
 Evaluation of the 

Moving to Work Program  

in Champaign County 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Annual Report  

to the  

Housing Authority of Champaign County 

 

 

Paul E. McNamara, Associate Professor and Principal Investigator 

Cathy Strick, Visiting Research Coordinator 

Han Bum Lee, Program Evaluation Associate 

Department of Agricultural and Consumer Economics 

March 15, 2017 

 
1 

 



2 

 

Executive Summary 
 
In October 2010, the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) 
designated the Housing Authority of Champaign County (HACC) a Moving to Work (MTW) 
demonstration agency. MTW demonstration agencies are designated ‘high performing’, 
allowing them autonomy in providing housing assistance to low-income individuals and 
families through unique, locally tailored initiatives, and, with a goal of improving self-
sufficiency, while considering HUD’s three statutory goals: 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. Overall, the MTW program intends to transition families into self-
sufficiency while retaining access to a quality living environment.    
 
In May 2011, the HACC contracted with the Department of Agricultural and Consumer 
Economics at the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign to conduct a minimum, five-
year longitudinal program evaluation of its housing authority, concentrating on the goal of 
family self-sufficiency. In April 2016, the HACC extended the evaluation through 2018. 
Therefore, to-date, we have collected five years of longitudinal data, in addition to receiving 
annual administrative data, and submit our key findings and recommendations in this report. 
Briefly, the longitudinal qualitative findings presented in this report reflect a positive 
movement along the path to self-sufficiency for HACC housing participants, as compared to 
their non-MTW counterparts, who continue to struggle in key areas of employment, income 
and education. Quantitative findings analyzing HACC administrative data substantiates an 
increase in income and employment, while survey data analysis adds a dimension of self-
reported health, mental health and hopefulness with unemployed and employed part-time 
head of households reporting more psychological distress.  
 
In addition, our role as evaluators has provided opportunities for public engagement, where 
we have provided information, evaluation findings and solicited feedback from housing 
authority staff at workshops, as well as sharing our findings with the broader community at 
statewide and multi-state conferences and at the annual Moving to Work Conference in 
Washington, DC. The evaluation findings have become more relevant especially to HUD 
housing policies and the MTW Expansion in particular, and have been included in HUD’s 
recent MTW Expansion ‘Summary on Public Feedback of Policies to Study’ concerning 
statutory objective #2.  
 
Key Findings 
 
Qualitative Results 
In 2016 we conducted third key informant interviews with eight HACC housing participants. 
We analyzed data for three of these eight participants, looking at changes from the initial 
interviews conducted in late 2011/early 2012 to the second interviews conducted in 2014 to 
the third interviews conducted in 2016. We analyzed two of these three participant interviews 
early in 2016 and they were included in our University update presentation at the MTW 
Conference in April 2016.  
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As well, we conducted third key informant interviews with four non-MTW housing 
participants, analyzing two, looking at changes from interviews conducted across time in 
2012, 2014 and 2016. We describe these analyses in further detail later in this report.  
 
Finally, we compared the 2016 analyses of the key informant interview findings between the 
MTW and non-MTW housing authorities. Findings suggest that while basic needs are met at 
both MTW and non-MTW housing authorities through housing assistance and self-report of 
food security, there are differences in discourse concerning housing assistance requirements, 
housing satisfaction, employment, education, personal goals, motivation, social support, and 
their financial situation. However, key informants across housing authorities also talk 
similarly about physical and mental health challenges, goals for children, children’s school 
experiences, children’s health, neighbors, and spirituality. 
 
Quantitative Results 
• Earned income for all HACC subsidized households increased from about $6,300 in 2013 

to $9,680 in 2016.  
• Earned income for households in the Local Self-Sufficiency (LSS) group increased from 

$8,775 in 2013 to $14,701 in 2016, about a $6,000 dollar increase (or $500 a month) on 
average.  

• A higher proportion of head of households (HHs) with full-time employment completed 
some college or higher degrees.  

• About 18% of HHs who did not meet the work requirement took college courses, 3% to 
complete GED or receive high school diploma, and 1% to attend technical and trade 
school. These persons strategically invested in schooling for a higher level of education 
degree or achievement of proper job skills, hence increasing a chance to have stable and 
quality jobs. 

• HHs employed full-time were more likely to keep their employment one year or longer, 
compared to HHs employed part-time. 

• The majority of subsidized HHs were employed in retail or nursing services-related jobs. 
• Overall, part-time and unemployed HHs described having poorer physical and mental 

health than work compliant HHs. 
 
Recommendations 
 
In our last annual report we advised the HACC that a growing number of housing participants 
were increasing income to levels that would no longer qualify the household for housing 
assistance, and that housing participants, ‘may benefit from understanding about 
homeownership and the steps to attain homeownership. For those housing participants who 
are consistently employed, and especially full-time, an escrow account to save toward a home 
down payment would be a beneficial incentive and might increase motivation to work and 
save. In this same matter, our recent qualitative interviews highlight housing participants who 
are on the verge of becoming self-sufficient and financially independent, and who are seeking 
education and guidance about successfully transitioning from housing assistance.’ We are 
delighted to learn that the HACC is considering implementing escrow accounts in 2018.  
 
In addition, our research team has been in conversation with extension educators at the 
University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign (UIUC) to provide a financial literacy workshop 
to educate housing participants about financial matters. However, we have learned that the 
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ideal process for providing such a workshop would be for the UIUC extension educator to 
train HACC staff who would then deliver the workshop to committed housing participants. 
We believe the workshop would be a good program within the Local Self-Sufficiency (LSS) 
program, with LSS case managers receiving training from the UIUC extension educator, and 
then conducting workshops with housing participants the LSS case managers identify as 
willing and committed participants. However, in view of the current caseload of LSS case 
managers, and, as we have recommended in the past, we continue to recommend adding 
another member to the LSS team to provide additional staff time to train for and conduct this 
workshop. 
 
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, 2016, our fifth year of data collection. 
 
Social Survey Data Collection 
During Baseline, Year 1, 307 HACC program participants and 162 non-MTW comparison 
group participants completed our quantitative Housing & Self-Sufficiency Social Survey, 
totaling 469 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 
272 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 
this past year. Specifically, at the HACC 309 surveys were completed by program and waitlist 
participants who previously completed a survey, and 243 new participants completed a 
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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. 
 
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. As 
well, 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. 
 
Key Informant Interview Data Collection 
 
During Baseline, Year 1, we conducted our qualitative Key Informant Interview with 25 
HACC, and 24 non-MTW comparison group participants. During Year 2 we conducted an 
additional 16 qualitative Key Informant Interviews with HACC waitlist participants, for a 
total of 65 qualitative Key Informant Interviews conducted. During Year 3 we re-interviewed 
12 Key Informants from HACC and 13 Key Informants from a non-MTW comparison group. 
In Year 4, we re-interviewed three of the original 16 HACC waitlist participants.  
 
Early last year we conducted third interviews with a few HACC housing participants and 
analyzed these data for a preliminary view of changes in self-sufficiency over time, from the 
housing participant’s perspective. A summary of those results were included in our annual 
report last year and presented at the 2016 Moving to Work Conference in Washington, DC. 
Further analysis for key themes was conducted with a third participant and those three key 
informant interview findings were reported to the HACC Board of Commissioners in spring 
2016. 
 
In addition, we conducted third interviews with five more HACC participants and four non-
MTW participants and analyzed one HACC and two non-MTW interviews for key themes. 
We report findings from the comparison group and provide a comparison between the MTW 
and non-MTW housing authorities in this report. 
 
Evaluation Overview 
 
The overall purpose of this evaluation is to measure the impact on households participating in 
the Housing Authority of Champaign County Moving to Work program, over time, especially 
in terms of their family self-sufficiency measured by variables such as income, employment, 
hours worked, attainment of educational and job skills goals, and other variables related to 
family self-sufficiency. The evaluation is designed to quantitatively measure these potential 
impacts as well as identify factors that might be related to non-attainment of the program’s 
self-sufficiency goals. Such factors include difficulties with access to childcare, limited job 
opportunities, and personal-level factors such as undiagnosed mental health issues or other 
barriers participants may face.  
 
To measure the program impact on participants we utilize four sources of information:  
 
First, we have conducted baseline qualitative interviews using an in-depth key informant 
interviewing approach with 25 HACC MTW participants, 24 non-MTW program 
participants, and 16 HACC waitlist participants.  During the third year of data collection  
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we conducted follow-up interviews with 12 HACC MTW participants and 13 non-MTW 
program participants. Early in year five, we conducted third follow-up interviews with two 
HACC program participants. We utilize non-MTW program participants as controls and a 
comparison group for the qualitative interviews and for the social survey. The key informant 
interviews provide information on the program participants’ perspectives on topics such as 
self-sufficiency, work, stress, housing and neighborhood issues, education and job skills, and 
overall quality of life and family issues. We hypothesize that over time it may be possible to 
observe a change in some participants’ attitudes and practices related to self-sufficiency as a 
result of the MTW Program.  
 
A second information source is the quantitative social survey we have fielded with HACC 
MTW participants and waitlist participants, and with non-MTW program participants. The 
social survey has a variety of question domains ranging from education, housing choices, 
neighborhood issues, and employment history and current work situation, to family structure 
and social supports. There are also questions about food security, health care access, and 
mental health status among other domains. This detailed data, which are being collected over 
time, allow us to create multivariate regression models to assess the program’s impact, and 
these models can be constructed to control for confounding variables, and they can have non-
treated (non-MTW participants) controls, and they can address the issue of unobserved 
factors which could affect the impact of the program on participants.  
 
A third source of data is administrative data available from HACC and the U.S. Department 
of Housing and Urban Development (HUD). This data also allows the creation of 
econometric program evaluation analyses that allow for non-treated controls, confounding 
variables, and for unobserved variables which could affect the program’s performance at the 
individual level. Further, we are investigating the possibility of creating linked models using 
the social survey and the administrative data. 
 
A fourth source of data is HACC ‘Mandatory Self-Sufficiency and Employment/Education 
Requirements Implementation Plan’, or, ‘Treatment Plan’ data from which we can describe 
participant Plans, and determine adherence and successful completion of Plans and how this 
relates to education and employment outcomes. 
 
Key Informant Interviews 
 
In 2016 we conducted third key informant interviews with eight HACC housing participants. 
We analyzed three of these eight participants, looking at changes from the initial interviews 
conducted in late 2011/early 2012 to the second interviews conducted in 2014 to the third 
interviews conducted in 2016. We analyzed two of these three participant interviews early in 
2016 to include in our University update presentation at the MTW Conference in April 2016. 
Both of those participants displayed progress in reaching self-sufficiency as evidenced by 
maintaining stable housing, a stable family structure, increased education, increased 
employment and income, increased financial knowledge and engagement with financial 
institutions, social support networks that provided social leverage and reduced barriers such 
as having childcare and transportation. They exhibited motivation, discipline and focus. They 
are emotionally mature and spiritually invested. Psychologically, they possess high self-
efficacy and an internal locus of control, exhibit high maternal self-esteem, and are resilient. 
While this evidence is positive, it nevertheless presents a challenge to successful housing 
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participants who reach household income limits and must transition to independent housing. 
Consequently, key informants talk about the help they need, for example, education about 
finances and homeownership, to make this transition.    
 
In addition we analyzed one more HACC participant whom we had interviewed a third time 
and whose journey toward self-sufficiency continued to present challenges, as evidenced by 
serious undiagnosed and untreated mental illness, stagnated skills and education and unstable 
employment. 
 
We have included vignettes of these three HACC key informants – Carly, Brittany and Laura 
- with this report. The names of these key informants and some of the details of the 
interviews have been changed to maintain confidentiality. 
 
As well, we conducted third key informant interviews with four non-MTW housing 
participants, analyzing two, looking at changes from interviews conducted across time in 
2012, 2014 and 2016. Some of the ways that these key informants describe self-sufficiency is 
by having stable housing, having time to enjoy and engage with their children, having some 
opportunity to increase their education and being spiritually empowered. From a family-
centered life these key informants garner high maternal self-esteem, and from increasing their 
education they increase self-esteem and self-efficacy. In addition, they purposefully maintain 
small social support networks to decrease drama and increase privacy. They are spiritual, talk 
about God, pray and are empowered by spirituality. They are hopeful about the future. Still, 
these key informants struggle. They are unemployed for long periods, making gainful 
employment in the near future difficult and this causes them to struggle financially. They cite 
lack of available childcare and serious chronic illness as barriers to employment. But, they 
also cite lack of employment opportunities in the community. These key informants also 
describe having some mental illness in the form of depression, anxiety, and stress. They lack 
financial knowledge and therefore do not engage regularly with financial institutions. And, 
their small, mostly familial, social support networks limits their engagement with the greater 
community where they could establish social leverage to possibly learn about employment or 
other resources that could improve their situation. 
 
We have included vignettes of these two non-MTW key informants – Ann and Chantel - with 
this report. The names of these key informants and some of the details of the interviews have 
been changed to maintain confidentiality. 
 
We compared these 2016 analyses of the key informant interview findings between the MTW 
and non-MTW housing authorities. Findings suggest that while basic needs are met at both 
MTW and non-MTW housing authorities through housing assistance and self-report of food 
security, there are differences in discourse concerning housing assistance requirements, 
housing satisfaction, employment, education, articulating and realizing personal goals, 
motivation, social support, and their financial situation. However, key informants across 
housing authorities also talk similarly about physical and mental health challenges, family 
structure changes, goals for children, children’s school experiences, children’s health, 
neighbors, and spirituality. 
 
All of the key informants in these analyses were single, mostly minority, women with 
children. Beginning with a social constructivist theoretical framework to describe how single 
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mothers receiving housing assistance define self-sufficiency, our interview process employed 
inductive, open ended interview questions that focused on education, physical and mental 
health, employment, social support and relationships, family structure, housing, 
neighborhoods, neighbors, health care access, and financial goals and motivation. Our goal 
was to interpret meaning from the key informant’s environment and personal perspectives, 
affecting her ability toward self-sufficiency.  Social constructivism is an ideal interpretive 
framework employed by qualitative researchers seeking to tell the story from the participant’s 
point of view, and, within the culture and context that the participant interacts (Creswell, 
2013, Unger, 2003). The interview process was collaborative (Creswell, 2013) with the 
research coordinator, an experienced, master’s level social work clinician having previously 
counseled similar populations of homeless and near-homeless people in the community, 
positioning herself within the interview as one who initiated a space that reflected equality, 
respect and dignity, inviting study participants to be engaged in a conversation about intimate 
details of their lives.  The research coordinator’s previous community social work 
experience allowed an opportunity to “learn the culture” (Creswell, 2013, p. 250) of a 
population similar to the key informants. The research coordinator’s relationships with these 
key informants also grew over time, beneficial also to interpreting meaning from the key 
informants’ narratives. 
 
All of the interviews took place at the key informants’ homes, either apartment-style or 
single-family homes.  Most of these women worked and accommodated our interviews 
within their busy lives and while simultaneously caring for their infant, toddler and/or school-
aged children who were home at the time of the interview.   
 
Housing 
 
When we asked key informants how they came to live in their current housing, MTW 
families are more native to their community than their non-MTW counterparts who move in 
from areas outside their community. MTW families have spent less time living in subsidized 
housing as an adult, and this is reflected in their attitudes by their more frequent discourse 
that housing assistance is “a stepping stone” to “a better life”.  While families in both MTW 
and non-MTW housing authorities have maintained stable housing over the past five years, 
families in the non-MTW housing authority stayed longer in the same residence and were 
generally more satisfied with their housing and landlord saying, “It’s fine” or “Can’t 
complain too much.” Both MTW and non-MTW housing participants are aware of the 
requirements to receive housing, with MTW having work requirements and a new term limit, 
and non-MTW participants expressing they can stay in their housing as long as they meet 
income and family size requirements. 
 
Employment 
 
Head of households in the MTW program are more employed, have longer work histories and 
cite few barriers to employment. Initially when we interviewed these participants in late 2011 
and early 2012, they cited a slow economy with few opportunities, with only one head of 
household unemployed at that time. Now, all are employed and most are able to articulate 
professional ideal job goals. These women view work as mandatory and view themselves 
capable of finding and keeping work. They have also increased education and vocational 
training, which has led to better jobs. Conversely, women in the comparison housing 
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authority have some previous work history but are more unemployed or employed 
sporadically and cite barriers of lack of childcare, poor physical health and lack of 
employment opportunities. Their main sources of income are unemployment compensation, 
child support and SSI for their children. They articulate changing job goals, in different 
professions, but also there is discourse about finding a job with a schedule to accommodate 
family responsibilities. For these women, the interview question itself seemed to facilitate 
some brainstorming. And, when asked if their housing authority helped them if they needed 
resources for jobs, one key informant said, “Probably, if I ask.” Still, she has never asked. 
 
Education 
 
MTW head of households accomplish larger increases in education over time. Initially having 
high school diplomas, they have earned some college and college degrees. Conversely, non-
MTW head of households gained smaller ground in finishing a high school diploma and 
attending one year of college. They cite barriers of serious physical health, domestic violence, 
student debt and childcare and family responsibilities. However, both groups understand the 
education or training necessary to reach their ideal job goals. Similarly, both groups talk 
about the need for having a computer and internet access to attend on-line classes and for 
completing schoolwork; that parenting responsibilities limits education participation; and that 
financial help is needed.  
 
Goals 
 
At each interview, we’ve asked women to tell us where they would like to be five years from 
now, personally and financially.  Our findings suggest there are some big differences 
between the goals articulated and realized in MTW households vs. non-MTW households. 
MTW households articulate specific goals, for example, completing education, paying off 
debt, or getting a good job in a specific field. They have plans, work toward their goals and 
complete most of their goals. On the other hand, women in non-MTW households may talk 
about a goal, for example, having a job and going to college, but have no concrete plan, “I 
don’t like to plan stuff, so I just go with it.” Therefore, most of their goals are unrealized. The 
major barriers they talked about – physical illness and having no childcare – were constant 
over time.  
 
Motivation 
 
We asked women to tell us about some of the things that they do in their free time, when 
they’re not working or going to school or attending job or vocational training. MTW head of 
households who are more employed report they have less free time, which is spent mainly on 
family responsibilities.  When children are home from childcare or school they cook, help 
with homework, watch some TV or movies, listen to music, read, take children to the library, 
“hang out”, shop, bake and care for an ill extended family member. In the evenings, there is 
discourse about a routine with children, giving them baths and putting them to bed, and also 
free time for themselves, to study, walk, watch TV or movies, exercise, sleep or have a 
cocktail with a friend. 
 
For non-MTW households where women are more unemployed they view themselves as 
homemakers. During the day when older children are in school they watch TV, “mainly just 
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watch TV”, walk the dog, clean the house, pay bills, grocery shop, run errands, visit family, 
play with young children, “chill” with friends. When their older children are home from 
school, activities are child and family centered, as they cook, help with homework, watch 
TV, read to children, play with children, visit family and friends. In the evenings, one woman 
“rests” to alleviate physical illness symptoms. 
 
On the weekends families in both MTW and non-MTW households spend time as a family 
and attending church on Sunday. MTW households may also work, entertain friends, and do 
homework. Non-MTW households spend time partying, “on weekends I party”, drink 
occasionally, hang out with friends, play cards, and go bowling.  
 
Social Support 
 
Both MTW and non-MTW households garner most of their social support from their family, 
some friends, and some church members and purposefully keep their social networks small. 
However, MTW households increase their social network when they include co-workers and 
school friends and are able to increase social leverage in the community-at-large. Conversely, 
non-MTW households talk about more usage and financial help through engaging with 
community resources, including food banks, energy assistance programs like LIHEAP and 
donations from church. Both MTW and non-MTW households report their social network, 
from which they receive tangible and emotional support, helpful to their reaching self-
sufficiency. 
 
Financial Situation 
 
In an effort to understand key informants’ financial situations we ask them to please tell us 
about their experience with banks, credit unions and other financial institutions, and also to 
talk about their credit history. While households in both groups talk about past banking 
mistakes, for example, with over-drafting an account, MTW households are more currently 
engaged with financial institutions. They pay down debt, establish credit, increase their credit 
history, increase their credit score and receive mortgage approval. Non-MTW households 
establish a checking account and pay down student loan debt and perceive their credit to be 
“okay”. 
 
Overall, MTW households also perceive they have more control over their money and their 
financial future. They talk about taking responsibility for their actions and how the choices 
they make affects their financial situation, an internal locus of control perspective. Non-
MTW households fluctuate in their perceived control and when they talk about having no 
control, they attribute this to forces outside themselves, for example, rising costs. 
 
Nonetheless, both groups talk about financial struggle over time, mostly with paying utilities, 
phone and cable.  
 
Physical and Mental Health 
 
Both MTW and non-MTW head of households report some type of physical health concern. 
MTW households report more physical health challenges, for example, having asthma, 
smoking, being pre-diabetic, but non-MTW households report more serious physical health 
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challenges, for example, a life-threatening chronic illness. 
 
Over time, there is similar discourse from both MTW and non-MTW households about 
mental health challenges resulting in stress, anxiety and depression. Stress from managing 
work, school and home simultaneously. Stress from dealing with children with serious health 
issues. Stress from dealing with one’s own health or serious physical health situation. 
Depression and grief from death of extended family members.  Depression and anxiety about 
family structure changes – a child’s father sentenced to prison, siblings move out of town. 
Even seemingly positive events cause stress – job changes, increased work hours, increased 
income, children’s father released from prison and spends more time with the family, a 
marriage proposal. Nonetheless, MTW key informants talk more about serious mental illness, 
seeking help and receiving medication. 
 
Children 
 
Parenting is a priority for all the households in these analyses, with single mothers garnering 
high self-esteem from their ability to feel successful in child rearing. In our interview, when 
we asked women to tell us about their children, the conversation took an obvious turn and 
their emotion was palpable. They are candid and describe more similarities than differences 
in their goals for their children. All agreed that education is a priority, that they want their 
children to have basic needs met, for example to be able to eat healthy, have a good place to 
live, have clothes and maintain personal hygiene. Also similar is their belief that God, and 
attending church are priorities. And there is continued discourse over time about their 
children’s involvement in church activities. Also similar is discourse about engaging with the 
larger social arena, for example, “stay out of trouble”, “don’t run the streets”, “stay positive 
in an environment that could present the wrong crowd”, “stay focused” and “make good 
choices.” Their vigilant parenting translates to children doing well in school. They get good 
grades, “honor roll students”, have friends, participate in the arts and sports, and most are not 
bullied. Children with learning disabilities receive help and children who excel academically 
receive college scholarships. 
 
Overall, families in MTW households are smaller, younger and report are healthier than non-
MTW households who report more serious physical health issues with their children. 
Nonetheless, the research coordinator has spent time with these families with their children 
present during interviews, except for one household, and has observed mostly healthy, happy 
and sweet kids. 
 
Neighbors 
 
All of the families in this analysis have lived in the same housing over time, except one 
MTW family who moved once in five years. Key informants describe their neighbors 
similarly, people who are diverse – people who work, go to school, are retired, are disabled, 
or homeowners. Still, women do not perceive their neighbors as friends, but acquaintances to 
whom they are cordial, “I speak. They speak. That’s it.” Only a few talk about gaining a 
friend as they live in the neighborhood longer. Eventually, one participant says, “I feel 
comfortable ‘cause I got good neighbors.” Otherwise, most of their activity takes place 
outside the neighborhood. 
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Spirituality 
 
Similar across MTW and non-MTW households is discourse about religion, spirituality and 
God. These are families who report attending church regularly, whose children participate in 
activities at church, for example in choir, praise dance teams and bible study. These head of 
households talk openly about God as a source of emotional support, “Girl, that’s my lover, 
my comforter, my best friend”, “The main person I really talk to when I’m alone is God 
because he knows my heart and he knows exactly what I’m going through, so”, “The Lord. 
Yeah I pray about how, how this gonna get taken care of.” 
 
Quantitative Analysis 
 
Administrative Data Analysis 
 
This section presents longitudinal changes in demographic and economic characteristics of 
housing subsidy beneficiaries at the Housing Authority of Champaign County (HACC), using 
HUD-50058 family records data between 2013 and 2016. We use repeated cross-sectional 
data (we do not follow individuals over time) and report descriptive statistics for analysis 
outcomes, categorized into four groups: all subsidized households, LSS program eligible 
households, new admissions, and end of participation households. Table 1 presents 
demographic changes in head of households’ (HH) age, gender, and race, as well as family 
size and children of subsidized households by groups between 2013 and 2016. The results 
show that HH’s age in the new admission group decreased over time from the average of 46 
years old in 2013 to 35 years old in 2016 due to a substantial influx of new entries with 
younger HHs. We also observe that more female-headed households and households with 
children were admitted to the subsidy programs in 2016. 
 

Table 1: Demographic characteristic changes by groups between 2013 and 2016 
  2013  2014  2015  2016 
Head Age         
  All  44.41  44.70  45.81  44.62 
  LSS  37.43  37.82  37.38  36.03 
  New admission  46.07  44.25  40.76  35.00 
  End of participation  48.40  46.86  48.04  48.74 
Head is Black*         
  All  67%  68%  70%  82% 
  LSS  70%  71%  73%  94% 
  New admission  61%  77%  80%  87% 
  End of participation  64%  63%  70%  75% 
Head is Female         
  All  85%  85%  82%  76% 
  LSS  93%  93%  94%  81% 
  New admission  82%  65%  71%  83% 
  End of participation  74%  83%  76%  70% 
Family Size         
  All  2.66  2.66  2.51  2.46 



  LSS  3.33  3.32  3.29  3.12 
  New admission  2.35  1.77  2.06  2.52 
  End of participation  2.00  2.69  2.33  2.23 
Having a Child         
  All  57%  58%  55%  56% 
  LSS  80%  81%  82%  81% 
  New admission  48%  40%  53%  69% 
  End of participation  40%  53%  44%  47% 
Notes: The frequency values for “Head is Black” in 2016 were overestimated because the values included multi-
racial persons, while only Black HHs were accounted in the other years. 
 
These dramatic changes in demographic characteristics for newly admitted households can be 
explained by distribution of the new admission group over time. Figure 1 shows that the 
proportion of the new admission group increased substantially in fiscal year 2015 and 2016, 
mainly associated with building completion and lease-up of new project-based voucher (PBV) 
units through the Rental Assistance Demonstration (RAD) program, while the proportion of 
the end of participation and portability-out groups remained similar. 
 

Figure 1: Distribution of the subsidized households between 2013 and 2016 
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Changes in household composition are quite important in the HACC’s self-sufficiency 
strategy since such variations affect distribution of the LSS eligible households, the LSS 
program of which has been proven to have a substantial impact on recipients’ employment 
and income. Figure 2 shows that, in 2013, about 67% of the entire subsidized households 
were eligible for HACC’s LSS program, but the housing authority had experienced a gradual 
decrease of 8% in the proportion of LSS eligible households by 2015. Specifically, LSS 
eligible households might become non-eligible since eligible adult members in the household 
became elderly (>54) or disabled. Also, eligible adult members in the household might decide 
not to live with a subsidy holder any longer. However, in 2016, we observe a significant 
increase in the proportion of LSS eligible households, similar as in 2013, through admitting 
younger HHs. 
 
 

Figure 2: % LSS eligible households between 2013 and 2016 

 
 
Additionally, we present household composition of LSS eligible households over time 
(Figure 3). The blue bar represents the proportion of households where the HH is the only 
LSS eligible member, and the red bar indicates the proportion of households with non-HH 
LSS eligible members (but also includes LSS eligible HHs if they exist in the household). We 
observe that the proportion of households where a HH is the only eligible member increased 
gradually with a relatively larger change between 2015 and 2016. Indeed, we can assume 
some dynamics in satisfying 
HACC’s self-sufficiency 
program requirements and 
time limits by household 
composition. Specifically, 
households where a HH is 
the only eligible member 
have two options to maintain 
the current subsidy - either 
by working a certain number 
of hours a week or attending 

67.18%
66.57%

59.92%

67.28%

56.00%

58.00%

60.00%

62.00%

64.00%

66.00%

68.00%

2013 2014 2015 2016



educational institutions or job training in the second recertification. And then, HHs have to 
work at least 25 hours a week by the fourth recertification. On the other hand, households 
with non-HH LSS eligible members may have more flexibility in satisfying the requirements, 
by exploiting options among eligible members within the household. 
 
In Figure 4, we show patterns in household’s annual income by different subsidy groups 
between 2013 and 2016. Each point in the plot represents a mean value, expressed in 2016 
dollars, of the specified group in the year. The results show that the annual income for LSS 
and new admission groups were similar in 2013, while end of participation households had a 
higher income by around $2,600. Surprisingly, the HACC’s LSS program has started since 
2013, and we observe, in following years, a significant increase in annual income for the LSS 
eligible households, which indicates an impact of the self-sufficiency program; however, 
since income patterns for counterfactuals were not accounted for here, interpretation may 
need caution. In addition, the annual income for new admission and end of participation 
households also increased over time, but the gap between LSS and other groups is still 
noticeable. On the other hand, new entries’ annual income increased significantly between 
2015 and 2106 mainly due to HACC’s admission criteria, requiring employment to apply for 
the program. 
 

Figure 4: Longitudinal changes in household’s annual income over time 

 
 
Furthermore, we report subsidized households’ annual earned income and employment status 
in Figure 5 and Figure 6, respectively. In Figure 6, we define household employment by 
assigning 1 if a member in the household had a job, and 0 if otherwise. Indeed, these two 
figures show very similar income patterns, as in Figure 4. On average, earned income for all 
the subsidized households increased from about $6,300 in 2013 to $9,680 in 2016. Notably, 
earned income for the LSS group increased from $8,775 in 2013 to $14,701 in 2016, 
representing about a $6,000 dollar increase (or $500 a month) on average. Earned income for 
new admission and end of participation households also increased similarly until 2015; 
however, as expected, earned income for the new admission group increased significantly in 
2016. 
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Figure 5: Longitudinal changes in household’s annual earned income over time 
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Figure 6: Longitudinal changes in household’s employment status over time 
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Survey Data Analysis 
 
All HACC’s LSS eligible HHs, aged 18 through 54 who are not disabled, were asked to 
complete a Housing and Self-Sufficiency Social Survey at the time of their annual 
recertification. This survey completion was mandatory. Eligible households received a survey 
via mail with their annual recertification notice and were asked to complete the survey and 
return it to the housing authority in a sealed envelope, which was provided. Surveys were 
then collected by our research team at the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign for 
processing and data analysis.  
 
Table 2 reports the monthly summary of survey collection in 2016. Survey collection rates 
ranged from 51% to 75% with the mean of 66%. We collected a total of 470 surveys from a 
possible 722 LSS eligible households between March and December. Surveys were also 
collected in January and February 2016, but the data were not used in the analyses due to 
very low collection rates. 
 

Table 2: Social Survey Completion (2016) 
Month Scheduled for 

Recertification 
Completed 

Survey 
Monthly Survey 
Collection Rates 

Average of  
Monthly Survey 
Collection Rates 

June 55 40 72.73%  
 
 
 
 

66.02% 

July 66 49 74.24% 
August 115 84 73.04% 
September 89 56 62.92% 
October 72 47 65.28% 
November 91 54 59.34% 
December 101 51 50.50% 
January 49 30 61.22% 
February 44 29 65.91% 
March 40 30 75.00% 
Total 722 470 65.10% 
 
 
 
 
Table 3 shows the relationship between HHs’ employment status and educational attainment. 
The results show that a higher proportion of HHs with full-time employment (FT) completed 
some college or higher degrees, compared to HHs with part-time employment, working 
between 20 and 34 hours a week (PT-1). On the other hand, interestingly, a higher proportion 
of HHs with part-time employment, working less than 20 hours a week (PT-2), and the 
unemployed tended to have similar educational attainment to the FT HHs, which was 
counterintuitive. In order to understand this phenomenon, we investigate who were HHs in 
the PT-2 and unemployed groups and how they could satisfy the self-sufficiency requirements. 
Figure 7 shows that about 18% of these HHs took college courses, 3% to complete GED or 
receive high school diploma, and 1% to attend technical and trade school. These persons 
strategically invested in schooling for a higher level of education degree or achievement of 
proper job skills, hence increasing a chance to have stable and quality jobs. 
 



Table 3: Relationship between employment and educational attainment (N = 467) 
  Highest Level of Education Completed 
 Total 

(%) 
Some High 
School or 

Less 

High School  
Diploma or 

GED 

Some 
College  

or Higher 
Employment 408 

(87.58)
12.01% 31.37% 56.62% 

  Full-Time (35 or more hours) 172 
(36.83)

11.11% 28.07% 60.81% 

  Part-Time (20-34 hours a week) 210 
(44.97)

12.86% 34.29% 52.86% 

Part-Time (Less than 20 hours  
a week) 

27 
(5.78) 

11.11% 29.63% 59.56% 

Unemployed 58 
(12.42)

10.34% 29.31% 60.34% 

 
 

Figure 7: LSS head of households working less than 20 hours and unemployed (N = 82) 

 
 
Additionally, HHs that neither attended school nor worked were asked why they were not 
working (Figure 8). More than 40% of these HHs selected the response, “quit or laid off from 
last job” and “recent physical or mental illness”. Also, about one-third answered that they 
couldn’t find jobs and about 10% answered that they just had a baby or had no childcare 
support. These indicate that some HHs may need more intensive job referrals, daycare 
services, and proper examination for their physical and mental health. 
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Figure 8: Reasons for Unemployment (N = 51) 

 
Note: The analysis samples are not mutually exclusive. 
 
We find quite consistent patterns of correlation between HHs’ employment status and the 
period of holding their main job. Table 4 shows that FT HHs were more likely to keep their 
employment one year or longer, compared to HH employed part-time. However, about one-
fourth of the PT-2 HHs answered that they were employed less than three months, which was 
about three times greater than FT HHs and twice as great as PT-1 HHs. These results may 
imply that holding current employment longer increases the chance to have a full-time job. 
 

Table 4: Relationship between employment status and length of employment (main job) 
 Full-time 

(35 or more 
hours) 

Part-time 
(20-34 hours a 

week) 

Part-time 
(Less than 20 hours 

a week) 
One year or longer 72.09% 55.12% 53.85% 
More than three months, but less 
than one year 

19.19% 21.46% 19.23% 

Less than three months 8.72% 13.66% 26.92% 
Total 172 205 26 
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Table 5 reports types of jobs of HHs by employment status. The majority worked in retail 
sector or nursing services-related jobs. Specifically, about 8% of FT HHs had jobs in 
manufacturing, compared to 2.5% and 3.85% for the PT-1 and PT-2 HHs. Also, 28% of FT 
HHs worked in retail sector jobs, while about 39% and 35% HHs worked in retail sector jobs 
for the PT-1 and PT-2 group, respectively. Additionally, 40% of FT HHs were employed in 
nursing services jobs, compared to 35% and 27% for PT-1 and PT-2 HHs. The results show 
that 10%-15% of each employment group had jobs in the education sector (i.e., transportation 
and dining hall). 

Table 5: Type of Jobs by employment status 
 Full-time 

(35 or more 
hours) 

Part-time 
(20-34 hours a 

week) 

Part-time 
(Less than 20 hours 

a week) 
Manufacturing 8.38% 2.49% 3.85% 
Retail Sector 28.14% 39.30% 34.62% 
Nursing Services  
(i.e., homecare, childcare, daycare, 
etc.) 

39.52% 34.83% 26.92% 

Education  
(i.e., pre-school, transportation and 
dining hall) 

10.78% 11.44% 15.39% 

Other (i.e., cleaning, food, self-
employed, etc.) 

13.18% 11.94% 19.22% 

N 167 201 26 
 
 
 
 
 
Table 6 shows the relationship between employment and health. Work compliant HHs (WC-
HHs) described their health status as excellent or very good (42%), good (41%), and fair or 
poor (17%), while HHs working less than 20 hours a week and unemployed (PTU-HHs) 
described their health as excellent or very good (35%), good (31%), and fair or poor (34%). 
Particularly, about twice as many PTU-HHs described their health as fair or poor. Similarly, 
based on the Generalized Anxiety Disorder (GAD) scale, about 10% of WC-HHs reported 
some levels of anxiety symptoms – moderate (5.96%) or severe anxiety (4.34%) – while 14% 
and 9% of the PTU-HHs reported moderate and severe anxiety symptoms. Also, according to 
the CES-D scale, about 23.58% of WC-HHs scored at a level indicating a risk for clinical 
depression, while 44% of PTU-HHs scored at a level indicating a risk for clinical depression. 
The results can be explained by the fact that PTU-HHs may suffer from psychological 
distress due to undesired labor market outcomes and academic achievement, as well as fear of 
sanctions as a response to failure of compliance. Lastly, Figure 9 shows the kernel density 
plot of the Adult Trait Hope (ATH) scale between WC-HHs and PTU-HHs. The plot indicates 
that WC-HHs showed a relatively higher mean value of the ATH scale score, compared to 
PTU-HHs, which indicates a better hope status among WC-HHs. 
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Table 6: Health & Employment 
 Describe Your Health  Generalized Anxiety Disorder Scale  CES-D Scale 
 Excellent or 

Very Good 
Good Fair or 

Poor 
N  No 

Symptom 
Mild Moderate Severe N  Risk for Clinical 

Depression 
N 

All Head of Households 41.18% 39.22% 19.61% 459  68.16% 19.28% 7.40% 5.16% 446  27.27% 407 
Work Compliant Head of 
Households 

42.44% 41.11% 16.45% 377  70.73% 18.97% 5.96% 4.34% 369  23.58% 335 

Full-Time (35 or  
more hours) 

43.20% 40.24% 16.57% 169  66.87% 21.69% 5.42% 6.02% 166  26.80% 153 

Part-Time (20-34  
hours a week) 

41.83% 41.83% 16.35% 208  73.89% 16.75% 6.40% 2.96% 203  20.88% 182 

Part-Time (less than 20 
hours a week) or 
Unemployed   
Head of Households 

35.37% 30.49% 34.15% 82  55.84% 20.78% 14.29% 9.09% 77  44.44% 72 

Notes: CES-D represents Center for Epidemiologic Studies Depression. 

 



Figure 9: Adult Trait Hope Scale between LSS work compliant and part-time or unemployed 
head of households  

 
Notes:  
WC-HHs: work compliant head of households 
PTU-HHS: part-time working less than 20 hours a week or unemployed head of households.  
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Mandatory Local Self-Sufficiency Program 
 
One of our goals has been to receive and analyze HACC’s Mandatory Local Self-Sufficiency 
(LSS) data, which we refer to as ‘Treatment Data’. This is information collected by HACC 
that we would use to track over time with LSS participants to assess their compliance to the 
mandatory work or education requirements.  
 
During 2016, the HACC was still in the process of migrating from their Tracking-At-A-
Glance and WinTen software to their new WinTen2+ software. In December 2016 we 
received LSS reports from the new system in an excel spreadsheet format documenting an 
active case list, family services listing, participant age listing, and a final goals by participant 
report. Missing from these reports, however, was information by participant of goals set and 
progress toward goals. That information needed to be manually extracted via a ‘copy and 
paste’ process into a word document by LSS case managers and in February 2017 we have 
received these reports. We anticipate looking at this data in 2017 to evaluate the effectiveness 
of the treatment to program participants. 
 
HACC Staff Workshop 
 
On May 17, 2016, our research staff spent a half day with about 30 HACC staff, representing 
all departments within the agency. We began the morning with a PowerPoint presentation 
providing background on the Moving to Work Demonstration - explaining the program 
history, why the program came to be, highlighting flexibilities allowed under MTW, 
reviewing MTW statutory goals, describing activities within an MTW agency designed to 
meet the statutory goals and HACC’s role in the demonstration, including HACC’s ability to 
reposition its portfolio and assets under MTW initiatives.  
 
We then gave a report on our evaluation findings similar to what we report in our annual 
report and our presentation at the 2016 MTW Conference including qualitative and 
quantitative analyses details. We summarized our findings – finding that HACC’s MTW 
Self-Sufficiency programs increased 7.3 percentage-points the head of household’s 
probability of working, and increased the head of household’s earnings by 5.0 percent. Also, 
the program increased 5.8 percentage-points in employment ratio of the eligible family 
members, and increased household’s earnings by 3 percent. Moreover, we found that the 
MTW Self-Sufficiency programs decreased the probability of TANF receipt by 4.3 
percentage-points. Our presentation was interactive with housing authority staff asking 
questions and also other housing authority staff providing additional information. 
 
Then, we engaged housing authority staff in an activity allowing them to share their 
perspectives on housing, public housing, and family self-sufficiency. Staff divided into small 
groups and worked collaboratively to answer our questions: 

• What do you view as the major challenges that HACC participants face in moving to 
self-sufficiency? 

• What is your perception of the local economy and people’s opportunity to find 
employment? 

• What is your role, if any, in helping families achieve self-sufficiency? 
• How do you view the services that HACC provides as playing a role in families 

achieving self-sufficiency? 
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Groups reassembled back to the large group and we discussed some of the major themes 
emerging from the small group discussion. 
 
Finally, some key HACC staff participated as panel discussants providing their perspectives 
on the MTW program. For example, we learned how the HAP payment per month has 
changed, providing more income to the housing authority and the ability to serve more 
housing participants; and how funding flexibility allows the housing authority to become 
partial owners in housing developments, providing some stability. We also learned about the 
new partnership between the HACC, United Way and the City of Champaign to create an 
emergency family shelter, the first in Champaign County. And we listened to a report by the 
LSS case managers on the status of some of their caseload of almost 800 housing participants. 
 
We ended our workshop with our evaluation plan going forward and appreciated spending 
time with the HACC staff. 
 
Comparison Housing Authority 
 
To support the statistical validity of our evaluation, the HACC is participating in a mixed 
methods evaluation with a non-MTW control group housing authority. This allows us to 
gather and analyze data from two comparable groups. We selected this non-MTW housing 
authority as a control group due to neighboring proximity in central Illinois, having some 
similar participant demographics, the size of the agency, having some business and 
commercial base, and having community education resources with a university and 
community college. Nonetheless, there are some differences between the two housing 
authorities, most notably, that the non-MTW housing authority provides housing assistance to 
families residing in a community which has experienced loss of its economic base with large 
manufacturing companies downsizing through worker layoffs. Still, they have been active in 
this evaluation since the beginning and we appreciate their continued willingness to 
participate.   
 
On September 28, 2016, our research team visited the non-MTW housing authority. We spent 
some time with key staff, providing them some general information about the Moving to 
Work Demonstration and presenting some findings from our evaluation and learning from 
them some of their perspectives about self-sufficiency of their housing participants. This 
housing authority offers a voluntary Family Self-Sufficiency (FSS) program and currently 
has 30 participants. Our presentation to them provided longitudinal analyses so that they 
could better understand their housing participants’ socioeconomic and residential behaviors 
over time and to guide policy making to support HUD’s program objectives. Our qualitative 
analyses described how their housing participants described self-sufficiency, for example, by 
having stable housing, opportunity to spend time with children, garnering some maternal self-
esteem, and opportunity to increase education bringing them some self-esteem and self-
efficacy. As well, we reported how participants describe some ways in which they struggle, 
for example, by being unemployed, citing barriers such as lack of childcare and 
transportation, but also lack of employment opportunities in the community, and describing 
some serious and chronic health and mental health challenges. Our quantitative analyses 
showed that participants’ economic activities are highly associated with the city’s economic 
situation, and households with working-aged and able-bodied head of households tended to 
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have a higher level of employment-adult ratio and earnings. We also found that this non-
MTW housing authority has admitted highly economically vulnerable households even 
compared to the existing subsidized households. In addition, we observed a locational pattern 
where housing participants have clustered in the inner city areas with higher poverty rates 
over time. 
 
Finally, our research team dialogued with staff about their perspectives, or questions, and we 
provided them some recommendations on engaging their housing participants to continue 
participation in the study. 
 
Informing HACC and the Greater Community 
 
Our accomplishments this past year include: 

• In April, 2016 we submitted our Annual Report for 2015 to the HACC and this was 
included in HACC’s Annual Report to HUD. 

• In April, 2016 we presented our evaluation findings at the MTW Conference in 
Washington, DC, informing federal housing policy initiatives.  

• In May, 2016 we provided a half-day presentation to the staff of the HACC, providing 
background on MTW, HACC MTW program timeline, our evaluation findings, and 
facilitating small group discussions with staff about MTW perspectives. 

• In June, 2016 we presented our Annual Report to the HACC Board of Commissioners. 
• In July, 2016 we presented our evaluation findings at the Illinois Association of 

Housing Authorities meeting at Allerton, IL. 
• In September, 2016 we presented our evaluation findings to the non-MTW 

comparison group housing authority staff. 
• In September 2016, we were invited and presented our evaluation findings during a 

workshop, MTW Transforming Public Housing, at the Regional Neighborhood 
Network Conference, Champaign, IL. 

 
 
Conclusion 
 
The University of Illinois ongoing evaluation of the HACC MTW program reveals a number 
of key findings from our mixed methods assessment using qualitative and quantitative data. 
The self-sufficiency program has generated significantly positive impacts in terms of 
earnings, employment status of the household head and eligible family members. 
Additionally, using social survey data, we analyzed various relationships of participants’ 
employment status with educational attainment, types of jobs, length of employment, and 
physical and mental health. It seems likely that in the future, the issue may be how best to 
assist the MTW program participants who are in the LSS program but are not progressing as 
well towards their goals, especially as the work requirements become more binding. 
 
Our qualitative data analyses in 2016 included analyzing self-sufficiency themes from key 
informant interview data across time for two key informants of the non-MTW comparison 
housing authority, as well as, three HACC key informants, and comparing these findings 
between HACC and the non-MTW housing authority. An MTW housing authority is required 
to meet a statutory goal to help people become economically self-sufficient. To meet this 
goal, one of the activities the HACC implemented was work requirements. And, for 
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households struggling to meet the work requirement, the HACC provides a team of case 
managers through its Local Self-Sufficiency program to assist housing participants to plan for 
and meet their self-sufficiency goals. HACC housing participants in these analyses describe 
lives that are goal-focused toward self-sufficiency. They describe housing assistance as a 
‘stepping stone’, an opportunity where they can experience higher education as a pathway to 
professionalize their passions. And while all the women described some time to ‘hang out’, 
still, HACC key informants are motivated to use their time to study. They understand they 
have a finite period to accomplish their goals and they are determined. HACC key informants 
have found a way to problem-solve some of the barriers that all the women experienced at 
some time, for example, having adequate child care to be able to access work and education. 
This problem-solving ability comes, in part, from living from an internal locus of control. All 
of the women in these analyses, whether from HACC or the non-MTW housing authority, 
have experienced, and to some extent still do experience, much adversity in their lives. And 
when we asked women from HACC if they might think about disclosing their identity and 
sharing their journey with their peers, to help others meet their goals, they said things like, “I 
think it would be good if um the housing program had a mentoring program. You know, 
people that are using the assistance can help other people who are using the assistance. That 
you guys work together to climb up the ladder. If you had a person that has been to where 
you are, that can make a difference. And you let ‘em know it wasn't all peachy keen, you 
know. There are struggles. But you use that as motivation.” 
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Ann: A case study of a journey to self-sufficiency 

 In October, 2010, the Housing Authority of Champaign County (HACC) was designated a Moving to 
Work (MTW) demonstration agency by the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD). With 
the new designation, the HACC was obliged to meet HUD’s statutory goals to 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. In May, 2011, the Department of Agricultural and 
Consumer Economics at the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign was contracted to conduct a 
longitudinal evaluation of the HACC MTW local self-sufficiency program. Our evaluation uses mixed methods 
analyses with HACC and HUD administrative data, quantitative social survey data and qualitative key 
informant interviews with housing participants. We also engage a non-MTW housing authority in central 
Illinois as our comparison group. This is an account from one key informant from the non-MTW comparison 
group that we have followed over time, and with whom we have conducted three separate interviews. 
 
 We first met Ann in the summer of 2012. She is a Caucasian single mother raising three school-aged 
children in a single-family home, situated in a busy part of town, where she has lived for the past two years. 
Ann described her neighborhood as “decent” with transportation access and within walking distance of a 
shopping center, but also that, “it stinks here with the air pollution”.  Prior to receiving housing assistance in 
Decatur, Ann had a history of living in subsidized housing and ported in from another state, and described her 
transition to Decatur as, “kinda rough” and “we had to go to the homeless shelter” which was difficult for her 
children. But, she said overall the move was positive and she appreciated housing assistance otherwise her 
family would be homeless. “I was able to move. . . that was a blessing.” While Ann was grateful, she reported 
dissatisfaction with her landlord who was unresponsive when she needed help with repairs. Ann was 
unemployed, having worked briefly in Decatur in the retail sector until she quit due to frustration over lack of 
childcare to accommodate an evening, and often unpredictable, work schedule. Ann said she wanted to work 
“like a 9 to 2 job”, but realized “not too many places just want that window.” And that the cost of childcare 
was prohibitive. Ann was a high school graduate, who described herself as healthy and reported no health 
issues that would adversely affect her ability to be employed. Ann did, however, relate recent significant 
emotional loss in that her mother, and a neighbor she was fond of, passed away, and, that her father was 
seriously ill. During the summer, Ann engaged in activities with her children. During the school year, Ann 
described her daytime activities as those of a homemaker, including household chores, walking the dog and 
watching TV. In the afternoons and evenings Ann helped her children with homework, prepared dinner, 
conversed with her children and watched TV. Ann’s family enjoyed downtime together on weekends. As a 
parent, Ann articulated priorities for her children, including education, and two of Ann’s children did well in 
school while the other child struggled. One of Ann’s children suffered a health issue but Ann did not view this 
as causing stress to her or her family. Ann exhibited little financial knowledge, shared that she did not engage 
with financial institutions and had no credit history, and felt little control over rising costs, “Well if everything 
keeps goin’ up, that sounds like I won’t have a grip because I can’t reproduce money.” Ann derived social 
support from mostly family, some friends, neighbors and fellow church members and relied on these people 
for advice when she needed it, and on the church for monetary help when she struggled to pay bills. Ann 
found God a source of support when she had a problem, saying, “I pray”. Otherwise, she viewed herself as 
responsible in reaching self-sufficiency, declaring, “I’m independent.” 
 

I met with Ann two years later in the summer of 2014 at her same residence with her now infant child 
present for our interview, which took place outside her home on the front porch.  While Ann retained housing 
stability, still, her family structure changed. Ann was still unemployed, and stated she searched for jobs while 
pregnant, but that her high-risk pregnancy limited her employment opportunities, “They put me as high risk. 



They didn’t want me to be doing too much but walking.” Having no childcare made it difficult for Ann to work, 
“It’s the baby right now.” Ann articulated no ideal job goal, other than having a regular schedule, but also 
reflected on job opportunities in the greater community, “I’m not too particular, you know, ‘cause it’s really 
hard to find a job here in Decatur.” Ann was proud, however, in sharing that she increased her education by 
attending a year of college, “I loved going to college because I got A’s.” And, that being in college was an 
accomplishment, especially in her family of origin, “My siblings, they didn’t go to college. So I feel really good 
about what I’ve done.” Tragically, Ann was involved in a situation that interrupted her education, and she 
reflected, “It was awful.” Returning to school would require help, “I would probably need assistance. I know I 
could apply for grants.” But also, returning to school with an infant and school-aged children would be difficult, 
“I don’t have no free time.” In addition to a change in family structure, Ann’s mental health also changed due 
to the loss of her father, “. . . a little depression. My dad died. My dad and I tried to be close. I felt good that my 
dad was around me, but it just, you didn’t really feel that love. That real, real love.” As well, since meeting with 
Ann last, her income decreased, “My income went down. . . ‘cause um one of the daddy’s quit his job. The 
other dad, he’s on unemployment.” And, while Ann increased her family structure with a new baby, her oldest 
child, having turned 18, moved out.  Nevertheless, parenting was a source of high self-esteem for Ann and 
spirituality was a new priority she articulated for her children, “Church is important and you know the stuff in 
the Bible too.” While Ann viewed her children as emotionally healthy, still, she continued to raise a child with 
special needs, who often times was the recipient of bullying. Ann maintained a small social support network, 
mostly family, some neighbors and church members. Ann found this social network, along with her 
assertiveness in garnering community resources, helpful in reaching self-sufficiency when she struggled to pay 
bills, “I think it’s great ‘cause I’m the one who’s reaching out and looking. Or, asking for help and it’s not very, 
um, exciting, to ask people for help. It’s a little embarrassing. But, you do it for your kids and for yourself.” Ann 
shared that her children’s father mismanaged her bank account in previous years, so she is unable to engage 
with them until she repays them. When we asked Ann how she compared her financial situation to that of her 
parents, she replied, “Broker than they ever were. Worse than them.” Therefore, after our second visit we 
found Ann assertive, deriving some positive self-esteem from educational gains and successful parenting, 
despite adversity. However, Ann’s mental health declined with depression, she struggled financially, and was 
still unemployed, depending on family, friends, church, community resources, housing assistance and child 
support to manage.   

 
I met Ann a third time the summer of 2016 at her residence, which had not changed in seven years. 

Ann related her neighborhood remained family-oriented, where people “talk to each other” and “where I feel 
comfortable, ‘cause I got good neighbors”; a neighborhood free of major problems, where she said she spends, 
“a lot of time on the block.” When I asked Ann about her work experience over the past two years since we last 
met, she said, “Unemployed still” and sited childcare as a continued barrier to employment, “It’s kinda hard 
trying to, um, find the right schedule for my little one. (Child) has to be potty-trained. (Child’s) having a problem 
with that.” Ann articulated no employment preference, other than daytime hours to accommodate family 
responsibilities. Ann was also unaware of any particular education or training required to land her ideal day 
job, “There’s um a lot of day jobs, but some of ‘em have different requirements. Each one, you know. It’s not all 
the same requirements.”  But said, “I’m always open to new jobs.” As well, while Ann desired to further her 
education, she had not returned to college, “Yeah, it didn’t happen yet. I would like to go back full time, get a 
degree.” Ann viewed completing her college education as improving her self-efficacy and self-esteem, “Oh 
yeah. Make my kids proud of me.” While Ann had not improved her employment or education, nevertheless, 
she fully understood the connection between education and employment, “I think it would put me in a higher 
bracket for, for pay, and job.” Therefore, Ann continued to be a stay-at-home-mom to a toddler and school-
aged children, with her second oldest child having just graduated from high school. Ann spoke about this 
success, “I’m like, yeah! So proud. Yeah. Makes me wanna cry. I did a good job even though there’s, you know, 
good times, bad times, teenage problems. . .” Conversely, Ann was challenged emotionally with a situation 
involving her oldest child who moved from home two years earlier after turning 18, and who was now involved 



with law enforcement, “(Child) made the wrong choices. . . hangin’ around the wrong people. Very sad. ”  Ann 
stayed positive through faith and concrete help from church members.  During the summer Ann engaged her 
children in literacy activities, “going to the library” as well as fun activities, “fishing coming up. . . swimming 
things. . . parks. . . they have bikes . . . visit friends or family.” On Sundays Ann and her family attended church. 
Ann’s children also benefitted from time with community mentors, “they come and pick ‘em up and they go do 
something, you know, just them two. Yeah, to make ‘em feel, you know, special.” Ann described her children as 
emotionally and physically “healthy”. Ann’s children continued to do well in school and Ann’s child with a 
health issue received treatment, enabling the child’s educational success. Ann did describe some changes in 
her physical health, requiring medical attention, but felt that this health concern did not affect her family 
duties nor would it negatively affect job performance. Ann shared that her strongest social support remained 
largely unchanged with family, some church friends, and some neighbors, and she received tangible and 
financial help from one sibling. When Ann encountered a problem, she relied on, “Mostly the Lord. I pray 
about how, how this gonna get taken care of.” What changed within the last two years was Ann’s experience 
with financial institutions, having established a checking account at a local bank, and the feeling that she has 
financial control over her money and her financial future. Finally, Ann used the word “empowering” to 
describe her recent increase in spiritual interests, “I started taking up lessons with um, uh, one of the sisters to 
learn the Bible better. I read my Bible almost every day.” Therefore, after our third meeting with Ann, even 
though she continued to be unemployed long-term, she described self-sufficiency through successful personal 
relationships, mostly with her children, her ability to maintain family responsibilities, housing stability in a 
family-friendly, conveniently located neighborhood, and the ability to manage financially through child support 
income, housing assistance, foodstamps and community resources.  
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Brittany: A case study of a journey to self-sufficiency 

 In October, 2010, the Housing Authority of Champaign County (HACC) was designated a Moving to 
Work (MTW) demonstration agency by the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD). With 
the new designation, the HACC was obliged to meet HUD’s statutory goals to 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. In May, 2011, the Department of Agricultural and 
Consumer Economics at the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign was contracted to conduct a 
longitudinal evaluation of the HACC MTW local self-sufficiency program. Our evaluation uses mixed methods 
analyses with HACC and HUD administrative data, quantitative social survey data and qualitative key 
informant interviews with housing participants. This is an account from one key informant that we have 
followed over time, and with whom we have conducted three separate interviews. 
 
 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 happens.  On this evening, Brittany 
had just arrived home from work and was tending to her toddlers who played around us in her living room as 
we conversed. The TV is 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 her aunt to cancer, “And I had to 
take on the responsibility of bringing my nephew into my house.”  This year we learned more about Brittany’s 
mother who suffers with serious mental illness and who recently experienced, “. . .a lot of mini strokes that 
affect her thinking.” But Brittany says she loves her mother and supports her 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. 
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Carly: A case study of a journey to self-sufficiency 

 In October, 2010, the Housing Authority of Champaign County (HACC) was designated a Moving to 
Work (MTW) demonstration agency by the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD). With 
the new designation, the HACC was obliged to meet HUD’s statutory goals to 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. In May, 2011, the Department of Agricultural and 
Consumer Economics at the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign was contracted to conduct a 
longitudinal evaluation of the HACC MTW local self-sufficiency program. Our evaluation uses mixed methods 
analyses with HACC and HUD administrative data, quantitative social survey data and qualitative key 
informant interviews with housing participants. This is an account from one key informant that we have 
followed over time, and with whom we have conducted three separate interviews. 
 
 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 returning to Champaign she has 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 are 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 are healthy, active in extra-curricular and neighborhood activities, have 
friends at school, and are 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 says her relationship with her mom has 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 has not 
gone 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 
Champaign, “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 



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

 In October, 2010, the Housing Authority of Champaign County (HACC) was designated a Moving to 
Work (MTW) demonstration agency by the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD). With 
the new designation, the HACC was obliged to meet HUD’s statutory goals to 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. In May, 2011, the Department of Agricultural and 
Consumer Economics at the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign was contracted to conduct a 
longitudinal evaluation of the HACC MTW local self-sufficiency program. Our evaluation uses mixed methods 
analyses with HACC and HUD administrative data, quantitative social survey data and qualitative key 
informant interviews with housing participants. We also engage a non-MTW housing authority in central 
Illinois as our comparison group. This is an account from one key informant from the non-MTW comparison 
group that we have followed over time, and with whom we have conducted three separate interviews. 
 
 We first met Chantel in the summer of 2012. She is a minority single mother raising four school-aged 
children in a single-family home, located on a busy street in an otherwise quiet neighborhood with access to 
parks and transportation. Chantel related her children thought the neighborhood was, “. . . supposed to be the 
hood, or something.” Chantel and her family lived in this part of town for a short time, and said she could not 
describe any problems in the neighborhood, “I haven’t heard any break-ins or none of anything like that”, still, 
she was not entirely sure she felt safe. Chantel had a history of living in subsidized housing but relocated here 
four years ago from a low-income housing development in a town near Chicago, unfamiliar with Decatur, but 
said she understood the cost of living to be cheaper.  Chantel was unemployed, “Currently due to my health 
issue”, but articulated a work history in service and retail sectors. Chantel shared her recent retail position was 
“stressful. . . people try to rob the place and stuff and I weren’t with that. So, yes, that didn’t work out.” So 
while finding work was not a problem, keeping a job “was a different story”. Chantel related she was 
“diagnosed with a (serious chronic illness) earlier this month. Me dealing with that is like real stressful as far as 
trying to make sure I pay bills and stuff like that.” But she took care of herself by attending doctor 
appointments and tried to “exercise and eat healthy.” Chantel felt that her health issue affected her job 
performance, “’Cause by me not being able to perform the duties, I couldn’t work there anymore.” Chantel 
didn’t graduate high school, but recalled, “I like school. But, being a mother. . .  I just work. So, I’m trying to get 
back in school. I want a high school diploma.” In her free time, while she is unemployed, she played with her 
children and watched TV. On the weekends, “I party. Like, just hang with my friends. Drink occasionally. Play 
cards. Go bowling. Stuff like that.” Chantel described her children as, “. . .very talented kids. . . always doing 
something . . . singin’. . . dancin’”. And her main priority for them was education, “Just finish school.” When 
her children were younger, they suffered from asthma, “real bad. So, just dealing with that ugh, oh, it was 
terrible.” Chantel’s children missed school because of this asthma, nonetheless, they are “honor roll students” 
and “they have friends.” Chantel’s social network included mostly family, “My boyfriend, my sibling, my mom 
and my kids”, whom she considered “supportive.” Chantel struggled financially to pay utilities and while every 
month she just didn’t have enough money, somehow she, “Just made it. Made a way. . . just puttin’ a little 
money to the side just to make sure bills’ll get covered by the end of the month.” Chantel no longer engaged 
with financial institutions due to a misunderstanding with a bank over a loan, “When I was working, tried to do 
like a um, payday loan or something. Didn’t get approved. But, somehow, I guess they put the money into my 
account. I called them back. Like where did this money come from. They was like well we sent you a 
confirmation email. I’m like I didn’t sign nothing. So they like took money out of my account. And they kept 
taking money out of my account. So I don’t like banks.” And when we asked Chantel how much control she felt 
she had over her money and her financial future, she replied, “I hope I have a lot of control.” Nonetheless, 



while Chantel could not articulate any concrete future goals, one thing she was certain about was that she 
wanted to be, “alive” five years from now, and said, “I don’t like to plan stuff, so I just go with it.” 
Therefore, after our initial interview with Chantel, she described living in a less expensive neighborhood than 
in the past, but struggling with a serious chronic illness, unemployed, just making it financially, with less than a 
high school education and a small social support network that she relied on when she needed help, and 
viewed herself as a responsible and successful parent. 
 

I met with Chantel two years later in the fall of 2014 at her same residence. She expressed satisfaction 
with where she’d chosen to live as it was still, “a pretty quiet area” and for having a responsive landlord. 
Unchanged from our initial visit was Chantel’s chronic illness that precluded employment.  Chantel articulated 
she not only needed help finding a job but also keeping one, “I’m not sure if I’ll be able to hold and maintain 
the duties that they’ll want at a job because of my illness because um it’s like a lot of fatigue. Some days I can’t 
even get out of bed. It’s pretty stressful.” Not only did Chantel’s health continue to be challenged with her 
chronic illness, she also underwent recent surgery, “Well I just had surgery. So my everything changed. Yeah. So 
I’m just gettin’ back used to everything now.” And, she was diagnosed with a second chronic illness. Therefore, 
Chantel continued to suffer significant physical illnesses, applied for Social Security Disability and waited a 
response. In addition, Chantel felt she also needed her high school diploma, and attended an adult education 
program to obtain this diploma and planned additional vocational training when finished, “So that’s kinda 
stopping me from work. But once I get that, um, I’m plannin’ on taking some courses at (community college) 
for (vocation). Chantel expressed job training requirements toward her employment goal. Chantel voiced 
insight over dropping out of high school when pregnant, and how graduating on time would have alleviated 
her current situation, “Just wish I would’ve stayed. . . an’ I wouldn’t have to go through all of this.” During her 
free time, Chantel engaged in minimally challenging activities, “Just watch TV.” When her children were home 
from school they were her focus, “We just have family time.” Chantel related priorities for her children, “Just to 
keep a positive attitude. . . don’t get mixed in with the wrong crowds.” Chantel’s family was also challenged 
with physical health concerns in that one of her children suffered a serious health issue and underwent 
surgery, “I’m thinkin’ it just came from. . . just being stressful ‘cause (child) was in the eighth grade at the time. 
I was just being stressful, keepin’ up with (child’s) grades to graduate. Took (child) to the doctor . . . they X-
rays. . . emergency surgery.” In addition, another child was diagnosed with a learning disability and received 
special services at school. Nonetheless, despite adversity, Chantel’s children displayed resilience, “They honor 
roll students so they all doin’ good. Good health, active”. But, emotionally, Chantel said, “They kind of beat 
they self up sometimes tryin’ too hard.” Chantel’s family structure changed with her oldest child leaving home 
after completing high school. Her immediate and extended family and a couple friends continued to be her 
main social support, “I’m more of a stay to myself type of person. Keep a lot of drama down.” New in our 
conversation was Chantel’s reliance on God as a source of emotional support, “Since my illness . . .the main 
person I really talk to when I’m alone is God because he knows my heart and he knows exactly what I’m going 
through so.” Chantel struggled financially to pay bills, causing her stress, “With me not working, I lost my job 
due to my illness, so it’s pretty stressful.” But her family helped and she received social security income for two 
of her children. Nonetheless she felt little control over her financial situation, “Soon as I get it, it’s gone payin’ 
bills so I have no control.” Still, Chantel shared she was hopeful about the future, having a career, not being on 
Section 8 and “tryna own my own home.” So at the end of our second interview, Chantel increased her desire 
to complete her education by attending an adult education program and was hopeful about her future but 
experienced increased physical health challenges, which precluded employment and caused financial and 
emotional stress, and she experienced additional responsibilities caring for children with health issues. But 
Chantel’s children continued to thrive and she increased spirituality as a source of emotional support. 

 
I met Chantel a third time the summer of 2016 at her residence, which had not changed in six years. 

Our interview took place outside on the front porch of her home, situated on a tree-lined street where the 
only drawback appeared to be traffic, “My youngest. . .likes to come out here and play.  I have (child) go in the 



backyard. . . there's too, too much traffic.” Chantel reported she had the “same neighbors”, her perception was 
that they were mostly homeowners, resulting in neighborhood stability. Chantel relocated to Decatur from a 
larger town with violence and drugs, and said she doesn’t see that often in Decatur, “Not too much ‘cause. . . 
this a smaller city.” Since we last met, Chantel reported she worked for about a year and then said, “I became 
sick. I was hospitalized for like a week. Lost my job due to that.” Chantel takes medication for her disease to 
manage symptoms that, “come and go”, and she is able to work when symptoms subside, “long as I can control 
it then I think I can work.” Chantel is educated about her illness, described some life-threatening symptoms 
and articulated how she cares for herself, “eatin’ healthy . . .keeping your stress level down. . .rest.” Chantel 
was in fact lethargic during our interview. She applied for disability but “was denied”. Nonetheless she viewed 
her health as improving, “I’m gettin’ better now.” In the last two years, Chantel has increased her education, “I 
just recently received my high school diploma”, and began college but could not complete coursework, citing, 
“my internet got turned off” and was consequently dropped from the program. However, earning her high 
school diploma and attending some college increased her self-esteem and self-efficacy, and she said, “Knowin’ 
that I'm in a program to try to further my education was positive. Made me feel happy about somethin’ that I 
was doin’.” With her increased education, Chantel was hopeful and articulated some future employment goals, 
but her outstanding student loan precluded her from returning to college for a vocation or a degree at this 
time. But for now, until she can return to school, she had no ideal job goal, “It really don’t matter to me as long 
as I can provide for my family.” During the day, Chantel said she watched TV, which can be a stress-reliever, ran 
errands, visited her mom and spent time with her children helping them with homework. In the evenings she 
rests, “‘Cause I’m on meds so I try to get as much rest as I can.” When Chantel’s illness symptoms flare, she can 
rely on her children, “They’re very helpful and understanding.” Chantel’s family structure changed with her 
oldest child graduating high school, employed and living independently. Chantel described her school-aged 
children still at home as healthy, good students, who have friends, active in extra-curricular activities and with 
no health issues that affect their learning or behavior. Chantel’s social support network remained unchanged, 
with support coming from her mom, one sibling, her children and friends and she relied mainly on “myself. . . 
my mom and my (sibling)” when she has a problem. But Chantel articulated few financial problems, as she 
received unemployment compensation and foodstamps. While she did not engage with financial institutions 
she felt she had control over her financial situation, “I'm managing to pay bills so that's some type of control.” 
Finally, when we asked Chantel what she would like her life to be like five years from now, she said, “I just hope 
I’m alive.” Therefore, after this interview we found Chantel’s perception and emotions about her health and 
level of education improved, hopefulness improved, she’s a successful and responsible parent to children who 
are empathic, good students and healthy, but she remained unemployed and not continuing her educational 
pursuits. 
 
 

 
 

Cathy Strick, MSW 
University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign 
September, 2016 
 



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

 In October, 2010, the Housing Authority of Champaign County (HACC) was designated a Moving to 
Work (MTW) demonstration agency by the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD). With 
the new designation, the HACC was obliged to meet HUD’s statutory goals to 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. In May, 2011, the Department of Agricultural and 
Consumer Economics at the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign was contracted to conduct a 
longitudinal evaluation of the HACC MTW local self-sufficiency program. Our evaluation uses mixed methods 
analyses with HACC and HUD administrative data, quantitative social survey data and qualitative key 
informant interviews with housing participants. This is an account from one key informant that we have 
followed over time, and with whom we have conducted three separate interviews. 
 
 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 says, “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 break-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 have not changed since we last met, “I don’t know how 
to . . . go on-line. I’m not a computer person.” Laura’s children have grown and she said they were healthy, got 
good grades in school and had friends. When she worked, Laura’s mom 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 the 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. I developed panic attacks . . . anxiety.”  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 
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