
context
W W W . S O U T H N O W . O R G  M A Y 2 0 0 9  N U M B E R 8

C A R O L I N A

T H E  P R O G R A M  O N  P U B L I C  L I F E 

F E R R E L  G U I L L O R Y
Director
guillory@unc.edu 

A N D R E W  H O LT O N
Associate Director
holton@unc.edu 

J E N N I F E R  W E AV E R
Assistant Director for Research
jennifer_weaver@unc.edu 

T H A D  B E Y L E 
Senior Research Fellow
beyle@email.unc.edu

H O D D I N G  C A R T E R ,  I I I 
Leadership Fellow  
hoddingcarter@unc.edu

D .  L E R O Y  T O W N S  
Research Fellow 
dltowns@email.unc.edu

T H E  P R O G R A M  O N  P U B L I C  L I F E 
is a non-partisan organization  

devoted to serving the people of 

North Carolina and the South by 

informing the public agenda and 

nurturing leadership.

To receive an electronic version or 

to subscribe to the printed version, 

send your name and email address  

to southnow@unc.edu.

The Program on Public Life is part 

of the Center for the Study of the 

American South at the University  

of North Carolina at Chapel Hill.

Carolina Context was printed with 

the use of state funds. 700 copies of 

this public document were printed 

at a cost of $890, or $1.27 a copy.

DIRECTOR’S NOTE
The deep national recession has taken a severe toll 
on North Carolina’s economy and government and 
on its people. As if  a trap-door had opened beneath 
the state’s economy, more than a quarter of  a million 
workers have lost their jobs in the past year.

The state’s unemployment rate shot up from 
7 percent in September 2008 to 10.8 percent in 
March 2009. Jobs have dissolved especially in 
manufacturing and construction. Bill Bishop and 
Tim Murphy recently reported on dailyyonder.
com, the news-and-analysis website of the 
Kentucky-based Center for Rural Strategies, that 
19 of the 50 rural counties across the country with 
the largest job losses between January 2008 and 
January 2009 were in North Carolina.

And as unemployment rises, so do the 
chances that more people will fall into poverty 
or near-poverty.

This white paper had its genesis prior to the 
arrival of a double-digit unemployment rate —
but it is even more pertinent now. The paper 
has a two-pronged premise: first, that people in 
economic distress ought to have easier access to 
the government assistance available to them; and 
second, that it is in the self-interest of our state and 
communities to have their lower-income people 
with as much spending power as possible.

The co-authors of this paper are:

a faculty member devoted to teaching and 
academic research, as well as to applying his 
scholarship to real-time public policy issues.  
 

He lead the Health and Wellness Task Fund for 
Healthier North Carolina and now serves as a 
senior adviser on health and human services to 

 

asset-building strategies.

budget issues.
This white paper drew from a larger background 

non-profit research organization, under a planning 
grant from the Z. Smith Reynolds Foundation. The 
foundation has also served as a major supporter of  

We will make available online the multiple 
data sources and the calculation processes the 
authors used to determine how much money in 
government benefits goes uncollected by eligible 
North Carolinians.

We are also grateful for the contributions of 

in gathering and analyzing data and producing 
the charts, graphs and maps that accompany 

— FERREL GUILLORY 
 Director, Program on Public Life 

What's inside...
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2  C A R O L I N A  C O N T E X T

Struggling North Carolinians Missing Out 
On Much-Needed Federal Assistance

In 2008, the federal poverty threshold was $21,200 for a family of 
four. However, research suggests that, on average, families need 
an income of about twice the federal poverty level to meet their 
basic needs. Based on the most recent data, 1,276,376 families, 
with 2,194,172 children, live in North Carolina. Forty-three percent 
(937,193) of these children live in low-income working families, 
defined as income below 200% of the federal poverty threshold. 

An array of  federal and state means-tested programs form a core work support 

unclaimed benefits for North Carolina families and unclaimed federal dollars 
for North Carolina’s economy. Major programs include the earned income 

program. Although these programs were designed with a common purpose — 

Map 1 illustrates the proportion of  all families in each county  
who have a household income at or below the federal poverty level.

Source:  2000 Census, Most recent data available for county level

PERCENT OF FAMILIES LIVING IN POVERTY WHERE ADULTS ARE IN 
THE WORKFORCE (WORKFORCE: FULL/PART TIME)

3% –5% 

5% –6% 

6% – 8% 

8% – 10% 

10% –14% 

to support low-income working families — the multiple application processes 

confusion over who is eligible, and how and where to apply for benefits. This 
results in significant under-enrollment, which in turn leads to unclaimed benefits 

under-enrollment in several means-tested programs that support North Carolina 
low-income working families.

Who are we talking about and where do they live?

Map 2 illustrates the proportion of  all families in each county who have 
two employed parents living in the household and have a household 

Source:  2000 Census, Most recent data available for county level

PERCENT OF FAMILIES WITH CHILDREN LIVING IN POVERTY

JEFF DIEBOLD, JESSICA DORRANCE, DANIEL GITTERMAN
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C A R O L I N A  C O N T E X T  3

EARNED INCOME TAX CREDIT (EITC)

at increasing income security among low-income working families, claimed by 

the credit each individual receives depends upon household earnings and the 
total number of  dependents a filer can claim. 

The latest available data indicates that North Carolinians received more 

SUPPLEMENTAL NUTRITION ASSISTANCE PROGRAM (SNAP)/

FOOD STAMPS

diets among low-income households, and it is the largest food assistance 

is used, much like an ATM card, to purchase authorized food items at 
participating grocery stores. Applications for this program are available 

where the completed forms must be turned in. The amount of assistance a 
household receives is determined based on total income and the number of 
individuals in the household. These determinations can vary, depending on 

support. National trends suggest that participation is typically high among 
individuals in households with children, receiving public assistance, or with 
very low income, and is generally low for children living with non-citizen 
adults, the elderly, and individuals with incomes above poverty. The level of 
participation has increased across all these subgroups in North Carolina due 
to economic circumstances as well as recent changes in eligibility rules. 

Carolina participated in the food stamp program in 2005, which is “significantly 

million in food stamp benefits went unclaimed by eligible North Carolinians 

who were not enrolled in the program in 2005, resulting in the largest est- 
imated loss in federal revenue among the programs discussed in this study. 

MEDICAID (HEALTH CHECK) AND SCHIP (HEALTH CHOICE)

health programs that offer coverage to children in low-income families that 

Medicaid coverage must seek a paper application through their county’s 

eligibility vary depending on age, family size, and disability status of the 

program for a share of the services the state Medicaid program provides. For 

is higher in states with lower per capita income relative to the national average. 

of providing health care to individuals under each of these programs.

they are covered under a private plan or under their parents’ plan, but many 

to produce a similar estimate for the rate of Medicaid under-enrollment. 

are close to what under-enrollment in Medicaid would be if the necessary 
data were available. 

revenue to support health care coverage for children in 2005.

Source:  2000 Census of Population, Most recent data available at county level

WHAT DOES IT REALLY TAKE TO GET BY? A FOUR COUNTY SAMPLE OF STRUGGLING FAMILIES

Poverty 
Threshold

No. of 
Families

Poverty level 
income

No. of 
Families

Poverty level 
income

No. of 
Families

Poverty level 
income

No. of 
Families

Poverty level 
income

<100% 748 12,343 2,054 13,579 11,572 14,207 1,625 13,566

<150% 1,567 18,110 3,708 20,005 20,228 20,634 2,905 19,068

<200% 2,642 26,290 6,417 31,094 31,363 27,800 4,756 26,513 

Ashe Co. Lenoir Co. Mecklenburg Co. Orange Co.
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4  C A R O L I N A  C O N T E X T

WORK FIRST/TEMPORARY ASSISTANCE FOR NEEDY  

FAMILIES (TANF)

federal welfare reform. Because of these changes, each state now receives a 
block grant from the federal government but retains the discretion to establish 
its own eligibility definitions. North Carolina’s program seeks to encourage 
self-sufficiency and workforce participation by making benefits conditional 
upon work requirements and imposing restrictions on the length of time that 
an individual may claim benefits.

records, and proof of identification and income to their local county 

by a household’s income, number of children, assets, and the employment 

was eligible for cash assistance; however North Carolina allows additional 
eligibility rules to be set at the county level, which in places preclude those 

Following the reforms in the mid-90s, federal spending on TANF programs 

in 1997. Cash assistance payments have remained at the same level since 1991 
and are currently among the lowest in the country. 

CHILD CARE SUBSIDIES

North Carolina provides subsidized child care services to eligible families 
through a state-supervised voucher system. Counties within the state 
administer the program and receive an annual block grant comprised of 
federal and state funds for implementation of the services. The goals of this 
program are to provide access to quality child care services to low income 
households so that they may seek employment and participate in job training. 

process involves an interview with a local county official to make the final 

child care subsidies, helping provide child care to more than 87,000 children. 

million in federal revenue to the state. 

INCOME AND ASSET ELIGIBILITY CRITERIA BY PROGRAM, 2008

Monthly Income Thresholds Annual Assets/Resource Limits

EITC

$3,220 with two or more qualifying children

$2,832 with one qualifying child

$1,073 with no qualifying children*

No more than $2,950 in investment income 

SNAP/Food Stamps $1,907 for a family of three
No more than $2,000 in countable 
resources ($3,000 if there is at least one 
adult over age 60 or disabled)

Medicaid for Children
(Health Check)

$2,934 for a family of three  
(with children under the age of 6)

$1,467 for a family of three
(with children between the ages of 6 and 18)

No asset limits

SCHIP (Health Choice) $2,934 for a family of three (200% FPL) No asset limits

Work First/TANF $544 for a family of three
No more than $3,000 in assets that can be 
converted to cash in 5 days

Child Care Subsidies $3,057 for a family of 3 No asset limits

LIHEAP $2,579 for a family of 3** No more than $2,200 in assets

School Nutrition Programs — 
School Breakfast, School Lunch, 
Special Milk Program and Fresh  
Fruit and Vegetables Program

$2,714 for a family of 3 for reduced price meals

$1,907 for a family of 3 for free meals
No asset limits

*Monthly limits are calculated using the annual income threshold divided by 12. Annual income limits are $38,646 with two or more qualifying children ($41,646 married 
filing jointly); $33,995 with one qualifying child ($36,995 married filing jointly); $12,880 with no qualifying children ($15,880 married filing jointly). 

**Monthly limits are calculated using 60% of estimated state median income (as recently required by LIHEAP grantees to determine eligibility). For a family of 4, 60% 
of estimated state median income in NC is $36,852. Per the Administration for Children and Families guidance, to determine the amount for a family of 3 this figure is 
multiplied by 84%, which is equal to $30,955. This is divided by 12 to get the monthly income limits. 

C A R O L I N A  C O N T E X T  5

ENERGY ASSISTANCE (LIHEAP)

block grant assisting low-income households that pay a high proportion of 

eligible families in North Carolina to pay their heating bill. The program covers 
five percent of the home heating costs for qualifying households in North 

eligible households, which receive automatic payments for heating costs. 

are accepted for two weeks in November. However, these two weeks vary by 

determined by an automated system that factors in income, location, the type 
of heat the household uses, and fuel/electricity costs. 

 

for assistance. 

in federal heating and cooling assistance. 

Data Set: 2005 – 2007 American Community 
Survey 3-Year Estimates

* excludes York County, SC from the 
Metropolitan Statistical Area

NOT JUST A RURAL PROBLEM: 
POVERTY IN NORTH CAROLINA METROS

City
Number 
of 
families

Percent of  
families living  
in poverty 

Share  
of State

Raleigh-Cary 13,769 10.0% 6.85%

Durham 8,818 15.3% 4.39%

Goldsboro 3,232 19.8% 1.61%

Greenville 5,210 23.2% 2.59%

Greensboro- 
High Point

17,396 18.9% 8.65%

Jacksonville 4,014 18.2% 2.00%

Wilmington 6,125 15.5% 3.05%

Fayetteville 10,908 20.8% 5.43%

Charlotte- 
Gastonia-Concord*

23,795 12.4% 11.84%

Winston-Salem 10,058 16.7% 5.00%

Hickory-Lenoir- 
Morganton

6,678 15.0% 3.32%

Asheville 7,464 15.9% 3.71%

Burlington 3,878 19.8% 1.93%

Rocky Mount 4,258 22.9% 2.12%

State 201,056 17.3%

SCHOOL NUTRITION PROGRAMS

federally assisted meal program that operates in public schools, nonprofit 
private schools, and residential child care institutions — it seeks to ensure 
that every student is provided a nutritional breakfast each day. School districts 
and independent schools that choose to take part in the School Breakfast 

Agriculture for each meal they serve. The cash subsidies are dispersed by 
reimbursement rates for free breakfast, reduced-priced breakfast, and paid 
breakfasts sold. 

individual must be a resident of the state of North Carolina, and a parent or 
primary caregiver responsible for a child, or children, who attend school. 
Those who qualify must also have a monthly household income that does not 

the school nutrition programs. 

million in federal revenue to fund this program. According to the School 
Breakfast Scorecard for 2005, out of every 100 low-income students in North 

participation by just 10 percent points, North Carolina could receive almost 

meals to low-income students.

federally assisted meal program that operates in public and non-profit private 
schools, and residential child care institutions and is administered in the same 
way as the breakfast program. The public schools, non-profit private schools, 

for each meal served, with different reimbursement rates for free, reduced, 
and paid lunches. The Food Research and Action Center estimated that 

child care institutions and eligible camps that do not participate in other 
federal child nutrition meal service programs; or in schools to provide milk 

seventeen-cents for each half pint of milk served. Any child from a family that 
meets income guidelines to get free meals, TANF, or food stamps, is eligible 

provided to children in North Carolina. 

students’ consumption of  fresh fruits and vegetables. For the fourth consecutive 
year, North Carolina has been awarded the opportunity to participate in the 

purchase and serve a wide variety of  fresh fruits and vegetables, free of  charge, 
to all eligible students in the participating schools. 
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6  C A R O L I N A  C O N T E X T

TAKING BETTER ADVANTAGE OF BENEFIT DOLLARS

consistently show a high willingness to enroll themselves and their children, 

lack knowledge of the programs available to them, or the time and ability to 
navigate the administrative system. Studies also demonstrate that onerous 
documentation, local office procedures, and enrollment processes can reduce 

Strategies to increase enrollment in these programs are critical to 
maintaining a strong social safety net for low-income families throughout 
North Carolina, and this need is even more pronounced today than it has been 
in the past several decades.

Agencies could use pre-printed forms that include the information 
submitted the previous year. Families would only need to update any 
information that has changed since the year before. Another option is 
to reach out and enroll individuals and families where they are. For 

enrollment initiative through hospital emergency rooms. Technology 
tools are available that assist with this type of streamlining of appli- 

make it possible to apply for multiple programs at once or use technology 
to share information between programs. A third strategy is to screen for 

use in other states. 

particularly useful for identifying and enrolling children into Medicaid and 

Many communities across the country have also employed software 
packages to identify eligible people and assist in the application process. 
These software products are designed to create “one stop shopping” for 
benefits applicants to improve enrollment and heighten communication 
among government organizations. Such software is being utilized by at 
least 12 states across the country. 

North Carolina has been a leader in building programs that support 
individuals and families and help create healthy, vibrant communities. The 

stronger, more stable families and communities. Because many of these 
programs are funded in part by the federal government, these investments 
also bring crucial federal dollars into the state. Additionally, in the case of 
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TAKING BETTER ADVANTAGE OF BENEFIT DOLLARS
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underenrollment have suffered from multiple sources of measurement error 
and methodological concerns. For a detailed description of these issues see 

without the certainty that they do not suffer from the drawbacks described 

Carolina relative to other TANF programs in other states.
Because the TANF funds from the federal government are provided as a 

block grant, it is possible that this TANF under-enrollment figures overstate 
the amount that the state could actually realize from the federal government. 
Were enrollment at 100 percent, it is possible that funds within the block grant 
would run out before all of these benefits could be distributed. 

www.e-nc.org. 
The average cost of child care is based on full-time care for a four year- 

old, according to the National Association of Child Care Resource and  
Referral Agencies.

ESTIMATED UNCLAIMED BENEFITS 1997 –  2005, DATA SOURCES: 

were estimated based on the number of eligible children that were uninsured. 

assumed that Medicaid enrollment rates were identical to those we estimated 

Notes on the data, continued
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