Changes in Living Conditions and Material Well-Being in the Survey of Income and Program Participation
December 14, 2002

Kurt J. Bauman

Population Division

U.S. Census Bureau

301-763-6171

kurt.j.bauman@census.gov

This paper reports the results of research and analysis undertaken by Census Bureau Staff.  It has undergone a more limited review than official Census Bureau publications.  This report is released to inform interested parties of research and to encourage discussion.

Changes in Living Conditions and Material Well-Being in the Survey of Income and Program Participation

Growth in the use of measures of material well-being

There has been increasing interest in finding new ways to measure people’s well being and keep track of how they are getting by.  Up until recently, the consensus measure of material well-being has been poverty.  However, recent research has begun to entertain alternative measures.  The impetus for this change has come from several sources.  


One source of interest in non-monetary measures of well-being has come from the international development field, with the success of the Human Development Index, developed by the United Nations Development Program (UNDP 2001).  This supplements traditional development indicators such as GDP per capita and measures of industrialization by use of indicators of life expectancy and education.  The strength of this approach is that it introduces measures that are sensitive to distributional factors, while not explicitly measuring income distribution, which is subject to greater political controversy.


A similar approach has been gaining broad currency in Europe.  The indicators used to measure “social exclusion” are broader and more eclectic than those included in the Human Development Index, but the political underpinnings are similar.  Social democratic and Labor politicians in the European Community faced resistance from their conservative opponents when trying to make the case that “poverty” was a problem in Europe.  The term “social exclusion” seemed to fit the circumstances better because it implied relative, rather than absolute, deprivation.  At the same time, the measure of poverty in common use in Europe — half of median income — framed an unrealistic target for policy, or at least was often viewed that way by social democrats that came into government (Hills 2000).  The Irish have gone farthest in developing an alternative index based on qualitative indicators of well-being, spurred on by the fact that the rate of poverty (measured by half of median income) increased during the recent economic boom in that country, as the threshold grew faster than the incomes of the poor (Nolan 2000).  European measures of poverty and social exclusion have generally been taken from items available in the European Community Household Panel (Eurostat 2001) including things such as food and clothing, being able to afford an annual vacation, basic consumer durables, housing conditions and facilities, and neighborhood environment (Whelan, Layte and Maitre 2001).  As of yet, no single consensus measure has gained universal use.


In the United States, there has been less enthusiasm for embracing a broad-ranging alternative.  However, several authors have argued that alternative or “direct” measures of poverty are more closely related than the current measure to the true purposes of poverty policy, and should therefore be put to greater use (Mayer and Jencks 1989, 1993, Beverly 2001, Boushey et al. 2001).  One specific measure that has received attention has been the recently-developed food security index created by the U.S. Department of Agriculture, which has started to come into wider use (references..).  A related reason for interest in alternative poverty measures is their convenience for testing the desirability of adjustments to the current poverty measure (Mayer and Jencks 1989, Bauman 1999). 


Finally, a major reason for interest in alternative or “direct” measures of poverty has been the observation that they sometimes show different responses than poverty.  A major example here is work by Edin and Lein (1997) on the hardships experienced by poor single mothers who worked, as compared with those who depended on welfare for income.  This finding was partially confirmed by Bauman (2002).  Concern that hidden costs of employment may not be adequately captured by traditional U.S. poverty measures has led to interest in their adoption for studies of those affected by changes in welfare policy in the 1990s (Beverly 2001, Boushey et al. 2001, Meyers, Weismann and Garfinkel 2000, Danziger et al. 2001).  


In summary, alternative or “direct” measures of material well-being are playing an increasingly important role in research on poverty and well-being.  

Properties of material well-being measures

Despite their growing use, we know comparatively little about alternative measures of material well-being.  While some work has been done on the reliability and validity of some of these measures (Mayer and Jencks 1989, Bauman 1998), much remains to be understood.  


One thing that has been clearly established is that measures of material well-being have strong predictive power.  For example, Bauman (1998) showed that measures of inability to meet basic needs predicted high school dropout of members of affected households in much the same way that poverty does.  Similarly, Mayer (1997) found material hardships to influence teen pregnancy, and Bauman (2002) found material hardships to influence subsequent welfare use and employment patterns, even with controls for prior employment and welfare use.


A problem with these findings, as well as those previously cited, is that different types of material well-being tend to be used somewhat interchangeably, as if they measured a single underlying construct.  In fact, the evidence available to use at this point is that different types of material well-being have slightly different properties (Whelan et al. 2001, Bauman 2000).  Much more work needs to be done to understand the exact nature of these differences.  Until this work is done, the importance of these differences to the practical use of measures of material well-being won’t be understood. 


One important difference observed by Bauman (2002) has to do with the timing of effects of events on different measures of material well-being.  He noticed that welfare use in the distant past had a measurable effect on difficulty meeting basic needs, even though it didn’t have an effect on other well-being measures.  He also noted that well-being was more strongly related to markers of instability (such as unsteady employment) than were traditional poverty measures.  The purpose of this research is to explore these relationships in more detail, along with the addition of background factors that have not been used in previous research.


When a person loses a job or changes jobs, he or she usually faces a new set of circumstances that require a period of adaptation.  Even if income is not affected for very long, the efficiency with which a person uses the income to meet his or her needs may decline, at least temporarily.  This may have an impact on things such as paying the bills, feeding the family, or acquiring new consumer items, even after a temporary loss of income is past.  As a consequence, it could be expected that there should be a longer duration of the effects of an event such as job loss.  This is a measurable phenomenon, and the hypothesis of differences in lags and durations will be tested below.  


A second way in which changes in circumstance may be related to material well-being is in longer term patterns of behavior.  Certain individuals may live more risk-taking lives, or make decisions in such a way as to leave themselves open to disruptions.  This point was raised by Bauman (2002) in his discussion of the material well-being of families that mix work and welfare, referred to by some researchers as “cyclers” (Duncan .., Spalter-Roth..).  If such a pattern existed, the relationship between disruptions and hardship would be more diffuse.  However, those who experienced disruption would stand out clearly.  This is the second testable proposition that will be addressed here.

Data and methods

This research makes use of the 1996 panel of the Survey of Income and Program Participation (SIPP) (U.S. Census Bureau 2001).  This panel started with 40,188 eligible households in April 1996, and continued interviews every four months through March of 2000.  Each interview consisted of a core interview, with standard questions on demographics, labor force and income, and a topical module interview, with questions on topics that changed from one interview (wave) to the next.  The eighth wave of the 1996 panel, in the field in August through November of 1998, contained a topical module on “adult well-being.”  This was an extensive battery of questions on consumer durables, housing conditions, neighborhood conditions, ability to meet basic needs, ability to get help when in need, and food security.  The last section had several questions taken from the food security questionnaire developed by the U.S. Department of Agriculture.  This research links the answers to the “adult well-being” topical module questionnaire to a longitudinal file constructed by the census bureau, containing edited data from the core interviews from wave 1 through 8.  In addition, this research uses several questions on asset ownership and health status and medical expenditures, asked in the wave 6 interview (December 1997 through March 1998). Details of the individual questions are available from the census bureau web site.  A general description of content used in this research will be elaborated along with the analyses described below.


There are several challenges in putting together a usable data file with longitudinal and cross-sectional components from the SIPP.  The first is to identify the longitudinal element that matches the family being observed in the cross-sectional interview.  In this research, the basic unit of analysis was the family, although where data was only available at the household level, household data were used.  For each family in the wave 8 topical module, there was a reference person identified by census bureau interviewers.  This research used information in the longitudinal core file that pertained to the family in each month that contained the reference person identified in Wave 8.  When data was missing, the analysis was based on information from available waves — which is to say, cases were not dropped.  A similar approach was taken with data on assets, except that families without a wave 6 record (due to attrition or other causes) were given a missing value code for analysis purposes.  Missing data in Wave 8 were imputed by the census bureau.  These treated as observed in making bivariate comparisons, but dropped in regressions where wave 8 values were treated as the dependent variable.  Reported statistical tests made allowance for an assumed design effect of 3, to allow for complex sample design.

Measures of well-being and changing family circumstances

Table 1 shows the components of six types or “domains” of material well-being.  Consumer durables included such things as computers, air conditioners, clothes washers and telephones.  For analyses described below, a binary variable was constructed from these variables showing whether a family lacked three or more of these consumer durables.  Other domains were treated in a similar manner, with the binary variable representing a number of items present or lacking chosen in such a manner that approximately 20 percent of families would be found to “badly off” or lacking.


Briefly, housing conditions involved items such as problem with pests and unsatisfactory repair.  Fear of crime was measured by answers to questions about fear of leaving the home and feeling safe in the home.  Neighborhood conditions included noise problems, street repair problems, and other problematic physical conditions.  Difficulty meeting basic needs was measured by questions on inability to pay basic expenses, having services cut, or needing to see the dentist or doctor but not going.  Food insecurity was measured by questions on whether there was worry about food lasting, lack of balanced meals, or cutbacks in consumption.


None of these groups of questions, with the exception of the last, stands on firm ground as measuring a unitary concept.  However, preliminary work provided some support for the groupings that have been chosen. 


Table 2 shows how family conditions changed over the 32-month period prior to the interview on material well-being.  Forty-five percent of family reference persons from the wave 8 interview lived in households with a spouse present for all 32 months.  Another 45 percent lived with no spouse present.  In 3.2 percent of the cases, a spouse entered the household by marriage, reconciliation or change of living situation.  In 5.3 percent of cases, a spouse left the household by divorce, separation or other change.  In 1.4 percent of cases, a spouse both came and left.
  


The case of children in the household is slightly different.  Here it is not their presence or absence, but the number of children in the household that is counted.  The table shows that 24.8 percent of reference families had the same number of children all 32 months, while 43.5 percent had no children.  The balance had numbers of children that grew (“began spell”), shrank (“ended spell”) or changed both ways.  Housemates were counted in the same way as children.


Employment was counted as a family-level phenomenon.  A family was employed if at least one adult was employed and all over the age of 25 were employed, taking care of family,  enrolled in school, or retired.  The patterns shown in Table 2 exclude families that are primarily enrolled or retired, but they are included in analyses below.


Food stamps, health insurance and rent subsidies were counted in a straightforward manner.  Private and public health insurance were distinguished here because previous research has shown them to have different effects on material well-being (Boushey et al. 2001).  The final category, residence, falls into only two categories: those who always remained in the same residence, and those who moved within the 32-month period.  

Work and well-being

The relationship between patterns of work and measures of material well-being are shown in Figure 1.  The first set of bars in the figure relates work to poverty.  The relationship between categories of work experience and probability of poverty followed an even series of steps, starting from always worked (lowest probability of poverty) to never worked (highest probability of poverty).  This smooth pattern was not repeated in the other measures of well-being.  For these other measures, all those with interrupted work histories had higher probability of difficulty than those with continuous work histories, but in most cases the three different types of interrupted work histories were not very different from one another in their effect on well-being.  In one case, that of difficulty meeting basic needs, certain of those with interrupted work histories had greater difficulties than those who did not work.


The observed pattern supports the conjecture, offered earlier, that disruptions in and of themselves decrease material well-being as measured by indicators other than poverty.  One way to test this idea is to break down the pattern of work over the previous 32 months into finer detail, to get a better idea of the specific effects of timing of events.


Table 3 shows the results of logistic regressions of poverty and difficulty meeting basic needs on work patterns broken into detail.  Difficulty meeting basic needs was chosen as a stand in for other well-being indicators which showed similar patterns.  In this table, the work pattern in the family for the previous 32 months was classified into 9 categories.  Starting and stopping work were represented by two variables each – a dummy variable for whether work was started or stopped, and a variable showing the month in which the first occurrence (first start and first stoppage) took place.  Two variables were added that measured the employment situation in which the family found itself in month 32.  Finally, those who were not working were classified as students, retired or other (including unemployed).  The omitted variable in this arrangement was one representing families employed all months.  


Making comparisons between the coefficients across the two regressions is not straightforward, as two dependent variables are involved.  I have tried to make these as comparable as possible by creating dummy variables that classify the population into approximately equal shares for each of the two.  However, anything short of differing sign, or large difference in value or significance, should be treated with caution.


It is clear that the differences between these two sets of relationships was not centered on the variables that measured stopping and starting work.  None of the four indicators was significantly different from zero, and there was no reliable evidence of a substantive difference between the effect of work interruptions on poverty and on difficulty meeting basic needs.  The indicators of work status in month 32, by contrast, were very different across the two regressions. Families with adult working-age members enrolled in school or retired in month 32 had a greater chance of being in poverty than families working in that month.  Their chance of having difficulty meeting basic needs was indistinguishable from zero.  Not working in month 32 also had great impact on poverty.  Its impact on difficulty meeting basic needs was also large, but probably not of the same qualitative magnitude as the impact on poverty. 


When measurement was across the entire 32-month reference period, the variables for enrollment, retirement, and not working for other reasons, also operated differently between poverty and difficulty meeting basic needs.  Enrollment increased a family’s chance of poverty, but did not affect its well-being relative to working all 32 months.   Retirement had a negative but insignificant impact on poverty, but a large and very significant negative impact on difficulty meeting basic needs.  Not working for other reasons increased the chance of either outcome, although the impact seemed of a magnitude larger in relation to poverty.


Three basic relationships seem to be at work here. First, students have higher poverty than the employed, but not greater difficulty meeting basic needs.  Second, retired families have much lower difficulty meeting basic needs than working families, but not much lower poverty.  Third, the impact of work on poverty can be very immediate, which may be because work immediately affects income, which is the major component of the poverty measure.  These immediate changes don’t seem to have the same impact on difficulty meeting basic needs.


If this interpretation is correct, what does this mean for the questions on the effect of changes in circumstances on poverty and other measures of well being?  That students should differ in their poverty levels and their well-being is perhaps not surprising.  Students are often living off savings, borrowings or transfers from family members that make their current income only weakly reflect their true economic status.  On the other hand, the difference between poverty and well-being of retirees is not as easily understood.  This is undoubtedly related to the differences in the effect of age on poverty and on difficulty meeting basic needs noted by other authors (Mayer and Jencks 1989,  Bauman 1998, Mirowski and Ross 1998).   The strong influence of the employment situation in month 32 on poverty is best understood as a definitional problem.  The longer the period over which poverty is measured the more that fluctuations in income are discounted.  In this research, poverty was defined as income in relation to needs in month 32, making it especially vulnerable to these fluctuations.  But there is no support for the idea that changes in employment, per se, have a unique impact on poverty or on difficulty meeting basic needs. 

Multiple regression analysis


The results in table 3 show the importance of breaking down family living patterns into appropriate detail.  Although not shown here, similar results were found with other indicators, including marital patterns, children, moving and health insurance coverage.  In all cases, the month in which the change took place had little or no effect, and the fact that changes took place did not have disproportionate impact on difficulties meeting basic needs.  


Table 4 confirms these bivariate relationships in the context of multiple regression.
  Table 4A compares poverty, difficulty meeting basic needs, lack of consumer durables, and housing problems.  Table 4B compares poverty with neighborhood problems, fear of crime, and food insecurity.  Included in the regressions are measures of work status, marital status, children in family, moving, health insurance coverage, receipt of government transfers, assets,
 and demographic indicator – education, age, race and sex.  Because poverty is treated as a dependent variable here, income is not included as a control variable.  On the other hand, because so many of the included control variables are correlated with income, the addition of income as a control in the regressions (in regressions of measures other than poverty) doesn’t make a large difference in the relationships shown here.  


The main thing to note from the multiple regression analysis is that indicators of change in circumstances are clearly not the driving force behind differences between poverty and other measures of well-being.  The indicators of change in circumstances include stopping work, starting work, spouse entering or leaving the household, increase or decrease in the number of children, change of residence, discontinuation of health insurance, and changes in food stamp status.  None of these had highly significant effects. A summary variable adding up changes (number of changes) adds little to the model.  In addition, there are no cases where indicators of change in circumstances had a decidedly stronger relationship with other measures of well-being than they did with poverty,  with two possible exceptions.  One was the effect of additional children entering a household, which more strongly affected difficulty meeting basic needs than it did poverty.  The second was the beneficial impact of moving on housing and neighborhood problems.  


The differences between poverty and non-poverty measures of material well-being were generally related to stable properties of families, rather than to stochastic changes in circumstances.  Major among these stable properties were the strong relationship between health status and five of the six non-poverty measures: difficulty meeting basic needs, housing problems, neighborhood problems, fear of crime, and food insecurity.  This strong relationship is one of the major findings to come out of this analysis.  Another difference between poverty and non-poverty measures of material well-being was the strong relation of spouse absence to poverty. 


Other notable differences between poverty and other well-being measures included the strong relationship between having a male reference person and low fear of crime; between not receiving food stamps and having low poverty; between receiving rent subsidies and having housing problems; and between household debt and consumer durables.  All of these can be explained by particular properties of the measures involved.  It is commonly found that males have lower fear of crime than females, a difference which probably has social-psychological roots.  The relation between poverty and food stamps can be explained by the fact that food stamp receipt stands in for low income in these regressions, and that there is no compensating benefit due to the strict monetary definition of poverty in current use.  The relation between food stamps and other measures of well-being, on the other hand, is reduced by the offsetting influences of unmeasured low income and the beneficial value of food stamps themselves.  Rent subsidies increase housing problems, neighborhood problems and difficulty meeting basic needs most likely because of the limit the subsidies place on housing choice, and because of their relation to low income.  Finally, the relation between debt and durables probably reflects the tendency of families to borrow for the purchase of these items.  


The relationship between age and well-being is represented here by a set of five variables.  These were chosen because they capture the (nonlinear) shape of the univariate relationship between age and various types of well-being.  The difference in relationship between age and well-being is more easily understood by examining the relationship graphically, as is done in figure 2.  The probability of either type of problem decreases with age.  In the 15 to 30 age range, the slope of the relationship with poverty is sharply downward, while the slope of the relationship with difficulty meeting basic needs was relatively flat.  The difference is exaggerated by the curvilinear shape of the relationship in this region. From age 31 on up, the two curves run parallel (since the relationship is curved in probability space, this is not immediately apparent to the eye, but multiplication of either curve by a constant can produce almost perfectly coincident lines).   Thus, within the context of the multivariate model, differences in the effect of age on poverty and difficulty meeting basic needs are not very large.  Since large differences were found in other research, this is a finding that needs to be pursued further.


To summarize the results of the multiple regression analysis, there are clearly differences in the relation of poverty and other measures of well-being to characteristics and circumstances of families.  Changes in circumstances, however, do not seem to play a strong role in these differences.  What often plays a strong role are factors that bear on one or two of the alternative measures, such as the effect of debt on durables or the effect rent subsidies on housing and neighborhood problems.  However, there are one or two important differences that run broadly across all non-poverty measures of material well-being.  Differences by age have been noted in other research, differences by health status and marital status are noted here.

Discussion

This paper set out to examine the role that changes in circumstances play in poverty and well-being.  In the end, what we have is less of a strong conclusion than a map for future research.  The primary place for this to take place should be in detailing the relationship between age and well-being, the relationship between health and well-being, and the relationship between marital status and well-being, as these are the major differences that apply to multiple measures of well-being in comparison to poverty. 


Given the findings at hand, what can we say about the future use of non-poverty indicators of material well-being?  Currently the use of these indicators tends to follow one or another extreme.  Either material well-being is assumed to be a unitary concept that can be measured by summarizing a number of domains and combining them into a single measure, or individual measures are used as if they had no relationship to other measures.  It should be clear that neither of these approaches is supported by the research.  The various measures of well-being examined here are closely related, and these results confirm those of many others who have examined the same or similar relationships.  On the other hand important differences remain, even if they do not mainly have to do with changes in circumstances.  As these differences are examined, they will provide a challenge to researchers and policy makers who want to make use of the measures, in that judgements will have to be imposed.  For example: How important should freedom from fear of crime be in our measure of material well-being?  It is probably the case that a poor person living in a crime-ridden area is less well-off than a poor person living in a safe community, other things being equal.  However, attempts to measure this difference run into the problem that men and women treat this question very differently.  One could argue that women’s greater fear of crime is genuine, and therefore worthy of consideration.  Alternatively, one could argue that perceptions should be discounted, since in this case, men are more likely to be actual victims of crime (Bureau of Justice Statistics 2002).   Judgements such as this, which were made only implicitly when a monetary measure was used, must become explicit with the use of non-poverty measures.
   


A way to think about the development of summary indicators of material well-being, if they are to be used, is to compare three measures currently in wide use.  The first is the ranking of colleges produced by U.S. News and World report.  This index could be characterized as putting together a set of characteristics that are typical of what might be an “ideal” college in current practice.  The more a given college approaches the characteristics of this ideal type of college, the higher its ranking.  Not all of the measures in the index have a relation to other measures or to outcomes of college. 


The second example is the World Development Index cited earlier.  Again the measures used don’t necessarily have a functional relationship to each other, but are useful because of the widespread support they receive as goals of policy.  


The third example is the food security scale developed by the U.S. Department of Agriculture.  The items used for this scale were chosen using item response theory, and form a cohesive measure of an underlying phenomenon.  


None of these measures is close to perfect.  Each is based on a separate ideal – an ideal overall goal, an ideal set of measures, or an ideal measurement approach.  Until we understand the current measures of material well-being available to us now, we are unprepared to follow any of these approaches.  Those who wish to work towards constructing measures of social exclusion of material well-being must be cautious in moving forward in using specific measures.
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	 Table 1

 Percent of U.S. Households Reporting Problems with Components of Well-Being in 1998



	Consumer Durables   
	Neighborhood Conditions   

	Component
	Percent
	Component
	Percent

	No Computer
	58.0 
	Noise Problems
	21.4 

	No Dishwasher
	44.0 
	Street Repair Problems
	16.4 

	No Air Conditioner
	22.3 
	Trash, Litter
	8.2 

	No Clothes Dryer
	22.2 
	Abandoned Buildings
	8.0 

	No Clothes Washer
	18.0 
	Problem with Industry
	7.3 

	No Microwave Oven
	9.3 
	Would Like to Move
	5.8 

	No Telephone
	3.8 
	Smoke, Odors
	4.9 

	No Refrigerator
	0.7 
	
	

	
	
	
	

	Housing Conditions   
	Difficulty Meeting Basic Needs   

	Component
	Percent
	Component
	Percent

	Insect, Pest Problems
	12.7 
	Did Not Meet Expenses
	14.0 

	Would Like to Move
	7.9 
	Did Not Pay Utility Bill
	9.2 

	Unsatisfactory State of Repair
	7.5 
	Did Not Visit Dentist
	7.9 

	Roof Leaks
	6.9 
	Did Not Visit Doctor
	6.1 

	Broken Windows
	4.1 
	Did Not Pay Rent
	5.4 

	Cracks in Wall
	4.0 
	Phone Disconnected
	3.9 

	Plumbing Problems
	2.6 
	Utility Disconnection
	1.3 

	Holes in Floor
	0.9 
	 Evicted
	0.3 

	Exposed Wires
	0.8 
	
	

	
	

	Fear of Crime   
	Food Insecurity   

	Component
	Percent
	Component
	Percent

	Nearby Place Afraid to Walk
	28.8 
	Food Didn't Last
	11.5 

	Stay at Home for Fear
	12.9 
	Did Not Eat Balanced Meals
	9.7 

	Goes Out With Others
	11.5 
	Ate Less Than Should
	4.6 

	Neighborhood is Unsafe
	8.6 
	Skipped Meals
	4.4 

	Carries Something for Protection
	7.5 
	Didn't Eat Whole Day
	1.2 

	Unsatisfied with Crime
	4.4 
	
	

	Home is Unsafe
	4.1 
	
	


Source: U.S. Census Bureau, Survey of Income and Program Participation, 1996 Panel

	 Table 2

 Patterns of Experience with Selected Family Conditions over Previous 32-Month

 Period of Family Reference People Interviewed in Fall 1998



	
	Always
	Began

 spell
	Began and ended
	Ended

 spell
	Never

	Spouse
	45.3 
	3.2 
	1.4 
	5.3 
	44.8 

	Number of children
	24.8 
	10.7 
	14.6 
	6.4 
	43.5 

	Number of housemates
	1.0 
	5.2 
	12.2 
	1.1 
	80.5 

	Employment
	57.4 
	5.8 
	13.7 
	5.3 
	17.9 

	Food Stamps
	3.0 
	1.3 
	5.1 
	2.8 
	87.9 

	Private Health Insurance
	54.8 
	4.7 
	10.6 
	5.9 
	24.0 

	Public Health Insurance
	24.8 
	4.8 
	7.5 
	3.6 
	59.3 

	Rent Subsidy
	26.7 
	4.4 
	1.9 
	4.9 
	62.2 

	Residence
	64.5 
	0.0 
	35.5 
	0.0 
	0.0 


Source: U.S. Census Bureau, Survey of Income and Program Participation, 1996 Panel

	Table 3

 Coefficients from Logistic Regression of Poverty and Difficulty Meeting Basic Needs on Family Employment Pattern



	
	Poverty
	Difficulty Meeting Basic Needs

	
	coefficient
	t ratio
	coefficient
	t ratio

	
	
	
	
	

	Simple regression
	
	
	
	

	Stopped working
	0.084
	0.4
	0.243
	1.5

	Month work stopped
	0.005
	0.6
	-0.011
	-1.5

	Started working
	0.356
	1.9
	0.506
	3.5

	Month work started
	0.009
	0.9
	0.009
	1.1

	Enrolled/retired month 32
	1.000
	9.6
	-0.033
	-0.4

	Did not work in month 32
	1.718
	14.4
	0.685
	6.6

	Not working - student
	0.490
	2.9
	-0.164
	-0.9

	Not working - retired
	-0.258
	-1.7
	-1.333
	-7.0

	Not working - other
	0.732
	6.3
	0.125
	1.2

	
	
	

	Observations
	26,125
	26,125

	Model likelihood
	900.1
	395.3

	Degrees of freedom
	9
	9


Source: U.S. Census Bureau, Survey of Income and Program Participation, 1996 Panel

	 Table 4A

 Regression of Poverty and Other Indicators of Well-being on Full Set of Control Variables



	
	Poverty
	Difficulty meeting 

basic needs
	Lack consumer 

durables
	Housing

problems

	
	Coeff.
	t-stat 
	Coeff.
	t-stat 
	Coeff.
	t-stat 
	Coeff.
	t-stat 

	  Work status
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Not working - student
	0.451
	2.0
	-0.401
	-1.9
	0.113
	0.4
	-0.090
	-0.5

	Not working - retired
	-0.425
	-2.2
	-0.679
	-3.1
	0.129
	0.7
	-0.203
	-1.3

	Not working - other
	0.093
	0.6
	-0.161
	-1.3
	0.151
	1.0
	0.099
	0.9

	Stopped working
	0.160
	1.1
	0.064
	0.6
	0.050
	0.4
	0.051
	0.5

	Started working
	-0.018
	-0.1
	0.161
	1.5
	0.067
	0.5
	0.109
	1.1

	Worked in month 32
	-1.534
	-12.1
	-0.078
	-0.8
	-0.085
	-0.7
	0.014
	0.2

	Did not work in month 32
	0.219
	1.8
	0.064
	0.6
	-0.022
	-0.2
	-0.016
	-0.2

	 Marital status
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	No spouse in household
	1.015
	7.1
	0.197
	1.7
	0.521
	4.1
	0.185
	1.7

	Spouse entered household
	-0.704
	-2.6
	-0.142
	-0.8
	-0.224
	-1.0
	0.173
	1.1

	Spouse entered and left
	0.447
	1.6
	0.031
	0.1
	0.120
	0.5
	0.071
	0.3

	Spouse left household
	0.954
	5.2
	0.071
	0.5
	0.342
	2.0
	0.074
	0.5

	 Children
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	No children in household
	0.061
	0.4
	-0.069
	-0.5
	0.358
	2.3
	-0.110
	-0.8

	Number of children increased
	0.047
	0.3
	0.324
	2.1
	-0.078
	-0.5
	0.282
	2.0

	Number increased and decreased
	-0.195
	-1.1
	0.027
	0.2
	0.100
	0.6
	0.072
	0.5

	Number of children decreased
	-0.171
	-0.9
	-0.100
	-0.6
	0.372
	2.0
	0.018
	0.1

	 Disruptions
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Number of changes
	0.063
	1.2
	0.079
	1.9
	0.093
	1.9
	0.032
	0.8

	Moved - homeowner
	0.196
	1.2
	-0.142
	-1.1
	-0.144
	-0.8
	-0.479
	-4.4

	Moved - renter
	-0.177
	-1.2
	-0.060
	-0.5
	-0.379
	-3.2
	-0.369
	-3.6

	 Health and insurance
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Private Health Ins Stopped
	-0.584
	-4.7
	-0.053
	-0.5
	-0.269
	-2.3
	-0.146
	-1.5

	Private Health Insurance
	-1.466
	-12.7
	-0.729
	-7.6
	-0.559
	-5.3
	-0.343
	-4.0

	Health status
	-0.002
	-0.1
	0.247
	7.8
	0.035
	1.0
	0.150
	5.6

	Work disability
	-0.021
	-0.2
	0.353
	4.7
	-0.089
	-1.0
	0.191
	2.9

	Medical expenses
	-0.022
	-1.0
	0.032
	2.1
	-0.048
	-2.4
	0.024
	1.9


	 Table 4A (Continued)



	
	Poverty
	Difficulty meeting 

basic needs
	Lack consumer 

durables
	Housing

problems

	
	Coeff.
	t-stat 
	Coeff.
	t-stat 
	Coeff.
	t-stat 
	Coeff.
	t-stat 

	  Income support
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Food stamp status changed
	-0.314
	-2.0
	0.305
	2.3
	-0.061
	-0.4
	0.079
	0.6

	No food stamps
	-1.091
	-8.5
	-0.043
	-0.4
	-0.146
	-1.2
	-0.160
	-1.5

	Rent subsidized
	-0.147
	-1.2
	0.222
	2.2
	-0.089
	-0.8
	0.217
	2.4

	 Assets
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Home owner
	-0.458
	-3.2
	-0.065
	-0.5
	-1.815
	-14.0
	-0.070
	-0.7

	Value of vehicles
	-0.019
	-2.7
	-0.048
	-8.4
	-0.071
	-8.6
	-0.019
	-5.0

	Household debt
	-0.011
	-0.1
	-0.046
	-0.8
	-0.574
	-4.4
	0.019
	0.7

	 Demographics
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Education
	-0.087
	-6.5
	-0.047
	-4.3
	-0.099
	-8.1
	-0.022
	-2.5

	Years of age (15-30)
	-0.118
	-4.7
	0.005
	0.3
	-0.007
	-0.3
	0.008
	0.4

	Years of age (31-55)
	-0.026
	-3.0
	-0.015
	-2.5
	0.003
	0.4
	-0.013
	-2.6

	Years of age (56 or older)
	-0.048
	-5.2
	-0.057
	-6.3
	-0.001
	-0.1
	-0.023
	-3.4

	Age 31-55
	-2.244
	-3.1
	0.790
	1.4
	-0.374
	-0.6
	0.689
	1.3

	Age 56 or older
	-1.094
	-1.2
	2.992
	3.7
	-0.199
	-0.2
	1.209
	1.8

	Male
	-0.213
	-2.6
	-0.214
	-3.4
	0.281
	3.8
	-0.032
	-0.6

	Black
	0.239
	2.3
	0.189
	2.2
	0.530
	5.7
	0.075
	1.0

	Hispanic
	0.228
	1.2
	-0.221
	-1.4
	0.581
	3.5
	0.145
	1.1

	Other race
	0.108
	0.7
	0.101
	0.9
	0.545
	4.4
	0.040
	0.4

	 Other
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Spouse status unknown
	-1.570
	-2.9
	-0.043
	-0.1
	-0.524
	-1.0
	-0.478
	-1.0

	Children status unknown
	0.278
	0.4
	-0.564
	-0.8
	-0.814
	-1.2
	-0.414
	-0.7

	Missing health status
	-0.039
	-0.2
	0.701
	4.2
	0.027
	0.1
	0.533
	3.5

	Intercept
	7.344
	9.0
	0.288
	0.4
	3.384
	4.6
	-0.204
	-0.3

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Observations
	25,821
	25,821
	25,821
	25,821

	Model likelihood
	2298.0
	1533.0
	2269.7
	557.1

	Degrees of freedom
	42
	42
	42
	42


Source: U.S. Census Bureau, Survey of Income and Program Participation, 1996 Panel

	 Table 4B

 Regression of Poverty and Other Indicators of Well-being on Full Set of Control Variables



	
	Poverty
	Neighborhood problems
	Fear of 

Crime
	Food

Insecurity

	
	Coeff.
	t-stat 
	Coeff.
	t-stat 
	Coeff.
	t-stat 
	Coeff.
	t-stat 

	  Work status
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Not working - student
	0.451
	2.0
	0.161
	0.9
	0.096
	0.5
	-0.296
	-1.2

	Not working - retired
	-0.425
	-2.2
	-0.219
	-1.2
	-0.073
	-0.5
	-0.521
	-2.2

	Not working - other
	0.093
	0.6
	-0.094
	-0.7
	0.130
	1.1
	0.035
	0.2

	Stopped working
	0.160
	1.1
	-0.054
	-0.5
	0.051
	0.4
	0.012
	0.1

	Started working
	-0.018
	-0.1
	0.074
	0.7
	0.060
	0.6
	0.104
	0.9

	Worked in month 32
	-1.534
	-12.1
	0.034
	0.3
	-0.028
	-0.3
	-0.241
	-2.1

	Did not work in month 32
	0.219
	1.8
	0.054
	0.5
	0.031
	0.3
	-0.028
	-0.2

	 Marital status
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	No spouse in household
	1.015
	7.1
	0.106
	0.8
	0.085
	0.7
	0.436
	2.8

	Spouse entered household
	-0.704
	-2.6
	-0.004
	-0.0
	0.207
	1.1
	-0.009
	-0.0

	Spouse entered and left
	0.447
	1.6
	0.269
	1.2
	0.118
	0.5
	0.286
	1.1

	Spouse left household
	0.954
	5.2
	0.132
	0.8
	0.056
	0.3
	0.246
	1.3

	 Children
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	No children in household
	0.061
	0.4
	0.148
	0.9
	-0.099
	-0.7
	-0.349
	-1.9

	Number of children increased
	0.047
	0.3
	0.255
	1.5
	0.003
	0.0
	0.049
	0.3

	Number increased and decreased
	-0.195
	-1.1
	0.166
	0.9
	0.026
	0.2
	-0.168
	-0.8

	Number of children decreased
	-0.171
	-0.9
	0.060
	0.3
	-0.075
	-0.4
	-0.138
	-0.7

	 Disruptions
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Number of changes
	0.063
	1.2
	-0.004
	-0.1
	-0.015
	-0.3
	0.090
	1.9

	Moved - homeowner
	0.196
	1.2
	-0.373
	-3.0
	-0.290
	-2.3
	-0.106
	-0.7

	Moved - renter
	-0.177
	-1.2
	-0.297
	-2.6
	-0.185
	-1.6
	-0.084
	-0.7

	 Health and insurance
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Private Health Ins Stopped
	-0.584
	-4.7
	0.019
	0.2
	-0.099
	-0.9
	-0.210
	-1.8

	Private Health Insurance
	-1.466
	-12.7
	-0.123
	-1.3
	-0.257
	-2.7
	-0.699
	-6.5

	Health status
	-0.002
	-0.1
	0.135
	4.4
	0.125
	4.2
	0.278
	7.5

	Work disability
	-0.021
	-0.2
	0.178
	2.4
	0.196
	2.6
	0.262
	3.0

	Medical expenses
	-0.022
	-1.0
	0.014
	1.0
	0.010
	0.7
	0.011
	0.6


	 Table 4B (Continued)



	
	Poverty
	Neighborhood problems
	Fear of 

Crime
	Food

Insecurity

	
	Coeff.
	t-stat 
	Coeff.
	t-stat 
	Coeff.
	t-stat 
	Coeff.
	t-stat 

	  Income support
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Food stamp status changed
	-0.314
	-2.0
	0.163
	1.2
	0.073
	0.5
	0.179
	1.3

	No food stamps
	-1.091
	-8.5
	-0.137
	-1.2
	-0.054
	-0.5
	-0.401
	-3.5

	Rent subsidized
	-0.147
	-1.2
	0.192
	1.9
	0.061
	0.6
	0.128
	1.1

	 Assets
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Home owner
	-0.458
	-3.2
	-0.070
	-0.6
	-0.321
	-2.8
	-0.209
	-1.5

	Value of vehicles
	-0.019
	-2.7
	-0.019
	-4.2
	-0.024
	-5.0
	-0.053
	-7.0

	Household debt
	-0.011
	-0.1
	-0.091
	-1.7
	-0.023
	-0.5
	-0.045
	-0.6

	 Demographics
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Education
	-0.087
	-6.5
	-0.018
	-1.7
	-0.014
	-1.4
	-0.081
	-6.4

	Years of age (15-30)
	-0.118
	-4.7
	0.009
	0.4
	-0.002
	-0.1
	-0.009
	-0.4

	Years of age (31-55)
	-0.026
	-3.0
	-0.009
	-1.5
	0.006
	1.0
	-0.020
	-2.7

	Years of age (56 or older)
	-0.048
	-5.2
	-0.023
	-2.9
	0.005
	0.7
	-0.040
	-4.0

	Age 31-55
	-2.244
	-3.1
	0.470
	0.8
	-0.264
	-0.4
	0.652
	1.0

	Age 56 or older
	-1.094
	-1.2
	1.280
	1.7
	-0.322
	-0.4
	1.584
	1.8

	Male
	-0.213
	-2.6
	-0.112
	-1.8
	-0.617
	-10.0
	-0.159
	-2.1

	Black
	0.239
	2.3
	0.268
	3.2
	0.445
	5.5
	0.192
	2.0

	Hispanic
	0.228
	1.2
	-0.113
	-0.7
	0.101
	0.7
	0.394
	2.4

	Other race
	0.108
	0.7
	0.166
	1.5
	0.345
	3.1
	0.343
	2.8

	 Other
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Spouse status unknown
	-1.570
	-2.9
	-0.497
	-0.9
	-0.536
	-1.0
	-1.097
	-1.6

	Children status unknown
	0.278
	0.4
	-0.759
	-1.0
	0.245
	0.4
	0.497
	0.6

	Missing health status
	-0.039
	-0.2
	0.491
	2.9
	0.369
	2.1
	0.740
	3.9

	Intercept
	7.344
	9.0
	-1.008
	-1.5
	-0.486
	-0.7
	1.804
	2.4

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Observations
	25,821
	25,821
	25,821
	25,821

	Model likelihood
	2298.0
	338.1
	580.1
	1365.4

	Degrees of freedom
	42
	42
	42
	42


Source: U.S. Census Bureau, Survey of Income and Program Participation, 1996 Panel
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 Figure 1

 Relation of Patterns of Family Work Experience to Summary Measures of Household 

 Well-being, 1998

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, Survey of Income and Program Participation, 1996 Panel

 Figure 2

 Predicted probability of poverty and difficulty meeting basic needs by age, for families with

 selected characteristics* and reference people of varying ages, 1998
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Source: U.S. Census Bureau, Survey of Income and Program Participation, 1996 Panel

* Predicted probability is for married family with White, non-Hispanic female reference person and children, in excellent health, a high school education, renting their home, not moving, not disabled, no medical expenses, no vehicle, no debt, no government transfers and not covered by private health insurance.

�  In this research, a change in status was defined as two months in one status, followed by two months in another status.  Months with missing data were skipped in this determination. Thus, the two months in each status needn’t have been consecutive. 


�  Note that treating measures of well-being as “dependent variables is somewhat arbitrary, given our state of knowledge about these relationships.  However the multiple regression framework does allow examination of individual relationships while others are controlled.  


�  The measures of assets originally included total net worth, but this turned out not to be significantly related to any of the reported measures of well-being.  It may be that SIPP respondents were more reliable reporters of their vehicles than of their monetary assets. 


�  Another approach would be to follow on the work being done in the development economics literature with regard to ordinal approaches to handling qualitative indicators with unknown weights.  However, at this stage, I don’t believe they have been developed to the level where they can easily be applied to a varied set of indicator of well-being such as those examined here.





