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Executive Summary 
 
During 2018 the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign (UIUC) continued the 
longitudinal evaluation of the Housing Authority of Champaign County (HACC). The 2018 
UIUC research team was led by Dr. Paul McNamara as Principal Investigator, with Cathy 
Strick, MSW, as Research Coordinator, Dr. Han Bum Lee as Program Evaluation Associate 
and Yuying Xing, MBA and Ph.D. Candidate, as Graduate Research Assistant. This past year 
has been an exceptionally engaging one for our research team, spending time with the HACC 
Interim Executive Director and then the new Chief Executive Officer (CEO), as well as, 
HACC staff, staff from the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD), 
Champaign-Urbana community partners, and HACC’s public engagement and relations 
firms. It has been our experience as a research team that the HACC is indeed making efforts 
toward “Growing and Moving Forward Together” as its new logo publicizes.  
 
During this past year we have regularly attended HACC Board of Directors’ meetings to learn 
of HACC’s progress with its programs, development, finances and agency activities, and 
have also been informed electronically via HACC’s updated website, and have observed 
some positive changes the HACC has made, especially in its efforts at collaboration with 
community partners to increase the quality of life not only for current HACC housing 
participants, but community members as well. In particular, we attended HACC’s Youth 
Build Grant Community Partner Meeting, an initiative designed to provide education, skill-
building and mentoring to young people aged 16-24. This initiative coincides with HACC’s 
program requirements for work and education while simultaneously addressing families’ 
concerns about their children.  
 
On May 1, 2018 we presented our evaluation findings at the 2018 Moving to Work (MTW) 
Conference in Washington, DC, which was attended by the new HACC CEO, David 
Northern, as well as, HACC staff, housing administration from MTW and non-MTW housing 
authorities, housing authority associations, university research teams, industry research 
organizations and HUD staff. Findings from our evaluation join other research findings in 
informing public housing policy, especially as it relates to work requirements and term limits 
during a time when HUD is expanding MTW designation to 100 additional housing 
authorities nationwide. 
 
In June of 2018 we met with the Interim Executive Director, Cindi Herrera, and the new 
CEO, David Northern, to discuss our evaluation. During this meeting HACC requested we 
plan to continue our current evaluation for a minimum of five years beginning January 1, 
2019 through December 31, 2023. In 2019 HACC will continue its Mandatory Local Self-
Sufficiency (LSS) Program, requiring all able-bodied individuals aged 18-54 to pursue 
economic self-sufficiency. In addition, HACC will continue its term limit of eight years for a 
household to receive housing assistance. New to HACC’s 2019 Plan is a financial incentive 
of $2,000 annually to households who meet the LSS requirements within a calendar year. 
This new financial incentive was similar to what we had recommended to HACC in prior 
years based on our findings that households whose earnings were increasing were interested 
in homeownership and that an escrow account or similar incentive may be helpful to 
successful families transitioning from housing assistance. 
 
Therefore, we agreed that our evaluation will continue to focus on measuring the impact on 
self-sufficiency on variables such as income, education, skills, health and mental health. 
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However, we will begin to evaluate more closely the role of debt and the impact of asset-
building on self-sufficiency. On July 25, 2018 we submitted our revised Scope of Work and 
Budget to HACC for the extended evaluation period through December 31, 2023. With 
increased interest from the HACC Board of Commissioners, we provided a summary matrix 
of University-based research being conducted at Moving to Work housing authorities. With 
this additional information, on December 14, 2018, the HACC Board unanimously approved 
the extension of our evaluation of the HACC. 
 
Late this year we learned the interest of a Central Illinois housing authority to become a non-
MTW comparison housing authority in our evaluation. An intergovernmental agreement has 
been executed between HACC and this non-MTW housing authority. The addition of another 
comparison housing authority will benefit this evaluation with increased data analyses 
robustness. As well, the newly joining comparison housing authority will benefit from our 
evaluation findings that will inform its programs and services to its housing participants.  
 
We are excited to continue our evaluation in 2019 and it is our intent to learn more about the 
impact of work requirements and term limits, but also, the role of debt, the impact of asset-
building and reasons for end of participation, on the self-sufficiency of HACC housing 
participants. 
 
Background 
 
In 2010 the HACC’s application to HUD to participate in its Moving to Work Demonstration 
was approved. In 2011 the HACC contracted with the University of Illinois at Urbana-
Champaign to conduct an independent, academic evaluation of the HACC. Since 2011 the 
HACC has implemented activities that fulfill one of HUD’s statutory goals of MTW 
demonstration housing authorities: 1) Reduce costs and achieve greater cost effectiveness in 
federal expenditures; 2) Give incentives to families with children where the head of 
household is working, is seeking work, or is preparing for work by participating in job 
training, educational programs, or programs that assist people to obtain employment and 
become economically self-sufficient; and 3) Increase housing choices for low-income 
families. Our longitudinal evaluation agreement with HACC focuses on HUD’s second 
statutory goal of helping families reach self-sufficiency. 
 
Our evaluation is unique, employing a mixed methods research approach utilizing qualitative 
data through key informant interviews with housing participants, a quantitative social survey 
that we have fielded with housing participants and administrative data. Included in this report 
are key findings and recommendations, as well as, detailed descriptive and statistical analyses 
of our program evaluation during 2018. 
 
Key Findings 
 
Qualitative Results 
 
A comprehensive descriptive analysis summary of five HACC key informants over time 
reveals that low-income single mothers in Champaign County receiving housing assistance 
highly value family, are successful parents, make gains in education and employment and 
prefer living in quiet neighborhoods with amenities and no crime. However, these key 
informants also disclose they are vulnerable, often live in neighborhoods where crime 
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happens and navigate financial struggle and uncertainty. Their candid stories, including 
verbatim text, begin on page 9 of this report. 
 
Quantitative Results 
 
The results of the quantitative analysis show that the higher number of children, having a 
felony background, and limited access to transportation and childcare are barriers of 
employment for the Head of Households (HoHs). We find that the HoHs health is positively 
related to their employment status. We also find that HoHs have some problems with 
managing household expenses, especially utility expenses. The quantitative analysis 
identifies factors affecting the LSS program participants leaving the program. Results 
indicate older participants with higher annual income have a higher probability of achieving 
self-sufficiency and graduating from the LSS program. Households with fewer dependents 
and being in the housing program for a longer time are more likely to leave the LSS program 
because of term violation.  
 
Recommendations 
 
One of the questions we ask key informants is, “What is your understanding of the Housing 
Authority of Champaign County’s program requirements?” During initial interviews 
conducted in late 2011 and early 2012, prior to the implementation of the work requirement 
activity, key informants responded they understood the requirements to be similar to the 
general HUD requirements, for example, to be eligible for housing assistance families needed 
to meet a certain income level, could not have a criminal background, could not have been 
previously evicted from housing and needed to meet citizenship requirements. Over time, key 
informants, especially in the analyses presented in this report, became aware of the 
Mandatory Local Self-Sufficiency (LSS) program requirements, including a work 
requirement, as a condition for housing assistance. However, because most of these key 
informants had worked consistently, inherently fulfilling the work requirement, their 
involvement with, and education about, the LSS program was minimal. Therefore, we 
recommend to educate all HACC participants about the LSS program possibly through 
mediums such as mailing a newsletter or public meetings, as well as, the HACC website. 
While information is generally available on the HACC website not all participants access this 
website; for some, their only interaction with HACC occurs annually at the time of 
recertification. Increasing awareness of HACC’s LSS program and requirements would be 
beneficial to all housing participants. 
 
During key informant interviews, housing participants reported struggling to pay large power 
bills. And, on the quantitative Housing & Self-Sufficiency Social Survey, housing 
participants recorded how much they spent every month on expenses other than rent, for 
example, utilities. Again, some participants recorded high utility expenses. Many key 
informants indicated they preferred single-family home type dwellings for privacy and access 
to a yard for their children. However, some of the homes housing participants choose to rent 
are old, and may not be the most energy efficient, often times leaving tenants responsible for 
high utility costs. Therefore, we recommend education about utility costs and savings, as well 
as, education about what type of utility costs to expect while living in single-family homes, 
for example, versus an apartment or condo/townhouse style dwelling. We understand that 
Housing Choice Voucher participants are provided some utility information at their initial 
Voucher Briefing meeting. And, that the LSS department provides information and referrals 
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to local agencies, including to the LIHEAP program through the Regional Planning 
Commission. In addition, when housing participants access the LSS team at the Illinois 
workNet Center, LSS assists in gathering Illinois workNet Center resources. However, we are 
recommending agency-wide utility education, for example through a utility-focused fact 
sheet, which could be provided at the time of annual recertification, mailed to those with 
triennial recertifications, and posted as a resource on the HACC website. Additionally, we 
recommend that consideration be given to further studies focusing on the impact of financial 
education, including utilities, on the behaviors of housing participants.    
 
In addition, we learned from our comprehensive key informant analysis that, over time, head 
of households become increasingly dissatisfied with their housing situation and desire to 
move. Therefore, we recommend some type of setting for housing participants and landlords 
to interact, for example, through a housing fair. Landlords could educate housing participants 
about their properties, prices, lease expectations, etc., and housing participants would have an 
opportunity to ask questions and select desirable housing. 
 
Also, based on our quantitative survey findings of the relationship between age and 
employment, we recommend considering the possibility of adjusting the age range for the 
MTW work requirement, which may provide support over the life course of the housing 
participant. 
 
Finally, it became apparent this past year during meetings we attended with community 
partners and some HACC Board members during HACC Board meetings, that many people 
do not understand Moving to Work. Therefore, we advocate for continued education, for 
example, sharing information about MTW innovations around the country, or, providing a 
forum where HACC Board members and executive staff can meet to review the HACC Plan, 
providing an opportunity for Board members to ask questions. 
 
Introduction 
 
This report of the Housing Authority of Champaign County (HACC) Moving to Work 
(MTW) evaluation by the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign reflects the period 
January 1 – December 31, 2018, our seventh year of program evaluation. 
 
Housing and Self-Sufficiency Social Survey 
 
Please see Appendix A for a history of survey data collection. 
 
During 2018, we fielded our Housing & Self-Sufficiency Social Survey with HACC 
participants and participants at a non-MTW comparison housing authority in Central Illinois. 
During Year 7 we received 456 surveys from HACC housing participants who had previously 
completed a survey and 106 surveys from HACC housing participants who had never 
completed a survey, totaling 562 surveys. This represents about a 50% response rate. All 
HACC surveys were completed by participants of the Housing Choice Voucher (HCV) 
program; there were no HACC surveys completed at the two newest project based sites – 
Providence at Thornberry and Providence at Sycamore – which were our focus to learn any 
differences in characteristics of housing participants coming off a waitlist versus 
characteristics of housing participants in the HCV program. We again had conversations with 
HACC executives who met with Dorchester Management regarding this situation and the 
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survey data collection was again re-started as of September, 2018. In January 2019 we have 
begun receiving a few project-based surveys. 
 
During Year 7 we received 119 surveys from the non-MTW comparison housing authority 
participants who had previously completed a survey, along with 128 surveys from the non-
MTW comparison housing authority participants who had never completed a survey, totaling 
247 surveys. 
 
Total survey completion for 2018 was 809 surveys, slightly lower than Year 6, 2017 survey 
completion. 
 
At the end of 2018 we revised the survey, eliminating some questions about English speaking 
skills, receipt of job counseling through the housing authority (although we did retain referral 
to community agencies for job counseling), whether housing participants had a regular doctor 
or place for health care for themselves, and alcohol, drug related and smoking questions. We 
added questions about the process for securing housing, housing satisfaction, having 
outstanding student loans as a reason for not attending school, and questions concerning 
financial education. This revised version of the survey was approved by the University of 
Illinois Institutional Review Board and is being fielded in 2019 as the Year 8 survey. 
 
Key Informant Interview 
 
Please see Appendix B for a history of key informant interview data collection. 
 
In Year 7, we transcribed three key informant interviews, coded/analyzed five key informant 
interviews and prepared two new case study summary vignettes. These key informant 
interviews were all HACC housing participants interviewed between 2011 through 2016. We 
have included these two new HACC summaries with three previous summaries for a 
comprehensive view of five HACC key informants representing 15 interviews over time. 
Since 2011we have conducted 105 interviews, transcribed 75, coded and analyzed 49 and 
prepared summary vignettes for nine key informants. 
 
Evaluation Overview 
 
During 2018 we continued our longitudinal evaluation of the HACC’s Moving to Work 
program focusing on our main research questions: How helpful are work requirements for 
families in reaching self-sufficiency; how do housing participants define self-sufficiency; 
what are some of the characteristics of housing participants who reach economic self-
sufficiency and what are some of the barriers and challenges that public housing participants 
navigate on the path to self-sufficiency. 
 
To inform our research questions we employed a mixed methods research approach utilizing 
our quantitative Housing & Self-Sufficiency Social Survey, qualitative key informant 
interviews and administrative data from HACC including Local Self-Sufficiency (LSS) 
program data, which includes End of Participation data, and 50058 Family Report data. From 
this data, our goal is to not only describe, but also predict, who will be successful in HACC’s 
Moving to Work program. 
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The quantitative Housing & Self-Sufficiency Social Survey was completed as a mandatory 
housing requirement by HACC head of households between the ages of 18-54 who are not 
disabled and who do not receive an exemption, for example, for health or to care for a 
disabled family member. The Survey was also completed voluntarily by housing participants 
from our non-MTW comparison housing authority. The questions on the Survey are designed 
to measure the impact of certain areas of a person’s life that affect their ability to be 
economically self-sufficiency. For example, we are interested in learning a person’s felony 
background as many persons with a felony record are declined for housing and for jobs. We 
also ask about a person’s social support network that may provide tangible as well as 
emotional support. Chief among our questions concerns education and skills, health and 
mental health as we have learned from past analyses that these factors are related to 
employment. Finally, we continue to survey housing participants about their financial 
situations which, for some, self-report precarious circumstances. For example, as housing 
participants may increase income, they self-report high expenses and debt.  
 
The qualitative key informant interview utilizes a semi-structured protocol in a private 
setting, allowing housing participants a forum to freely describe their situations. Interviews 
have been completed voluntarily over time by HACC participants, HACC waitlist 
participants and participants from a non-MTW comparison housing authority. Open ended 
questions concern experiences related to housing, neighborhoods, employment, education, 
motivation, health, mental health, family structure, social support networks, financial 
situation and long-term goals. Housing participants have candidly described their situations, 
bringing a personal perspective to understanding public housing participants and their 
successes and challenges on the road to self-sufficiency.  
 
HACC, via their technology partner, Tenmast, annually provides us administrative data in the 
form of the HUD-50058 Family Report with variables describing demographic and 
socioeconomic characteristics from which we can construct descriptive statistics and perform 
comparison analyses. 
 
In addition, HACC regularly provides us administrative data in the form of quarterly updates 
of LSS eligible housing participants that we apply to our master data for a comprehensive 
database of evaluation participants, as well as, data from their LSS program and End of 
Participation data. During 2018 we focused on the End of Participation data for an analysis of 
the characteristics of housing participants who have left the HACC. 
 
Qualitative Analysis 
 
During 2018, we transcribed three key informant interviews, coded/analyzed five key 
informant interviews and prepared two new case study summary vignettes. These key 
informant interviews were all HACC housing participants interviewed between 2011 through 
2016. We have included these two new HACC summaries with three previous summaries for 
a comprehensive view of five HACC key informants representing 15 interviews over time. 
Over time, we have conducted 105 interviews, transcribed 75, coded/analyzed 49 and 
prepared summary vignettes for nine key informants. The two new case study summary 
vignettes for Joy and Julie are included as Appendix C with this report, joining previous 
vignettes for Laura, Brittany and Carly. 
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Introduction 
In this report, we provide a descriptive summary of fifteen interviews with five HACC key 
informants over time categorized by key self-sufficiency variables. All of these key 
informants are women, single mothers. At our initial interviews, women ranged in age from 
28 to 33 years old and racially identified themselves as Black or African American or White. 
All of the interviews were private, taking place in key informants’ homes, a private room in a 
public library, the researcher’s private office, or, on one occasion, in the researcher’s car.  
All key informants voluntarily consented to participate in key informant interviews with the 
understanding that the information they provided would be kept confidential. Therefore, all 
key informants in our analyses are identified by a pseudo-name and some events or situations 
in their information may be slightly manipulated to protect their identity. Nonetheless, we do 
provide some verbatim text, italicized in this report, for the purpose of giving voice to the key 
informants. We appreciate that these key informants have participated in our evaluation of the 
HACC, providing in-depth, first person accounts of their experiences of living in subsidized 
housing in Champaign County. They candidly share intimate details of their lives, which we 
hope are helpful to the HACC in learning about the population they serve and how their 
programs and services affect the economic self-sufficiency of their housing participants. 
Therefore, below are summaries of our interviews with Laura, Carly, Brittany, Julie and Joy. 
 
Housing 
All of these women key informants had some connection to the Champaign-Urbana 
community. Most were born and raised here and lived here to be close to family. Most had no 
history of living in subsidized housing, although one woman had lived in subsidized housing 
for four years prior to our study and one woman lived in subsidized housing as a child. Over 
the course of these interviews, women were stable in their housing with only a couple women 
moving once in a five to six year period. All of these women assigned some positive attribute 
to receiving housing assistance, for example: 
 

“I don't think that I would be able to provide the way that I am for my children if I 
didn't have the help. So my vision on the, the aspect of it, is gratefulness.”  
“Right now I feel like it's a stepping stone.”  
“I’m trying to better my life.”  
“. . . blessing for us.”  
“I appreciate it. I mean just the fact that they help out on rent is just a blessing. So 
that's how I view it, as a blessing. It’s so helpful. So helpful.” 

 
Over time, all the women became aware of the Mandatory Local Self-Sufficiency (LSS) 
program requirements as a condition for housing assistance. However, because most of these 
women had worked consistently, inherently fulfilling the work requirement, their 
involvement with, and education about, the LSS program was minimal.  
 
Housing Satisfaction 
In our initial conversations, women’s level of housing satisfaction ranged from “satisfied” to 
“very satisfied” but there was discourse about “rowdiness” especially for those who lived in 
apartment-type complexes versus single-family homes. For these women, they chose to stay 
in their housing because they liked the area, or because they had education goals that took 
precedence over their housing satisfaction, or because they wanted to keep children in a 
stable environment and school district, saying, “It’s okay for now.” But by our last interview, 
most women expressed a desire to move, citing an increase in crime and dissatisfaction with 
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landlords or management companies:  
 

“It’s almost like not a town for you to raise your kids anymore because your kids 
might turn out like everybody else. I feel like our crime rate is going up ridiculously 
for us to be as much a small town. I went to four funerals within two months. Them 
shootings that all happened, right there? I knew a majority of all of ‘em. I remember 
we was kids we could sit outside all night. Now when it gets dark you’re bringin’ your 
kids in the house like you’re scared for them to drive down the street on their bike and 
I just don’t want my kids to live like that.” 

 
For some, the move was to a different community:  

I'm ready to move. I'm starting to see the change in not only management but in the 
environment. Yeah. So hard, especially ‘cause on this program I'm concerned that 
certain areas might not be the best environment, you know. ‘Cause some landlords, 
you know, that accept Section 8 are kind of a lower income environment which 
sometimes can, you know, bring up other aspects for, I don't know if I want to say not 
necessarily safe environment or not the type of environment that I see myself living in. 
It just doesn't feel like the same environment that I moved into. It doesn't feel as 
clean.”  
 

Neighborhood 
During our initial interview, women described their neighborhoods as places with amenities – 
transportation, parks, access to shopping – and some homes provided a playground and/or 
pool. Most women described the neighborhood as “quiet” and all said they generally felt safe. 
However, most women also described problems, or, what they liked least about living in their 
neighborhoods: 
 

“And then with all the pedophile reports this, this past summer, you just don't want 
your kid to go outside.” 
 
“Honestly, oh my gosh, there was this one night, I was in my room and it was like one, 
two o’clock in the morning and it was stark quiet but I heard, it sounded like 
gunshots.” 
 
“I mean when I first moved out here they had security you know. They said they had 
found um some drug paraphernalia by the playground.” 
 
“I mean not too long ago there was like um a hold up, . . . and I think it was probably 
like about nine o'clock in the mornin’ and I was on my way to work and I’m like 
what's going on, what's going on. So when I finally got to work you know, I’m, I’m 
knowin’ people watchin’ the news or whatever so could you guys watch the news and 
see what’s out there . . . and find out, you know, (they) held somebody up tryin’ to rob 
‘em.” 
 
“The ghetto on the other side of the (area). I would say um because it's a little bit of 
drug trafficking and uh police calls and, um, I think a couple weeks ago someone was 
actually shot.” 

 
Consequently, mothers were vigilant about the safety of their children, “I have to tell 



11 

 

(children) if you ever hear anything that you think sounds like a gun, drop as low to the 
ground as you can because you never know.”  
 
During our second interview, two women described moving, within the two previous years 
since our last interview, to neighborhoods that also had amenities. One woman moved to an 
area of Champaign-Urbana she was more familiar with and where more of her “business” 
took place. Nonetheless, while she liked the neighborhood, she found the apartment-type 
housing to be “rowdy” which disturbed her family. The second woman described that she 
liked the “quietness” of her new neighborhood, where she felt safe and where her children 
could play freely and she could not describe any problems in the neighborhood. The other 
three women remained in their neighborhoods but now described increased dissatisfaction: 
 

“It just seems like this is really just like kinda turning into the ghetto. It like you have 
a lot, you have drug transactions. You have the gun shootings. You have people 
fighting. There’s umm arguing.” 
 
“Umm, I just wanna be able to get my kids up outta here before they get too old. To be 
truthfully honest with you. I mean this is not somewhere that I wanna bring my kids 
up.” 
 
“Well there have been you know people move in and out, so my neighbors change. 
And umm you know everyone says that there’s people moving from Chicago ‘cause I 
guess Chicago is su-shutting down some of their lower income properties and so we 
have al-a lot of, for a lack of better term, ghetto people coming and that’s way, most 
of the time it’s on the other side of the (housing area).  

 
By our third interview, women remained stable in their housing and there were no moves 
since the second interview. But by this time, all the women expressed a goal to move – out of 
state, to another housing area, and/or to homeownership. Women cited problems and crime in 
the neighborhood like rowdiness, people selling drugs, more teenagers and more shootings. 
 

“I wanna own my own house. I want to, be out of this town.” 
 
“I'm leaving. And if I can come up with a deposit money before the second week in 
(month) I am gone. As much as I don’t wanna move all this stuff I will. I mean it got to 
the point two weeks ago where I had to call the office and I told ‘em, my lease isn’t up 
until (month), but if something does not give I'm breaking it. I pay my rent every 
month. You know, faithful, all that good stuff. I, I'm not a problem tenant, my kids 
don't give you problems you know. I feel like I deserve respect in the place that I live. I 
should feel comfortable. I should feel safe and I don't. You know my kids have to walk 
through the door, and it’s like oh my God mom we can't sleep again tonight. Because 
the music’s till four o'clock in the morning. It’s shakin’ the whole house.” 
 
“That's my goals five years from now. And be working on getting a house. So. In 
another state.” 
 
“Um I need to move as soon as possible. It was nice for the first couple of years but 
now it's just, hmmn. . .” 
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“Um I'm ready to move. Um, but I've loved it. But I'm starting to see the change in not 
only management but in the environment.” 
 

Employment 
At our initial interview the women in these analyses described employment histories; some 
women described long and consistent employment. They had worked in myriad fields 
including childcare, factory, retail, fast food, financial, education, health care, nursing, food 
service and non-for-profit community services. At the time of our initial interview (in 2011) 
only one woman was unemployed and cited the economy, “Nobody's hiring. I had no 
problems two years ago trying to find a job.” For the women who were working they said 
they needed little help in finding and maintaining employment and cited few barriers, 
describing their childcare plans and mode of transportation. Some of their ability to problem 
solve some employment barriers came, in part, from their role as mother – “I am a mother” – 
a role that required, for these low-income mothers, managing a household on a limited budget 
and knowing how to access programs, services and free community resources. 
 
Still, finding and maintaining employment that could accommodate a single-parent schedule 
could be challenging, “They wanted me to work 12 hours and it was kind of hard to do 12 
hours with kids . . . you know, babysitter.” 
 
By our second interview, all women were working and some were also attending college or 
completing a general education degree. Interesting that when these women expressed their 
ideal job goal, they talked about professional fields that provided helping and healing such as 
counseling, social work, education, health care and nursing. One woman, however, described 
herself as a future entrepreneur. All of these women understood the education and experience 
required to attain their ideal job goal. Discourse from these women about their employment 
goals reflected intrinsic benefits they perceived such as freedom, flexibility, independence 
and creativity.  They exhibited positive self-esteem and self-efficacy when they talked about 
themselves and their abilities: 
 

“I’m a very good speaker.”  
“I love workin’ with kids.”  
“I'm a very intelligent person.” 
“I enjoy workin’ with children and helpin’ them find their way and what makes them 
happy and just to help solve their problems.”  
“I do something that I like to do.” 
“I’m very smart with money.”  
“I know how to write up my own resume. I know how to write cover letters. I know 
how to, you know, do everything that’ll be beneficial for me to search for a job, you 
know. I know how to do a lotta stuff.” 

 
Another factor that positively influenced women’s self-sufficiency, not only toward 
employment, but evident in other arenas, was that women possessed a general problem 
solving ability: 
 

“. . . a month later my car broke down. The place was like, you know, we haven't even 
got into the engine yet but you’ve got a leak here, a leak there, you know, this is 
broken, this needs to be replaced. It’s over $1000. I think the car was probably maybe 
worth $1500. So I took a day, cried about it. I don't know what I’m gonna do. Um, 
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immediately started searching online and through the News Gazette for a car. I found 
a car um that I was interested in, and it was owned by some pastors um from the 
(Church). And so my dad and I drove over there. I liked the car. Monday I went into 
the credit union since I had had a job long enough um they were able to give me a 
loan for the amount of the car. So from Saturday to Monday I got a new car. And then 
I had also from that credit union I was able to um, combine, my bills that I had and 
um put them all together on, in one lump sum. So um, all of those, the bills and the 
car, ended up, you know, going together and I just recently paid it off this tax season. 
So I just got my title in the mail a month ago.” 

 
“If I'm having financial problems I don't really talk to anybody about it because not 
only do I feel the pressure to figure it out myself because I put myself in that 
predicament. So I gotta dig my way out of it. Um I don't have anyone that can 
financially support me or financially help.” 
 

In addition, women displayed tenacity and motivation. In the employment context this was 
expressed as: 

 
“I’m a go-getter. Like if I don’t have a job, I just go from mornin’ to night, I’m lookin’ 
in ads, I could talk to people, I, you know, I don’t think I have a problem with findin’ a 
job. Or keepin’ a job. ‘Cause there’s times I’ve had to catch cabs to work. I’m going 
to get there.” 

 
Over time, all women were employed, most working full-time, 35 hours per week or more, in 
professional positions in the education and health care and nursing sectors. Still, some 
women continued to work at jobs that were not ideal while they finished education goals or 
navigated personal relationship or mental health issues. 
 
Education 
At the time of our initial interview, only one woman had not completed high school. And, 
only one woman who dropped out of high school to birth her child had completed a 
bachelor’s degree: 
 

“Originally I umm got my GED in high school because of my (child). And umm, then 
when I started going to college and I finally received my associate’s degree after 
about seven years I think, I just thought to myself, you know after speakin’ to a 
counselor at the college, a bachelor’s degree sounds so much better. So I just pursued 
it and got it.” 

 
For the other three women, by the time of our initial interview, they also had added some 
college to their educational journey; two continued on this, non-traditional, college degree-
seeking path. And this was not an easy path: 
 

“Sometimes it can be overwhelming. I’m not a disciplined person when it comes to 
online courses, that’s why I’d rather have them in class. But I’m pushing myself this 
semester, so only two, so I’m getting disciplined. I’ve been studying every day. Like 
clockwork.” 
 
“I really wish I could have gone further instead of had breaks you know because I’ve 
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got a seven year old (child). I really wish I woulda consistently gone, you know, and 
then probably now would’ve had a master’s, Ph.D. But you know, when things come 
up in life, you know, unexpectedly, you know, you have to deal with what you’re given 
at the time.” 
 

Nonetheless, by our second interview women displayed persistence, completing a GED and 
more college courses. Education was valued: 

 
“I got put out of school at a young age. And I didn’t go back and finish until last year. 
I finished and got my GED. I was more focused. And I got to actually encourage my 
kids why they should do it when they first have the chance. To show them what they 
shouldn’t do and what they should do. And yeah I did. It took me a long time to get it 
but I have accomplished a lotta stuff after getting it. I feel like it’s a big 
accomplishment as far as myself and my goals. I’ve accomplished what I have so far, 
but I still wanna pursue with my education to do what I need to do to make me and my 
kids have a better life and not to have to support off the state.” 
 
“I want my (child) to see that this is what you need to work on in order to get where 
you want to be. Have to work. It takes hard work ‘an you just gotta keep strivin’ even 
if you might got setback. Like I feel like I should already have my bachelor’s workin’ 
on my masters. But that wasn't the path that happened for me so it's okay. So now I 
know what I need to do and I just gotta keep pressin’ on an’ keep going.” 
 
“When I’m not at school, I usually leave school and go to the library and study 
school.” 

 
But along with the pursuit of additional education, single, low-income mothers were 
especially challenged with juggling school, work and taking care of their family and this 
could be stressful:  
 

“My education experiences is demanding. It’ll put you at your lowest. It’ll make you 
eat long. Sleep less. And make you stressed.”  
 
“Of course it's sometimes like pressing you know ‘cause you have a lot of things to 
do, work, with school with papers and, but other than that I think every class I get 
something from and I like. That's what I enjoy about school, is the learning aspect. I 
think everything can be stressful and that doesn't necessarily mean it's bad, you know. 
But I just, when I was takin’ three classes it was definitely, the three classes with my 
(child), with workin’ an’ . . . a little bit.” 
 

As well, women articulated the type of help they needed to continue education including 
tangible items, such as a computer, money, and transportation, but also, time: 
 

“I need the, uh, like, you know, computer. I think the school that I’m gonna have to do 
is online school which is fine with me. Um, versus going to like, uh, SIU or somethin’ 
like that. But I need, you know, computer, and, you know, help with money to, you 
know, get things started. But other than that, I mean, again, transportation if you’re, 
you know, going somewhere else other than (community college).” 
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“Of course I only can like take two or three classes at a time.” 
 
By our third interview, one woman continued pursuing college goals and another had 
completed her college program: 

 
“I'm about I think 18 hours away from my bachelor’s. I only can like take two or three 
classes at a time. And um last semester three classes seemed to be too much so I had 
to go down to two. But I just keep on pressin’. I'm gonna get there.” 
 
“I graduated. . .  I got my license. . .   I am happy. The whole educational 
experience was not all bad. I mean I had like stuff goin’ on, like issues . . . and that 
was in the middle of my program and I had to take on (additional responsibilities) and 
I mean we got through it. I mean it was kinda negative but I mean overall we got 
through it.” 
 

Generally, when these women key informants were not working or attending school, their 
free time was spent mostly with family, taking care of basic personal and survival needs and 
helping with children’s homework, or engaging in family-centered activities. There was also 
discourse about attending church, participating in church choir, shopping, getting some 
exercise, listening to music, watching movies, caring for other adult family members, and a 
little travel. So between school, work and raising their family, free time was a precious 
commodity: 
 

“To be truthfully honest with you, Monday, during the day I go to school from 9 to 12. 
And then Tuesday I go from 9 to 12:45. And then after I get outta class, I go and I 
study until it’s time for me to pick up my kids. And then Thursday, Friday, Saturday, I 
go to work from 9 till 2:30 and then I pick up my kids at 5 ‘cause after I get off work I 
have to study some more. And then, (she laughs), I go pick up my kids by 5:30. And I 
come back home, I bathe, clean ‘em, whatever they need. And then Sunday I have to 
do my (required program work), so I have to go to the (organization), do my (required 
work) by 11 or 12 or whatever time. And then it takes me all day Sunday to (complete 
required work documentation). If you really wanna know.” 

 
During the second interview, we posed a question to these single mothers about education - 
“If you were asked to give advice to young women who were still in school and had no 
children yet, what would you tell them”? All women responded candidly: 
 

“I would tell ‘em it's gonna be hard. I mean but if you have Section 8 and you get Link 
and food stamps and you can work, it’s, it can be done. Because we live with the bare 
minimum but we live just fine. I mean we live just fine but some people they don't have 
that mentality, to keep on goin’, ‘cause it was hard. It was. Plenty of nights that I just 
wanted to cry.” 

 
“I wouldn’t say never have children, I would say wait to have children. Um, you need 
to get all of your goals, go, continue with school. Do whatever it is you’re passionate 
about because once you have children that’s a, another whole ‘nother door that opens 
up and takes a lot of your time. And I love my (child) to death and (child) has helped 
me to get on a better path, but just wait. Wait till you’re married. Just wait till you’re 
married. So ‘cause two parents are better than one.” 
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“There’s a lotta things I would tell ‘em. Definitely, don’t have kids until you’re 
definitely ready. Umm, and finish all the education you can finish. I mean it’s hard out 
here. It’s hard out here. It’s hard. It’s hard to take care of ‘em, It’s hard to-to raise 
‘em, I mean it’s, to me at times it’s hard to even sometimes get up in the morning to 
do what I have to do to take care of my family you know. And what gets me going is 
the thought of me not having a place to stay or me not being able to feed my kids or 
put clothes on their backs, so I mean that’s the motivation that I get but not everybody 
gets that. So I mean it’s, all I can say is it’s hard. It really is. Even, even working as I 
do I still struggle. So get all the education you can, live with mom and dad as long as 
you can. And I mean do what you gotta do to succeed ‘cause it’s hard. I really wish 
that I had’ve done, you know, a little more college after I had my first child. Maybe I 
wouldn’t be in the boat that I’m in right now. Struggling.”  
 
“Finish. Finish. It’s most important thing. You need it through everything now and 
your kids, if you don’t have kids, that’s a blessing. To get through school without kids. 
Because you just have you instead of other responsibilities. It’s a lot harder to do it 
with a kid and people don’t see that until you actually have it and experience it.” 
 
“Well I tell (kids) all the time, finish your education. I do not promote teen 
pregnancy!” (she laughs) 
 

Children 
At the time of our initial interview, the women key informants in these analyses had a 
combined total of nine children living with them ranging in age from infant to school-aged 
children on the cusp of puberty. Children were racially identified as Black or African 
American, White or Caucasian and Biracial. Over the course of five to six years of our 
interviews, all women maintained a stable family structure – they did not add children to, nor 
did any children leave, the family. 
 
Mothers described their children as, “happy, competitive, vibrant, smart, healthy, 
imaginative, athletic, energetic, creative, funny, sweet, grounded, responsible, popular, a 
good student, helpful, outgoing”, and, “a leader”. One mother also shared that sometimes her 
children displayed displeasure:  
 

“They a ‘lil angry at times but I think that’s ‘cause I’m not there all the time. I’m 
gone a lot too I mean ‘cause when I’m, they’re not at daycare, they go to grandma’s. 
‘Cause I do work on the weekend. So you might as well say I get my kids for about six 
hours outside of, you know, in a day. But half of that day they’re asleep so I might 
only spend three hours with them. Throughout the whole week you know. I mean not 
throughout the whole week, but that day, three hours, three hours, three hours. So I 
mean you think about it, 15 hours a week you know. I’d be pissed too.”   

 
Another mother shared her pre-adolescent child could sometimes be, “a little mouthy.”  
 
From their testimonies, mothers demonstrated connection with their children; their demeanor 
was proud and joyful as they described their children positively and successfully, and some 
mothers credited positive attributes to, for example, “being raised by a loving family.” But 
emotion was also palpable as mothers described their children‘s challenges through normal 
developmental milestones, for example, “(child’s) a little mouthy”, or “(child’s) a teenager”, 
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as well as, witnessing mothers’ heartfelt grief when their children experienced difficult 
situations.  
 
Mothers didn’t always identify their children as perfect, nor did they expect perfection from 
them: 
 

“(Child’s) a pretty good kid so I don’t have much problems but when I do you know I 
have to set (child) straight, disciplinarian.” 
 
“I don't expect (child) to be perfect.” 
 
“You know, priorities is just, you know, you keep your grades up and, you know, do 
things around the house when I ask you and everything else is like I want you to, you 
know, go at your own pace.” 
 

Nonetheless, mothers did have priorities for their children with education being mentioned by 
all mothers. Mothers of school-aged children relayed that their children did well in school, 
earning good grades. Mothers also described children who loved school, had friends and most 
were not bullied. One mother did however describe a bullying situation in which her child 
received negative attention from school peers. However, in a subsequent interview this 
mother described an improved school experience due to a change to a more culturally diverse 
and inclusive environment: 
 

“It’s a very international school. They get to learn a lot more from when we was in 
school I feel because like a lotta my (child’s) friends are Chinese. So and (child’s) 
biracial. So like it changed the whole atmosphere of everything. It’s really nice, I like 
it. Because it’s different than from when my (step child) was going through it, uh 
elementary school it wasn’t like that. You still had your groups and yeah. I think we 
should change all of our schools in th-Champaign County to be international. It gives 
them the outlook on life that probably some of our schools don’t show. (Researcher’s 
comment: It’s diverse.)  It is and they don’t categorize ‘em. Like when we go 
assemblies, they do it in Chinese, they do it in Spanish, and they do it in English.”   

 
Mothers also described priorities for their children as having basic needs met, and being 
physically and emotionally healthy, including engaging children in activities, for example, 
athletics, dance or after school programs that offered tutoring and music that increased their 
confidence, self-esteem and self-efficacy. Also important to these parents was that children 
develop artistically, engage with spirituality, grow to be good citizens and to, “stay out of 
trouble”: 
 

“Staying out of trouble, you know, not being around trouble. I see a lot of negative 
things that's going on in this world. And the town, I see a lot of 12, 13, 14, 15-year-
olds havin’ kids. I don't want ‘em to be a statistic. I mean, you know, high school drop 
outs. . . teenage pregnancy.” 
 
“Um stay outta trouble. You know. And I think that (child) has a good group of friends 
and um, you know, just . . . don't give in to peer pressure. I told (child) actually just 
the other day, I’m like you're at the age where kids are experimenting or trying things 
and maybe even drugs and stuff like that.” 
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But most of all, mothers’ most natural priority was ensuring that their children felt loved:  
 

“Well, my main priorities are. . . that (child) knows that you love (child); that you're 
there for (child) no matter what.”   
 
“Well God comes first and my children come second but I make sure my children are 
fed, dressed and make sure they got everything they need. I come last, you know. So 
whatever they need come first and whatever I need come last. My kids. They’re my 
heart so.” 
 
“And (child’s) spoiled and I love it.” 

 
Finally, mothers garner much self-esteem and self-efficacy from successful parenting, a role 
they viewed as their responsibility: 
  

“I have to make sure that not just make sure everything is in order as far as food, 
clothing, shelter, all that but make sure that I’m making good choices too. You know 
as a parent for (child).” 
 
“But I mean it’s a responsibility on you because they look for you for advice. So I just 
try to lead ‘em the right way instead of what’s in the world and what they see on TV.” 
 
“They looked for me, you know. I’m their support. I’m their everything. I’m okay with 
that.” 
 
“I wanna try my best as a mother to make sure (child) stays on the right path.” 
 
“My kids tell me every single night that I'm the best mom ever.” 

 
Health 
In our initial interview, all women self-reported that they were generally physically healthy, 
although most women talked about their weight, “I have a problem with my weight right 
now” and some described a “need to work out” or “need to eat more healthier”. And, most 
reported that their health situation did not negatively affect their ability to work or attend 
school. Women did, however, discuss needing peak health in order to perform well at their 
jobs and admitted that being healthier overall provided extra energy required for their busy 
lives.  
 
By our second interview, a few women described a decline in mental and physical health. 
Women again mentioned their physical health was compromised by weight gain but there was 
also discourse about added surgeries and diagnoses of chronic illnesses.  
 
Mental health also declined with stress, which manifested as depression and anxiety, “I’m 
already stressed out as you can see. I tell people I say you guys just do not know what I go 
through. Like tryna, seriously, like tryna make it and stay afloat and stay in school and be 
positive and I mean it’s plenty of days that I wanna break down and cry.” 

 
Nevertheless, women expressed optimism about how overall health affected their work and 
school performance,  



19 

 

“I just get through it. I mean I’m tired most days, but I put a smile on my face and get 
through it, you know, why let it affect it? I’m blessed to be here.”  
 
“What I need to incorporate is workin’ out.”  
 
“I figure, you know, it’ll get better with time.” 
 

Still, with all their responsibilities women found it difficult to incorporate some healthy 
habits into their day, “I’m wonderin’ like how can I squeeze this in?”, or, “I’m runnin’. I don’t 
eat well.” 
 
By our third interview, a general discourse continued about the need to lose weight, and a few 
women reported increased mental illness with stress, anxiety, and depression. One woman 
explained, “Because I got a lot to think about on my brain. Between the bills, work, 
everything, kids.” Another woman shared about being involved in a negative intimate 
relationship, which she said caused her to develop panic attacks, anxiety and contemplation 
of suicide, but for which she was referred to professional treatment. 
 
All women reported access to medical care and health insurance coverage. 

 
Social Support 
Initially, women identified family members, some friends, church members, and even God, as 
their social support network: 
 

“God. (she laughs) That's my first friend. Girl, that’s my lover, my comforter, my best 
friend. Um, but after that. . . mainly family.”   

 
Everyone identified someone who provided emotional support: 
 
 “She's there when I need that shoulder.” 

“Just being there you know listening if I have some things I’m stressed out about or 
dealing with it, it helps a lot.” 
“My sister, she's a big, um, support, you know. I could just talk to her, about whatever, 
she’ll listen.” 
“I have a really good friend that I talk to about a lot of stuff.” 
“I’m very close with my sister.” 

 
These networks also provided financial, childcare and/or transportation support.  
 
Over time, by the second and third interview, women described generally increasing their 
social networks to include others outside the family, for example, co-workers, school peers, 
parents of children’s friends, neighbors; they described how people in their environment who 
they chose to interact with could be helpful, reciprocal relationships: 
 
 “I have a few friends. We try to be there for one another.” 
 

“We help one another um in a lot of ways because he works you know. Like for 
instance he lost his (significant other) and I can experience you know that cause I’ve 
lost my (parent) so we relate on a lot of things so we’re like each other’s helping 
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hand. Like he's going through something, he calls me. I am able to talk to him about 
things. Like if he needs some money, he can call me. If I need money, I can call him.  
It. . . .it . . . it just, you know, I feel like everyone needs somebody to, you know, in 
their life to help them, when he needs help. Even if it's just to listen.” 
 
“We need each other to babysit each other’s kids, to go to work, or, like we all try to 
just help out. Because a lot of us are all single. Or other stuff. And we’ve all been 
there.” 
 

In addition, they also understood that these social networks could provide social capital in the 
greater community to garner social leverage: 
  

“That's actually how I got the job at (organization) because I was actually referred to 
them by a person. I was like wow.” 

 
Still, most women described not wanting to ask for help from their social network: 
 

“I think that everybody needs to do something on their own at one time. So, all, not 
all, I get the help, but I try not to because I want to do things on my own.  Ya know, 
I’m a mother now. I have kids to take care of.” 
 
“I don't want to say that I'm prideful, but I try to take care of my situations, um, 
because, not because, you know, I'm a single mom, or I think it's because I like to be 
able to say that I can do it.” 
 
“I pride myself in getting it done by myself. And you know sometimes if you have to 
ask for help, you have to ask for help. But I’d say I’m pretty self-sufficient; take care 
of myself.” 
 

Finally, women were discerning about their social network: 
 

“I need to stay focused and it wasn’t too much positive when I talked to them so I just 
didn’t feel, feel. . .  I just deleted their number on my phone. Like I don’t - I don’t 
know. I know it might be crazy, I just didn’t feel like they were goin’ in a good 
direction within their life and I hated to defriend them but – but – but I just, that’s 
how I felt. Like I think that was the best thing for me like because every time we call 
someone, you know you’re hearing about, I know as friends you hear about things 
that are goin’ on in people’s lives. But always negative? And never anything positive? 
That’s just nawww. So I just let go and let God.” 
 
“I just kinda like to keep my circle tight anyway. I don't like too many people in it. So. 
Keeps down problems and chaos and yeah.” 
 

Financial 
Even with housing assistance helping to pay a portion of women’s rent, women in our study 
reported some financial hardship. During our first interview women said they struggled with 
power bills, “I mean especially the light bill”, or, “Probably my power, major, maybe 
garbage,” or “Hmm, in the winter months yeah ‘cause your heat goes up.” 
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By our second interview women spoke more openly about their financial struggles and some 
of the strategies they employed when they just didn’t have enough money to make it through 
the month: 
 

“I either ask for help or I-it’s one of them things where it’s like do you buy toilet 
paper or, you know, and toiletries this check. You know, pay the power with this check. 
Every month during the last week I usually, you know, even with getting food stamps, I 
still run out of food, umm and that’s just something that it’s been like that ever since I 
can remember. Umm, and, you know, like I said depending on what, what a check 
looks like I mean like I said we manage or we’ll go to a food bank.” 

 
“It’s, yeah. I would say it’s hard. Umm, I have, of course I have loans from school. 
Then I have umm my power bill. My phone bill which, you know what, I’m doing good 
because I’ve gotten my phone bill down to $35 a month.. . . . I think there was places 
that like, like a empty tomb, or places that will help you pay like on your power bill, 
like they help you with money.” 

  
“I mean, so my rent, it’s a $100. My power bill is usually $130. And then on top of 
that I still have my phone bill and I have to have internet. And I have to have gas. 
After I get paid which is only like $200 and somethin’ every two weeks ‘cause I can 
only work so much in order to go to school. I don’t have enough. I mean even with the 
money that I get from the state, I still don’t have enough you know. I mean, I’m, 
‘cause I still have to buy pull-ups and you know, household necessities and everyt- I 
don’t have enough. I mean I’m lucky if I get-get away with $30 you know. But it’s 
okay ‘cause you know what, we make it. Day care expenses and all of that, I still pay 
copayments at the daycare an’ all of that, you know, stuff that my kids have to have, 
clothes and shoes an’. We make it and I buy all of that. I don’t ask anybody for 
anything.” 

 
“Well, umm, what did I do? As far as like if there wasn’t enough food, go to food 
banks and that normally suffices. Umm, sometimes you have to put a bill on hold if 
you can’t afford it umm. Ask my parents, hey do you have extra money so I can pay 
this and then I’ll pay you back when, as soon as I get money.” 

 
During our third interview, the financial situation improved for some women due to salary 
increases. However, for most, income did not increase to a level to alleviate all struggle. Also 
for some, as children grew, expenses increased: 
 

“My salary did triple. It tripled. It didn't increase, it tripled. So like I pay my 
rent . . . .groceries . . . and put gas in my car, cable, phone, internet. Um you got the 
power bill which is $220 and then . . . credit cards. And after that then you got my 
student loan, car insurance, and then tryin’ to help other people out.”  
 
“Um well now that my (child’s) older I feel that (child) needs a phone. It’s an 
expense, you know, having two. My (child) likes to have the internet . . . so we have 
internet. I think my biggest thing right now is I'm trying to pay off debt that I have, 
you know, whether it's the dentist office or um buying clothing ‘cause (child) grows so 
fast. I mean if you can't pay a bill, you can't pay a bill. You have to go without. Um 
I've gone to food banks, you know, or, you know, gotten the link card. So I have to try 
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and budget.” 
 
Most women described engagement with financial institutions such as banks and credit 
unions, had savings and checking accounts but also carried debt such as school, personal or 
auto loans, as well as, credit card debt. But they monitored their credit reports and credit 
scores and spoke optimistically about their goal to pay down debt to increase credit 
worthiness to be eligible for home ownership.  
 
Reaching Self-Sufficiency 
In December of 2018, Dr. Paul McNamara was asked by a reporter at the News-Gazette to 
nominate a Person of the Year. Paul chose to nominate Housing Authority of Champaign 
County Key Informant, “Brittany”, whose journey we have shared in reports and 
presentations throughout our qualitative analyses since 2011. We’ll share with you a last 
remark Brittany had to us on our very last interview. 
 
(Interviewer’s comments are in bold.) 
You’re getting to be pretty independent and your salary’s increasing, you’ve got a full-
time job, you’ve got an education.  
“Yep.”  
You know, I’d say you're a success story is what I would say. 
“I don’t know if most people, what did I say to my sister, ‘cause I remember I had just had my 
(child) and I had just got accepted for housing authority and she was like, what are you 
gonna do? And I was like, I looked at her, I said well, now that I got housin’ I’m gonna go to 
school you know. And she was like you’re gonna go to school? And I was like yeah. I said I’m 
gonna go to school, I’m gonna work part-time and I’m gonna finish. And she just looked at 
me, because my kids, my sister, at the time, she had four kids. She had four kids. Um she was 
like, you think you’re gonna be able to do that with your (child) and do this? And I was like 
yeah.” 
 
Summary 
Our descriptive qualitative analysis provides a first-person account from five HACC housing 
participants over time. We learned from them how they defined self-sufficiency by what they 
valued and how they prioritized their time. Their narratives add to the knowledge of 
understanding self-sufficiency from the “bottom-up”, sometimes absent of the top-down, 
economic and housing perspective, and which included non-economic, psychological factors 
such as independence, motivation, and inner strength (Hong, Sheriff & Naeger, 2009).  
 
Women revealed that their family was of primary concern, and, one of the main reasons why 
they lived in Champaign County. Most women described social support networks with a 
family and extended family core that provided a base of support and encouragement. Some 
key informants described “strong” social ties at the individual level that helped them “get by” 
or navigate daily life (Dominguez & Watkins, 2003). One key informant described another 
form of social support, social leverage (Dominguez & Watkins, 2003); in her case a non-
familial relationship with a community member from which she was able to garner a better 
employment situation. According to Dominguez (2011), this latter situation is anomalous in 
many African American social networks.  
 
While key informants’ housing satisfaction declined over time, still, women demonstrated 
patience for the long view, for delayed gratification in moving to better housing or another 
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community, so that they could complete educational goals or provide educational stability for 
their children. Women valued living in neighborhoods that were quiet, with access to 
amenities, where their children could play safely and where crime didn’t happen. But, as they 
testified, their neighborhoods were not always problem free, leaving mothers vigilant about 
their children’s safety, especially regarding shootings. One mother in particular shared how 
she instructed her children to respond to gunshots; a scene and a strategy some families were 
normalizing in response to growing gun violence in Champaign County. According to 
behavioral researchers investigating poverty (Gennetian & Shafir, 2015), this type of 
environmental stress negatively impacts a person’s cognitive ability to solve problems. 
Consequently, key informants are forced to place their attention on navigating crime and loud 
environments, leaving them with less cognitive resources to focus on achieving economic 
self-sufficiency.  
 
Therefore, low-income single mothers receiving housing assistance in Champaign County in 
this analysis did navigate many challenges but many demonstrated maturity, focus, discipline, 
resiliency, perseverance, motivation and an ability to problem solve barriers to reach their 
employment and educational goals, increasing their self-esteem and self-efficacy. Women 
exhibited how much they valued education by the lengths they were willing to go, often 
sacrificing time with family and working at less than ideal jobs, in pursuit of a higher 
education. Not unlike many low-income single mothers pursuing an education with limited 
financial resources, key informants created “survival strategies” to help them persevere 
through the challenges of juggling family, work and school (Katz, 2013).  
 
When we asked these key informants a question about giving advice to young women who 
were still in school and had no children yet, these relatively young single mothers offered 
wisdom – stay in school, wait on having children. During the course of these interviews, it 
appears our key informants heeded their own advice and kept their family structures stable 
while they pursued their goals. Nonetheless, their children were their “heart” and they 
demonstrated successful parenting. 
 
Still, even though women worked and received housing assistance and may have received 
other types of non-cash benefits such as food stamps, or Women, Infants and Children (WIC), 
or cash benefits in the form of Temporary Aid to Needy Families (TANF), they still struggled 
financially (Edin & Lein, 1997). Some women described working jobs with irregular hours or 
seasonal-type jobs with holiday and summer breaks, for which they were not paid. Women 
also described feeling at-risk transitioning off of housing assistance once their level of 
income has exceeded the limit for housing assistance. Consequently, they described feelings 
of doubt and worry, which caused stress and anxiety, about their future situation. But, they 
were also positive and hopeful, as they exhibited an internal locus of control as they 
described their perceived control over their money and their financial future (Prawitz, 
Kalkowski & Cohart, 2013). 
 
These qualitative interviews, as well as, interviews transcribed but not yet summarized, along 
with responses on the quantitative Housing & Self-Sufficiency Social Survey, shed light on 
additional housing and financial knowledge questions that might be asked to housing 
participants. Therefore, in 2019 we added the following questions pertaining to housing 
satisfaction and access to financial knowledge to the quantitative Housing & Self-Sufficiency 
Social Survey: 
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In your opinion, do you feel you were given enough time to find quality housing?  
 Yes   No   Don’t know  
 

If you are not satisfied with where you have chosen to live, would you like to move? 
 Yes   No   Don’t know  
 

If Yes, what prevents you from moving? (Check all that apply) 
 No money for a down payment 
 No transportation 
 No quality housing in the area I would like to live 
 Rent is too high in the area I would like to live 
 Landlords don’t accept Section 8 Vouchers in the area I would like to live 
 Don’t know 
 Other reason: _________________________________________________ 
 

In your opinion, do you think you would benefit from attending a financial education 
workshop, for example, to learn about budgeting, saving, debt reduction, or preparation for 
homeownership? 

 Yes   No   Don’t know  
 
If a free financial education workshop were offered in your area, would you attend? 

 Yes   No   Don’t know 
 
In addition, we added the following questions to the Key Informant Interview protocol: 
 
If a person’s housing had changed: In the moving process, can you describe the housing 
choices available to you? 
 
What is your understanding of the HACC program requirements and time limits? (time limits 
added for 2019) 
 
Along with the work requirement, the housing authority implemented an eight year term limit. 
Can you describe where you are in that time limit and your plans to reach economic self-
sufficiency by the eight year time limit? 
 
Can you please describe how you define economic self-sufficiency? 
 
Can you describe your experience with any financial management training, for example, 
courses offered through Habitat for Humanity, Salt and Light, Parkland College? 
 
To summarize, the major qualitative themes from this analysis were the importance of the 
role of parent, and especially as a child welfare advocate, the role of social support in 
mitigating the barriers to economic self-sufficiency, educational goals, the issue of crime in 
the neighborhood and precarious financial situations.  
 
We are excited to begin our fourth round of interviews with HACC key informants to 
discover where they are in their journey to self-sufficiency. 
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Quantitative Analysis 
 
Demographics 
 
In 2018, 562 of the 1,193 LSS eligible Head of Households (HoHs) completed a Self-
Sufficiency Social Survey from HACC. In this report, we provide a demographic summary of 
these 562 HoHs. The data show that among these HoHs, 97.7% are female, 84.7% are Black 
or African American, 87.7% are single, and they report, on average, 2.18 children under the 
age of 18 live with them.  
 
Table 1: Demographics of the Head of Households Who Competed the 2018 Survey 

Number of Observations 562 
Mean of Age (N=562) 36.3 
Proportion of female (% N=560 ) 97.7% 
Race (% N=560 )   
Black or African American 84.7% 
White 7.6% 
Multiracial 5.6% 
Other 1.6% 
American Indian or Alaska Native 0.5% 
Marital status ( % N=560 )   
Single 87.7% 
Separated 4.3% 
Divorced 5.0% 
Married 2.9% 
Widowed 0.2% 
Number of children  (mean, N=560 ) 2.18 

Source: Housing and Self-Sufficiency Social Survey 2018 
 
Housing Satisfaction 
 
In general, the heads of households (HoHs) are satisfied with the apartment/ house where 
they live now; 74.4 % of HoHs are very satisfied or somewhat satisfied with their homes. 
HoHs who report living more than one year in the same place report the highest percentage of 
satisfaction. HoHs residing in single family homes and duplex or townhome type dwellings 
have a higher rate of satisfaction than those living in an apartment type dwelling.  
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Figure #1 
 

 
Source: Housing and Self-Sufficiency Social Survey 2018 

 
 
Figure #2 
 

 
     Source: Housing and Self-Sufficiency Social Survey 2018 
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Figure #3 

 
      Source: Housing and Self-Sufficiency Social Survey 2018 
 
Employment 
 
The survey data show that nearly 80% of HoHs work more than 25 hours per week, with 
11.1% unemployed. The 2018 HUD-50058 Family Report data indicates there is a negative 
relationship between age and employment status. For example, there is a big drop in 
employment rate when the HoHs reach 55 years old. After 65 years old, about 8% of HoHs 
are still working.   
 

Figure #4 

 
      Source: Housing and Self-Sufficiency Social Survey 2018 
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Figure #5 

 
Source: 2018 HUD-50058 Family Report 

Using the 2018 survey data, there is a negative relationship between employment and having 
a felony background. The data show that about 20% of the unemployed HoHs report having a 
felony background, while only 11.7% employed HoHs report having a felony background.  
 

Figure #6 

 
Source: Housing and Self-Sufficiency Social Survey 2018 
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We also find a negative relationship between employment and the number of children. The 
employed HoHs report an average 2.1-2.2 children under the age of 18 live with them. 
Unemployed HoHs report an average 2.5 children live with them, higher than employed 
HoHs.  
 
Figure #7 
 

 
Source: Housing and Self-Sufficiency Social Survey 2018 

 
Also, the survey data show that employment has a positive relationship with both access to 
child care and having a current driving license. About 90% of the HoHs with full-time 
employment report having access to childcare when they need it, while only about 70% of 
HoHs working less than 25 hours per week or unemployed report having access to childcare. 
Similarly, we find a higher proportion (about 80%) of the HoHs have a current driver license, 
relative to 61% of the HoHs unemployed. 
 
Figure #8 

 
Source: Housing and Self-Sufficiency Social Survey 2018 
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Figure #9 

 
Source: Housing and Self-Sufficiency Social Survey 2018 

 
Education 
 
The survey data show that a higher percentage of employed HoHs report education levels of 
some college or above, technical or trade school, and high school diploma or GED than 
unemployed HoHs. 37% of the unemployed HoHs report having their highest level of 
education at 12th grade or below, while this rate is only 24.6% among the employed HoHs. 
 
Figure #10 

 
Source: Housing and Self-Sufficiency Social Survey 2018 
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similar percentage of 18.8%. Only 6.6% of the HoHs with high school or below choose to 
continue education. Among the HoHs choosing to continue education, the average age is 
older among HoHs with relatively higher education.    
 
Figure #11 

 
Source: Housing and Self-Sufficiency Social Survey 2018 

 
Financing 
 
In the survey, we asked several questions about the HoHs financial situation, such as the 
monthly rent, expenses other than rent, and the amount of debt they currently have. Using 
both survey data and HUD-50058 data, we find that 38.2% of households’ expenses exceed 
their income. These data also show that rent is the most significant expense of the families, 
and accounts for 23.0% of household income. Utilities are the second largest household 
expense, accounting for 21.4% of the household income; even higher than food expenses.  
 
Figure #12 

 
Source: Expense data are from Housing and Self-Sufficiency Social Survey 2018. 
Income data are from 2018 HUD-50058 Family Report. 
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Utility expenses have a close relationship with housing type. The survey data show that the 
average monthly utility expenses of households living in single-family homes is $278, duplex 
or townhome is $229, and apartment is only $155. Through quantile distribution analysis, we 
find that over 50% of households’ monthly utility expenses are over $200 and more than 10% 
of households spend over $400 on utilities per month. 
 
Figure #13 

 
Source: Housing and Self-Sufficiency Social Survey 2018 

 
Figure #14 

 
Source: Housing and Self-Sufficiency Social Survey 2018 
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The survey data show that 67.1% of the HoHs with full-time employment report currently 
having debt, while only 44% of the unemployed report having debt. The quantile distribution 
analysis also shows that in the right-tail of the debt distribution, HoHs with full-time 
employment report significiantly higher amount of debt than those with other employment 
status. In this analysis we’ve examined financial aspects such as debt and utility payments. 
These topics raise the broader set of issues around household financial management such as 
knowledge of, and application for, the Earned Income Tax Credit and the Child Tax Credit. 
Future analyses might consider these and related financial factors. 
 
Figure #15 

 
Source: Housing and Self-Sufficiency Social Survey 2018 

 
Figure #16 

 
Source: Housing and Self-Sufficiency Social Survey 2018 
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Health 
 
We find a positive relationship between employment and health conditions. About 79.3% of 
the employed HoHs report good, very good or excellent health conditions, while 54.9% of 
unemployed HoHs report good, very good, or excellent health conditions. On the other hand, 
we find a higher proportion (14.5%) of the unemployed HoHs report a poor health condition, 
relative to 10.8% of the HoHs having jobs. 
 
Figure #17 

 
Source: Housing and Self-Sufficiency Social Survey 2018 
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Figure #18 

 
Source: Housing and Self-Sufficiency Social Survey 2018 
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In addition, the survey data show that about 22.8% and 9.7% of the employed HoHs tend to 
have depressive and anxiety symptoms, respectively, while 32.3% and 24.2% of the 
unemployed HoHs report these symptoms. 
 
Figure #19 

 
Source: Housing and Self-Sufficiency Social Survey 2018 
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Figure #20 

 
Source: Housing and Self-Sufficiency Social Survey 2018 
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End of Participation (EOP) 
 
In this report, we explore the factors which are affecting the LSS program participants 
leaving the program. We combine the 2018 End of Participation data from HACC with 2017 
HUD-50058 Family Report data. We divided the participants of the LSS program into three 
categories. The first category represents participants who end their participations in the LSS 
program in 2018 and have achieved their self-sufficiency goals. The second category 
represents participants who end their participation because of term violation, such as “No 
required information,” “Failure to Respond,” etc. The third category represents those who 
stay in the LSS program in 2018. 
 
Table 2 presents descriptive statistics of socioeconomic characteristics for the three categories 
of participants of the LSS program. The results show the average age of EOP is higher than 
those stay in the program. The average number of dependents of both EOP categories is 0.89, 
much lower than those stay in the LSS program in 2018. The average length of time in the 
housing program for both EOP groups are 2.6 years longer than those stay in the program. 
The average total annual income of Zero HAP or Voluntary EOP is $13,628, much higher 
than those with Term Violation EOP and those who stay in LSS.  
 
 
Table 2: Descriptive Statistics of Socioeconomic Characteristics for HoHs ended their 
participation in the LSS program in 2018 
  EOP in 2018    Stay in the 

LSS in 2018 

EOP reasons Zero HAP or 
Voluntary 

Term 
Violation     

Number of HOHs (Age <55 & Non-
disable) 47 56   1086 

Age (mean) 37.5 36.5   34.9 
Proportion of female 95.7% 94.6%   94.8% 
Proportion of Black or African 
American  89.4% 89.3%   88.9% 
Household size (mean) 2.72 3.00   3.11 
Number of dependents (mean) 0.89 0.89   1.20 
Years of being in the housing program 7.46 7.47   4.78 
Proportion of employed HOHs 55.3% 48.2%   50.2% 
Total annual income (mean, dollar) 13627.8 9866.5   10035.1 

Source: 2017 HUD-50058 Family Report and 2018 End of Participation data from HACC 
Notes:  
1. Term violation includes "Voucher Expired", "Material Lease Violation", "Lease Violation”,  
"No required information", "LSS Non-Compliance", "Failure to Respond", "Not Using Unit 
for Residence", and "Criminal Activity". 
2. Housing program includes Public Housing, Section 8 Certificates, Section 8 Vouchers, 
Project Based Vouchers, and Sec.8 Mod Rehab. 
3. There are 142 HOHs in the 2018 Administrative data from HACC. 6 out of 142 HOHs 
couldn’t be found in 2017 50058 data.   
 
Table 3 reports multinomial logistic regression estimates of factors affecting LSS participants 
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ending their participation. The results show that the head’s age and household total annual 
income are statistically significantly positively correlated with the participants’ voluntarily 
leaving the program or leaving due to zero HAP. According to our analysis, a one year 
increase in the HoHs’ age increases the likelihood of ending participation due to zero HAP or 
voluntary exit by 0.2 percentage points. Also, this possibility increases 0.3 percentage points 
with every $1000 increase in total household annual income. The results also show that the 
number of dependents correlates negatively (at a statistically significant level) with EOP due 
to term violation. If households have one more child, the possibility of leaving due to term 
violation will decrease 2.7 percentage points. At the same time, the length of time in the 
housing program is positively related to EOP due to term violation. The possibility of leaving 
due to a term violation increases 0.28 percentage points if households stay in the housing 
program for one more year. 
 
Table 3: Factors Affecting End of Participation: Multinomial logistic regression 

  Dependent Variable  

  

Zero HAP or 
Voluntary 
（dy/dx) 

 
Term Violation 

(dy/dx) 

  (1) (2) 
      

Head, Age 0.0020** 0.0009 
(0.0009) (0.0012) 

Head, Female 0.0151 0.0067 
(0.0318) (0.0362) 

Head, Black -0.0060 -0.0068 
(0.0253) (0.0245) 

Household size -0.0075 0.0173 
(0.0161) (0.0115) 

Number of dependents -0.0107 -0.0270** 
(0.0148) (0.0142) 

Years of being in the housing program 0.0016 0.0028** 
(0.0013) (0.0014) 

Head, Employed -0.0118 0.0240 
(0.0249) (0.0307) 

Hsld, Total annual income 0.0030*** -0.0005 
(0.0010) (0.0011) 

Obs. 722 722 
Source: 2017 HUD-50058 Family Report and 2018 End of Participation data from HACC 
Notes:  
1. Robust standard errors, are reported in parenthesis. * denotes significance at 10%, ** at 
5%, and *** at 1% level.  
2. Household total annual income is in thousand dollar unit.  
 
Table 4 reports probit and logistic regression estimates of factors affecting LSS participants 
achieving their self-sufficiency goals. We define the dependent variable as EOP due to HAP 
or voluntary: 1 if the participants achieve their self-sufficiency goals or voluntarily leave the 
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program or 0 if otherwise. The first two columns show the regression results among EOP 
families. The last two columns show the regression results among all the LSS participants. 
We get consistent results from both the probit regression and the logit regression. HOHs’ age 
and household total annual income are factors statistically significantly correlated with 
participants’ leaving due to zero HAP or voluntary.    
 
Table 4: Factors Affecting Leaving Due to Zero HAP or Voluntary 

  Dependent Variable: EOP Due to Zero HAP or Voluntary 

  
Probit 
(dy/dx) 

Logit 
 (dy/dx) 

Probit 
(dy/dx) 

Logit 
 (dy/dx) 

  (1) (2) (3) (4) 
          

Head, Age 0.0300* 0.0101* 0.0270*** 0.0020** 
(0.0168) (0.0056) (0.00961) (0.0009) 

Head, Female 
0.181 0.0783 0.146 0.0149 

(0.789) (0.2890) (0.374) (0.0318) 

Head, Black 0.00235 0.0004 -0.0992 -0.0058 
(0.479) (0.1653) (0.282) (0.0253) 

Household size -0.359 -0.1174 -0.0294 -0.0076 
(0.367) (0.1380) (0.180) (0.0161) 

Number of dependents 0.343 0.1103 -0.146 -0.0105 
(0.374) (0.1420) (0.171) (0.0149) 

Years of being in the 
housing program 

-0.0116 -0.0043 0.0161 0.0015 
(0.0256) (0.0092) (0.0166) (0.0013) 

Head, Employed -0.299 -0.1103 -0.109 -0.0118 
(0.527) (0.1806) (0.295) (0.0249) 

Hsld, Total annual 
income 

0.0495*** 0.0175** 0.0352*** 0.0030*** 
(0.0183) (0.0056) (0.0112) (0.0010) 

Constant -1.562  -3.079***  
(1.186)  (0.580)  

Obs. 69 69 722 722 
Including HoHs staying 
in the LSS in 2018 No No Yes Yes 

Source: 2017 HUD-50058 Family Report and 2018 End of Participation data from HACC 
Notes:  
1. Robust standard errors, are reported in parenthesis. * denotes significance at 10%, ** at 
5%, and *** at 1% level.  
2. Household total annual income is in thousand dollar unit.  
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Summary of Engagement 
 
Our accomplishments this past year include:  

• In January 2018 we provided HACC Interim Executive Director information about 
the survey for inclusion in their newsletter. 

• On February 28, 2018 we submitted our 2017 Annual Report to the HACC Interim 
Executive Director and this was included in HACC’s Annual Report to HUD. 

• On April 26, 2018 we participated in an interview with HACC’s Multimedia 
Marketing Group for the purpose of creating a video presentation. Portions of this 
interview reside on the HACC website. 

• On April 26, 2018 we presented our 2017 Annual Report to the HACC Board of 
Commissioners. This presentation was filmed and resides on the HACC website. 

• On May 1, 2018 we presented our evaluation findings at the 2018 MTW Conference 
in Washington, DC, informing local initiatives and federal housing policy.  

• On July 25, 2018 we submitted a new Scope of Work and Budget for the extension of 
the UIUC evaluation of the Moving to Work Program at the Housing Authority of 
Champaign County. The Scope of Work was revised and resubmitted August 9, 2018 
to include evaluation of schools data. 

• On July 25, 2018 we submitted our Year 9 Evaluation Plan to HACC; this was 
updated August 9, 2018 to include evaluation of schools data. 

• On July 26, 2018 we visited the non-MTW comparison housing authority and 
provided an evaluation update. 

• On July 30, 2018 we met with HACC CEO and staff to discuss receiving and 
analyzing Champaign and Urbana schools data. 

• On August 1, 2018 we participated in the HACC’s 2018 Voice of the Constituents 
Session. 

• On August 13, 2018 we submitted a Presentation Proposal to the HACC for 
submission to the 2019 PHADA Director’s Conference. 

• On August 17, 2018 we submitted an internal grant to provide and study financial 
management practices of selected HACC MTW participants. 

• On August 31, 2018 we participated in HACC’s Youth Build Grant Community 
Partner Meeting. 

• On September 3, 2018 we published “Achieving economic self-sufficiency through 
housing assistance: An assessment of a self-sufficiency program of the Housing 
Authority of Champaign County, Illinois” in Housing Policy Debate. 

• On September 19, 2018 we participated in the HUD Site Visit to HACC. 
• On November 15, 2018 we presented our MTW Evaluation Extension Proposal to the 

HACC Board of Commissioners for approval. This approval was tabled to the 
December 14, 2018 HACC Board of Commissioners meeting pending additional 
information from us. 

• On December 14, 2018 we again presented our MTW Evaluation Extension Proposal, 
with requested additional information, to the HACC Board of Commissioners. 

• In December, 2018, Dr. Paul McNamara was asked by a reporter at the News-Gazette 
to nominate a Person of the Year. Paul nominated Housing Authority of Champaign 
County Key Informant, “Brittany”. 

• During December, 2018 we finalized discussions with HACC and the Housing 
Authority of the City of Bloomington (BHA) re: BHA’s participation as a comparison 
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housing authority in the UIUC evaluation. We Prepared a PowerPoint for presentation 
to BHA staff in January, 2019. 

 
Conclusion  
 
This year’s qualitative analysis of key informant interviews over time reveals major themes. 
We learned the importance of the role of parent and how this role as the child welfare 
advocate is so central to housing participants. We also learned that housing participants with 
more social support are able to mitigate typical employment barriers such as child care and 
transportation, to be able to find and maintain employment. In addition, key informants 
continue to value and pursue educational goals. Finally, discourse about precarious financial 
situations and crime in the neighborhood, in particular shootings, continues to emerge. 
 
Quantitative analysis of the survey data reveals several important factors. First, we learn there 
is discontinuity in the relationship between age and employment, with engagement in the 
workforce dropping off sharply at age 55. Also housing participants report financial burden 
with utility payments and debt, raising issues around financial literacy and household 
financial management. Finally, when we examine the positive effects for zero HAP, we find 
age and income growth to be paramount in examining how people can access an employment 
path with higher hourly earnings.  
 
As HACC continues its engagement with community partners through innovative special 
programs, especially addressing issues affecting vulnerable populations, and with its housing 
participants through programs designed to improve self-sufficiency, we look forward to 
continued lessons learned about the impacts of the Moving to Work Demonstration in 
Champaign County.  
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Appendix A.  
 
History of Housing & Self-Sufficiency Survey Data Collection 
 
During Baseline, Year 1, 308 HACC program participants and 162 non-MTW comparison 
group participants completed our quantitative Housing & Self-Sufficiency Social Survey, 
totaling 470 surveys.  
 
In Year 2, 215 HACC program participants and 112 non-MTW comparison group 
participants who completed a survey during Baseline Year 1, completed a survey, totaling 
327 surveys. In addition, 142 HACC program and waitlist participants and 14 non-MTW 
comparison group participants completed a survey, totaling 483 surveys completed in Year 2.  
 
In Year 3, 179 HACC program participants and 92 non-MTW comparison group participants 
who completed a survey during Baseline Year 1, and Year 2, completed a survey, totaling 
271 surveys. In addition, 149 HACC program and waitlist participants and 30 non-MTW 
comparison group participants completed a survey, totaling 450 surveys completed in Year 3. 
 
In Year 4, 181 HACC program and waitlist participants and 21 non-MTW comparison group 
participants who completed a survey during Year 1, Year 2, or Year 3 completed a survey, 
totaling 202 surveys. Additionally, 214 HACC and 70 non-MTW comparison group 
completed a survey for the first time, totaling 486 surveys completed in Year 4.  
Year 4 survey recruitment included a new process that began in April 2015 with both HACC 
and the non-MTW comparison housing authority asking housing participants to complete a 
survey as part of their annual recertification for housing assistance. The intent in changing the 
process was to address the low participation, and high attrition, rates of housing participants 
in the evaluation thus far, with the hopes of increasing survey participation so that statistically 
significant differences might be realized in analyzing social survey data. 
 
Year 5 data collection realized a significant increase in response rate from all previous data 
collection years to a total of 796 surveys completed between HACC and the non-MTW 
comparison housing authority. We attribute this increase in response rate to the change in the 
process for completing surveys that was fully implemented by the housing authorities during 
Year 5. Specifically, at the HACC 309 surveys were completed by program and waitlist 
participants who previously completed a survey, and 243 new participants completed a 
survey totaling 552 surveys. At the non-MTW comparison housing authority, 58 surveys were 
completed by program participants who previously completed a survey, and 186 new 
participants completed a survey totaling 244 surveys. 
 
During Year 6, data collection realized a record number of 844 total surveys completed from 
HACC and the non-MTW comparison housing authority. At the HACC, we received 390 
surveys from participants who previously completed a survey and 211 new participant 
surveys. From the non-MTW comparison housing authority we received 119 surveys from 
participants who previously completed a survey and 124 new participant surveys. 
 
As in the previous year, monthly, we randomly chose one participant from each housing 
authority who completed a survey to receive a $100.00 Wal-Mart gift card as remuneration 
for completing a survey. Beginning with the November 2017 survey collection we increased 
remuneration to the non-MTW housing participants to $150.00 as incentive to increase 
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survey completion. As well, monthly, the housing authority case manager at each housing 
authority with the highest percentage of completed surveys returned on their caseload 
received a $25.00 gift card. In the fall of 2017, with the HACC’s HCV Department 
recertification process change, beginning with the December 2017 survey collection, the 
department received a $25.00 gift card for dissemination to one of its case managers via the 
HCV department manager. 
 
Also, as in previous years, in 2017 we attempted survey completion at project-based units. As 
background, in 2016 we received six surveys from Oakwood Trace participants, and one 
survey from a participant at Providence at Sycamore. In November of 2016 we 
communicated with then Executive Director, Mr. Bland, about the non-response, especially 
from the new project-based units at Sycamore and Thornberry. In Mr. Bland’s November 15, 
2016 email communication to us, he indicated he would follow up with all the property 
managers. However, non-compliance of survey completion continued.  
 
In 2017 we provided Providence at Thornberry and Sycamore each hundreds of new, blank 
surveys for completion by their housing participants. In 2017, we received two surveys from 
Providence at Thornberry participants and 12 from participants at Oakwood Trace. The 
Dorchester Management property manager informed us that they did not anticipate returning 
surveys to us until their February 2018 recertification meetings with participants at 
Providence at Thornberry and Providence at Sycamore. 
 
We were especially interested in the population at the new project based properties as those 
participants primarily came off the HACC waitlists (via Dorchester Management) into the 
new units. Therefore, this groups characteristics may be different versus HACC HCV 
participants. We were also interested in this group because we understood that while 
recertification of housing participants residing in these project-based sites was performed 
with the respective property manager, if these housing participants were not in compliance 
with MTW work requirements, they were referred to HACC LSS case managers. Therefore, 
there was some overlap in services for project-based housing participants. 
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Appendix B.  
 
History of Key Informant Interview Data Collection 
 
During Baseline, Year 1 (2011/2012), we conducted our qualitative key informant interview 
with 25 HACC, and 24 non-MTW comparison group participants. We conducted a very 
preliminary analysis of ten of the 25 HACC participants and included these findings in our 
first progress report to the HACC dated February 15, 2012. 
 
During Year 2 (2013), we conducted 16 qualitative key informant interviews with HACC 
waitlist participants, for a total of 65 initial qualitative key informant interviews conducted.  
 
During Year 2 (2013) we conducted an analysis of 11 HACC key informant interviews 
looking at resiliency traits and reported these findings in the 2013 Annual Report to HACC 
submitted March 12, 2014. 
 
During Year 3 (2014), we re-interviewed 12 key informants from HACC and 13 key 
informants from the non-MTW comparison group. 
 
In Year 4 (2015), we re-interviewed three of the original 16 HACC waitlist participants. Also 
in Year 4 we analyzed five of the initial HACC key informants interviewed a second time for 
resilient traits to determine any changes and this analysis was included in the 2014 Annual 
Report to HACC submitted March 13, 2015. We also analyzed one non-MTW interview. 
 
In Year 5 (2016), we conducted third interviews with eight HACC housing participants and 
four non-MTW comparison group participants.  
 
In late Year 5, early Year 6 (2017) we summarized five HACC second or third interviews and 
five first or second interviews of non-MTW comparison participants for major themes and 
included these findings in our 2016 Annual Report submitted March 15, 2017.  
 
In Year 6 (2017) our qualitative work revisited 2016 qualitative comparison findings between 
HACC MTW key informants and non-MTW comparison housing authority key informants, 
which we reported to HACC in the 2016 Annual Report and which were also presented at the 
2017 Moving to Work Conference on April 19, 2017 in Washington, DC. Specifically, the 
research coordinator developed the findings into the qualitative portion of our article, 
“Promoting economic self-sufficiency via HUD’s Moving to Work Program: Evidence from 
the Housing Authority of Champaign County” which was published in the December 2017, 
Volume 2, Illinois Municipal Policy Journal.  
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Appendix C.  
 
Qualitative case study vignettes of HACC key informants Laura, Brittany, Carly, Julie 
and Joy. 
 
 



Laura: A case study of a journey to self-sufficiency 

 Laura was one of the first key informants I met in December of 2011. She is a minority single mother of 
three children and lived in this community to be near family. Our initial conversation took place in her home 
with her young children present, often requiring her attention. She described the housing complex where she 
lived as, “rowdy and dirty.”  And, where teenagers hanging out in the hallway were a potential problem, “I'm 
always nervous that these teenagers are gonna get drunk and . . . you know, try to rob you, break into your 
house.” Laura had been unemployed for about a year and half and cited the economy as a factor, “I had no 
problems two years ago trying to find a job.” But, she also confessed she lacked computer skills to complete 
on-line employment applications, limiting her employment opportunities.  As a child, Laura moved often, 
attending five different schools, but graduated high school on time and began community college. While in 
college, she became pregnant and left school for family responsibilities. When not job seeking, Laura’s focus 
was her children, where, during the week, a routine was important - helping with homework, making dinner, 
giving baths and a regular bedtime.  Laura disclosed that her children’s father recently went to prison, “That’s 
been kinda hard on me because my kids are, ya know, asking questions and stuff about him and I dunno what 
to say. I didn't really get his help as far as like takin’ care of ‘em. I mean, but he seen ‘em.”  Thinking about 
future goals Laura said, “I want a husband. I wanna be married. I do. Ya know, I feel like it takes two ta take 
care of a household.” Laura’s social support network was comprised mainly of her family – her mom, dad, 
sibling, cousins – and a few friends, who she relied on heavily for financial and emotional support and child 
care,  “Had it not been for them, I don't think  I'd be this far.” While Laura talked about one day owning her 
own home, still, she did not engage with banks, credit unions or other financial institutions, and said she had 
never established any credit history, “My financial future is a question mark. I been lookin’ for a job. . . and still 
nothing.” What was important to Laura in defining self-sufficiency was, “Stability. I'm not really stable right 
now.  I'm maintaining, and that's different from stability. And if I can get that before anything else, I'm fine with 
that. You know, I want my kids to be able to have a stable household, a good roof over their head, you know, 
good people around.  I just wanna be stable.”  
 
 I met with Laura a second time in the winter of 2014 in her new apartment across town from where 
she used to live. On this evening, her children were not at home but a boyfriend was present in the living room 
while we talked in the adjacent dining room. She changed housing to be closer to work, her children’s schools 
and her family. Nonetheless, while she liked the area and the apartment, she described the complex as, 
“rowdy” and talked about similar concerns as with her last apartment, “Twelve o’clock at night. . . people are 
screamin’ in the hallway or you know playin’ loud music or fighting. That’s a problem to me when I feel like my 
kids should feel comfortable. They should feel as safe as being in their own home. But you don’t get that.” 
When we talked about how safe Laura felt in her neighborhood she said, “I’m nervous. I don’t feel safe in any 
neighborhood anymore. I always have that fear of, I don’t know, somebody breaking in and that’s just because 
I’m here by myself most of the time with the kids.” Since we last met, Laura has been working, most recently in 
a fast food restaurant, and spoke positively about co-workers, “I work with a bunch of women and they’re, 
they’re great women.” Nonetheless, Laura’s employment followed a school calendar and she lost hours and 
income during school breaks and summer session, “I do still struggle especially with a job that I do have.  I 
either ask for help or I, it’s one of them things where it’s like do you buy toilet paper or you know . . .pay the 
power with this check. Even with getting food stamps, I still run out of food.” Still, Laura could not articulate her 
ideal job, “I really don’t have a set something that I actually wanna do as far as like, you know, long term.” 
Laura’s educational goals about someday returning to college were just as ambivalent, “I would like to go back 
at some point when I get my life right, now, in order and situated, I would like to go back. For what? I don’t 
know.” But, she reflected, “I really wish that I had’ve done, you know, a little more college after I had my first 
child. Maybe I wouldn’t be in the boat that I’m in right now. Struggling.” While Laura did envision eventually 
attending on-line classes, still, her computer skills had not changed since we last met, “I don’t know how to . . . 
go on-line. I’m not a computer person.” Laura’s children had grown and she said they were healthy, got good 



grades in school and had friends. When she worked, Laura’s parent cared for her youngest child during the day 
and her older children after school. While Laura said she had, “A few friends”, including “a boyfriend”, still, 
family and extended family continued to be her main social support network, “We have a very close family.” 
Unchanged from two years ago was Laura’s definition of self-sufficiency, “I want stability. I feel like having a job 
helps tremendously.” And, Laura’s family continued to play a big role in helping her reach self-sufficiency, “I 
struggle at times. So there’s times that I need to lean on mom or dad or grandma, you know, to help me. Help 
guide me.” 
 
 This past winter, I met with Laura for a third interview, at her same apartment complex. She had just 
pulled into her parking space, arriving home after her workday, giving instructions to her children as we walked 
inside her building, where the aroma of roast beef cooking in her crockpot filled the hallway. Inside her 
apartment her youngest child surprised me with an embrace, and then her oldest child took her other children 
outside to play so Laura and I could talk. Laura expressed dissatisfaction with where she’s chosen to live, “I’m 
not very happy” and said that the situation “is worse” than it was two years ago, “Kids my (youngest child’s) 
age playing basketball and baseball in the hallway at 12, 1 o'clock in the morning. The people next 
door . . .playin’ music till 4 AM during the week.” Laura fully understood the housing authority’s work 
requirements and is employed in the food service industry, “Not my ideal job, but um it's a job that helps me 
with my bills and takin’ care my kids.”  Laura lost her previous job where she was happily employed for three 
years due to a lay off and has only been in this current position a short time. Still, she is able to find something 
positive about this work experience, “Growing and understanding that in order for you to have anything you’ve 
gotta work. As long as you have a job. I think that's all that kinda matters. That's the positive thing to me 
because I am able to get up and go to work and provide for my kids.”  For the first time in our conversations 
Laura talked about an ideal job, “I want to be some sort of counselor.” Then, Laura disclosed why she is 
interested in this field, “I need help myself.” Laura became extremely emotional during our conversation and 
shared that four months ago, “I contemplated suicide.” The events leading up to her anxiety and depression 
centered around her relationship and planned marriage with her children’s father. Laura shared that the last 
time we met, the ‘boyfriend’ in her apartment that evening was her children’s father, recently released from 
prison, who, a year ago, proposed marriage. Laura struggled with this change, “It’s a big change” and admitted 
that things between them have, “gotten worse.  I don't think his aspect of the proposal and even marriage for 
that matter is the same as mine.” Laura shared that her fiancé, “started drinking heavily” and is verbally and 
psychologically abusive to her, and that his behavior not only affects her, but also her children, “I had to tell 
him he had to stay away from me and my kids, um, because I didn't want my kids to see arguing and fighting 
and stuff like that.” Still, Laura said her children love their father. Laura said she knows what love is, having 
been raised in a loving family with two parents, and wants only that kind of love for her children, “I grew up 
around nothing but love.” And when I asked Laura to envision her future life goals, she once again mentioned, 
“Stability” and said she felt a sense of stability with her part-time job, but realizes that a better job would 
provide a secure home for her children.  Nonetheless, she understands her depression negatively  impacts her 
employment prospects, “It takes a lot for me to get up in the mornings and, you know, to even maneuver. But I 
know that I have no choice. And so I, I just do it, when sometimes I just want to crawl up into a ball and cry.” 
For now, Laura’s, “Trying to just hold together the best way that I can, until I can talk to somebody.” In the 
meantime, Laura viewed the services she received from the housing authority with gratefulness, “Times are 
hard, and I don't think that I would be able to provide the way that I am for my children if I didn't have the 
help.” 
 
Cathy Strick, MSW 
University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign 
March, 2016 
 



Brittany: A case study of a journey to self-sufficiency 

 I first met Brittany, a minority, single mother of young children, in the winter of 2012 at her residence 
in a part of town not far from where drug-related activity and gun violence happened.  On this evening, 
Brittany had just arrived home from work and was tending to her children who played around us in her living 
room as we conversed. The TV was on in the background tuned to a children’s program. Brittany grew up in a 
low-income, mostly minority, public housing project.  She experienced considerable adversity throughout her 
life, having moved seven times throughout her childhood, and being homeless several times as a child with her 
mother, “I wouldn’t say, you know, we had the most stablest mother in the world, but we had a mother that 
loved us.” Brittany graduated high school on time and was attending a local community college, “I wanna finish 
school more than anything. You know, be able to take care of my family without havin’ to worry about it. I have 
37 hours of college credit hours completed.” Brittany was employed part-time, had a long and consistent work 
history and exuded confidence finding a job post-college, “I don’t feel like I need any type of help because with 
goin’ to (college) I know how to write up my own resume, I know how to write cover letters. I know how to, you 
know, do everything that’ll be beneficial for me to search for a job, you know. Um, I know how to do a lotta 
stuff.”  Brittany suffered an at-risk pregnancy with her youngest child and had to leave college for a semester, 
otherwise, she said she was healthy. Religion, God and the Bible were sources of strength and support for her, 
“God. That’s my first friend. Girl, that’s my lover, my comforter, my best friend.”   She garnered social support 
from her family – mom, dad, siblings, cousins – and her church family, her best friend, coworkers, teachers and 
a few peers at school, “I got a ton of people around me.”  But she also said, “I’m pretty self-sufficient.”  Brittany 
utilized the state’s Child Care Resource Services to enroll her children in a licensed child care facility, of which 
she related, “. . . they got a time when, you know, they’re actively learning. I don’t want, ‘know, my kids to be in 
a house where, you know, all they doin’ is watchin’ TV, they not, you know, actively learning anything.”  
Brittany’s children were healthy and she enjoyed parenting, “So whatever they need come first and whatever I 
need come last. My kids. They’re my heart so.”  Brittany expressed gratitude for housing assistance, “I’m tryin’ 
to better my life so. Um, them helpin’ to me to pay partial of my rent is, you know, a great, a great help to me 
and my kids.”  But Brittany also looked forward to becoming independent from housing assistance, “. . .once I 
do graduate or whatever, when I obtain my certificate and get a good job or whatever, I’m not gonna be tryin’ 
to live above my means.  So, so whatever extra I have, I’m gonna save to make sure my kids’ll have somethin’ 
when they get older, you know.”  Brittany was highly motivated, a good parent, positive, enthusiastic, confident 
and hopeful. 
 

I met with Brittany two years later, in the winter of 2014, at her same residence. Our conversation took 
place in my car as Brittany had locked herself out of her home earlier that day and was waiting on her landlord. 
Brittany maintained some of her resilience in the areas of education, employment and parenting, but spoke 
candidly about the consequence of maintaining her educational goals, “My education experiences is 
demanding. It’ll put you at your lowest. It’ll make you eat long. Sleep less. And make you stressed.”  Brittany 
was close to completing her college educational goal, requiring extensive study time, and while she admitted it 
was challenging, she viewed herself as attaining this goal, “It’s killing me softly, like, I don’t know. I’m making it 
though. It’s, it’s almost there.”  Nonetheless, ‘making it’ did not come without a price to Brittany’s mental 
health, “I tell people, I say, you guys just do not know what I go through, like tryin’ ta make it and stay afloat 
and stay in school and be positive. And I mean it’s plenty of days that I wanna break down and cry.”  As a single 
parent, Brittany had many responsibilities between school, work and family life, and she related this was 
taxing, “I struggle now. . .tryin’ ta finish school and take care of my health to even be able to afford my kids.” 
And, since our first interview, Brittany’s physical health deteriorated and she was diagnosed with a chronic 
illness, but she self-evaluated her health habits, “I’m runnin’, I don’t eat well”, and has made efforts to improve 
her health.  Brittany was optimistic about her health and viewed health improvements as a slow process, ‘It’ll 
get better with time. You can only make so many improvements. Everything is one step at a time. . .” , and that 
adding more commitments to her life would have been more stressful, “I’m already stressed out as you can 



see.” Brittany maintained steady, part-time employment, and earned TANF (Temporary Aid to Needy Families), 
but experienced stress, “To qualify for my TANF, to make sure that I have extra money to pay the bills or get 
back and forth to school, I have to work 20 hours a week too. But that 20 hours is killing me. It’s killing me.” 
Brittany’s children continued to be a protective factor, a source of continuity, and with whom Brittany spent 
most of her free time. She was a vigilant mother, concerned about her children’s’ education, and physical and 
emotional well-being. But, these relationship were challenged by Brittany’s commitment to school and work, 
“They a ‘lil angry at times but I think that ‘cause I’m not there all the time.” Brittany’s social support network 
was primarily comprised of her parents, siblings, two friends and one school colleague. Brittany’s school 
environment became another source of stress as she related feeling judged and discriminated against by her 
peers, “I really don’t care for them. . . my class is predominantly white. . . I say something to them and whether 
I’m right or wrong they just look at me like I’m stupid. I don’t know if it’s because of my color or what. . .”  In 
our initial interview Brittany enjoyed support from her church and involvement in her church choir but that 
declined, “I haven’t been to church in three months of Sundays. A long time. But I do love church, and I do like 
talking about God still. And I do thank God every morning I wake up. But I just haven’t been ‘cause I been too 
busy. I have to give up something in order to do anything else. Just because of school.”  Therefore, while 
Brittany was able to manage risk factors and identify goals, still, she experienced a decline in mental health, 
with stress, depression and death in her family, a decline in physical health and social support, and was 
experiencing discrimination. 
 

I met with Brittany a third time the winter of 2016 at her residence, which has not changed in five 
years. It is the same neighborhood where children came upon a heroin needle in the playground and where 
recently a child was raped. After saying good-bye to a friend who had been visiting, we were alone in her living 
room for this conversation. She is positive. She is proud that she recently completed her education goal, 
earning a two-year professional degree. When we revisited Brittany’s education experience from 2014, I 
reminded her that she talked about facing racial discrimination. Now, reflecting back, she says, “I try to forget 
about them. The only thing I did was just show, you know, who I am, who I was as a person. The whole 
educational experience was not all bad. It was positive. Like I had some instructors that were, I dunno, kind of 
like hard to get along with. . . and I found myself in a situation where I didn’t have much to talk to people 
about because they came from different backgrounds than I did. So it’s hard to kinda like mesh.” During the 
last couple of years Brittany has endured personal struggles, including losing a family member to cancer, “And 
I had to take on the responsibility of bringing (family member’s child) into my house.”  This year we learned 
more about Brittany’s parent who suffers with serious mental illness and who recently experienced, “. . .a lot 
of mini strokes.” But Brittany says she loves her parent and supports parent emotionally and financially.  
Brittany’s children have grown, are thriving, and are still her heart. Although, she reflects that working, raising 
a family and helping extended family was difficult, “Plenty of nights that I just wanted to cry”.  I recalled our 
meeting two years ago, when Brittany was struggling with stress. Now, she admits she was taking an anti-
depressant then because, “How does school not stress you out?” Brittany reached her educational goal with a 
4.0 GPA in her program of study and she is already contemplating a future educational goal, “I find myself 
wanting to go higher.”  Her mental health is positive again and she says, “I really am happy.”  With her 
increased education she has moved from employment in the retail sector to a licensed, professional position 
in the health care industry, tripling her salary. Brittany’s social network has increased, “I do know a lotta other 
people now.” And, she capitalized on social leverage within her social network, reporting she was referred to 
her current employment position from someone in the community. But becoming financially independent 
presents new challenges. Since completing her college education Brittany is now responsible for paying back 
student loans. As well, she is ineligible for food stamps, forcing her to purchase groceries on credit and 
occasionally visiting a food pantry. Brittany also has to pay for child care out-of-pocket, as she no longer 
qualifies for Child Care Resource Services through the state. She relies on her own automobile as 
transportation, and pays for car maintenance, insurance and gas. And while she only pays a small portion of 
her rent, she is responsible for utilities. As well, she continues to support others financially. So, even though 



she works full-time, she occasionally works part-time at another organization to earn extra money. 
Nonetheless, with Brittany’s increased income she will soon reach the maximum allowable income level to 
receive housing assistance. Knowing this, she has taken proactive steps and has applied and received approval 
for a home loan from a local bank, and applied for homeownership through a non-for-profit agency in the 
community. Still, for Brittany, the prospect of being out on one’s own is daunting, and, she says, “. . . don’t 
know if I’m gonna swim or . . . don’t know if I’m gonna sink.”  She is courageous to try. 
 
 
Cathy Strick, MSW 
University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign 
March, 2016 
 



Carly: A case study of a journey to self-sufficiency 

 Carly was one of the first key informants I met in the winter of 2011. She is a minority, single mother of 
two young children, and just relocated back to Champaign, her birthplace, to be close to family. (Carly also 
completed our quantitative social survey where she disclosed she had a felony background and spent time in 
prison.) Our interview took place in her home, situated in a neighborhood near schools and grocery stores, 
with public transportation access, but adjacent to what she described as a “rowdy” area, and from where she 
recently heard the sound of gunfire in the early morning hours, “That was scary to me.”  Carly viewed her 
housing assistance as, “. . .just a stepping stone. I’m a single mom right now. I’m in college so it’s a stepping 
stone for me to be self-sufficient.” Carly shared that before receiving housing assistance she and her children 
were homeless and lived in a shelter. Carly’s employment history included work in the education sector but 
since she returned to Champaign she had been employed part-time, earning TANF (Temporary Aid to Needy 
Families) in a non-for-profit agency while “. . .going to school full-time online”, to earn a bachelor’s degree, 
with a goal to return to the education field, “That’s what I’m going to school for now is teaching.”  Carly 
shared that her childhood was stable, “We only moved only twice during my whole school” and with parents 
who thought her education was “really important.”  But Carly’s parents were no longer in her life, her father 
having passed away, and her mother and she estranged, “We don’t have the best relationship.” Still, Carly 
talked about a small social support network – her children’s father, a sibling or a friend’s daughter provided 
childcare; she felt emotionally supported by one of her siblings and neighborhood and church friends, and 
relied on one particular male friend for financial support. While Carly reported no chronic illnesses, she 
admitted her health could use some attention, “I need to work out and I, we, need to eat more healthier. “ 
Between raising a family, working and attending school, Carly acknowledged being healthier would provide 
some needed energy, “I take vitamins every day but working out gives you that extra energy. I definitely need 
that extra energy with all these things going on, and, to live longer.” In her free time, when not working or 
attending class, Carly enjoyed parenting, “I try to spend a lot of time with my children. I read (her children) 
books all the time. We go to the library every week, church on Sunday.” She described her children as, “smart, 
happy and vibrant.” They are physically active and healthy, have friends, do well in school and are involved in 
extra-curricular activities in the community. It was important to Carly to model her goals to her children, “You 
have to instill with your children, to show them in order to get anything in life you have to work hard for it.”  
And Carly was willing to work hard toward her goals, “I’d like to have my degree and be in a teaching career. I 
want to be working to own my own house, definitely not on Section 8.” Nonetheless, Carly knew that owning 
her own home would require additional income and a worthy credit score, including more experience with 
financial institutions, but, she was hopeful, “I’m on the road to a better situation.” 
 
 I met with Carly a second time in the winter of 2014 at her same residence, and our private 
conversation took place around her kitchen table.  Carly’s employment situation changed as she moved from 
an, “as needed” food service position - “They don’t wanna give you any benefits. So, and then they weren’t 
really even calling you like three days a week it was more like two. So I had to get another job.” - to a more 
stable retail food service position with opportunity to work more hours. Nonetheless, Carly described her ideal 
employment goal in the education sector, “Working with either like at-risk children or umm teenagers to just 
help them in life, to know, you know, make better choices, to counsel them I would say.” Carly completed her 
Associate’s degree and continued taking classes to earn her bachelor’s degree, “I am a junior at (University) 
now. Um, so I’m working towards that.” She spoke about her education experience, “I think it’s all positive. 
‘Cause I just like to learn. Sometimes it can be overwhelming, but . . . you’re learning so much information, that 
you, you get to apply it to your life and to sometimes help other people in their lives so I just really enjoy that a 
lot.” However, Carly limited her on-line coursework and added courses that she attends at a local community 
college in the evenings. She has insight about her learning style, “I like first like started like online courses. 
‘Cause it was hard you know like I never had done it before and you have to be disciplined. Like if you’re not 
disciplined it’s not gonna work at all. And overall, I’m not gonna lie, I’m not a disciplined person when it comes 



to online courses, that’s why I’d rather have them in class. But I’m pushing myself this semester, so only two. So 
I’m getting disciplined.” Spirituality may be an important dynamic in Carly’s hopefulness and resilience, “I like 
church ‘cause I think that’s a big factor in my life. I need that. Umm, so I go there a couple times a week.” Carly 
continued to enjoy parenting, spending time with her children, playing games, going to the library, and 
“church on Sunday.” Her children were healthy, active in extra-curricular and neighborhood activities, had 
friends at school, and were good students. Meanwhile, self-care continued to be a challenge for Carly with her 
demanding home, work and school schedule, “What I need to incorporate is workin’ out. Like I’m wonderin’ 
like how can I squeeze this in because that does allow you to have a lot more energy because by the time I get 
off work it’s like, ugh, gosh it’s been a long day, you know.” Carly’s neighborhood had not changed and she still 
described it as, “. . . a little rowdy and kinda chaotic”, especially in the summertime. We talked about the 
crime and the gunfire she heard years earlier, and while she said, “It’s gotten a lot better”, still, “The end of 
last summer, someone got shot. It just seems like this is really just like kinda turning into the ghetto. You have 
drug transactions. You have the gun shootings. You have people fighting.” However, Carly was willing to 
endure the neighborhood until she finished her degree, hopeful the neighborhood would change, and 
knowing that “Moving is expensive.” In addition to a tenuous neighborhood situation, Carly’s social support 
network changed, “I think it has kinda decreased. Um just because of some changes um I’ve decided to make. 
Like some people like I felt weren’t very positive. . . I have a lot of things goin’ on and I need to stay focused.” 
Carly said her relationship with her mom improved, “So we talk a lot more.” Financially, even with housing 
assistance, Carly struggled to pay student loans and power bills and admitted that during the last year there 
were times when she just didn’t have enough money to make it through the month.  But her family did not go 
hungry. And, her engagement with financial institutions increased, as she established a checking account and 
a revolving credit account. Therefore, at the end of this second meeting I found Carly mature, positive, 
resilient, and persevering in a crime-ridden neighborhood, internally motivated and focused, making progress 
in self-sufficiency goals, “So in a couple years I’ll have my bachelor’s. It takes a couple more years to have my 
master’s. By then I should be into my career.” 
 
 I met with Carly a third time in the winter of 2016, at her same residence, with our conversation again 
taking place around her same kitchen table, this day, a table adorned with two vases of fresh flowers. Music is 
playing on the stereo in the adjacent living room. Carly chooses to stay in her same home “to have stability” 
with her children. Her employment experiences have improved as she works 35 hours a week and has been 
promoted to manager at the retail food service company she has worked for. Carly confesses she has little 
barriers to maintaining employment as she has adequate childcare with her children’s father when needed. 
Carly has also remained sure of her ideal employment goal, “ . . . a social worker in the school aspect. Um I 
enjoy workin’ with children and helpin’ them find their way and what makes them happy and just to help solve 
their problems.” And, she is on-target with completing the education needed to reach this goal, “I'm about, I 
think, 18 hours away from my bachelors and then I'll be going for my masters.” She is positive and motivated 
to finish, “I just keep on pressin’. I'm gonna get there.” This semester she is excited about what she’s learning 
in a personal finance class, “It's helping me, my finance part, ta, to save more and to see the different accounts 
and I think it's just good.” This semester she is taking only two classes, “It's sometimes like pressing, you know, 
‘cause you have a lot of things to do, work. . . school. When I was takin’ three classes it was definitely, the 
three classes with my children, with workin’ an’, a little bit (stressful). Yeah.” We talked about her ambitious 
goal of continuing in school to earn a master’s degree after she completes her bachelor’s, “Learning is growth, 
I think, and I just have goals. I want (her children) to see that this is what you need to work on. You, in order to 
get where you want to be, have to work. It takes hard work ‘an you just gotta keep strivin’ even if you might 
got setback. Like I feel like I should already have my bachelors workin’ on my masters. But that wasn't the path 
that happened for me. So, it's okay. So I'm now I know what I need to do and I just gotta keep pressin’ on an’ 
keep going.” While Carly’s health has not negatively affected her work or school performance, still, she 
continues to struggle with a work-out plan, “I’m gonna get on track with that this year though. I am. I keep 
sayin’ this but yeah it's somethin’ I'm work, trying to work on.” Finding the time between myriad 



responsibilities is the challenge. Carly’s social network has changed again, with her sibling and mother leaving 
the community, “I'm, um, have mixed feelings about it. ‘Cause like I moved here to get closer to them and then 
my sibling moved first and then my mom moved where my sibling moved.  We don't really talk too much 
anymore.”  Nonetheless, Carly has added a couple new friends to her circle, and she talks about two men who 
sent her the flowers that adorn her kitchen table, “It's good to have that friendship there.” Carly has her own 
vehicle and has added traveling to her activities when she is not working or going to school, “I love to travel.” 
She talked about road trips her family has taken to distant states and a vacation she is planning with her 
children, “I feel like these are experiences I never got.” Her children have grown into middle school where they 
do well as students and continue to be physically and emotionally healthy. Of her financial situation Carly says 
she no longer struggles to pay bills, “Things are fallin’ in place. I’m due for another raise this month.” And, she 
has increased her financial knowledge, engagement with financial institutions and says of her credit score, “It’s 
gotten higher. I'm so excited!” She is paying down debt with a goal of owning her own home and reflects on 
her financial situation compared to her parents, “I look at how growin’ up and um the choices like my parents 
made and I’m makin’ a lot better choices. I’m not sayin’ all their choices were bad ‘cause the stability part was 
there, financial part not so. I’ve learned from seein’ certain things to do better you know.”  
 
 
Cathy Strick, MSW 
University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign 
March, 2016 



Julie: A case study of a journey to self-sufficiency 

 I first met Julie, a single mother of young children, in the spring of 2012. This initial meeting took place 
in my research office at the University of Illinois. Julie lived in Champaign since she was a young child and 
continued to live in Champaign to be close to family. Julie described a neighborhood with many amenities, 
including an informal neighborhood watch; a place that was child friendly and where she felt safe.  Julie 
shared that the process of receiving housing assistance was “long”; it took me almost five years to get it.” And, 
that she experienced difficulty finding landlords who accepted Section 8 vouchers, “I’ve only select parts of 
neighborhoods . . . that approve Section 8 housing.” While Julie was grateful for housing assistance, still, she 
experienced stigma attached to renting with a Section 8 voucher, “Everybody looks down on you like, oh, you 
have Section 8.” As well, she also advocated for stricter program requirements, “I feel like . . . they should force 
them. . . having a job so they can attempt to help instead of somebody just living in basically a house for free.” 
Julie shared a long and steady employment history, including acquiring skills and licensure in her field. She had 
few barriers to employment with her own transportation and family-provided child care, but admitted having 
a back-up child care plan would have made maintaining employment easier, “Cause havin’ kids, they get sick’ 
an’ you can’t always take ‘em to the daycare.” Julie reflected she was generally healthy, with no chronic 
illnesses, with health insurance coverage and that her employment required her to be in peak physical 
condition. Emotionally, there was no discourse about stress, anxiety or depression. Julie disclosed her 
educational experiences, “I only got to the 11th grade, and then basically quit . . . which was probably the worst 
mistake of my life.” Julie valued education and said, “But I do wanna go back.” When not working, Julie 
engaged in fun and home-centered activities with her children, “I try to make it all about them.” While Julie’s 
children did not have any health issue that affected their learning or behavior or caused stress to the family, 
one child did have some health challenges. Nevertheless, Julie described her children as emotionally well, 
“They’re happy.” Still, one of Julie’s school-aged children was the recipient of bullying, but Julie was sensitive 
to the situation and provided encouragement and support. Otherwise, Julie’s children did well academically 
and loved school. Julie’s social support network included friends, family and a fiancée; she viewed her 
neighbors as cordial associates. Julie displayed financial literacy and described engagement with financial 
institutions. Her five year goals included completing high school, increasing income, leaving Section 8 and 
home ownership. Throughout our interview Julie displayed a mature, responsible attitude toward life, finances 
and raising her children. 
 
 Julie and I met a second time in the spring of 2014 in a private room at a local library. Julie’s housing 
changed since we originally met and she explained she was eligible for a larger unit due to her family structure. 
Julie expressed gratefulness for more house in a better neighborhood, “It’s a blessing for us.” Julie articulated 
HACC’s program requirements to work “20 hours a week or more” and thought this was good “instead of just 
living off the state” because “It makes everybody equal.” Julie was satisfied with where she chose to live as the 
neighborhood was quiet, family-friendly, and safe and said, “It’s a lot better than what I’ve stayed in before.” 
Still, Julie desired more homeownership opportunities. Julie maintained full time employment and described 
no barriers, having child care and transportation, but also described a supportive network, “I have a lot of 
supportive family. They help me with my kids and if my car’s broke, one of them will come.” Julie now 
expressed her ideal job which would provide her some freedom, flexibility and creativity and she articulated 
the education and experience required to attain this ideal job. Since we last met Julie increased her education 
and earned a GED and reflected, “I feel like it’s a big accomplishment as far as myself and my goals.” 
As a result, she exhibited high self-esteem and self-efficacy and modeled positive education values to her 
children, “I got to actually encourage my kids why they should do it when they first have the chance.” During 
her free time Julie engaged in family and literacy oriented activities with her children, traveled occasionally, 
and she also began a part-time job in the field of her ideal job. Julie’s immediate family structure remained 
unchanged, although she described significant family loss in her extended family, a parent’s remarriage and a 
sibling’s visit; all she agreed were big family changes. Still, Julie did not describe any stress, anxiety or 



depression. Julie described her children as generally health and good students. Her priorities for her children 
included basic needs, health, education, morality and emotional support. Julie engaged with after school 
programs to increase her children’s skills, including tutoring and music, positively affecting her children’s sense 
of self-esteem and self-efficacy. Julie’s children attended a racially diverse, culturally inclusive public school 
where Julie’s child no longer experienced bullying, of which Julie said, “It changed the whole atmosphere of 
everything.” Julie’s social support network included her aunt as her best friend, family, friends, co-workers and 
some social media contacts. Julie viewed her social support network as reciprocal, “We all help each other I 
think.” Financially, Julie shared that she struggled with heat bills in the winter months but always made it 
financially through the month. She viewed herself as financially savvy, “I’m very smart with money because you 
never know what’s gonna happen tomorrow”, and, made progress on debt-reduction. She exhibited an 
internal locus of control over her money and her financial future and felt better off financially than her 
parents. Julie’s five year goals included no longer needing housing assistance, and home and business 
ownership. During our meeting Julie displayed confidence in her plan toward self-sufficiency. 
 
 I met with Julie a third time at a local library in the spring of 2016; I gathered since we never met at 
Julie’s home that privacy was important to her. Julie’s housing remained the same as at the time of our last 
meeting but she expressed dissatisfaction with the housing authority about the re-inspection process, “The 
landlord actually fixed it. Housing hasn’t been back . . . So, it’s just goin’ down, like, at first they be, you know, 
on top of it and now it’s just . . .”  Over time, Julie’s housing satisfaction also declined as crime increased in the 
neighborhood, “We’ve had two shootings in the past two months over there.” Julie shares personal 
consequences of these crimes, “I went to four funerals within two months” and, reflects, “I remember when we 
was kids we could sit outside all night. Now when it gets dark you’re bringin’ your kids in the house. You’re 
scared for them. I don’t want my kids to live like that.” And, Julie expresses a desire to move, “I want to be out 
of this town.” Julie maintains full time employment with benefits, and, over time her salary increases and she 
enjoys some flexibility to manage family responsibilities. Julie continues to agree with HACC’s work 
requirements, “I think it’s better than it was. It requires you not to do some of the things that people was doin’ 
to just live off the state.” Julie continues to express her ideal job goal but places priority on her children’s 
needs, including education and health, and, caring for an aging parent. Over time Julie does struggle to pay 
some bills but continues to work a second job to supplement her income. Julie continues her long history of 
financial engagement, has a savings, continues debt reduction and says she is on the way to home ownership. 
Julie reflects her financial situation is better than her parents as she owns her own car, home furnishings and 
has some money saved for emergencies, sharing that her childhood was financially challenged, “You don’t have 
that when you move from house to house. My mom never worked. My dad worked three to four jobs. But they 
didn’t own their own house. Their car wasn’t theirs.” She wants a better life for her children, “I don’t want my 
kids to be like, oh, well my parents don’t own. I want my kids to be like, well, my mom does.” Julie’s social 
network increases over time, most recently with additional women friends with children with whom she can 
share babysitting and emotional support. She views herself as mature and chooses friends with similar values 
and goals. Julie has accomplished some original goals to increase income and complete her GED and continues 
her long term goal of home and business ownership. Most recently Julie includes the goal of moving out of 
town partly due to the increase in shootings which she perceives has its roots in poverty, “We all went to 
school together. They’re not even bad people. It just happens when you get greedy. . . and somebody else is 
getting more money than you, or they’re doing better than you, or they’re wearin’ better shoes than you.” 
 
 
Cathy Strick, MSW 
University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign 
June, 2018 
 



Joy: A case study of a journey to self-sufficiency 

 I first met Joy, a single mother of school-aged children, in the spring of 2012, at her home which was 
private, quiet and nicely furnished and maintained. Joy was born and raised in Champaign County and chose 
to stay in the area to be close to family. Even though Joy had been on the waitlist four years, she was now 
fairly new to the program and was grateful for housing assistance paying a portion of her rent, “They take a 
nice chunk of rent that, you know, I’m not normally able to afford.” Joy was very satisfied with her housing 
choice, “I love this place” and described a responsive landlord. Joy described a work history in varied types of 
employment but was currently unemployed, received unemployment compensation, and worked part time 
but sought more hours and added, “I actually just graduated with my bachelor’s degree.” “I’ve really been 
wanting to get a job that has benefits. I’ve been wanting to get on at the University. . . the school district . . . 
the hospital. A job for future benefits, health insurance, of course now, but, possible retirement and 401K’s.”  
Joy dropped out of high school, pregnant with her first child, and lived at home with her parents who both 
worked full-time jobs. Joy eventually worked odd, part-time jobs, earned her GED and took one college course 
a semester and reflected, “It took me seven years to get my associates. But then I wasn’t completely satisfied 
and I was like, you know, a bachelor’s degree sounds better.” Joy was surrounded by a very large social 
network including immediate family, extended family, friends, associates, “and then, of course, my boyfriend.” 
Joy was family-oriented and enjoyed living in the same neighborhood since childhood, as she was familiar with 
everything, but admitted she disliked proximity to crime, “The ghetto is on the other side of the (area). . . it’s a 
little bit of drug trafficking and a couple weeks ago someone was actually shot.” While Joy said her children 
loved the neighborhood and engaged in activities in the neighborhood, still, she had to teach her children 
vigilance to gun shots and responsive defensive behavior, “Drop to the floor. Get as low as you can.” Joy 
increased security measures in her home and said, “For the most part I feel pretty safe. It’s just, you know, the 
neighborhood and anything can happen.” Otherwise, Joy described her children as good students, athletes, 
with friends, active in their church and who were generally healthy but challenged by asthma and allergies. Joy 
described herself as generally healthy but with high blood pressure. Our discourse included Joy’s goals of 
homeownership, “This (place) is lovely, but it’s a stepping stone. I’d like to be in a house.” Joy desired full time 
employment to be able to provide “wants and not just needs.” Joy described a history of engagement with 
financial institutions and viewed herself financially competent, “I’m pretty good with money.” Still, even with 
housing assistance paying part of her rent she struggled with some bills but said she could usually make it 
through the month. She was learning how to prioritize her spending, “I have joy and pride when I am able to 
pay my bills.” At the end of our first meeting Joy exhibited confidence in her goals to find full-time 
employment, manage her finances and raise healthy, responsible and family-oriented children. 
 
  I met with Joy a second time in the spring of 2014 at her home, which was the same residence as our 
first meeting. We sat in Joy’s living room which was nicely furnished and maintained. Joy expressed continued 
satisfaction with where she had chosen to live and at having a responsive landlord. Since our last meeting, Joy 
found professional employment in the education sector and was happy, “I love it, for the most part. It’s 
amazing.” She described her current employment as her ideal job, “I love what I do now” and attributed her 
education as facilitating her ideal employment, “I have a bachelor’s degree. And I think that helped me get my 
job.” For now, she was “super satisfied” with the level of education she completed. Joy described herself as 
healthy and confessed that her health affected her job performance, “You have to stay healthy. You have to get 
plenty of sleep “, to navigate this dynamic employment environment. Joy’s immediate family structure had not 
changed and she spoke of her priorities for her children – education, physical health, discipline. Her children 
continued to thrive in school with good grades and athletic involvement. They were healthy except for asthma 
and allergies but this did not affect their learning or behavior. While Joy’s residence remained unchanged, still, 
she reported changes in the people living in her neighborhood, “We have a lot of, for lack of a better term, 
ghetto people coming. Most of the time it’s on the other side of the (area)”. Nonetheless, she reported she felt 
safe in her neighborhood and reflected, “Some of the neighbors that actually have stuck around I’m still very 



close with.” Joy continued connection to a large social support network adding coworkers and neighbors, but 
reflected she could always count on family for support, “They’re always there when you need ‘em.” Still, Joy 
did not want to have to need help, “I pride myself in getting it done by myself. Sometimes if you have to ask for 
help, you have to ask for help. But I’d say I’m pretty self-sufficient.” With Joy’s professional employment she 
increased her income and did not normally struggle to pay bills. But she was still learning how to budget her 
income which she found challenging, “I’ve started to put money into a separate savings account; like it comes 
straight out of my check. Just to learn how to put some of that aside so that I’m not struggling.” Joy continued 
engagement with financial institutions, used a credit union to consolidate bills and make car loan payments, 
and understood the importance of her credit score. Still, while improving finances was a future goal, Joy also 
saw herself as still young enough to have more children or be married, “In five years my (oldest child) will be 
close to finishing high school. I don’t know what’s gonna happen. Are you gonna meet someone and get 
married? Or, if you’re gonna have more children. My main goal is just to be happy. I am doin’ okay. The other 
stuff would be nice.” 
 
 Joy and I met a third time at her home, which remains unchanged. Joy is grateful for housing 
assistance, “I mean just the fact that they help out on rent is just a blessing.” Joy understands the work 
requirements, “I’ve had the job I have now for four years”, and because of that she has minimal contact with 
the housing authority. While she is satisfied with where she has chosen to live we discussed possible changes, 
“I’m ready to move. I’m starting to see the change in management and the environment.” She disclosed some 
issues with the landlord, “I guess (the landlord) moved in a couple of relatives. . . and I’m sure they weren’t on 
the waiting list”, and, concerns about the neighborhood, “It’s ghetto down there.” But, she said, “I don’t know 
where (to move). ‘Cause some landlords that accept Section 8 are kind of a lower income environment which 
sometimes can, you know, bring up other aspects. My lease is up (month) and I’m stressing about what am I 
gonna do.” Joy continues to maintain a long and consistent work history in the same professional field, citing 
positive experiences with team members and having a flexible attitude about new administration and policies, 
“You gotta work with it.” While Joy has not added education since we last met, still, she is proud as a single 
parent able to accomplish a bachelor’s degree, increasing her self-efficacy and self-esteem. In her free time Joy 
engages with family and friends and may work part-time but mostly she says, “I’m a homebody.” Her children 
are paramount in her life as they reach high school age. She counsels them on staying out of trouble, being a 
leader and not using drugs. They continue as good student athletes, with friends, growing in independence 
and responsibilities, in good health and emotionally happy.  Joy continues to enjoy close relationships with 
family, close friends and coworkers and of her social support network she says, “I feel emotionally supported; I 
feel like someone has my back. Like, moving is something that I feel like I need emotional support for.” 
Discourse continues about moving and homeownership, “I think it would be nice to own a home; I’m working 
on my credit building, savings stuff.” But as Joy’s children grow into teenagers, their needs increase for phones 
and internet connection, putting a strain on an already tight budget including a car payment and maintenance, 
car insurance, student loan repayment and normal utilities and rent, the latter of which, Joy says, just 
increased. “I think my biggest thing right now is I’m trying to pay off debt that I have. You know, whether it’s 
the dentist office or buying clothing ‘cause they grow so fast. Or, like last summer was super tight. Had to get a 
loan. So I’m tryin’ to pay off that loan.” Joy admits that in the last year there were times when she just didn’t 
have enough money to get through the month and she accessed community food resources. When I asked Joy 
to describe what she would like her life to be like five years from now she said, “You caught me at a really 
weird time because at this point, I’m like, you know, am I gonna stay at this job? Am I gonna stay in this house? 
What’s my next move? Then I wonder, you know, am I going to grow my family? Am I gonna get married? Am I 
gonna have another kid? I’m still young enough to have a kid because I had (first child) at 17.”  
 
Cathy Strick, MSW 
University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign 
November, 2018 
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