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Helping Disconnected Single 
Mothers

• Recent research has identifi ed a 
growing number of low-income sin-
gle mothers who tend to be very poor 
and face serious barriers to achieving 
economic self-suffi  ciency for their 
families.  This group includes long-
term welfare recipients as well as 
those who le   welfare without stable 
employment, o  en referred to as “the 
disconnected.”

• Those remaining on welfare are 
a heterogeneous group, includ-
ing short- and long-term recipients 
whose low wages or limited hours do 
not disqualify them from TANF as 
well as families who use the program 
during short-term economic disrup-
tions in their lives.  However, about 
40 to 45 percent of the caseload is 
made up of long-term recipients who 
are not working or who work very 
sporadically.  

Findings

Improving the Safety Net for Single 
Mothers Who Face Serious Barriers 
to Work

A recent body of literature has identifi ed 
a growing number of low-income single 
mothers who face signifi cant challenges 
to employment. This group includes long-
term welfare recipients who have been 
unable to enter the workforce as well as 
women who have le   welfare, in some 
cases through sanctions and time limits, 
but who are marginally a  ached to the 
labor market. These women tend to be very 
poor and face serious barriers to achieving 
economic self-suffi  ciency for their families. 
This brief highlights recent work by Rebecca 
Blank and Brian Kovak of the University of 
Michigan that describes the characteristics 
of these “disconnected” mothers and 
their households, and summarizes a 
recent proposal by Blank to address the 
serious barriers faced by disconnected 
mothers, assist them in moving to work, 
and link their families with much-needed 
government supports. A policy such as 
this, the authors argue, is necessary, since 
states now face more stringent federal work 
requirements. 

Welfare Reform, Reduced Caseloads 
and Increased Work – by Some

Between 1994 and 2004, welfare caseloads 
fell 60 percent from 5 million to 2 million. 
While this decline slowed during the period 

• Compared to women who le   welfare 
and are working, the disconnected 
tend to have more barriers to employ-
ment, with less education, younger 
children, higher rates of mental and 
physical health problems, higher rates 
of substance abuse, and a greater his-
tory of domestic violence.

• This brief recommends the develop-
ment of a Temporary and Partial 
Work Waiver Program (TPWWP) to 
assist disconnected single mothers 
who face multiple barriers to securing 
and sustaining employment.  A TP-
WWP would link families to medical 
and economic supports to prevent ex-
treme poverty while providing more 
intensive case work assistance to ease 
the severity and duration of employ-
ment barriers.  
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of slow economic growth in the early 2000s, 
caseloads overall continue to drop through 
mid-2007 (the most current data available.)

Those who remain on the rolls of the 
Temporary Assistance to Needy Families 
(TANF) program include at least three 
groups. First is a group of women who 
combine work with welfare receipt. Within 
this group are both short- and long-term 
recipients whose low wages or hours do 
not disqualify them from TANF.  A second 
group uses cash assistance during short-
term economic disruptions in their lives, and 
they tend to leave rolls relatively quickly. 
The fi nal group is made up of women 
who are not working or who work very 

sporadically. They are long-term recipients 
who researchers estimate comprise about 
40-45 percent of the TANF caseload. 

While one might expect that long-term 
recipients would make up an increasing 
share of the welfare caseload, the fact is 
that more disadvantaged women have le   
TANF at about the same rate as women 
who appear more “work-ready.”  Since 
the implementation of welfare reform in 
1996, more and more women have been 
involuntarily terminated from welfare 
because of sanctions—penalties imposed 
for failure to meet work or other welfare 
requirements—or because of reaching time 
limits. The Personal Responsibility and 

Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act of 
1996 prohibits states from using federal 
welfare funds to support families a  er 60 
months of benefi t receipt; about one-quarter 
of states have imposed even shorter time 
limits. Many studies have noted that more 
disadvantaged women are more likely than 
others to be sanctioned or leave welfare due 
to time limits. 

Additionally, in 30 states, approximately 
14.6 percent of adult welfare recipients have 
been moved from federally-funded TANF 
to state-funded welfare-like programs, o  en 
referred to as Special State Programs (SSPs). 
States use these programs to avoid counting 
some recipients in their calculations for 

Source: Data tabulated by Blank and Kovak from the March Supplement of the Current 

Population Survey. Includes single mothers aged 18 to 54, living with children aged 

eighteen or younger, in households where total income is less than 200 percent of the 

poverty line.

Defi nition 1: Mother has no welfare or work income reported in 
the calendar year

Defi nition 2: Mother reports no more than $2000 in earnings 
and no more than $1000 in public assistance in income over the 
calendar year.

Defi nition 3: Mother reports no more than $2000 in earnings, no 
more than $1000 in public assistance income, and no more than 
$1000 in household SSI income.

Figure 1: Share of Disconnected Low-Income Single Mothers 
among All Low-Income Single Mothers 1990-2005
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various federal program requirements. 
However, in January of 2006, Congress 
passed revisions to the TANF legislation 
that requires states to have 50 percent of 
their current welfare caseload working or in 
work-related programs if their caseloads are 
at or above 2005 levels. (Following welfare 
reform, the 50 percent work requirement 
was reduced as state caseloads fell in all 
states. By rese  ing the base year to 2005 
caseload levels, this recent legislation 
enacts much higher eff ective caseload work 
requirements.) In addition, for the fi rst time 
states must include in their calculations 
women who are currently in SSPs. 

If states do not meet these requirements, 
they will lose part of their federal funding. 
Virtually no state now meets the 50 percent 
work requirements. The average state 
participation rate using the new counting 
rules would have been 30 percent in 2003. In 
order to avoid fi nancial sanctions for their 
welfare programs, states must fi nd a way to 
move more of their non-working TANF and 
SSP caseloads into work. The new federal 
requirements create a strong incentive for 
states to remove disadvantaged women 
from the caseload through time limits and 
sanctions: this may increase the number of 
disconnected women and their children who 
face serious poverty. 

How Many Women Are Neither 
Working nor on Welfare?   
The share of women who neither work nor 
receive cash welfare, o  en referred to as the 
“disconnected,” represent a growing share 
of all low-income single mothers. There 
are several ways to defi ne “disconnected.”  
Defi nition 1 of Figure 1 classifi es 
disconnected mothers as those who report 
no work and no welfare income over the 
entire year and do not report “schooling” 
as a primary activity. Defi nition 2 classifi es 
disconnected mothers as those who are not 
in school, report less than $2,000 in earnings 
and less than $1,000 in public assistance 
over the past year. Defi nition 3 adds the 
additional restriction that yearly household 

Table 1

Characteristic Disconnected 
Single Mothersa

Percent live with parents 15.9%

Percent live with other relatives 7.4%

Percent live with an unrelated male 20.1%

Percent live with an unrelated female 2.3%

Percent live alone, no other adults 55.3%

Average number of children 1.8

Average number of preschoolers 0.7

Average own earnings (2005 dollars) $200

Average earnings from other family mem-
bers (2005 dollars)

$3,933

Average family income (2005 dollars) $9,459

Percent white or other, non-Hispanic 41.9%

Percent black, non-Hispanic 29%

Percent Hispanic 23.8%

Percent education less than High School 31.8%

Percent education exactly High School 39.7%

Percent education more than High School 28.4%

Percent list ‘health problems’ as reason for 
not working

25.7%

Percent poor 82.1%

Immigrants 12.7%

Source: Tabulated by Blank and Kovak using the 2006 
March CPS.

a. Based on defi nition 3 in Figure 1

SSI income be no more than $1,000. By 
defi nition 1, the share of low-income single 
mothers who are disconnected rose 71 
percent in the nine years between 1995 and 
2005, from 11.7 percent to 20.0 percent. The 
share reporting only limited work or welfare 
income (Defi nition 2) rose 59 percent, from 
15.8 percent to 25.1 percent in that same 10 
year period. The most restricted defi nition 
of disconnectedness (Defi nition 3) exhibits a 
67 percent increase, from 13.0 percent to 21.7 
percent.
  
Who are these disconnected mothers?  Table 1 
describes the characteristics of disconnected 

mothers using Defi nition 3 in Figure 1 (li  le 
reported work, welfare, or SSI income). 
Just under half live in households with 
other adults, but they, like all disconnected 
families, are still likely to be quite poor. In 
2005, reported personal earnings averaged 
around $200 (in 2005 dollars), and total 
household income averaged less than 
$10,000 a year. Roughly 80 percent had 
household income below the poverty level. 

About 40 percent of disconnected mothers 
are non-Hispanic whites, thirty percent are 
African American, and about a quarter are 
Hispanic. More than 70 percent of these 
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women have a high school degree or less. 
About a quarter report that health problems 
are the reason for not working—suggesting 
a signifi cant minority have some serious 
health problems. Twelve percent are 
immigrants.

According to earlier estimates computed 
by Blank, the more expansive defi nition 
of “disconnected” single mothers includes 
some 1.7 million women. Including the 40 
percent of recipients who are long-term 
TANF recipients and the single mothers 
in SSPs adds another 500,000 to the ranks 
of single mothers with severe economic 
disadvantages. Together, roughly 2.2 million 
women who head families do not support 
themselves either with welfare or with 
their own earnings. These women have on 
average 1.8 children each—translating to 
almost 4 million children who live in these 
severely economically challenged families. 
 

Why Aren’t Disconnected Women 
Working?

Research shows that women who do 
not move into stable employment are 
disadvantaged along a number of 
dimensions. Researchers have identifi ed a 
number of diff erences between disconnected 
mothers and those who have le   welfare for 
work. The disconnected tend to have:

o Less education and more learning 
disabilities;
o Higher levels of past or current problems 
with substance abuse;
o Higher rates of depression and other 
forms of mental illness as well as more 
physical health problems;
o Younger children or larger families and 
are more likely to be caring for someone 
with health issues;
o A history of domestic violence or violence 
in a current relationship.

Additionally, disconnected women are more 
likely to live in central cities, where welfare 

caseloads have fallen less than in other parts 
of the country.

Most welfare leavers who have trouble 
fi nding or keeping employment face one or 
more of these barriers. A study conducted 
by Pamela Loprest at the Urban Institute 
found that 57 percent of those not working 
had multiple barriers to work compared 
with only 17 percent among those who had 
found work. Another study by Mathematica 
scholars LaDonna Pave  i and Jacqueline 
Kauff  in Minnesota found that all women 
who had exceeded their time limit in one 
county faced either serious cognitive limits, 
mental and physical health issues, lack of 
community and social networks, and/or 
limited management and decision making 
skills. 

A Proposed Policy Response

Public a  ention over welfare has focused 
on moving women into work, but has not 
yet adequately addressed the reality that 
some women are not making this transition. 
It is time to rethink policy for women who 
face serious disadvantages and for whom 
working full-time or working steadily is 
not possible. These women are increasingly 
losing access to welfare and will continue to 
do so under new welfare requirements. 

Many low-income Americans who are 
disabled for at least twelve months and who 
are unable to engage in “substantial gainful 
activity” rely on the federal Supplemental 
Security Income (SSI) program for benefi ts 
to make ends meet. Most disconnected 
mothers, however, lack access to this 
program. Their disabilities may not prevent 
some workforce involvement, a requirement 
for SSI receipt. Policy analysts have 
increasingly begun to recognize the need for 
a support system that provides temporary 
or partial disability, such as that used in 
Europe and in private disability systems in 
the United States.   
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Blank proposes that states create a 
Temporary and Partial Work Waiver 
Program (TPWWP) to assist the growing 
number of women and their children who 
are receiving support from neither TANF 
nor from SSI and who face multiple barriers 
to securing and sustaining employment. 
Women who are not receiving TANF 
benefi ts are less likely to receive other 
services for their children and themselves, 
including food stamps and Medicaid. Given 
recent changes in welfare policy, states 
must also fi nd ways to assist long-term 
TANF recipients who require more help in 
moving to employment. The TPWWP could 
assist both of these populations by granting 
much needed cash assistance and more time 
and fl exibility to fi nd employment, while 
continuing to work toward the ultimate goal 
of greater economic self-suffi  ciency through 
some level of employment, if possible.

A TPWWP would link families to medical 
and economic supports to prevent extreme 
poverty while providing more intensive 
case work assistance to ease the severity 
and duration of employment barriers. 
Caseworkers assigned specifi cally to this 
program would assess families’ health 
problems, personal skills and limits, and 
economic situation. If TANF or SSI support 
was not feasible, caseworkers would 
determine eligibility based on how much 
work could realistically be expected and 
how long support should be provided 
before a reassessment is in order.  
Caseworkers would determine whether 
barriers to work should be considered 
full or partial and would calculate 
TANF-level cash benefi ts based on the 
percentage of time mothers could be 
expected to work. They would also assist 
families in applying for other programs 
such as food stamps and Medicaid. 
An important component of case 
management would include referrals 
to other available services to address 

particular barriers, such as depression, 
substance abuse, and lack of job readiness, 
among others. 

This proposed program would be set up 
with separate federal funding that states 
would administer as part of their TANF-
related programs. Participants would 
be outside the standard TANF caseload 
counts. Entry into the program could occur 
via referral by a TANF case manager for 
cases identifi ed early as hard to serve. 
Other points of referral might be a  er a 
TANF recipient is sanctioned, has reached 
a time limit, or has been a denied an SSI 
application. Or, a recipient could simply 
request to be placed into the program if 
she met eligibility requirements and was 
not currently connected to other public 
assistance. While TPWWP participants 
would not be counted as part of the state’s 
TANF caseload or subject to the forty-hour 
a week work requirement, participants 
would continue to face work and other 
requirements and could be sanctioned if 
they did not obtain referred services and or 
meet employment expectations.

This system would give states the fl exibility 
to respond to families for whom TANF 
welfare-to-work programs are not adequate. 

Diff erent states could adapt this program 
based on their resources and the needs of 
their clients. Not all of these single mothers 
will be employable in the short- or even 
in the long-run, and some may be best 
served by being placed in the 20 percent of 
the TANF caseload that federal law allows 
to be waived from time limits. However, 
even highly disadvantaged women can 
be encouraged to work at least part time 
and as regularly as possible, and states can 
assist them even in circumstances where 
TANF funds cannot be used. This system 
recognizes that family circumstances are 
dynamic and gives states the ability to adapt 
to a family’s changing economic needs so 
that a woman who may not currently be 
able to hold a job, but who may be able to 
do so in the future, is supported during that 
transition.

The drawbacks of such a system include 
higher cost, as well as complex case 
management and the creation of a new 
TANF category. Most of the services called 
for in this proposal, however, already 
exist in states through TANF and other 
programs. However, many states already 
off er extensive front-end assessments of 
applicants to public assistance programs 
and women who would use this new 

TPWWP would use existing community 
services. Existing state or federal 
resources could be leveraged to address 
women’s barriers to employment in 
a way that would benefi t states (for 
example, through caseload reductions) as 
well as severely disadvantaged families 
who are currently disconnected from 
both work and public assistance. 

The Cost of TPWWP

The costs of this program depend on 
a variety of factors that will vary from 
state to state; however, to provide a 
ballpark cost estimate, some conditions 

The success of welfare re-

form in the past ten years 

demonstrates that low-in-

come women want to work 

and provide better futures 

for their children.
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are assumed. First, disadvantaged families 
will require extensive assessments that will 
cost about $500 per family. Caseload and 
tracking services for each family could reach 
$600 a year. The cost of paying caseworkers 
and providing the supports they need for 
their job would be about $60,000 a year for 
every 100 cases. 

Assuming that approximately 50 percent 
of program participants would require 
some additional services during the course 
of a year, and keeping in mind that those 
services and their costs vary widely, the 
estimated annual cost of additional services 
may average $1,000 for service recipients, 
or $500 per family among all families in the 
program. In addition, virtually all women 
in the program would receive some cash 
assistance in the form of full or partial 
benefi ts. If the average family receives two-
thirds of the average state monthly benefi t, 
this would cost about $300 a month. 

The overall cost for the average new entrant 
into this program for the fi rst year is 
estimated to be $5,200. This includes $500 in 
assessment costs, $600 in case management 
costs, $500 in other services received, and 
$3,600 in cash benefi ts. Using a high take 
up rate of 25 percent of the 2.2 million 
women estimated to be disconnected from 
welfare and work or who are long-term non-
workers on welfare, this proposed program 
may cost a total of $2.8 billion annually. 
Some of this spending might come from 
existing funds and TANF dollars, but the 
primary cost to states would be se  ing up 
referrals, providing assessment and case 
management, and staying in contact with 
disconnected women to encourage them to 
increase their skills and work eff ort. 

Additional Policy Issues

The Temporary and Partial Work Waiver 
Program described in this brief is one 
way to address the needs of the families 

disconnected from work and welfare. Six 
additional policy eff orts could reinforce 
existing welfare-to-work eff orts and help 
low-income women and their children 
escape poverty. 

1.  States can ensure that low-income 
families who are not receiving TANF are 
connected to other programs such as food 
stamps, Medicaid, and the Earned Income 
Tax Credit, among others, for which they are 
eligible.

2.  States should ensure that subsidized 
mental health services are available to low-
income persons.

3.  Federal and state governments should 
expand health insurance programs so that 
adults and children in low-income families 
have access to medical services. 

4.  States should subsidize participation 
in programs that address substance abuse 
problems and domestic violence.

5.  Federal statutes should be amended 
so that months in which TANF recipients 
combine work with welfare do not count 
against the lifetime 60-month time limit for 
receiving benefi ts.

6.  Schools can be a point of contact for 
children whose families are disconnected 
from major public assistance programs. 
They can help monitor children’s health 
and work with parents to connect them to 
assistance, ensure eligible children utilize 
school breakfast and lunch services, and 
identify children who are subject to abuse or 
neglect.

Currently, the Administration for Children 
and Families within the U.S. Department of 
Health and Human Services has launched 
several demonstration projects to test 
programs that go beyond current welfare-

to-work eff orts in helping mothers move 
into work. The PRIDE program in New 
York City, which is similar to the TPWWP 
proposed in this brief, has found that a 
signifi cant share of TANF recipients do 
not qualify for SSI and also do not seem 
appropriate for traditional welfare-to-work 
services. These eff orts may provide insight 
about the most eff ective ways to support 
disconnected mothers while encouraging 
work among single mothers who have 
trouble maintaining employment.

Conclusion

A public conversation about women for 
whom current welfare-to-work eff orts 
are not enough is long overdue. While 
in the past the situation of these women 
has not captured much public a  ention 
or sympathy, interest is growing about 
the research and demonstration projects 
aimed at the hard-to-employ. This change 
is probably in part due to the growth in 
numbers of the hard-to- serve and the fact 
that mothers’ economic instability, poverty, 
and joblessness aff ects their children. 

The success of welfare reform in the past 
ten years demonstrates that low-income 
women want to work and provide be  er 
futures for their children. Yet, some parents 
require more assistance than others. While 
short-term job assistance has been eff ective 
for many former welfare recipients, those 
who face serious barriers to entering the 
workforce require greater a  ention and 
ongoing support even if they are successful 
in fi nding low-wage work. 
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