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WHY TOUGH CHOICES?

Statistically, we know that the struggle to manage on limited 
income is not uncommon for low-income Texas families. Tough 
Choices is a project intended to give a voice to these families, 
whose work alone does not guarantee their well-being. Over 
the course of several months in 2004, we extensively interviewed 
six families who described for us the emotional and material 
hardships they face. In documenting their experiences, we hope 
to increase understanding of the challenges facing low-income 
working families, the consequences of economic hardship for 
these families and the state, and the critical need for policies that 
promote economic security for all Texans.

INTRODUCTION

It used to be that if you put in a hard dayõs work you could earn 
enough to make a decent living. And, if you persevered, even-
tually your labors would be rewarded with opportunity and the 
chance to get ahead.

This confidence that work pays inspired the building of our nation. 
Texas, perhaps more than any other state, was built on the promise 
of hard work and has thrived on the relentless work ethic of its 
people. 

Over the last several decades, however, many people in Texas 
and across the country have seen the earning power of their work 
decline.

In Texas, more than one-third of working families are low-income, 
and almost half (46 percent) of children live in low-income 
families.

Among low-income families, 59 percent have earnings that place 
them above the official federal poverty level. These are the  
families Tough Choices examines.1 

Despite work and earnings that some consider middle class, many 
of these families still struggle to afford housing, food, child care, 
health care, transportation, and other basic needs.

Caught in the òtwilight between poverty and well-being,ó a

phrase coined by journalist David Shipler (2004), these are the 
òworking poor.ó Although not officially òpooró by government 
standardsñsome families earn as much as twice the federal 
poverty level ($31,340 for a family of three)ñthey face material 
hardships, financial pressures, and emotional strain similar to 
families who are officially acknowledged as poor.

The long-term damage caused by intermittent or chronic economic 
distress is well documented. Children who are poorly nourished 
cannot learn. Parents who forgo medical care can develop serious 
health problems that affect their ability to work and care for their 
children. Families in substandard or overcrowded housing face 
health hazards and emotional strain.

The presence of economic hardship despite work is not due to the 
failure of individual workers. Over several decades, factors beyond 
individual control have played a significant role: the decline in the 
real value of wages, diminishing employer-sponsored benefits, 
the nationõs transformation from a manufacturing-based to a 
service-based economy, corporate downsizing and a weak job 
market, and regressive tax policies that hit lower-paid workers the 
hardest. 

Texas must tackle the challenges facing the working poor  not only 
to increase their individual prosperity, but to create a more vibrant 
economy that will benefit all Texans.

The Center for Public Policy Priorities (CPPP) wasnõt the first to 
examine the conundrum of the working poorñor to propose 
solutions.

In the wake of mid-1990s òwelfare reform,ó researchers, journalists, 
and policy analysts began tracking the hardships faced by millions 
of working poor families and determined that for these families, 
work alone doesnõt pay. Hard work and dogged perseverance no 
longer guarantee entrance to the middle class; as a result, these 
families are literally stuckñimmobile in a supposedly upwardly 
mobile society (Boushey, Brocht, Gundersen & Bernstein, 2001; 
Ehrenreich, 2001; Shipler, 2004; Shulman, B., 2003; Waldron, Roberts 
& Reamer, 2004).

Scholars also have argued for a more realistic definition of 
poverty that better accounts for the economic realities faced by
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todayõs families (Bernstein, Brocht, and Spade-Aguilar, 2000). This 
research is guided by the premise that family economic security 
means much more than earnings above the poverty level. Lasting 
economic security requires adequate and stable income; savings 
and assets that help families weather crises and build stronger 
futures; and human and social capital achieved through education, 
skills development, and family and other support systems.

CPPP adopted this approach in our development of the Family 
Security Index (FSI), which led to the questions that inspired Tough 
Choices.

The FSI uses data from the U.S. Census Bureau and other 
government sources to determine the true cost of living in Texas. 
It estimates the minimum income required to provide for familiesõ 
most essential needs (cost of housing and utilities, food, medical, 
child care, transportation, and other necessities such as clothing) 
across 27 metropolitan areas.

The FSI does not include the costs of many items that most people 
consider ordinary expensesñholiday and birthday gifts for children, 
school and extracurricular expenses, entertainment, or meals 
away from home (including fast food). Notably, the FSI makes no 
provision for expenses that can help move low-income families 
into the middle class, such as savings for a home, education, or 
retirement.

Even with this bare-bones estimate, the FSI finds that it takes an 
income between twice and three times the official poverty line just 
to pay for the basicsña decent place to live, enough food, basic 
health care for children and parents, safe and reliable child care, 
and a dependable way of getting to work and school. In Austin, 
a two-parent family with one child would need to earn almost 300 
percent of the poverty line ($47,010 a year, or $24 an hour)2 just to
make ends meet.

While the FSI illustrates the disparity between the cost of living and 
poverty-level wagesñand the inadequacy of the federal poverty 
measureñit only hints at the tangible, ongoing daily experiences 
of working poor Texans struggling to get by and get ahead on such 
meager budgets.

Thatõs where Tough Choices comes in.

A POVERTY DICTIONARY

Poverty: The term poverty is generally 
used to describe a condition of 
economic hardship, but it has a 
technical meaning as well: a specific 
low income level for various family 
sizes that is established annually by 
the federal government. This is known 
as the òfederal poverty leveló (FPL). 
People with income below these 
amounts are considered officially
poor.

Working poor: Although many people 
with incomes below the poverty level 
do work, researchers often use the term 
òworking pooró to describe families 
with income between 100 and 200 
percent of the federal poverty level.

Low-income: Families are generally 
classified as low-income if they 
have earnings below 200 percent 
of the federal poverty levelñ
double the amounts listed above. 

2004 FEDERAL POVERTY GUIDELINES

Family Size
1
2
3
4
5
6
7

Annual Income
$9,310
12,490
15,670
18,850
22,030
25,210
28,390

SOURCE: U.S. Department of Health and Human Services

For each additional person add $3,980.
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Tough Choices begins not with a hypothesis, but rather a question. Statistically, we know that 
low-income Texas families are engaged in a juggling actñstruggling to survive on limited 
income. If we could ask even a few of them how they manage, what would they tell us? 
What does it mean to earn too little? How can their experiences inform the decisions facing 
policymakers?

Based on more than 30 hours of interviews that yielded over 160,000 transcribed words, Tough 
Choices features actual stories from six low-income working families in Austin and nearby 
rural communities, whom we interviewed for several months in 2004. These families spoke with 
us openly and eloquently about the meaning of their experiences, providing us not just with 
insight into their lives, but the lives of more than half a million working poor families in Texas. 
They gave the data a voice.

HOW WE RESEARCHED TOUGH CHOICES

Tough Choices uses established qualitative research methods in the social sciences.3

By focusing in depth on a smaller group of research participants, Tough Choices reveals how 
families manage to keep things together day-to-day, and what happens when they canõt. 

Our Tough Choices research involved three main parts.

First, we developed a profile of the types of families we wanted to participate in the research. 
Because the Family Security Index tells us that families need incomes at roughly twice the 
official poverty line just to make ends meet, we looked for a variety of families with incomes 
at about this level. We also wanted the study to include both urban and rural families, a mix 
of family types (one- and two-parent, as well as adults without children), and representation 
from each of the stateõs largest racial and ethnic groups. 

We contacted the Capital Area Food Bank, which collects and distributes food throughout 
a 21-county area in central Texas, for help finding families that fit this profile. The food bank 
directed us to three urban and three rural community food pantries that, in turn, identified 
clients willing to participate in the study. The food pantries also helped us make initial contact 
with these families.

Second, we reviewed questionnaires that had been used by academic researchers, think 
tanks, and government agencies to assess the hardships faced by low-income families.  

Texas must tackle the challenges facing the working poor not
only to increase their individual prosperity, but to create a

more vibrant economy that will benefit all Texans.
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We then developed our own questionnaires, detailed consent forms, fact sheets, and 
diaries for families to record notes between Tough Choices interviews.

We gathered information from the participant families through a series of interviews, which 
were conducted by graduate students from the School of Social Work at The University of 
Texas at Austin. We recruited these researchers through a graduate student listserv, held 
several training sessions, and kept them informed through a periodic Tough Choices e-mail 
update. 

Each family participated in a series of six interviews: 1) an introductory session (where 
research assistants explained consent forms and answered questions); 2) a family and 
employment history session; 3) a session to establish difficulties families have experienced 
and any social services (public and private) and òsocial capitaló (help from family and 
friends) they rely on to cope; and 4) three additional sessions to check òhow things have 
been going since we last met.ó

Research assistants arranged interview locations, dates, and times directly with Tough 
Choices families. For accuracy, we audio-taped sessions two through six. Families received 
modest retail gift certificates for each completed interview and at the conclusion of all six 
interviews.

To complete the study we transcribed and 
analyzed the interview tapes, identifying 
narratives from the original transcripts and 
grouping them thematically. For this report, we 
edited narratives for clarity and readabilityñfor 
example, inserting punctuation and deleting 
repetitionñwithout changing the textõs 
substance. To maintain confidentiality, we 
altered identifying informationñparticipant 
names, workplaces, and home communities. 

The Tough Choices families shared signifi- 
cantly more information with us than we could 
reproduce here. The narratives we selected for 
this report represent the issues most commonly 
voiced during the interviews.

In the Austin area, a two-parent family with one child needs to earn 
almost 300 percent of the poverty level ($47,010 a year,

or $24 an hour) just to make ends meet.

T
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Below is short biographical information on each of the six families 
we interviewed and a summary of their hardships.

THE JONES FAMILY:
Mom: Graciela Children: Astrid, Diego, and Stacia

Graciela is divorced. She and her three children own their home, 
where they have lived since 1993. Itõs a three-bedroom, two-
bathroom house in a very modest neighborhood in northeast Austin. 
They were able to afford the home as a result of a settlement the 
family received from an injury Diego suffered during childbirth. The 
house is an improvement over their old home in a neighborhood 
plagued by drug dealers, but it needs significant maintenance, 
which the family canõt afford.

Graciela works hard at two jobsña full-time position for the state 
of Texas that sheõs held for 19 years, and a part-time clerical job 
at a church, where she works between 10 and 12 hours every two 
weeks. Graciela earns about $2,200 per month at her full-time job 
and about $120 every two weeks for her part-time work. Before 
moving to Austin, she was a field worker in the Rio Grande Valley.

Gracielaõs children also pitch in to help the family pay its bills. 
Diego mows lawns for $10-$15 per hour and gives Graciela half. 
Her 17-year-old daughter Astrid works as a waitress and gives part 
of her earnings to the family. Stacia, who is 12, earns $5 a day for 
picking up a neighborõs child after school, and she also gives a 
portion of her money to Graciela. 

From time to time Graciela performs odd jobs as well, such as 
babysitting or selling aluminum cans. She has also pawned her 
belongings and once held a yard sale to earn extra money. 

Gracielaõs full-time employment provides her with health insurance 
and other benefits such as sick and vacation leave. She pays $15 
monthly for her childrenõs health insurance through the State Kids 
Insurance Program (SKIP) for state employees. 

Like the other single or divorced moms we interviewed, Graciela 
does not receive all of the child support owed her. She should be  
receiving $421 monthly in child support, but has never received 
more than $100 a month. Her ex-husband does not have stable 

TOUGH CHOICES FAMILIES

Of the more than 1.2 million low-income families in Texas, 59 
percent have income between 100 and 200 percent of the federal 
poverty levelñearnings and expenses similar to our Tough Choices 
families.  Over one-quarter (26 percent) of Texas childrenñ1.5 
millionñlive in these families.4 

The experiences of the six families we interviewed reflect many of 
the concerns and hardships identified by researchers as among 
the greatest challenges facing the working poor: 

6
HAVE TROUBLE AFFORDING HOUSING COSTS

6
REPORT STRESS AND EMOTIONAL HARDSHIP

CAUSED BY CONSTANT MONEY WORRIES

6
HAVE TROUBLE MAKING ENDS MEET DUE TO

EMERGENCIES OR UNANTICIPATED EXPENSES

5
REPORT WORKING MORE THAN ONE JOB OR

COMBINING REGULAR EMPLOYMENT WITH

ODD JOBS TO PIECE TOGETHER ENOUGH

EARNINGS TO PAY THE BILLS

4
HAVE UNPAID MEDICAL BILLS OR HAVE POSTPONED

MEDICAL CARE BECAUSE THEY CANõT AFFORD IT

3
REPORT UNPAID CHILD SUPPORT

2
HAVE CHILDREN UNDER 18 WHO CONTRIBUTE

EARNINGS FROM THEIR JOBS TO AUGMENT THE

FAMILYõS INCOME
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employment. At the time of the Tough Choices interviews, he had 
just been released from jail and had not paid child support for 
more than a year. 

Graciela does receive significant financial help from her brother 
and several friends, and has regularly relied on payday loans to 
cover bills.

THE PEREZ FAMILY
Mom: Ava Children: Rafael, Alejandro, and Amalia

When we started our interviews, Avaõs family had just moved 
from a three-bedroom apartment to another familyõs home after 
encountering multiple financial difficulties. Her friend has three 
children, so now two women and five kids live together in one house. 
(Her older son Rafael moved in with his girlfriend.) Ava speaks of 
the trouble adjusting to the more crowded living conditions, such 
as sleeping in a living room with no air conditioning.

The family is behind on rent, utilities, phone, and car payments, 
owes two outstanding payday loans, and has credit card and 
medical debt. In addition to her immediate familyõs expenses, Ava 
pays for her grandsonõs day care (although he doesnõt live with 
her).

Ava hopes to save enough money to pay her bills and find a new 
place to live within a few months. She doesnõt pay rent to her 
friend, but chips in $100 or $150 when she can. She often buys 
groceries for the entire household as well. 

Ava works seven days a week at two jobsñfull time with a state 
agency and 16 hours on weekends as a front desk clerk at a motel. 
She has worked for the state for 15 years and has held her current 
position for about one year. Her state salary is $2,261 per month.

Her children qualify for reduced-price school lunches, but the 
family has never received other government benefits. Although 

As a single mom, Graciela must work more than one job to make ends meet.  She is not aloneñ
43 percent of low-income families in Texas are headed by a single parent.

SOURCE: NCCP: State Data Wizard

her family is technically homeless and in serious debt, Avaõs 
combined earnings from both jobs place her at 165 percent of 
the federal poverty level, which is too high to qualify for most 
government assistance. 

Ava pays $15 monthly for her kidsõ health insurance through
SKIP, and her health insurance is covered by the state. 
Nonetheless, deductibles and co-payments have forced
her to postpone necessary medical care for herself and
eye exams and dentist visits for the children.
   
She should be receiving court-ordered child support but her ex-
husband has not paid for more than four years.

At the end of interviewing, Ava had deferred her car paymentñ
the last time she would be allowed to do soñbut had placed a 
deposit on a new apartment.

WHAT IS A PAYDAY LOAN?

O
A payday loan is a short-
term, high-interest loan that 
some low-income Texans 
rely on between paychecks
when they have trouble 
paying their bills. These 
storefront lenders charge 
exorbitant interest ratesñ
sometimes as high as 800 
percentñin addition to 
high òrolloveró fees that 
extend the loan when 
borrowers canõt repay it on 
time.  Payday loans take 
advantage of low-income 
families desperate for fast 
cash and can trap borrowers 
in a spiral of debt.
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THE RAY FAMILY
Mom: Catalina Dad: Enrique Children: Sylvia and Enrique Jr.

The Ray family lives in a rural community on the southeastern outskirts of Austin, near the 
airport. They moved to their current home about a year before beginning the Tough Choices 
interviews. Enrique had lost his job after his leg was amputated due to diabetes, so the family 
needed a less expensive place to live with handicapped access. Enrique had been on long-
term disability but is searching for work again.

Rent costs about $780 per month and utilities run about $110. In the month that interviews 
began, the family could pay only part of the rent and was threatened with eviction. The 
telephone was disconnected.

The family spends about $100 a week on groceries, receives Food Stamps, and uses food 
pantry services. The children receive reduced-price school lunches and are enrolled in 
Medicaid. Transportation expenses create some stress for the family. At the time interviewing 
began, the family paid $400 per month for its car loan, and had just incurred an $800 car 
repair bill. By the final interview, the car had broken down again and the family had to spend 
$1,000ñrent moneyñas a down payment on a new one. It was able to avoid eviction thanks 
to cash assistance from a nonprofit social service agency. 

Medical costs and unpaid bills present a serious problem for the Rays. A $3,000 medical debt 
from Enriqueõs illness remains. Enrique also reports putting off dental exams and purchasing 
eyeglasses, postponing medical treatment, and not filling prescriptions (he gets free samples 
from the doctor) because the family cannot afford these expenses. 

The Raysõ medical expenses not only make it difficult to make ends meet, but for them 
to save for the future. Until his illness, Enrique had earned enough income as a computer 
customer service worker that the family had accumulated some modest savings. Enriqueõs 
medical bills have since depleted these savings.

Adult Medicaid Coverage in Texas

Å The only non-elderly, non-disabled adults eligible for Medicaid are parents with 
dependent children and severely limited income, and low-income pregnant women.  

Å To qualify, parents must have earnings less than 14 percent of the federal poverty
level (FPL)ñ$188 per month for a family of three, or $308 if one parent is working.   

Å Fewer than 200,000 non-elderly, non-disabled adults received Medicaid in 2003,
only seven percent of total Medicaid enrollees.

Å Federal law would allow Texas to expand Medicaid coverage for parents. On
average, other statesõ Medicaid coverage for parents is three times as generousñ
providing Medicaid to parents with income up to 43 percent of the FPL.
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