid, fathers can immediately find
themselves in substantial child support debt
when an order is established. It has also been
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common practice, when fathers are not present
at hearings or information is missing, for
courts to impute their income in setting a child
support order (Turetsky 2019), a practice that
frequently overestimates the amount that fa-
thers can contribute (Plotnick and Kennedy
2018). Similarly, not all states require the use of
self-support reserves, which stipulate that child
support orders include a set-aside that allows
fathers to retain some income for basic suste-
nance, and reserves are not always imple-
mented in states that require them (National
Conference of State Legislatures 2020).

These practices have resulted in child sup-
port obligations that are beyond the means of
many fathers, and falling behind on required
payments can lead to serious penalties, includ-
ing court-ordered reductions in time with chil-
dren, driver’s license suspension, interception
of tax returns, criminal charges, and incarcera-
tion (Haney 2018, 2022; Sorensen et al. 2007;
Tollestrup 2021; National Conference of State
Legislatures 2021; Rambert 2021). Compound-
ing the challenges of unrealistic orders, thirty-
four states charge interest on child support ar-
rears, with rates as high as 12 percent (National
Conference of State Legislatures 2021). As a re-
sult of all of these CSE practices, fathers are
much more likely than in prior decades to incur
unmanageable child support arrears (Turetsky
and Waller 2020), with 77 percent of nonresi-
dent parents in the child support system today
carrying arrears (Office of Child Support En-
forcement 2021) and only 40 percent of those
arrears likely to be collected (Sorensen et al.
2007). Most of these arrears are owed by men
making less than $10,000 a year, and this debt
is associated with a host of negative outcomes
for men and their families (Miller and Mincy
2012; Nepomnyaschy et al. 2021; Robbins et al.
2022; Turner and Waller 2017; Sorensen et al.
2007; Rambert 2021).

The reach and punitiveness of the criminal
legal system also grew in parallel with the
expansion of CSE. The 1990s were an era of
“tough on crime” laws that accelerated the
growth of this system (Enns 2014) until 2009,
when a peak of 7.2 million people, most of
whom were parents, were incarcerated or un-
der criminal justice supervision (Glaze 2010;
Glaze and Maruschak 2010). As a result, even

RSF: THE RUSSELL SAGE FOUNDATION JOURNAL OF THE SOCIAL SCIENCES



FATHERS’ SOCIOECONOMIC PRECARITY

those with nonviolent and low-level offenses
found themselves coping with crippling levels
of legal debt (Bing et al. 2022; Friedman and
Pattillo 2019; Harris et al. 2022), and more ex-
tensive and extended periods of supervision
(King 2019). This dramatic expansion in the
criminal legal system disproportionately im-
pacted Black and Latino men with less than a
high school degree and those from disadvan-
taged communities (The Pew Charitable Trusts
2010; Kurlychek and Johnson 2019). Both the
loss of income during supervision and the col-
lateral consequences of these criminal legal en-
tanglements directly undermine nonresident
fathers’ ability to support their children, and
child support arrears can grow during this
time. Interactions between labor markets and
both the criminal legal and CSE systems trap
men in ongoing cycles of unemployment, in-
carceration, and debt, which significantly limit
their economic stability (Agan and Makowsky
2018; Apel and Horney 2017; Apel and Powell
2019; Dwyer Emory 2021; Haney 2018; Turetsky
and Waller 2020). Unsurprisingly, criminal legal
system contact has been shown to undermine
fathers’ contributions of time and resources to
their families. Indeed, mothers who share chil-
dren with formerly incarcerated men received
less voluntary and formal support from either
nonresident fathers (Geller et al. 2011; McLeod
and Gottlieb 2018; Dwyer Emory et al. 2020) or
others in their networks (Turney et al. 2012).
In sum, large-scale changes have unfolded
in the decades since Making Ends Meet was first
published that have substantially limited the
viability of support from nonresident fathers
as a survival strategy for single mothers. While
some mothers have benefited from these
changes, those unable to capitalize on the
work-focused safety net that has emerged find
themselves also unable to depend on support
from their children’s fathers, a key means of
making ends meet in the pre-welfare reform
era. Changes in the labor market and greater
exposure to punitive systems have had pro-
foundly negative implications for fathers’ eco-
nomic prospects, social connections, and even
health, and virtually all of these changes have
had a greater impact on lower-SES men and
Black or Latino men (Battle 2018; Adams 2018;
Pratt 2016; Nepomnyaschy and Miller 2023;
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Smeeding et al. 2011). As fathers struggle to
meet their own basic needs, fewer resources are
available to support single mothers. Financially
strained fathers are also more likely to experi-
ence physical and emotional problems, includ-
ing poor physical health, depression, and sub-
stance use (Robbins et al. 2022; Massoglia and
Remster 2019; Williams 2003), likely further
limiting their ability to provide effective and
consistent support. What resources they do
have are likely to first go toward supporting
their current-household needs over those of
nonresident children and custodial mothers
(Edin and Nelson 2013). There can even be a
reversal in the flow of resources away from chil-
dren’s families through kinship networks as
families struggle to support incapacitated men,
as has been documented in cases of criminal
justice involvement (Braman 2004; Katzenstein
and Waller 2015; Miller 2021; Page et al. 2019).
Thus, the socioeconomic precarity fathers face
is likely to have implications for entire kin net-
works, as men have fewer resources to distrib-
ute and may even draw on the resources of kin
and romantic partners to help meet their own
needs.

CURRENT STUDY

In this study, we use longitudinal population-
based data from an economically, racially, and
ethnically diverse sample to identify and de-
scribe multiple dimensions of nonresident fa-
thers’ socioeconomic precarity and access to
support that could potentially affect custodial
mothers’ economic well-being. We describe
nonresident fathers’ socioeconomic circum-
stances using five broad conceptual domains
related to the policy changes outlined above
and to existing research on the multifaceted
sources of socioeconomic disadvantage fathers
face (Osborne 2020; Smeeding et al. 2011;
Nepomnyaschy and Miller 2023). We first cap-
ture three domains of fathers’ socioeconomic
precarity. Given the shift in the years after Mak-
ing Ends Meet to a work-based safety net and
co-occurring erosion in the low-wage labor
market, we first examine fathers’ employment
precarity. Because of the expansion of the CSE
and criminal legal systems over this period and
their impact on low-SES families, we also mea-
sure fathers’ exposure to these two punitive sys-
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tems. Related to these, we also examine fathers’
resource precarity, or their challenges meeting
their own households’ needs. We next measure
two potential sources of support fathers may
use to mitigate hardship, specifically support
from private networks and receipt of public
benefits. Finally, we examine the extent to
which the three domains of fathers’ socioeco-
nomic precarity (employment, exposure to pu-
nitive systems, and resource precarity) are as-
sociated with economic insecurity in mothers’
households, controlling for a rich set of indi-
vidual, family, and structural factors that may
confound this association.

METHODS

Our study takes advantage of five waves of
population-based data from the Future of Fam-
ilies and Child Wellbeing Study (FFCWS). In
many ways, the FFCWS is an ideal dataset for
this study as it contains unparalleled informa-
tion about a group of fathers who were first in-
terviewed in the three years after Making Ends
Meet was published and who were followed
over the period when many of the policy and
economic changes described earlier were un-
folding. Specifically, FFCWS has followed a co-
hort of nearly 5,000 children born in large US
cities between 1998 and 2000 and their biologi-
cal parents, tracking these families in the pe-
riod immediately following welfare reform and
through the resultant changes to the economy
and social welfare state. The study oversampled
births to unmarried mothers (a 3 to 1 ratio) and
is representative of all such births in large cit-
ies (population greater than 200,000) at that
time (Reichman et al. 2001). Mothers and avail-
able fathers were interviewed at the child’s
birth, with follow-up interviews when their
children were approximately one year old (in-
terviewed in 1999-2002), three years old (inter-
viewed in 2001-2003), five years old (inter-
viewed in 2003-2006), and nine years old
(interviewed 2007-2010). While additional sur-
veys were conducted when children were ages
fifteen and twenty-two, fathers were only con-
sistently interviewed in the first five waves of
the FFCWS. As most of the detailed indicators
of fathers’ precarity are self-reported, our study
uses data from these earlier waves to capture
with as much rigor as possible this population
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of fathers who are famously invisible in most
national surveys (Pettit 2012). This study thus
focuses on the families whose pre-welfare re-
form experiences in the early 1990s were docu-
mented by Making Ends Meet, following them
during a period of rapid policy change that led
to the modern welfare state documented by the
other articles in this issue. While data only
cover the period from 1999 to 2010, there is
strong reason to expect findings to apply to fa-
thers in the current era, as the conditions un-
derlying nonresident fathers’ economic precar-
ity have not substantively improved across
most domains (Binder and Bound 2019).

Sample

To focus on men most similar to those who
were partnered with the women in Making Ends
Meet, our analytic sample is limited to fathers
who were not married to the focal child’s
mother at the child’s birth and were not living
with her at the observed wave. The single moth-
ers in this analytic sample were never married
to, and were living apart from, the focal child’s
biological father, regardless of whether they
had repartnered. This conceptualization recog-
nizes the fluidity of family relationships by de-
fining them relative to a shared child rather
than in relation to romantic ties, and allows
parents to shift into and out of the sample at
different waves. We do not use data from waves
when parents were coresident, reflecting both
the methodological challenge of disentangling
the household resources of coresident mothers
and fathers and the conceptual focus of Making
Ends Meet on resources from nonresident fa-
thers.

To maximize the analytic sample and in-
clude the most expansive period of time in the
post-welfare reform era (1999-2010), we pooled
data from four survey waves (years 1, 3, 5, and
9) when fathers were interviewed and met the
analytic criteria. This generated an initial sam-
ple of 4,134 observations from 1,942 unique fa-
thers, with each contributing an average of 1.8
observations. After these restrictions, 45 per-
cent of variables were measured with no miss-
ing data. Of the remaining variables, only three
were missing data for more than 5 percent of
observations (whether the child was the fa-
thers’ first born, whether the father lived with
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both biological parents at age fifteen, and
whether he was US-born). To avoid further re-
ductions to the samples for our multivariate
analyses, we added a third category to these di-
chotomous variables indicating missingness
(Allison 2001). Thereafter, we conducted com-
plete case analysis, with sample sizes in the re-
gression models varying between 3,952 and
4,134 observations, depending on the measure
of fathers’ precarity being examined.

Measures

Our analyses focus on measures of mothers’
economic precarity, fathers’ socioeconomic
precarity, fathers’ sources of public and private
support, and a set of covariates.

Mothers’ Economic Precarity

Mothers’ economic precarity, our primary out-
come of interest, is indicated by their experi-
ences of material hardship and poverty mea-
sured at the 1, 3, 5, and 9-year survey waves.
Material hardship is measured using a series of
questions about mothers’ difficulties making
ends meet, such as the inability to pay full rent
or mortgage, the inability to pay bills, or the
inability to get medical care because there was
not enough money. We create a binary mea-
sure of whether the mother reports any such
experience, with more detailed indicators of
prevalence listed in table A.1. Mothers’ poverty
status is constructed from their reported
household income from all sources, adjusted
for household size and composition by the
FFCWS, consistent with the official poverty
measure used by the United States Census Bu-
reau. We create a binary outcome indicating
whether household income is below this offi-
cial federal poverty level (FPL).

Fathers’ Socioeconomic Precarity

The three domains of fathers’ socioeconomic
precarity (employment precarity, interactions
with punitive systems, and resource precarity)
are not mutually exclusive either practically or
in our operationalizations. Our indicators of
employment precarity measure the quality, sta-
bility, regularity, and remuneration associated
with fathers’ work. To capture as comprehen-
sively as possible the complexity of their em-
ployment situations, we create a categorical
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variable for type of work, distinguishing among
work without irregular shifts, work with irregu-
lar shifts, and no reported employment. This is
determined by questions of whether fathers
were doing any work for pay, and whether they
worked at different times each week. Second,
we created an indicator for fathers who re-
ported working fewer than both full-time (40
hours per week) and full-year (52 weeks per year)
in the past year. Next, we consider a continuous
measure of weekly earnings from all jobs in the
past year, top coded to the 99th percentile, and
an indicator for whether these earnings were
below what would be expected for full-time
work at the federal minimum wage.

Fathers’ interaction with punitive systems is
operationalized as exposure to the child sup-
port enforcement and criminal legal systems.
Interaction with the child support enforcement
system is measured by whether the father had
any child support arrears. Criminal legal con-
tact is a categorized into three groups: fathers
who had been incarcerated; fathers who had
contact with the criminal legal system, includ-
ing being arrested, charged, or convicted but
not incarcerated; and fathers who had no con-
tact with the criminal legal system. Following
convention in previous work, criminal legal
contact is defined by a combination of moth-
ers’ and fathers’ reports to address potential
underreporting.

Finally, fathers’ resource precarity is cap-
tured using their reports of household income,
material hardship, housing insecurity, and ac-
cess to health insurance. A categorical measure
of poverty captures fathers’ reports of house-
hold income from all sources that was below
the official FPL, between 100 and 200 percent
of the FPL, or above 200 percent of the FPL. Fa-
thers’ experience of material hardship is con-
structed as a dichotomous indicator from fa-
thers’ interviews in the same way as described
above for mothers. Next, following Amanda
Geller and Marah A. Curtis (2011), we construct
a binary indicator of housing instability, mea-
suring whether fathers experienced any of the
following: did not pay full mortgage or rent,
moved in with others to save money, moved
more than once in the past year, lived with oth-
ers without paying rent, lived in a shelter or
place not intended as permanent housing, or
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were evicted. These two indicators of material
hardship and housing instability are overlap-
ping, with some measures of housing instabil-
ity contributing to both variables. Finally, we
create an indicator for fathers reporting that
they had no health insurance, either public or
private.

Fathers’ Private and Public Support

In our descriptive analyses only, we analyze two
additional domains which index the private
and public support available to fathers. Fa-
thers’ perceived network support includes self-
reports of whether they could borrow money—
either $200 or $1,000—from someone or move
in with someone if needed. Fathers’ actual net-
work support includes whether they reported
borrowing money from friends or family to pay
bills, moving in with someone out of need, or
receiving free food because of a lack of re-
sources. Last, we include two separate indica-
tors for fathers’ reports of receiving means-
tested public benefits: receipt of TANF, SNAP,
or Supplemental Security Income (SSI) and re-
ceipt of the EITC.

Covariates

Our multivariate analyses include a number of
characteristics that may be associated with fa-
thers’ socioeconomic precarity and commit-
ment to the child, all taken from the baseline
survey at the child’s birth. Fathers’ character-
istics include their age, whether they were
born in the US, race and ethnicity, education,
whether they were ever interviewed in Spanish,
and whether they lived with both biological
parents at age fifteen. Mothers’ characteristics
similarly include self-reports of whether they
were born in the US, whether the mother was
the same race and ethnicity as the father, the
difference in their ages, and whether she had
more education than him. Characteristics of
the child include their sex assigned at birth,
whether the child was the mother’s firstborn
(mothers’ reports) or the father’s (fathers’ re-
ports), whether Medicaid paid for the child’s
birth, and a 4-item scale measuring fathers’
level of commitment to the focal child at the
birth (mothers’ report). Finally, we include an
indicator for whether the parents were cohab-
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iting at the child’s birth (mothers’ report) and
indicators for interview wave. Detailed infor-
mation on the covariates is included in table
Al

Analytic Strategy

The analysis proceeds in two phases. First, we
identify and richly describe the three dimen-
sions of fathers’ socioeconomic precarity as
well as their private and public support. This
information draws primarily on fathers’ reports
from surveys collected between 1999 and 2010.
As an initial assessment of the associations be-
tween parental circumstances, we then stratify
these descriptive analyses by whether fathers
shared a child with a mother who experienced
hardship since the previous wave and test for
statistically significant differences between
these subgroups. Second, we examine whether
and how each dimension of nonresident fa-
thers’ socioeconomic precarity (employment
precarity, interactions with punitive systems,
and resource precarity) is associated with the
economic well-being of mothers using three-
level random intercept linear regression mod-
els including the full set of controls described
above. These models nest multiple observa-
tions within fathers and fathers within states,
as fathers were included up to four times and
lived in forty-two different states with wide
ranging policy contexts. Because the dimen-
sions of fathers’ precarity are highly collinear,
we consider each dimension in each model sep-
arately. In supplementary analyses, we describe
our sample and re-estimate our multivariate
models stratified by fathers’ race and ethnicity
and fathers’ region of residence to examine
whether regional differences in availability of
supports, program generosity, and economic
strength affected our results.

RESULTS

Our analysis describes fathers with nonmarital
births who were living apart from their chil-
dren’s mothers during the post-welfare reform
era, a group who are the counterparts of the
men with whom the mothers in Making Ends
Meet shared children. Our results indicate that
struggles for this group persist. Overall, socio-
economic precarity among these fathers was
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pervasive, with at least one type of socioeco-
nomic precarity present for a stunning 96 per-
cent of observations. To further contextualize
this finding, over the four waves of data in our
study, 98.4 percent of these nonresident fathers
described at least one wave of exposure to em-
ployment precarity, system contact, or resource
precarity; only 1.6 percent experienced no pre-
carity. As illustrated in table A.1, while the over-
whelming majority of the fathers in the sample
were working age (98 percent), only 69 percent
reported good health, and most had a high
school education (39 percent) or less (38 per-
cent). In addition, 39 percent of fathers re-
ported that the focal child lived with them at
least half of the time, and most of these fathers
were also connected to children other than the
study focal child: 54 percent had another bio-
logical or adopted child; 30 percent lived with
another biological or adopted child in their cur-
rent household; and more than half (55 per-
cent) lived in a household with at least one mi-
nor child. These attributes put these fathers at
greater risk of economic precarity and suggest
that they may struggle to meet their own needs,
those of their households, and those of non-
resident children and custodial mothers. None-
theless, the vast majority of fathers (85 percent)
provided some kind of financial or in-kind sup-
port to the focal child’s mother.

The level of hardship reported by the moth-
ers with whom the fathers in our sample share
children underscores the similarities between
our sample and the families in Making Ends
Meet. As shown in table 1, about half of moth-
ers in our pooled sample across four waves of
data reported experiences of economic precar-
ity in the form of either poverty (53 percent) or
material hardship (46 percent), and approxi-
mately 72 percent of mothers in the sample re-
ported experiencing either of those outcomes.
Asillustrated in figure 1, while mothers and fa-
thers have a good deal of overlapping economic
precarity, mothers on average reported lower
income-to-poverty ratios than fathers, indicat-
ing lower incomes and deeper poverty. Supple-
mental analyses (not shown) echoed this find-
ing, indicating that on average mothers were
more likely to report material hardship and
economic precarity than the men with whom
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they shared children. Thus, while our results
and discussion emphasize the challenges faced
by fathers and the constraints they face sup-
porting their own households and those of
their children’s custodial mothers, we view
their precarity as shaping the resources avail-
able to mothers struggling to make ends meet
post-welfare reform.

Dimensions of Fathers’

Socioeconomic Precarity

We consider three dimensions of fathers’ so-
cioeconomic precarity of particular salience for
fathers’ ability to provide support to single
mothers in post-welfare reform period. These
are employment precarity, system exposure,
and resource precarity.

Employment Precarity

Fathers experienced one or more types of em-
ployment precarity in just over three-quarters
(78 percent) of observations in our pooled sam-
ple. Fathers living apart from their child’s
mother reported some employment in the vast
majority of cases (84 percent), with about 39
percent working regular shifts or hours at the
time of the survey and nearly 45 percent work-
ing irregular or variable shifts. In nearly 60 per-
cent of cases, fathers reported less than full-
time, full-year work over the past year. In our
sample, average weekly earnings were $573,
with fathers reporting earnings over the past
year that fell below the threshold of full-time
minimum wage work 40 percent of the time.
Thus, while most fathers were largely working
when observed, this work was often unstable
or low paid. Fathers working less than full-time
and full-year were also more likely to share a
child with a mother experiencing material
hardship, though the other measures of em-
ployment precarity did not significantly differ
by mothers’ hardship.

System Exposure

Contact with punitive systems was also exten-
sive, reported by just over three-quarters of fa-
thers (77 percent). In 31 percent of cases, fa-
thers had accrued child support arrears,
putting them at risk for a range of punitive en-
forcement practices from driver’s license sus-
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Table 1. Nonresident Fathers’ Socioeconomic Precarity and Maternal Material Hardship

Mean (Standard Deviation) or Percent

Mother Not Mother Difference by
Experiencing Experiencing Maternal
Full Sample Hardship Hardship Hardship
Mothers’ socioeconomic precarity
Any material hardship 46.20% 0% 100%
Household below federal poverty line 53.50% 48.60% 59.30% o
Fathers’ socioeconomic precarity
Any socioeconomic precarity 95.55% 94.60% 96.65% o
Employment precarity
Working only regular shifts 39.40% 40.80% 37.90% *
Working any irregular shifts 44.70% 44.30% 45.00%
Not employed 15.90% 14.90% 17.10% *
Working less than full-time, full-year 57.70% 54.80% 61.10% o
Earning less than the equivalent of 37.50% 36.60% 38.60%
full-time minimum wage
Weekly earnings ($) 572.5(936.6) 591.7 (959.9) 549.8 (908.0)
Fathers' system exposure
Any arrears 31.40% 27.70% 35.60% o
No criminal legal contact 31.10% 34.40% 27.30% o
Criminal legal contact without 15.40% 17.40% 13.20% o
incarceration
Incarceration 53.50% 48.20% 59.50% o
Fathers' resource precarity
Household below federal poverty line 31.70% 30.20% 33.50% *
Household earnings between 100% 25.20% 24.10% 26.50% *
and 200% of poverty line
Household earnings > 200% of poverty  43.10% 45.70% 40.10% e
line
Any material hardship 33.30% 26.30% 41.40% e
Any housing problems 30.90% 28.90% 33.10% **
No health insurance 57.70% 56.30% 59.30% *
Fathers' supports
Fathers' network support
Perceived support 0.75(0.33) 0.77 (0.32) 0.74 (0.33) *
Received support 0.16 (0.25) 0.13 (0.22) 0.19 (0.27) wHx
Fathers' receipt of public benefits
Received any public assistance (SSI, 14.20% 11.90% 16.90% o
TANF, SNAP)
Received EITC 24.40% 24.00% 24.90%
Complete sample size 4,134 2,224 1,910

Source: Authors’ calculations.

Note: Sample size varies from n = 4,134 to n = 3,820 based on item-specific nonresponse. Asterisks in-
dicate significance level of bivariate OLS regressions of each indicator of nonresident father’s socioeco-
nomic precarity on the material hardship of his child’s mother.

*p<d;*p<.05 * p<.01;*** p<.001
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Figure 1. Income-to-Poverty Ratios Among Fathers and Mothers at Year 1
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pensions to incarceration. Criminal legal sys-
tem contact was even more common among
these men. Fathers reported no criminal legal
exposure less than one-third of the time (31 per-
cent), while lower-level criminal legal contact
(15 percent) or a history of incarceration (54
percent) were more common. Fathers’ arrears
accrual and criminal system contact were both
substantially higher in cases in which chil-
dren’s mothers were experiencing material
hardship.

Resource Precarity

Unsurprisingly given the prevalence of precari-
ous employment and exposure to punitive sys-
tems, nonresident fathers reported experienc-
ing at least one type of resource precarity nearly
85 percent of the time and lived in households
whose combined earnings fell below the fed-
eral poverty line about one-third of the time.
Despite these experiences of resource precarity,
in 43 percent of cases fathers were living in
households with incomes above 200 percent of
the FPL, indicating important heterogeneity in

fathers’ economic standing. Fathers in house-
holds with incomes more than double the pov-
erty line were significantly more likely to share
a child with a mother not reporting material
hardship than a mother reporting this type of
resource precarity, while differences for the
other two income groups (less than 100 percent
FPL and 100-200 percent FPL) were somewhat
smaller. In approximately one-third of observa-
tions, fathers reported experiencing material
hardship or housing instability. A substantially
higher proportion of fathers who shared a child
with a mother experiencing material hardship
themselves reported material hardship (41 per-
cent), while the proportion was lower among
mothers without hardship (26 percent). Finally,
most nonresident fathers (58 percent) reported
having no health insurance (either public or
private) when observed. It is important to note
that these data predate the Medicaid expan-
sion, enacted by the Affordable Care Act in 2010
and implemented beginning in 2014, which
likely would have extended coverage to many
men in our sample. There was only a margin-
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ally significant association between fathers
lacking health insurance and mothers’ mate-
rial hardship (p < .10).

Dimensions of Fathers’ Public

and Private Support

We consider two dimensions of fathers’ public
and private support that could provide an im-
portant buffer to fathers’ precarity. Private sup-
port, which includes both perceived access to
support and actual support received from their
networks, and receipt of public benefits.

Network Support

Fathers’ perceived support averaged 0.75 on a
scale ranging from 0 (no perceived support) to
1 (all three types of support included in the
scale), indicating that most fathers believed
they could access some type of support if
needed. Fathers’ actual received support aver-
aged 0.16 on a scale from 0 (no support) to 1
(received all three supports), indicating that fa-
thers rarely received any type of support. Fa-
thers received greater support when mothers
were experiencing hardship (0.19 versus 0.13),
suggesting that receiving support is a strong
indicator of precarity and need within the fam-
ily system. Unlike actual support, the level of
perceived support was significantly higher in
cases in which fathers’ former partners were
not experiencing hardship. This imbalance be-
tween perceived and received support likely re-
flects differences in both needs and network
resources.

Receipt of Public Benefits

Despite the relatively high levels of socioeco-
nomic precarity described above, only 14 per-
cent of fathers reported receiving any of the
three types of federal public assistance consid-
ered here (TANF, SSI, SNAP). In cases where
mothers reported hardship, nonresident fa-
thers were substantially more likely to receive
benefits (17 percent of the time versus 12 per-
cent), likely reflecting fathers’ own economic
need and the tendency for the neediest fathers
to have partnered with mothers in the most
difficult circumstances. On the other hand,
fathers reported receiving the EITC nearly
one-quarter (24 percent) of the time, and there
was no difference in the likelihood of receipt
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by mothers’ experiences of material hardship.
This rate of receipt likely reflects the tax com-
plexity of nonresident parents, as eligibility de-
pends on tax filing and dependent children the
parent claims (Michelmore and Pilkauskas
2022).

Multivariate Results

Figures 2 and 3 present results of our multilevel
linear models that account for the nesting of
observations at the father and state levels, pos-
sible confounding variables measured at the
child’s birth, and survey wave. These models
separately capture the associations between
different facets of fathers’ socioeconomic pre-
carity (employment precarity, punitive system
exposure, and resource precarity) and mothers’
economic precarity (material hardship and
poverty). They do not include measures of fa-
thers’ private or public support, which, while
relevant for understanding the depth of fa-
thers’ precarity, are indirectly tied to mothers’
resources in ways that our data cannot ade-
quately capture. Full results are available as ap-
pendix tables.

Figure 2 presents coefficients from regres-
sion models examining associations between
each indicator of fathers’ precarity and the like-
lihood of mothers experiencing material hard-
ship. Only two of the indicators of father em-
ployment precarity were associated with
maternal hardship. Working irregular shifts
was associated with a greater likelihood of
mothers’ material hardship relative to fathers
working consistent hours, as was fathers’ less
than full-time, full-year work status. Interest-
ingly, neither fathers’ unemployment nor low
earnings were significantly associated with
mothers’ hardship. Two indicators of exposure
to punitive systems, having child support ar-
rears and having been incarcerated, were asso-
ciated with a greater likelihood of maternal ma-
terial hardship. Fathers’ criminal legal contact
without incarceration was not, however. Fi-
nally, turning to resource precarity, fathers’ ex-
periences of being in poverty (less than 100 per-
cent of the FPL) and being near poverty
(100-200 percent of the FPL), having material
hardship, and lacking health insurance were all
associated with a higher likelihood of mothers’
material hardship. Of these measures of re-
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Figure 2. Fathers’ Socioeconomic Precarity and Mothers’ Likelihood of Experiencing Any Material

Hardship
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source precarity, only fathers’ housing instabil-
ity was not associated with mothers’ hardship.
The strongest predictors (fathers’ material
hardship and incarceration) were associated
with approximately 24-26 percent higher likeli-
hood of mothers’ material hardship, while the
other indicators were associated with 8-11 per-
cent higher likelihood (compared to the 53 per-
cent sample mean).

Figure 3 presents associations between
these same indicators of fathers’ socioeco-
nomic precarity and mothers’ poverty, reveal-
ing some interesting differences from the re-
sults for material hardship. Like in the
previous figure, fathers’ working less than full-
time, full-year was associated with a greater
likelihood of maternal poverty. Associations
with the other facets of employment precarity
diverge, however. While irregular work was not
significantly associated with maternal poverty
in these models, being unemployed (compared
to employed with no irregular shifts) and earn-
ing less than the minimum wage were associ-
ated with a higher likelihood of mothers’ pov-
erty. Weekly earnings were also associated with
greater poverty but not material hardship, as

shown in table A.2. Like the hardship out-
come, having child support arrears or a history
of incarceration was associated with a higher
likelihood of poverty among mothers, though
other types of criminal system contact did not
differ from no contact at all. As with the mea-
sures of employment precarity, notable differ-
ences emerge for our measures of resource
precarity. Only fathers’ poverty level and lack
of health insurance were significantly associ-
ated with the likelihood of both material hard-
ship and poverty among mothers. In contrast
to the results for mothers’ material hardship,
fathers’ experience of material hardship was
only weakly associated with mothers’ poverty
and fell short of conventional statistical sig-
nificance (p < .10), while fathers’ housing in-
stability was associated with a significantly
higher risk of poverty only. For this outcome,
the strongest relationship was for fathers’ pov-
erty, which was associated with a 23 percent
greater likelihood of maternal poverty, while
the other indicators were associated with 7-13
percentage-point greater probability of mater-
nal poverty (compared to the 46 percent sam-
ple mean).
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Figure 3. Fathers’ Socioeconomic Precarity and Mothers’ Household Poverty (< 100% FPL)
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Sensitivity Checks

We first examined differences in our indicators
of precarity by fathers’ region of residence and
race and ethnicity, as shown in table A.5. As
expected, White fathers had children with
mothers who had lower levels of economic
precarity than did Black and Latino fathers.
Similarly, White fathers experienced less of
most types of precarity compared to Black and
Latino fathers except for material hardship,
types of work schedules, and having any ar-
rears. Most surprisingly, fathers’ experiences
of criminal legal system contact did not differ
by race or ethnicity in our sample. Fathers’ res-
idence in the Midwest was associated with
greater maternal and paternal economic pre-
carity than in other regions, with the notable
exception of fathers’ income and risk of pov-
erty, type of work schedule, and lack of health
care coverage. Next, we stratified models of the
association between fathers’ and mothers’ pov-
erty status by race and ethnicity and region of
residence to test for potential heterogeneity in
our results (not shown). Post hoc tests com-
paring coefficients across models indicated
that the strong association between parents’
poverty status did not differ by fathers’ racial

and ethnic background. The association be-
tween fathers’ and mothers’ poverty was pres-
ent across all regions, but it was significantly
stronger for those in Western than Midwestern
states.

Finally, we tested whether mothers’ eco-
nomic precarity was worse if the biological fa-
ther of the focal child was never interviewed.
Based on prior work (Teitler et al. 2003), we ex-
pect that fathers who were never interviewed
would be more economically disadvantaged
than those for whom we have data, and that
mothers associated with such fathers would
also be experiencing more precarity. However,
our results showed that mothers’ economic
precarity did not differ by whether fathers were
ever interviewed. In light of these findings, we
hypothesize that if fathers’ lack of participation
in the study is a marker of being less connected
to the mother and focal child from the very
start, then perhaps these mothers were more
likely to repartner earlier and thus their eco-
nomic circumstances might on average be bet-
ter. This hypothesis aligns with prior work
(Bzostek et al. 2012) showing that in most cases
mothers who repartnered did so with more ec-
onomically advantaged men.
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DISCUSSION

This study provides insight into the inextrica-
ble link between the socioeconomic precarity
of nonresident fathers and that of single moth-
ers in the post-welfare reform era, suggesting
that the deterioration of fathers’ economic
standing has made it even more difficult for
mothers to draw on private support to make
ends meet. Edin and Lein (1997) documented
the range of survival strategies that poor single
mothers used in the early 1990s to fill gaps in
their household budgets, including support
from nonresident fathers. While this support
was an important survival strategy for mothers
in this era, it was also understood to be supple-
mental to income from work, welfare, and
other network-based strategies. The restructur-
ing of the social welfare system shortly after
Making Ends Meet was published forced moth-
ers to rely more heavily on private support both
through their own work and from their chil-
dren’s fathers. As captured by other papers in
this issue, mothers have been pushed into low
quality, unstable jobs both to meet their basic
needs and to access public benefits.

Amidst these changes, it was expected that
private support from nonresident fathers could
compensate for the loss in cash benefits when
women were forced out of the welfare system
(Kurz and Hirsch 2003). The expansion of the
child support enforcement system in this era
was intended to offset the loss in cash welfare
and compensate the state for mothers’ use of
public benefits. In practice, this expansion has
yielded few benefits for single mothers and has
sometimes come at great cost to family sys-
tems (Cuesta and Meyer 2018; Robbins et al.
2022; Nepomnyaschy et al. 2021; Turner and
Waller 2017; Nepomnyaschy 2007). This study
illustrates that nonresident fathers face mul-
tiple forms of socioeconomic precarity, per-
haps even more than was the case in the early
1990s, which undermine their ability to fill
mothers’ resource gaps. These fathers have in-
stead found themselves buffeted by changes in
economic and social policy that have created
stagnancy in the labor market for all but the
highest earning men, and have disproportion-
ately exposed the most vulnerable fathers to
punitive systems that exacerbate their eco-
nomic insecurity.

155

Our study draws on data from the first
decade after welfare reform using a large
population-based sample of fathers who are
much like those described by mothers in the
original Making Ends Meet study. Our descrip-
tive analysis shows that nearly every father (98
percent) experienced at least one type of socio-
economic precarity. Although most were em-
ployed, nearly half reported having work that
was irregular, unstable, or insufficient to keep
their earnings above the equivalent of the min-
imum wage. Fathers also reported extensive in-
volvement with both the child support enforce-
ment and criminal legal systems (including
over half reporting a history of incarceration)
that likely compounded their employment and
resource precarity. In turn, a substantial pro-
portion of the fathers also reported lacking the
resources needed to support their households,
pay bills, maintain housing, or access health
care. Fathers also reported receiving relatively
limited private and public safety net support to
offset these challenges. Whether this finding
reflects fathers’ ineligibility for more generous
public benefits available to custodial parents
like the EITC, lack of knowledge about avail-
able resources, or circumstances in which fa-
thers have used all available resources and
goodwill from their private networks, our study
paints a picture of a population of men who are
struggling on multiple fronts with few sources
of support. While fathers reported having more
household resources on average than their chil-
dren’s mothers, these fathers were nonetheless
not in a strong position to provide support for
mothers’ households. Rather than having sur-
plus resources to fill the gaps in single moth-
ers’ budgets left by the restructuring of the so-
cial safety net, this widespread precarity more
likely led fathers to draw on their networks to
support themselves and the dependents in
their current household.

Results from bivariate and multivariate re-
gressions further illustrate that the economic
precarity of mothers and nonresident fathers
is closely linked even after their romantic rela-
tionship has ended. Not all aspects of fathers’
precarity are equally consequential for moth-
ers, however, and our findings shed light on
important nuances in how parents’ situations
are linked. First, fathers’ exposure to punitive
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systems was more consistently linked with
both material hardship and poverty among
mothers than their employment or resource
precarity. The consistency of these associations
emphasizes how policies primarily targeting
men can have serious negative implications for
the economic stability of mothers and chil-
dren. Second, there was a consistent associa-
tion between fathers’ experiences of material
hardship and poverty and mothers’ experi-
ences of the same type of precarity, though the
strength of the association was greatest for the
most disadvantaged fathers. These patterns
suggest that policies designed to assist the
most disadvantaged fathers could have positive
spillovers for economically vulnerable moth-
ers. Finally, there was important variation in
which types of maternal economic well-being
were sensitive to different measures of fathers’
precarity. Among the indicators of fathers’ em-
ployment and resource precarity, only fathers’
lack of full-time, full-year employment, poverty,
and lack of health insurance were associated
with both mothers’ poverty and material hard-
ship. Future research should examine why and
how different forms of fathers’ precarity are as-
sociated with different aspects of mothers’ eco-
nomic well-being.

The data used in this study provide a snap-
shot of fathers in the post-welfare reform era,
from 1999 to 2010. While we do not document
the precarity of nonresident fathers after 2010,
the persistence of the sociodemographic, po-
litical, and economic changes that gave rise to
the pronounced levels of hardship documented
in this analysis suggests the circumstances of
these men are unlikely to have substantially
changed in the intervening fifteen years. Fa-
thers’ employment precarity continues to be
shaped by declining men’s labor force partici-
pation (United States Bureau of Labor Statistics
2024), a labor market increasingly character-
ized by unstable jobs (Ananat and Gassman-
Pines 2021), and ongoing wage stagnation
(Binder and Bound 2019). These trends, many
of which also impacted low-SES single moth-
ers, were exacerbated by the COVID pandemic’s
disruption of low-wage labor markets (Center
on Budget and Policy Priorities 2024). Fathers’
system exposure has shifted somewhat over the
last fifteen years. Incarceration rates began de-
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clining nationally around 2009 (Carson 2020),
though this trend reversed after a sharp but
temporary decline during the COVID pandemic
(Mueller 2024; Zeng 2024; Kaeble 2024). The
benefits of lower incarceration rates are likely
attenuated by the lingering collateral conse-
quences of past criminal justice contact and
the strain of even low-level system involvement
(Kohler-Hausmann 2018). Similarly, while fewer
child support orders are being established
(Cancian et al. 2023), the amount of arrears in
the CSE system has increased over the last few
decades, and there has been little abatement
of punitive collection measures (Nepomnyas-
chy and Miller 2023; Battle et al. 2024). While
fathers’ resource precarity was likely improved
by the 2014 Affordable Care Act’s expansion of
health care access, this gain is balanced against
losses to the overall health of men most likely
to be nonresident fathers (Pathak et al. 2022)
and rising housing costs (DeLuca and Rosen
2022). Moreover, nonresident fathers remain
largely ineligible for public benefits programs
that kept mothers afloat during the most dif-
ficult years of this period. Thus, today’s fathers
are likely in similarly, if not more, precarious
positions than those documented in this study.

These findings must be considered in light
of some potential limitations. First, though our
findings paint a robust picture of the link be-
tween nonresident fathers’ precarity and the
economic well-being of custodial mothers and
their children, our analyses are not causal and
results should be interpreted with all the usual
caveats pertinent to analyses of observational
data. Thus, while we can firmly conclude that
the circumstances of nonresident fathers and
their children’s mothers are connected, we can-
not assess whether fathers’ precarity causes
that of mothers. Rather, our findings likely
show both a relationship between fathers’ and
mothers’ economic standing as well as the well-
recognized tendency for homogamy, or moth-
ers with the fewest resources partnering and
having children with fathers in similar circum-
stances. Second, our reliance on fathers’ re-
ports of their socioeconomic circumstances
limits our analyses to fathers who were inter-
viewed at each wave. While the use of data on
this group of fathers, who are mostly missing
in national datasets (Pettit 2012), is a key con-
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tribution of our study, the interviewed fathers
are more economically advantaged and more
connected to their children’s mothers than
those who were not interviewed. While our sen-
sitivity analyses did not find worse outcomes
for mothers who shared children with fathers
who never participated in the survey, our study
cannot fully capture the experiences of moth-
ers who do not know or who have no connec-
tion with their child’s father. Thus, our results
likely underestimate the economic precarity of
both fathers and mothers as well as the
strengths of these associations in the popula-
tion of such families.

Our study set out to examine how nonresi-
dent fathers have fared since the publication of
Making Ends Meet, and how their circumstances
are linked to those of mothers closely resem-
bling the original subjects of Edin and Lein’s
book. Whatever the cause of the link between
mothers’ and fathers’ circumstances, our find-
ings support a key conclusion from that semi-
nal work: that single mothers cannot rely pri-
marily on private contributions from
nonresident fathers to survive. Despite the as-
sumption that fathers’ support could compen-
sate for the loss of cash welfare, this updated
portrait of nonresident fathers finds them
struggling to meet their own needs. Relying on
either fathers’ voluntary support or punitive
child support enforcement mechanisms to pro-
vide economic security to mothers has been
largely counterproductive given the extent and
level of socioeconomic precarity among non-
resident fathers. Indeed, this interpretation is
supported by declining collections in the past
several decades (Pilarz and Cuesta 2025; Grall
2002, 2020). Thus, while some mothers have
benefited from the reconfigured social safety
net, those who fell through the cracks of public
support likely found themselves without a
strong private safety net, as fathers’ own pre-
carity undermined the viability of this survival
strategy.

Our findings suggest a two-pronged policy
approach that seeks to promote both fathers’
and mothers’ economic well-being may better
support vulnerable families. First, the results
demonstrate the need for addressing the socio-
economic precarity of nonresident fathers with
whom single mothers share children. Fathers’

well-being, social and financial, matters for the
well-being of their children and their children’s
households. Rather than becoming a reliable
private resource for mothers in the post-welfare
reform era, the evidence shows that fathers
face omnipresent, multifaceted precarity that
likely compounds the precarity of the most vul-
nerable mothers. Addressing the sources of so-
cioeconomic precarity among fathers is thus
likely to have spillover benefits for mothers
most reliant on fathers as sources of private
support. These findings indicate that fathers’
incarceration, child support arrears, material
hardship, and poverty are most salient for
mothers’ economic insecurity.

The multifaceted and interconnected nature
of fathers’ precarity precludes simple policy so-
lutions, instead requiring a systematic recon-
figuration of the policy supports available to
low-SES families. As outlined in greater detail
in other scholarship (Osborne 2020; Nepom-
nyaschy and Miller 2023; Turetsky and Waller
2020), this would involve improving access to
high-quality employment opportunities and
public benefits, whether by making these sup-
ports more universal or ensuring that nonresi-
dent parents are not excluded from existing
programs. Commonsense reforms to the CSE
and the criminal legal systems could have im-
mediate benefits and mitigate the impact of
these systems on other types of precarity. For
example, implementing federal requirements
to ensure that child support orders reflect ac-
tual earnings and ability to pay, include a self-
support reserve, and are able to be modified
during incarceration would ensure that fathers
are better able to meet their own needs and
contribute to their children while avoiding un-
manageable debt. Reducing or eliminating
penalties for the nonpayment of child support
arrears, such as incarceration or driver’s license
suspension, would further help fathers main-
tain formal employment. Likewise, reducing
the scale and scope of criminal justice involve-
ment and the collateral consequences that fol-
low would help to promote fathers’ ability to
support custodial mothers, for instance by
minimizing barriers to stable employment.

Second, efforts are needed to shore up the
economic standing of mothers falling through
the cracks of the reconfigured social safety net
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directly rather than leaving these mothers to
rely on increasingly scarce sources of private
support. Single-parent families in the US have
a much greater risk of poverty than those in
other rich countries, in large part due to differ-
ences in public benefits available to them
(Aerts et al. 2022). Policies that address moth-
ers’ needs directly, such as guaranteed mini-
mum child support assurance, child tax cred-
its, and child-focused allowances that are
provided to families in most other rich coun-
tries, can effectively provide mothers and chil-
dren with economic stability, even in the face
of nonresident fathers’ economic precarity
(Pilkauskas and Bruey 2026, this issue; Bruch
et al. 2026; Cancian and Meyer 2018; Nepom-
nyaschy et al. 2022). The possibilities of these
programs are illustrated by findings such as the
rate of child poverty more than doubling after
the expanded, fully refundable Child Tax Credit
expired in 2022 (Shrider and Creamer 2023. Ma-

terial hardship, such as food and housing inse-
curity or difficulty paying rent and bills, also
decreased after the implementation of cash
transfer programs during the COVID pan-
demic, especially for the lowest income house-
holds (Cooney and Shaefer 2021).

In sum, our findings identify a critical weak-
ness in implicit assumptions that private sup-
port would fill the gaps in the restructured
safety net faced by single mothers in the post-
welfare reform era. Fathers, whose own socio-
economic precarity has been exacerbated by
efforts to enforce expectations of support, can-
not provide a sufficient private safety net to
catch mothers who fall through the holes in the
reconfigured public support system. Private
support from fathers thus remains an unreli-
able survival strategy for the most vulnerable
single mothers, perhaps even more unreliable
now than it was when Edin and Lein first asked
how these mothers made ends meet.
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Mean (Standard
Deviation) or

Domain Variable N percent
Mothers’ Household in poverty 4,427 53.50%
economic Any material hardship 4,425 46.20%
precarity Unable to pay bills in full 4,419 29.76%
Unable to afford health care 4,424 6.09%
Received free food 4,424 13.25%
Did not pay rent in full 4,420 16.60%
Evicted 4,421 3.80%
Stayed in a shelter or unhoused 4,424 11.26%
Fathers' Working only regular shifts 4,105 39.40%
employment Working any irregular shifts 4,105 44.70%
precarity Not employed 4,105 15.90%
Underemployment 3,952 57.70%
Earning less than the minimum wage equivalent 3,820 37.50%
Weekly earnings ($) 3,820 572.50 (936.60)
Fathers' system No criminal legal contact 4,035 31.10%
exposure Criminal legal contact without incarceration 4,035 15.40%
Incarceration 4,035 53.50%
Any arrears 3,928 31.40%
Eathers’ resource Household in poverty 4,134 31.70%
precarity Household earnings between 100% and 200% of FPL 4,134 25.20%
Household earnings > 200% of FPL 4,134 43.10%
Any material hardship 4,134 33.30%
Unable to pay bills in full 4,119 19.20%
Unable to afford health care 4,127 5.84%
Received free food 4,134 8.73%
Did not pay rent in full 4,124 15.40%
Evicted 4,129 2.66%
Stayed in a shelter or unhoused 4,131 4.53%
Any housing problems 4,132 30.90%
More than one move 4,118 7.31%
Staying without paying rent 4,058 7.00%
Staying in a shelter or unhoused 4,131 4.53%
Moved in with friends or family 4,131 13.50%
Evicted 4,129 2.66%
Did not pay rent in full 4,124 15.40%
No health insurance 4,078 57.70%
Eathers’ network Perceived support 4,127 0.756 (0.33)
support Could move in with someone 4,095 86.60%
Could borrow $200 4,075 82.80%
Could borrow $1,000 3,886 55.30%
Received support 4,134 0.159 (0.25)
Moved in with friends or family 4,131 13.0%
Borrowed money from friends or family 4,131 25.50%
Received free food 4,134 8.73%
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Table A.l. (continued)

Mean (Standard
Deviation) or

Domain Variable N percent
Fathers' receipt  Received any public assistance 4,134 14.20%
of public Received SNAP 4,122 10.70%
benefits Received TANF 4,122 2.84%
Received SSI 4,080 4.56%
Received EITC 3,937 24.40%
Fathers’ Healthy 4,134 69.10%
contextual Working age (18-65) 4,134 97.70%
factors Children under age 18 living in household 4,134 55.40%
Focal child lives with father at least half time 4,134 38.70%
Live with any biological or adopted children 3,855 30.20%
Number of other biological or adopted children in 3,855 0.51 (0.93)
household
Father has any biological or adopted children other 4,134 53.70%
than focal child
Any child support, cash, or in-kind support provided 4,134 84.90%
to nonresident mother and focal child
Living with a new partner 4,124 20.00%
Control Coresiding at birth 4,134 41.30%
variables Father White, not Hispanic 4,134 9.80%
Father Black, not Hispanic 4,134 68.30%
Father Hispanic of any race 4,134 18.70%
Father other race, not Hispanic 4,134 3.14%
Mother same race as father 4,134 84.60%
Father born in the US 3,638 93.90%
Mother born in the US 4,134 95.60%
Father ever took survey in Spanish 4,134 3.27%
Father less than high school education 4,134 38.20%
Father high school degree or equivalent 4,134 39.00%
Father more than high school education 4,134 22.80%
Mother more educated than father 4,134 27.20%
Father lived with both parents at age 15 3,629 35.10%
Mother lived with both parents at age 15 4,134 31.30%
Focal child’s birth insured by Medicaid 4,134 74.70%
Focal child is father's firstborn 3,627 43.90%
Focal child is mother’s firstborn 4,134 39.30%
Father commitment at birth 4,134 0.87 (0.22)
Focal child is boy 4,134 51.20%
Father age in years 4,134 26.17 (7.16)
Difference in years between father and mother ages 4,134 2.63 (5.11)
Future of Families Survey - wave 2 4,134 24.20%
Future of Families Survey - wave 3 4,134 25.10%
Future of Families Survey - wave 4 4,134 27.90%
Future of Families Survey - wave 5 4,134 22.90%

Source: Authors’ calculations.
Note: Shaded rows represent measures of fathers’ socioeconomic precarity included in the reported

analyses.
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Table A.2. Multivariate Models of Nonresident Fathers’ Employment Precarity and Mothers’ Economic

Precarity

Mother Reported Any

Mother’s Household

Material Hardship in Poverty
Irregular shifts 0.035* 0.025
(0.02) (0.02)
Unemployed 0.03 0.049*
(0.02) (0.02)
Less than full-time, full- 0.046** 0.062***
year work (0.02) (0.02)
Less than minimum wage 0.002 0.051**
equivalent earnings (0.02) (0.02)
Logged weekly earnings -0.001 -0.005*
(0.00) (0.00)
Observations 4,105 3,952 3,820 3,820 4,105 3,952 3,820 3,820

Source: Authors' calculations.

Note: Standard errors in parentheses. All models include wave fixed effects and nest observations within
state and family. Models control for whether father's commitment to the child at baseline, focal child is a boy,
focal child is the mother’s firstborn or father’s firstborn, whether Medicaid paid for the child’s birth, whether
the mother and father lived with both of their respective biological parents when they were aged fifteen, fa-
ther race/ethnicity, whether the mother was a different race-ethnicity than the father, father ever took the
survey in Spanish, father born in the US, mother born in the US, father education, whether the mother had
more education than the father, father age, age difference between the mother and father, and whether the
parents were cohabiting at the birth.

+p<.d;*p<.05 **p<.01,*** p<.001

Table A.3. Multivariate Models of Nonresident Fathers” System Exposure and Mothers’ Economic
Precarity

Mother Reported Any Mother's Household

Material Hardship in Poverty
Arrears 0.044* 0.040*
(0.02) (0.02)

Reference: no CL contact
CL contact without incarceration 0.001 0.025

(0.02) (0.02)
Incarceration 0.104*** 0.068***

(0.02) (0.02)
Observations 3,928 4,035 3,928 4,035

Source: Authors’ calculations.

Note: Standard errors in parentheses. All models include wave fixed effects, and nest observations
within state and family. Models control for whether father's commitment to the child at baseline, focal
child is a boy, focal child is the mother’s firstborn or father’s firstborn, whether Medicaid paid for the
child’s birth, whether the mother and father lived with both of their respective biological parents when
they were aged fifteen, father race-ethnicity, whether the mother was a different race/ethnicity than
the father, father ever took the survey in Spanish, father born in the US, mother born in the US, father
education, whether the mother had more education than the father, father age, age difference between
the mother and father, and whether the parents were cohabiting at the birth.

+p<.1;*p<.05 **p<.01;,*** p<.001
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Table A.4. Multivariate Models of Nonresident Fathers’ Resource Precarity and Mothers’ Economic Precarity

Mother Reported Any Material

Hardship Mother’s Household in Poverty
Household below 0.05** 0.12%**
FPL
(0.02) (0.02)
Household 100- 0.04* 0.06***
200% of FPL
(0.02) (0.02)
Any material hard- 0.13%** 0.03+
ship
(0.02) (0.02)
Any housing prob- 0.03 0.04*
lems
(0.02) (0.02)
No health insur- 0.05** 0.05***
ance
(0.02) (0.02)
Observations 4,134 4,134 4,132 4,078 4,134 4,134 4,132 4,078

Source: Authors’ calculations.

Note: Standard errors in parentheses. All models include wave fixed effects, and nest observations within state
and family. Models control for whether father's commitment to the child at baseline, focal child is a boy, focal
child is the mother’s firstborn or father’s firstborn, whether Medicaid paid for the child’s birth, whether the
mother and father lived with both of their respective biological parents when they were aged fifteen, father race-
ethnicity, whether the mother was a different race/ethnicity than the father, father ever took the survey in Span-
ish, father born in the US, mother born in the US, father education, whether the mother had more education than
the father, father age, age difference between the mother and father, and whether the parents were cohabiting at
the time of their child’s birth.

+p<.1;*p<.05 *p<.01;,*** p<.001

RSF: THE RUSSELL SAGE FOUNDATION JOURNAL OF THE SOCIAL SCIENCES



H0O > 0 4ux 10" > d 4 :GO' > I > d +

'so|qelien [ed1i0b

-91ed pue Aleulq Joj S1s0) 81enbs-1Yyd pue ss|qelieA SNONUIU0I 10} S158) YAQNY UO paseq sa110691ed usamlaq sa0ualayip Jo 9ouedlyiubis 91edIpul SYS1I81sy 910N
"SuO0I}e|NdJed SIoYINy 824005

SLL v28'e S0 Ive 69G'T €5¢'T 796 N
*x €90 S0 €50 G0 090 8G°0 9G°0 abe1an0d yijeay oN
8¢°0 ¢e0 €0 wxx G20 7€0 9€'0 Tl siealle Auy
160 750 TG0 090 €390 990 670 uonetadiedu|
8T°0 ST°0 10 T0 91’0 LT°0 7170 uoneladiesul INoYHM 3081U0)
T€0 €0 9g'0 wxx T€0 T€0 L2°0 LE0 9UON
10e1U0D WBlSAs [eba| leulwi)
. ¢s'0 T9°0 L¥'0 wxx S9°0 750 T9°0 LS°0 310M 8|qEISUN
600 6T°0 G000 TC°0 [4N0) 8T°0 LT°0 pakojdwaun
9¢€'0 (A0 LE°0 €0 Ge0 €€0 T€0 sinoy %Iom Jejnball|
750 6%°0 S0 6v°0 [4N0) 6¥°0 €9°0 sinoy >lom JejnBey
2x . 8|npayds jo adA|
. T€0 A4 TC0 . v€'0 Ge0 [4740) £E°0 afbem wnwiuiw uey) ssa| Buiuieg
—_— ze0 620 80 - ze0 620 G€0 620 swa|qoud Buisnoy Auy
2x ST'¢C T1°¢C ¢0°¢ x4 | Y4 g€r'e 6¢'¢C oljel Apien0d-03-5W00U]
2xx (A0 €0 ST°0 Ge0 0€0 €e0 €0 Ayianod uj
600 600 0T'0 wx TT°0 80°0 rAN0] 80°0 a[eods diyspleH
0€0 €0 €0 2x% €0 0g0 ov'0 6¢°0 diyspaey Auy
fA1esaad o1wouo099 siayreq
* ¢to 710 ST°0 2x €10 €T'0 91’0 AN} a[eos diyspleH
*x 70 870 87’0 wx gv’o vv°0 750 70 diyspaey Auy
wx GC'T YTt 08'T - ce'T LC'T €T'T 62T olye. Ay1enod-03-awoou|
®xx €9°0 LS°0 9¢€'0 TG0 €9°0 S0 160 Ayianod uj
Aresasd o1wouo92s siaylo
ounen 3oe|g SHYM 1S9\ yinog 1SSMpPIN - 3Se3ylION
Ayd1uyl3-e0ey Siayre4 9oUBpIsay Jo uoibay siayreq

A3191UY33-008Y puE BOUBPISAY JO UOIBaY siayre Ag A31JeOBId DIWIOU0DT SIUdied "G Y d|qeL



164 THREE DECADES SINCE MAKING ENDS MEET

REFERENCES

Abbott, Erika, and Laura Tach. 2026. “Recipients’
Experiences of the Evolving Tax-Based Safety
Net: The Case of the 2021 Expanded Child Tax
Credit.” RSF: The Russell Sage Foundation Jour-
nal of the Social Sciences 12(1): 172-91. https://
doi.org/10.7758/RSF.2026.12.1.07.

Adams, Britni L. 2018. “Paternal Incarceration and
the Family: Fifteen Years in Review.” Sociology
Compass 12(3): e12567. https://doi.org/10.1111
/soc4.12567.

Aerts, Elise, lve Marx, and Zachary Parolin. 2022.
“Income Support Policies for Single Parents in
Europe and the United States: What Works
Best?" Annals of the American Academy of Politi-
cal and Social Science 702(1): 55-76. https://doi
.org/10.1177/00027162221120448.

Agan, Amanda Y., and Michael D. Makowsky. 2018.
“The Minimum Wage, EITC, and Criminal Recidi-
vism.” SSRN Scholarly Paper No. 3097203. So-
cial Science Research Network. https://doi.org
/10.2139/ssrn.3097203.

Allison, Paul D. 2001. Missing Data. Vol. 136. Quanti-
tative Applications in the Social Sciences. Sage
Publications.

Ananat, Elizabeth O., Carolyn Y. Barnes, Sandra K.
Danziger, and Kathryn Edin. 2026. “Three De-
cades Since Making Ends Meet: How Single-
Mother Families Survive Today.” RSF: The Russell
Sage Foundation Journal of the Social Sciences
12(2): 1-32. https://doi.org/10.7758/RSF.2026
12.2.01.

Ananat, Elizabeth O., and Anna Gassman-Pines.
2021. “Work Schedule Unpredictability: Daily Oc-
currence and Effects on Working Parents’ Well-
Being.” Journal of Marriage and Family 83(1): 10-
26. https://doi.org/10.1111/jomf12696.

Apel, Robert, and Julie Horney. 2017. “How and Why
Does Work Matter? Employment Conditions,
Routine Activities, and Crime Among Adult Male
Offenders.” Criminology 55(2): 307-43. https://
doi.org/10.1111/1745-9125.12134.

Apel, Robert, and Kathleen Powell. 2019. “Level of
Criminal Justice Contact and Early Adult Wage
Inequality.” RSF: The Russell Sage Foundation
Journal of the Social Sciences 5(1): 198-222.
https://doi.org/10.7758/RSF.2019.5.1.09.

Autor, David H., Alan Manning, and Christopher L.
Smith. 2016. “The Contribution of the Minimum
Wage to US Wage Inequality over Three De-
cades: A Reassessment.” American Economic

Journal: Applied Economics 8(1): 58-99. https://
doi.org/10.1257/app.20140073.

Battle, Brittany Pearl. 2018. “Deservingness, Dead-
beat Dads, and Responsible Fatherhood: Child
Support Policy and Rhetorical Conceptualiza-
tions of Poverty, Welfare, and the Family.” Sym-
bolic Interaction 41(4): 443-64. https://doi.org
/10.1002/symb.359.

Battle, Brittany Pearl, Marleina Ubel, and Lenna
Nepomnyaschy. 2024. “The Family Policing In-
dustrial Complex: The Shadow Carceral State in
Sites Intended for the Support of Families.” The-
oretical Criminology 28(4): 516-33. https://doi
.org/10.1177/13624806241274761.

Berger, Lawrence M., and Callie E. Langton. 2011.
“Young Disadvantaged Men as Fathers.” Annals
of the American Academy of Political and Social
Science 635(1): 56-75. https://doi.org/10.1177
/0002716210393648.

Binder, Ariel J., and John Bound. 2019. “The Declin-
ing Labor Market Prospects of Less-Educated
Men."” Journal of Economic Perspectives 33(2):
163-90. https://doi.org/10.1257/jep.33.2.163.

Bing, Lindsay, Becky Pettit, and Ilya Slavinski. 2022.
“Incomparable Punishments: How Economic
Inequality Contributes to the Disparate Impact
of Legal Fines and Fees.” RSF: The Russell Sage
Foundation Journal of the Social Sciences 8(2):
118-36. https://doi.org/10.7758/RSF.2022
.8.2.06.

Brady, David, and Zachary Parolin. 2020. “The Levels
and Trends in Deep and Extreme Poverty in the
United States, 1993-2016." Demography 57(6):
2337-60. https://doi.org/10.1007/s13524-020
-00924-1.

Braman, Donald. 2004. Doing Time on the Outside:
Incarceration and Family Life in Urban America.
University of Michigan Press.

Bruch, Sarah K., Arun Chaudhary, Colin Gordon, and
KaLeigh K. White. 2026. “Fifty Worlds of Wel-
fare: State Discretion and Social Citizenship
Since 1994." RSF: The Russell Sage Foundation
Journal of the Social Sciences 12(1): 34-66.
https://doi.org/10.7758/RSF.2026.12.1.02.

Bzostek, Sharon H., Sara S. McLanahan, and Marcia
J. Carlson. 2012. “Mothers’ Repartnering After a
Nonmarital Birth.” Social Forces 90(3): 817-41.
https://doi.org/10.1093/sf/s0s005.

Cancian, Maria, Molly A. Costanzo, and Daniel R.
Meyer. 2023. “A Research Note on Trends in the
Stock and Flow of Child Support Agreements.”

RSF: THE RUSSELL SAGE FOUNDATION JOURNAL OF THE SOCIAL SCIENCES


https://doi.org/10.7758/RSF.2026.12.1.07
https://doi.org/10.7758/RSF.2026.12.1.07
https://doi.org/10.1111/soc4.12567
https://doi.org/10.1111/soc4.12567
https://doi.org/10.1177/00027162221120448
https://doi.org/10.1177/00027162221120448
https://doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.3097203
https://doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.3097203
https://doi.org/10.7758/RSF.2026.12.1.01
https://doi.org/10.7758/RSF.2026.12.1.01
https://doi.org/10.1111/jomf.12696
https://doi.org/10.1111/1745-9125.12134
https://doi.org/10.1111/1745-9125.12134
https://doi.org/10.7758/RSF.2019.5.1.09
https://doi.org/10.1257/app.20140073
https://doi.org/10.1257/app.20140073
https://doi.org/10.1002/symb.359
https://doi.org/10.1002/symb.359
https://doi.org/10.1177/13624806241274761
https://doi.org/10.1177/13624806241274761
https://doi.org/10.1177/0002716210393648
https://doi.org/10.1177/0002716210393648
https://doi.org/10.1257/jep.33.2.163
https://doi.org/10.7758/RSF.2022.8.2.06
https://doi.org/10.7758/RSF.2022.8.2.06
https://doi.org/10.1007/s13524-020-00924-1
https://doi.org/10.1007/s13524-020-00924-1
https://doi.org/10.7758/RSF.2026.12.1.02
https://doi.org/10.1093/sf/sos005

FATHERS’ SOCIOECONOMIC PRECARITY 165

Demography 60(6): 1711-20. https://doi.org
/10.1215/00703370-11075477.

Cancian, Maria, Molly A. Costanzo, and Daniel R.
Meyer. 2025. “Emerging Ildeas. How Important Is
Formal Child Support for Family Economic Well-
Being?” Family Relations 74(2): 891-900. https://
doi.org/10.1111/fare.13133.

Cancian, Maria, and Daniel R. Meyer. 2018. “Reform-
ing Policy for Single-Parent Families to Reduce
Child Poverty.” RSF: The Russell Sage Foundation
Journal of the Social Sciences 4(2): 91-112.
https://doi.org/10.7758/RSF.2018.4.2.05.

Carson, E. Ann. 2021. Prisoners in 2020 - Statistical
Tables. December 14. Publication Series Prison-
ers, no. 302776. Bureau of Justice Statistics, US
Department of Justice. https://bjs.ojp.gov
/library/publications/prisoners-2020-statistical
-tables.

Center on Budget and Policy Priorities. 2024. “Chart
Book: Tracking the Recovery from the Pandemic
Recession.” June 26. https://www.cbpp.org
/research/economy/tracking-the-recovery-from
-the-pandemic-recession.

Chun-Hoon, Wendy. 2023. “5 Fast Facts: The Gen-
der Wage Gap.” US Department of Labor Blog,
March. http://blog.dol.gov.

Cooney, Patrick, and H. Luke Shaefer. 2021. Material
Hardship and Mental Health Following the CO-
VID-19 Relief Bill and American Rescue Plan Act.
May. UM Poverty Solutions, University of Michi-
gan. https://sites.fordschool.umich.edu/poverty
2021/files/2021/05/PovertySolutions-Hardship
-After-COVID-19-Relief-Bill-PolicyBrief-r1.pdf.

Craigie, Terry-Ann L. 2012. “Informal Child Support
Contributions in Black Female-Headed Families.”
Review of Black Political Economy 39(2): 259-65.
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12114-011-9115-1.

Cuesta, Laura, and Daniel R. Meyer. 2018. “Child
Poverty and Child Support Policy: A Comparative
Analysis of Colombia and the United States.”
Children and Youth Services Review 93: 143-53.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2018.07.013.

Del.uca, Stefanie, and Eva Rosen. 2022. “Housing
Insecurity Among the Poor Today.” Annual Re-
view of Sociology 48: 343-71. https://doi.org
/10.1146/annurev-soc-090921-040646.

Dwyer Emory, Allison. 2021. “Protective State Poli-
cies and the Employment of Fathers with Crimi-
nal Records.” Social Problems 70(4): 1123-43.
https://doi.org/10.1093/socpro/spab069.

Dwyer Emory, Allison, Lenna Nepomnyaschy, Mau-

reen R. Waller, Daniel P. Miller, and Alexandra
Haralampoudis. 2020. “Providing After Prison:
Nonresident Fathers’ Formal and Informal Contri-
butions to Children.” RSF: The Russell Sage
Foundation Journal of the Social Sciences 6(1):
84-112. https://doi.org/10.7758/RSF.2020.6.1.04.

Edin, Kathryn, and Laura Lein. 1997. Making Ends
Meet: How Single Mothers Survive Welfare and
Low-Wage Work. Russell Sage Foundation.

Edin, Kathryn, and Timothy J. Nelson. 2013. Doing
the Best | Can: Fatherhood in the Inner City. Uni-
versity of California Press.

Edin, Kathryn, and H. Luke Shaefer. 2015. $2.00 a
Day: Living on Almost Nothing in America. Mari-
ner Books.

England, Paula, Andrew Levine, and Emma Mishel.
2020. “Progress Toward Gender Equality in the
United States Has Slowed or Stalled.” Proceed-
ings of the National Academy of Sciences 117(13):
6990-97. https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.19188
91117.

Enns, Peter K. 2014. “The Public’s Increasing Puni-
tiveness and Its Influence on Mass Incarceration
in the United States.” American Journal of Politi-
cal Science 58(4): 857-72. https://doi.org/10.1111
/ajps.12098.

Flanagan, Emma, and Sarah Halpern-Meekin. 2026.
“Uncertainty as a Psychological Cost: Mothers'
Perceptions of Financial Resources During the
COVID-19 Pandemic.” RSF: The Russell Sage
Foundation Journal of the Social Sciences 12(2):
34-56. https://doi.org/10.7758/RSF.2026
12.2.02.

Fong, Kelley, and Nora McCarthy. 2026. “Child Pro-
tective Services as Gateway and Gatekeeper in
the New Welfare State.” RSF: The Russell Sage
Foundation Journal of the Social Sciences 12(1):
122-43. https://doi.org/10.7758/RSF.2026
12.1.05.

Friedman, Brittany, and Mary Pattillo. 2019. “Statu-
tory Inequality: The Logics of Monetary Sanc-
tions in State Law.” RSF: The Russell Sage Foun-
dation Journal of the Social Sciences 5(1): 1773-96.
https://doi.org/10.7758/RSF.2019.5.1.08.

Geller, Amanda, and Marah A. Curtis. 2011. “A Sort
of Homecoming: Incarceration and the Housing
Security of Urban Men.” Social Science Re-
search 40(4): 1196-213. https://doi.org/10.1016
/j.ssresearch.2011.03.008.

Geller, Amanda, Irwin Garfinkel, and Bruce Western.
2011. “Paternal Incarceration and Support for

RSF: THE RUSSELL SAGE FOUNDATION JOURNAL OF THE SOCIAL SCIENCES


https://doi.org/10.1215/00703370-11075477
https://doi.org/10.1215/00703370-11075477
https://doi.org/10.1111/fare.13133
https://doi.org/10.1111/fare.13133
https://doi.org/10.7758/RSF.2018.4.2.05
https://bjs.ojp.gov/library/publications/prisoners-2020-statistical-tables
https://bjs.ojp.gov/library/publications/prisoners-2020-statistical-tables
https://bjs.ojp.gov/library/publications/prisoners-2020-statistical-tables
https://www.cbpp.org/research/economy/tracking-the-recovery-from-the-pandemic-recession
https://www.cbpp.org/research/economy/tracking-the-recovery-from-the-pandemic-recession
https://www.cbpp.org/research/economy/tracking-the-recovery-from-the-pandemic-recession
http://blog.dol.gov
https://sites.fordschool.umich.edu/poverty2021/files/2021/05/PovertySolutions-Hardship-After-COVID-19-Relief-Bill-PolicyBrief-r1.pdf
https://sites.fordschool.umich.edu/poverty2021/files/2021/05/PovertySolutions-Hardship-After-COVID-19-Relief-Bill-PolicyBrief-r1.pdf
https://sites.fordschool.umich.edu/poverty2021/files/2021/05/PovertySolutions-Hardship-After-COVID-19-Relief-Bill-PolicyBrief-r1.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12114-011-9115-1
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2018.07.013
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-soc-090921-040646
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-soc-090921-040646
https://doi.org/10.1093/socpro/spab069
https://doi.org/10.7758/RSF.2020.6.1.04
https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.1918891117
https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.1918891117
https://doi.org/10.1111/ajps.12098
https://doi.org/10.1111/ajps.12098
https://doi.org/10.7758/RSF.2026.12.2.02
https://doi.org/10.7758/RSF.2026.12.2.02
https://doi.org/10.7758/RSF.2026.12.1.05
https://doi.org/10.7758/RSF.2026.12.1.05
https://doi.org/10.7758/RSF.2019.5.1.08
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ssresearch.2011.03.008
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ssresearch.2011.03.008

166 THREE DECADES SINCE MAKING ENDS MEET

Children in Fragile Families.” Demography 48(1):
25-47. https://doi.org/10.1007/s13524-010
-0009-9.

Glaze, Lauren E. 2010. Correctional Populations in
the United States, 2009. December. Publication
Series Correctional Populations in the United
States, NCJ 231681. Bureau of Justice Statistics,
US Department of Justice. https://bjs.ojp.gov
/library/publications/correctional-populations
-united-states-2009.

Glaze, Lauren E., and Laura M. Maruschak. 2010.
Parents in Prison and Their Minor Children. Au-
gust. Bureau of Justice Statistics Special Report,
NCJ 222984. US Department of Justice. https://
www.bjs.gov/content/pub/pdf/pptmc.pdf.

Grall, Timothy. 2002. Custodial Mothers and Fathers
and Their Child Support: 1999. October. Current
Population Reports, no. P60-217. US Census Bu-
reau. https://www.census.gov/library/publica
tions/2002/demo/p60-217.html.

Grall, Timothy. 2020. Custodial Mothers and Fathers
and Their Child Support: 2017. May. Current Pop-

ulation Reports, no. P60-269. US Census Bureau.

https://www.census.gov/library/publications
/2020/demo/p60-269.html.

Ha, Yoonsook, Maria Cancian, and Daniel R. Meyer.
2011. “The Regularity of Child Support and Its
Contribution to the Regularity of Income.” Social
Service Review 85(3): 401-19. https://doi.org
/10.1086/661923.

Haney, Lynne. 2018. “Incarcerated Fatherhood: The
Entanglements of Child Support Debt and Mass
Imprisonment.” American Journal of Sociology
124(1): 1-48. https://doi.org/10.1086/697580.

Haney, Lynne. 2022. Prisons of Debt: The Afterlives
of Incarcerated Fathers. University of California
Press.

Harris, Alexes, Mary Pattillo, and Bryan L. Sykes.
2022. “Studying the System of Monetary Sanc-
tions.” RSF: The Russell Sage Foundation Journal
of the Social Sciences 8(2): 1-33. https://doi.org
/10.7758/RSF.2022.8.2.01.

Kaeble, Danielle. 2024. Probation and Parole in the
United States, 2022. May. Probation and Parole
Populations, NCJ 308575. Bureau of Justice Sta-
tistics, US Department of Justice. https://bjs.ojp
.gov/library/publications/probation-and-parole
-united-states-2022.

Kane, Jennifer B., Timothy J. Nelson, and Kathryn
Edin. 2015. “How Much In-Kind Support Do
Low-Income Nonresident Fathers Provide? A

Mixed-Method Analysis.” Journal of Marriage
and Family 77(3): 591-611. https://doi.org/10.1111
/jomf12188.

Katzenstein, Mary Fainsod, and Maureen R. Waller.
2015. “Taxing the Poor: Incarceration, Poverty
Governance, and the Seizure of Family Re-
sources.” Perspectives on Politics 13(3): 638-56.
https://doi.org/10.1017/S153759271500122X.

King, Ryan D. 2019. “Cumulative Impact: Why Prison
Sentences Have Increased.” Criminology 57(1):
157-80. https://doi.org/10.1111/1745-9125.12197.

Kohler-Hausmann, Issa. 2018. Misdemeanorland:
Criminal Courts and Social Control in an Age of
Broken Windows Policing. Princeton University
Press.

Kurlychek, Megan C., and Brian D. Johnson. 2019.
“Cumulative Disadvantage in the American
Criminal Justice System.” Annual Review of
Criminology 2(1): 291-319. https://doi.org
/10.1146/annurev-criminol-011518-024815.

Kurz, Demie, and Amy Hirsch. 2003. “Welfare Re-
form and Child Support Policy in the United
States.” Social Politics: International Studies in
Gender, State & Society 10(3): 397-412. https://
doi.org/10.1093/sp/jxg021.

Kwon, Sarah Jiyoon, Julia R. Henly, and Suh Kyung
Lee. 2026. “Aligning Work and Care in a 24/7
Economy: The Childcare Arrangements of Low-
Income Families Working Nontraditional Hours.”
RSF: The Russell Sage Foundation Journal of the
Social Sciences 12(1): 192-219. https://doi.org
/10.7758/RSF.2026.12.1.08.

Lewis, Patricia, and Sabino Kornrich. 2019. “Nonresi-
dent Fathers’ Spending on Children: Child Sup-
port Payments and Housing Instability.” Journal
of Family Issues 41(9): 1470-97. https://doi.org
/10.1177/0192513X19894362.

Massoglia, Michael, and Brianna Remster. 2019.
“Linkages Between Incarceration and Health.”
Public Health Reports 134(1 Suppl): 85-14S.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0033354919826563.

McLeod, Branden A., and Aaron Gottlieb. 2018. “Ex-
amining the Relationship Between Incarceration
and Child Support Arrears Among Low-Income
Fathers.” Children and Youth Services Review 94:
1-9. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2018
.09.022.

Michelmore, Katherine M., and Natasha V. Pilkaus-
kas. 2022. “The Earned Income Tax Credit, Fam-
ily Complexity, and Children’s Living Arrange-
ments.” RSF: The Russell Sage Foundation

RSF: THE RUSSELL SAGE FOUNDATION JOURNAL OF THE SOCIAL SCIENCES


https://doi.org/10.1007/s13524-010-0009-9
https://doi.org/10.1007/s13524-010-0009-9
https://bjs.ojp.gov/library/publications/correctional-populations-united-states-2009
https://bjs.ojp.gov/library/publications/correctional-populations-united-states-2009
https://bjs.ojp.gov/library/publications/correctional-populations-united-states-2009
https://www.bjs.gov/content/pub/pdf/pptmc.pdf
https://www.bjs.gov/content/pub/pdf/pptmc.pdf
https://www.census.gov/library/publications/2002/demo/p60-217.html
https://www.census.gov/library/publications/2002/demo/p60-217.html
https://www.census.gov/library/publications/2020/demo/p60-269.html
https://www.census.gov/library/publications/2020/demo/p60-269.html
https://doi.org/10.1086/661923
https://doi.org/10.1086/661923
https://doi.org/10.1086/697580
https://doi.org/10.7758/RSF.2022.8.2.01
https://doi.org/10.7758/RSF.2022.8.2.01
https://bjs.ojp.gov/library/publications/probation-and-parole-united-states-2022
https://bjs.ojp.gov/library/publications/probation-and-parole-united-states-2022
https://bjs.ojp.gov/library/publications/probation-and-parole-united-states-2022
https://doi.org/10.1111/jomf.12188
https://doi.org/10.1111/jomf.12188
https://doi.org/10.1017/S153759271500122X
https://doi.org/10.1111/1745-9125.12197
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-criminol-011518-024815
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-criminol-011518-024815
https://doi.org/10.1093/sp/jxg021
https://doi.org/10.1093/sp/jxg021
https://doi.org/10.7758/RSF.2026.12.1.08
https://doi.org/10.7758/RSF.2026.12.1.08
https://doi.org/10.1177/0192513X19894362
https://doi.org/10.1177/0192513X19894362
https://doi.org/10.1177/0033354919826563
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2018.09.022
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2018.09.022

FATHERS’ SOCIOECONOMIC PRECARITY 167

Journal of the Social Sciences 8(5): 143-65.
https://doi.org/10.7758/RSF.2022.8.5.07.

Miller, Daniel P., and Ronald B. Mincy. 2012. “Falling
Further Behind? Child Support Arrears and Fa-
thers' Labor Force Participation.” Social Service
Review 86(4): 604-35. https://doi.org/10.1086
/668761.

Miller, Daniel P, Margaret M. C. Thomas, Maureen R.
Waller, Lenna Nepomnyaschy, and Allison D. Em-
ory. 2020. “Father Involvement and Socioeco-
nomic Disparities in Child Academic Outcomes.”
Journal of Marriage and Family 82(2): 515-33.
https://doi.org/10.1111/jomf.12666.

Miller, Reuben Jonathan. 2021. Halfway Home: Race,
Punishment, and the Afterlife of Mass Incarcera-
tion. Little, Brown and Company.

Mincy, Ronald, Monique Jethwani, and Serena Klem-
pin. 2015. “What the Recession Did to American
Fathers.” Business. Atlantic, January 6. https://
www.theatlantic.com/business/archive/2015
/01/what-the-recession-did-to-american
-fathers/384226/.

Mincy, Ronald B., and Elaine J. Sorensen. 1998.
“Deadbeats and Turnips in Child Support Re-
form.” Journal of Policy Analysis and Management
17(1): 44-51. https://doi.org/10.1002/(SICI)1520
-6688(199824)17:1<44::AID-PAM3>3.0.CO;2-H.

Mueller, Derek. 2024. Preliminary Data Release -
Prisons, 2023. December. Prisons Report Series,
no. 309396. Bureau of Justice Statistics, US De-
partment of Justice. https://bjs.ojp.gov/prelim
inary-data-release-prisons-2023.

National Conference of State Legislatures. 2020.
“Child Support Guideline Models.” July 10.
https://www.ncsl.org/human-services/child
-support-guideline-models.

National Conference of State Legislatures. 2021. “In-
terest on Child Support Arrears.” October 15.
https://www.ncsl.org/human-services/interest
-on-child-support-arrears.

National Conference of State Legislatures. 2023.
“Child Support Pass-Through and Disregard Poli-
cies for Public Assistance Recipients.” May 30.
https://www.ncsl.org/human-services/child
-support-pass-through-and-disregard-policies
-for-public-assistance-recipients.

Nepomnyaschy, Lenna. 2007. “Child Support and
Father-Child Contact: Testing Reciprocal Path-
ways.” Demography 44(1): 93-112. https://doi
.org/10.1353/dem.2007.0008.

Nepomnyaschy, Lenna, Allison Dwyer Emory, Kasey

J. Eickmeyer, Maureen R. Waller, and Daniel P.
Miller. 2021. “Parental Debt and Child Well-
Being: What Type of Debt Matters for Child Out-
comes?” RSF: The Russell Sage Foundation Jour-
nal of the Social Sciences 7(3): 122-51. https://
doi.org/10.7758/RSF.2021.7.3.06.

Nepomnyaschy, Lenna, and Irwin Garfinkel. 2010.
“Child Support Enforcement and Fathers’ Contri-
butions to Their Nonmarital Children.” Social
Service Review 84(3): 341-80. https://doi.org
/10.1086/655392.

Nepomnyaschy, Lenna, and Irwin Garfinkel. 2011.
“Fathers’ Involvement with Their Nonresident
Children and Material Hardship.” Social Service
Review 85(1): 3-38. https://doi.org/10.1086
/658394.

Nepomnyaschy, Lenna, and Daniel P. Miller. 2023.
“Expanding Our Understanding of Public Policies
to Support Father Involvement.” In Social Work
Practice with Fathers: Engagement, Assessment,
and Intervention, edited by Jennifer L. Bellamy,
Brianna P. Lemmons, Qiana R. Cryer-Coupet,
and Jennifer A. Shadik. Springer International
Publishing. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-031
-13686-3 9.

Nepomnyaschy, Lenna, Daniel P. Miller, Steven Ga-
rasky, and Neha Nanda. 2014. “Nonresident Fa-
thers and Child Food Insecurity: Evidence from
Longitudinal Data.” Social Service Review 88(1):
92-133. https://doi.org/10.1086/674970.

Nepomnyaschy, Lenna, Daniel P. Miller, Maureen R.
Waller, and Allison Dwyer Emory. 2020. “The
Role of Fathers in Reducing Socioeconomic In-
equalities in Adolescent Behavioral Outcomes.”
Social Service Review 94(3): 521-66. https://doi
.org/10.1086/710546.

Nepomnyaschy, Lenna, Margaret Thomas, Alex Ha-
ralampoudis, and Huiying Jin. 2022. “Nonresi-
dent Fathers and the Economic Precarity of Their
Children.” Annals of the American Academy of
Political and Social Science 702(1): 78-96.
https://doi.org/10.1177/00027162221119348.

Office of Child Support Enforcement. 2021. FY 2018
Annual Report to Congress. March 24. Office of
Child Support Enforcement, Administration for
Children and Families. US Department of Health
and Human Services. https://www.acf.hhs.gov
/css/report/fy-2018-annual-report-congress.

Office of Child Support Enforcement. 2023. FY
2020 Annual Report to Congress. October 11. Of-
fice of Child Support Enforcement, Administra-

RSF: THE RUSSELL SAGE FOUNDATION JOURNAL OF THE SOCIAL SCIENCES


https://doi.org/10.7758/RSF.2022.8.5.07
https://doi.org/10.1086/668761
https://doi.org/10.1086/668761
https://doi.org/10.1111/jomf.12666
https://www.theatlantic.com/business/archive/2015/01/what-the-recession-did-to-american-fathers/384226/
https://www.theatlantic.com/business/archive/2015/01/what-the-recession-did-to-american-fathers/384226/
https://www.theatlantic.com/business/archive/2015/01/what-the-recession-did-to-american-fathers/384226/
https://www.theatlantic.com/business/archive/2015/01/what-the-recession-did-to-american-fathers/384226/
https://doi.org/10.1002/(SICI)1520-6688(199824)17:1<44::AID-PAM3>3.0.CO;2-H
https://doi.org/10.1002/(SICI)1520-6688(199824)17:1<44::AID-PAM3>3.0.CO;2-H
https://bjs.ojp.gov/preliminary-data-release-prisons-2023
https://bjs.ojp.gov/preliminary-data-release-prisons-2023
https://www.ncsl.org/human-services/child-support-guideline-models
https://www.ncsl.org/human-services/child-support-guideline-models
https://www.ncsl.org/human-services/interest-on-child-support-arrears
https://www.ncsl.org/human-services/interest-on-child-support-arrears
https://www.ncsl.org/human-services/child-support-pass-through-and-disregard-policies-for-public-assistance-recipients
https://www.ncsl.org/human-services/child-support-pass-through-and-disregard-policies-for-public-assistance-recipients
https://www.ncsl.org/human-services/child-support-pass-through-and-disregard-policies-for-public-assistance-recipients
https://doi.org/10.1353/dem.2007.0008
https://doi.org/10.1353/dem.2007.0008
https://doi.org/10.7758/RSF.2021.7.3.06
https://doi.org/10.7758/RSF.2021.7.3.06
https://doi.org/10.1086/655392
https://doi.org/10.1086/655392
https://doi.org/10.1086/658394
https://doi.org/10.1086/658394
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-031-13686-3_9
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-031-13686-3_9
https://doi.org/10.1086/674970
https://doi.org/10.1086/710546
https://doi.org/10.1086/710546
https://doi.org/10.1177/00027162221119348
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/css/report/fy-2018-annual-report-congress
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/css/report/fy-2018-annual-report-congress

168 THREE DECADES SINCE MAKING ENDS MEET

tion for Children and Families. US Department of
Health and Human Services. https://www.acf.hhs
.gov/css/report/fy-2020-annual-report-congress.

Osborne, Cynthia. 2020. “Fathers and Public Policy.”
In Handbook of Fathers and Child Development:
Prenatal to Preschool, edited by Hiram E. Fitzger-
ald, Kai von Klitzing, Natasha J. Cabrera, Julia
Scarano de Mendonca, and Thomas Skjgthaug.
Springer International Publishing. https://doi
.org/10.1007/978-3-030-51027-5_8.

Page, Joshua, Victoria Piehowski, and Joe Soss.
2019. “A Debt of Care: Commercial Bail and the
Gendered Logic of Criminal Justice Predation.”
RSF: The Russell Sage Foundation Journal of the
Social Sciences 5(1): 150-72. https://doi.org
/10.7758/RSF.2019.5.1.07.

Pathak, Elizabeth B., Janelle M. Menard, Rebecca B.
Garcia, and Jason L. Salemi. 2022. “Joint Effects
of Socioeconomic Position, Race/Ethnicity, and
Gender on COVID-19 Mortality Among Working-
Age Adults in the United States.” International
Journal of Environmental Research and Public
Health 19(9): 5479. https://doi.org/10.3390
/ijerph19095479.

Pettit, Becky. 2012. Invisible Men: Mass Incarceration
and the Myth of Black Progress. Russell Sage
Foundation.

Pilarz, Alejandra Ros, and Laura Cuesta. 2025.
“Trends in Child Support Receipt and Regularity
in the United States, 1996-2018." Journal of Mar-
riage and Family 87(2): 797-811. https://doi.org
/10.1111/jomf13033.

Pilkauskas, Natasha V., and Kevin Bruey. 2026.
“Making Ends Meet Thirty Years Later: How Sin-
gle Mothers Survive on Low Incomes.” RSF: The
Russell Sage Foundation Journal of the Social Sci-
ences 12(2): 57-82. https://doi.org/10.7758
/RSF.2026.12.2.03.

Plotnick, Robert D., and Alec I. Kennedy. 2018.

“How Accurate Are Imputed Child Support Or-
ders?” Children and Youth Services Review 88:
490-96. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth
.2018.03.049.

Pratt, Eleanor. 2016. Child Support Enforcement Can
Hurt Black, Low-Income, Noncustodial Fathers
and Their Kids. June 15. Urban Institute. https://
www.urban.org/urban-wire/child-support
-enforcement-can-hurt-black-low-income
-noncustodial-fathers-and-their-kids.

Rambert, Omarr. 2021. “The Absent Black Father:
Race, the Welfare-Child Support System, and the

Cyclical Nature of Fatherlessness.” UCLA Law
Review 68: 324-63.

Reichman, Nancy E., Julien O. Teitler, Irwin Garfinkel,
and Sara S. McLanahan. 2001. “Fragile Families:
Sample and Design.” Children and Youth Services
Review 23(4-5): 303-26. https://doi.org/10.1016
/S0190-7409(01)00141-4.

Robbins, Nathan L., Maureen R. Waller, Lenna
Nepomnyaschy, and Daniel P. Miller. 2022. “Child
Support Debt and the Well-Being of Disadvan-
taged Fathers of Color.” Journal of Marriage and
Family 84(5): 1366-86. https://doi.org/10.1111
/jomf12841.

Sahin, Aysegul, Joseph Song, and Bart Hobijn. 2010.
“The Unemployment Gender Gap During the
2007 Recession.” SSRN Scholarly Paper No.
1582525. February 1. Social Science Research
Network. https://doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.1582525.

Sariscsany, Laurel, Irwin Garfinkel, and Lenna
Nepomnyaschy. 2019. “Describing and Under-
standing Child Support Trajectories.” Social Ser-
vice Review 93(2): 143-82. https://doi.org
/10.1086/703191.

Schneider, Daniel, and Kristen Harknett. 2019. “Con-
sequences of Routine Work-Schedule Instability
for Worker Health and Well-Being.” American
Sociological Review 84(1): 82-114. https://doi.org
/10.1177/0003122418823184.

Selekman, Rebekah, and Pamela Holcomb. 2018.
Child Support Cooperation Requirements in Child
Care Subsidy Programs and SNAP: Key Policy
Considerations. Issue Brief. Mathematica Policy
Research.

Shaefer, H. Luke, and Kathryn Edin. 2013. “Rising
Extreme Poverty in the United States and the
Response of Federal Means-Tested Transfer Pro-
grams.” Social Service Review 87(2): 250-68.
https://doi.org/10.1086/671012.

Shrider, Emily A., and John Creamer. 2023. Poverty
in the United States: 2022. September 12. Cur-
rent Population Reports, no. P60-280. US Census
Bureau. https://www.census.gov/library/publica
tions/2023/demo/p60-280.html.

Shrivastava, Aditi, and Gina Azito Thompson. 2022.
TANF Cash Assistance Should Reach Millions
More Families to Lessen Hardship. February 18.
Center on Budget and Policy Priorities. https://
www.cbpp.org/research/family-income-support
/cash-assistance-should-reach-millions-more
-families.

Smeeding, Timothy M., Irwin Garfinkel, and Ronald

RSF: THE RUSSELL SAGE FOUNDATION JOURNAL OF THE SOCIAL SCIENCES


https://www.acf.hhs.gov/css/report/fy-2020-annual-report-congress
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/css/report/fy-2020-annual-report-congress
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-51027-5_8
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-51027-5_8
https://doi.org/10.7758/RSF.2019.5.1.07
https://doi.org/10.7758/RSF.2019.5.1.07
https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph19095479
https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph19095479
https://doi.org/10.1111/jomf.13033
https://doi.org/10.1111/jomf.13033
https://doi.org/10.7758/RSF.2026.12.2.03
https://doi.org/10.7758/RSF.2026.12.2.03
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2018.03.049
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2018.03.049
https://www.urban.org/urban-wire/child-support-enforcement-can-hurt-black-low-income-noncustodial-fathers-and-their-kids
https://www.urban.org/urban-wire/child-support-enforcement-can-hurt-black-low-income-noncustodial-fathers-and-their-kids
https://www.urban.org/urban-wire/child-support-enforcement-can-hurt-black-low-income-noncustodial-fathers-and-their-kids
https://www.urban.org/urban-wire/child-support-enforcement-can-hurt-black-low-income-noncustodial-fathers-and-their-kids
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0190-7409(01)00141-4
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0190-7409(01)00141-4
https://doi.org/10.1111/jomf.12841
https://doi.org/10.1111/jomf.12841
https://doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.1582525
https://doi.org/10.1086/703191
https://doi.org/10.1086/703191
https://doi.org/10.1177/0003122418823184
https://doi.org/10.1177/0003122418823184
https://doi.org/10.1086/671012
https://www.census.gov/library/publications/2023/demo/p60-280.html
https://www.census.gov/library/publications/2023/demo/p60-280.html
https://www.cbpp.org/research/family-income-support/cash-assistance-should-reach-millions-more-families
https://www.cbpp.org/research/family-income-support/cash-assistance-should-reach-millions-more-families
https://www.cbpp.org/research/family-income-support/cash-assistance-should-reach-millions-more-families
https://www.cbpp.org/research/family-income-support/cash-assistance-should-reach-millions-more-families

FATHERS’ SOCIOECONOMIC PRECARITY 169

B. Mincy. 2011. “Young Disadvantaged Men: Fa-
thers, Families, Poverty, and Policy.” Annals of the
American Academy of Political and Social Science
635(1): 6-21. https://doi.org/10.1177/00027162
10394774.

Sorensen, Elaine. 2021. “Certified Child Support Ar-
rears Shows Sharp Decline.” May 11. Office of
Child Support Enforcement. https://www.acf
.hhs.gov/css/ocsedatablog/2021/05/certified
-child-support-arrears-shows-sharp-decline.

Sorensen, Elaine, Liliana Sousa, and Simon Schaner.
2007. Assessing Child Support Arrears in Nine
Large States and the Nation. July 11. Urban Insti-
tute. https://www.urban.org/sites/default/files
/publication/29736/1001242-Assessing-Child
-Support-Arrears-in-Nine-Large-States-and-the
-Nation.PDF.

Stack, Carol B. 1975. All Our Kin: Strategies for Sur-
vival in a Black Community. Basic Books.

Sugie, Naomi F., and Michael C. Lens. 2017. “Day-
time Locations in Spatial Mismatch: Job Accessi-
bility and Employment at Reentry from Prison.”
Demography 54(2): 775-800. https://doi.org
/10.1007/513524-017-0549-3.

Teitler, Julien O., Nancy E. Reichman, and Susan
Sprachman. 2003. “Costs and Benefits of Im-
proving Response Rates for a Hard-to-Reach
Population.” Public Opinion Quarterly 67(1): 126~
38. https://doi.org/10.1086/346011.

The Pew Charitable Trusts. 2010. Collateral Costs:
Incarceration’s Effect on Economic Mobility. The
Pew Charitable Trusts. https://www.pewtrusts
.org/~/media/legacy/uploadedfiles/pcs_assets
/2010/collateralcosts1pdf.pdf.

Tollestrup, Jessica. 2025. Child Support Services:
Program Basics. March 18. CRS Report RS22380.
Congressional Research Service. https://
crsreports.congress.gov/product/pdf/RS
/RS22380/39.

Turetsky, Vicki. 2019. Reforming Child Support to Im-
prove Outcomes for Children and Families. The
Abell Report, Volume 32, No. 5. June. Abell Foun-
dation. https://eric.ed.gov/?id=ED596117.

Turetsky, Vicki, and Maureen R. Waller. 2020. “Piling
on Debt: The Intersections Between Child Sup-
port Arrears and Legal Financial Obligations.”
UCLA Criminal Justice Law Review 4(1). https://
escholarship.org/uc/item/7vd043jw.

Turner, Kimberly J., and Maureen R. Waller. 2017. “In-
debted Relationships: Child Support Arrears and
Nonresident Fathers’ Involvement with Children.”

Journal of Marriage and Family 79(1): 24-43.
https://doi.org/10.1111/jomf.12361.

Turney, Kristin, Jason Schnittker, and Christopher
Wildeman. 2012. “Those They Leave Behind: Pa-
ternal Incarceration and Maternal Instrumental
Support.” Journal of Marriage and Family 74(5):
1149-65. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1741-3737.
2012.00998.x.

United States Bureau of Labor Statistics. 2024.
“Labor Force Participation Rate - Men [LNS113
00001]."” Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis.
https://fred.stlouisfed.org/series/LNS11300001.

United States Census Bureau. 2023. Educational At-
tainment of the Population 25 Years and Over, by
Selected Characteristics: 2022. https://www
.census.gov/data/tables/2022/demo/educational
-attainment/cps-detailed-tables.html.

van der Naald, Joseph, Sarah K. Bruch, and Janet C.
Gornick. 2026. “Poverty Disparities and the Re-
configuration of Social Provisioning: White,
Black, and Latino Single-Mother Families, 1996-
2018." RSF: The Russell Sage Foundation Journal
of the Social Sciences 12(1): 67-95. https://doi
.org/10.7758/RSF.2026.12.1.03.

Verick, Sher. 2009. Who Is Hit Hardest During a Fi-
nancial Crisis? The Vulnerability of Young Men
and Women to Unemployment in an Economic
Downturn. IZA Discussion Paper No. 4359. IZA
Institute of Labor Economics, August 18. https://
doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.1455521.

Waller, Maureen R. 2002. My Baby's Father: Unmar-
ried Parents and Paternal Responsibility. Cornell
University Press.

Waller, Maureen R. 2020. “Getting the Court in Your
Business: Unmarried Parents, Institutional Inter-
sectionality, and Establishing Parenting Time Or-
ders in Family Court.” Social Problems 67(3):
527-45. https://doi.org/10.1093/socpro/spz029.

Waller, Maureen R., Allison Dwyer Emory, and Elise
Paul. 2018. “Money, Time, or Something Else?
Measuring Nonresident Fathers’ Informal and In-
Kind Contributions:” Journal of Family Issues
39(13): 3612-40. https://doi.org/10.1177/01925
13X18783801.

Williams, David R. 2003. “The Health of Men: Struc-
tured Inequalities and Opportunities.” American
Journal of Public Health 93(5): 724-31. https://
doi.org/10.2105/AJPH.93.5.724.

Wilson, Valerie, and William M. Rogers IIl. 2016.
Black-White Wage Gaps Expand with Rising
Wage Inequality. September 19. Economic Policy

RSF: THE RUSSELL SAGE FOUNDATION JOURNAL OF THE SOCIAL SCIENCES


https://doi.org/10.1177/0002716210394774
https://doi.org/10.1177/0002716210394774
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/css/ocsedatablog/2021/05/certified-child-support-arrears-shows-sharp-decline
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/css/ocsedatablog/2021/05/certified-child-support-arrears-shows-sharp-decline
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/css/ocsedatablog/2021/05/certified-child-support-arrears-shows-sharp-decline
https://www.urban.org/sites/default/files/publication/29736/1001242-Assessing-Child-Support-Arrears-in-Nine-Large-States-and-the-Nation.PDF
https://www.urban.org/sites/default/files/publication/29736/1001242-Assessing-Child-Support-Arrears-in-Nine-Large-States-and-the-Nation.PDF
https://www.urban.org/sites/default/files/publication/29736/1001242-Assessing-Child-Support-Arrears-in-Nine-Large-States-and-the-Nation.PDF
https://www.urban.org/sites/default/files/publication/29736/1001242-Assessing-Child-Support-Arrears-in-Nine-Large-States-and-the-Nation.PDF
https://doi.org/10.1007/s13524-017-0549-3
https://doi.org/10.1007/s13524-017-0549-3
https://doi.org/10.1086/346011
https://www.pewtrusts.org/~/media/legacy/uploadedfiles/pcs_assets/2010/collateralcosts1pdf.pdf
https://www.pewtrusts.org/~/media/legacy/uploadedfiles/pcs_assets/2010/collateralcosts1pdf.pdf
https://www.pewtrusts.org/~/media/legacy/uploadedfiles/pcs_assets/2010/collateralcosts1pdf.pdf
https://crsreports.congress.gov/product/pdf/RS/RS22380/39
https://crsreports.congress.gov/product/pdf/RS/RS22380/39
https://crsreports.congress.gov/product/pdf/RS/RS22380/39
https://eric.ed.gov/?id=ED596117
https://escholarship.org/uc/item/7vd043jw
https://escholarship.org/uc/item/7vd043jw
https://doi.org/10.1111/jomf.12361
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1741-3737.2012.00998.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1741-3737.2012.00998.x
https://fred.stlouisfed.org/series/LNS11300001
https://www.census.gov/data/tables/2022/demo/educational-attainment/cps-detailed-tables.html
https://www.census.gov/data/tables/2022/demo/educational-attainment/cps-detailed-tables.html
https://www.census.gov/data/tables/2022/demo/educational-attainment/cps-detailed-tables.html
https://doi.org/10.7758/RSF.2026.12.1.03
https://doi.org/10.7758/RSF.2026.12.1.03
https://doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.1455521
https://doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.1455521
https://doi.org/10.1093/socpro/spz029
https://doi.org/10.1177/0192513X18783801
https://doi.org/10.1177/0192513X18783801
https://doi.org/10.2105/AJPH.93.5.724
https://doi.org/10.2105/AJPH.93.5.724

170 THREE DECADES SINCE MAKING ENDS MEET

Institute. https://www.epi.org/publication/black Zeng, Zhen. 2024. 2023 Preliminary Data Release.

-white-wage-gaps-expand-with-rising-wage June. Jails Report Series, no. NCJ 309039. Bu-
-inequality/. reau of Justice Statistics. US Department of Jus-

Wilson, William Julius. 1997. When Work Disappears: tice. https://bjs.ojp.gov/preliminary-data-release
The World of the New Urban Poor. Vintage. -jails-2023.

RSF: THE RUSSELL SAGE FOUNDATION JOURNAL OF THE SOCIAL SCIENCES


https://www.epi.org/publication/black-white-wage-gaps-expand-with-rising-wage-inequality/
https://www.epi.org/publication/black-white-wage-gaps-expand-with-rising-wage-inequality/
https://www.epi.org/publication/black-white-wage-gaps-expand-with-rising-wage-inequality/
https://bjs.ojp.gov/preliminary-data-release-jails-2023
https://bjs.ojp.gov/preliminary-data-release-jails-2023

