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The Jane Addams Hull House Association  

Women’s Policy Board  
 
 
 
The Jane Addams Hull House Association Women’s Policy Board is a diverse 
group of women leaders from the Chicago area.  Focusing special attention on 
the status of women as revealed in Minding the Gap, a Hull House reporti, the 
Board advocates for communities by making policy recommendations to Hull 
House and state and local officials.  
 
The Board also serves as an advocate for Hull House regarding women’s issues.  
The work of the Women’s Policy Board can have a meaningful impact on the 
lives of women, because it complements the programs of Hull House, particularly 
those that treat domestic violence, teen pregnancy, child care, homelessness 
and factors burdening female-headed households. 
  
By valuing the voices of all community members, the Women’s Policy Board 
enables Hull House to extend its legacy of leading systemic social change and 
addressing the root causes of contemporary societal problems.  
 
The Women’s Policy Board conducts its work with the generous support of 
Navigant Consulting (Founding Sponsor), Blue Cross Blue Shield of Illinois, 
Chicago Foundation for Women and Exelon.  

                                                           
i Minding the Gap: An Assessment of Racial Disparity in Metropolitan Chicago is a report done by Hull 
House and the Center for Urban Research and Learning of Loyola University in 2003.  This report 
examines inequality in the six-county metropolitan area in seven systems: income, wealth and employment; 
education; housing; transportation; health; health and welfare of children and the criminal justice system.    
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KEEPING A ROOF OVER THEIR HEADS: LOW INCOME WORKING WOMEN & 

AFFORDABLE HOUSING  
 
 
Our homes are our physical anchors.  They give us a sense of security 

and provide refuge.  Communities are extensions of that base, helping us 
mediate the outside world.  The relationships we form in neighborhoods with 
individuals, organizations, institutions, and businesses create the defining texture 
of our lives.  These relationships support and nourish all of us and provide a 
safety net in times of trouble.   
 
 Stable and affordable housing is pivotal to community life and to the 
vitality of the Chicago region.  Unfortunately, as the cost of housing continues to 
rise in the city and the nation, there are fewer and fewer affordable housing 
options.  For Illinois women, many of whom are working and continue to earn 
only 70 cents for each dollar that men make, the struggle to make ends meet 
increases as the percentage of their limited income spent on housing grows.1 
  
 One third of all American women, work full time, for the full year and earn 
less than $25,000 a year (Women Employed).  Work, in short, does not pay for 
these women and their families.2  
 
 We must thus use gender as our lens as we increase the number of 
affordable housing units in the nation and as we provide support to more than 
500,000 low-income working families here in Illinois.  Without such a perspective, 
women and their families will remain highly vulnerable while the region moves 
ahead.    
 
  This paper explores the interdependent relationships of housing, gender, 
and race for low-income working families and makes recommendations for 
bettering the status of the working poor, especially women and their children.     
 
A City in Transition  
 

The very fabric of Chicago’s neighborhoods has changed over the last 
decade. In the housing sector, economic progress has fueled simultaneous 
condo conversion, destruction of older buildings, and new construction.  The city 
of Chicago gained 112,000 residents between 1990 and 2000, but it lost 34,000 
between April 2000 and July 2004.  The only age segment that grew was people 
between the ages of 20 and 30.3  
 

Newcomers to Chicago with professional jobs purchase condos, leases for 
the decreasing number of rental units rise, and long-time residents, especially 
people of color, are pushed from their neighborhoods.  Migration within the city is 
altering Chicago’s racial and economic mix.  Entire populations, such as 
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immigrants, older adults, and the disabled can no longer afford neighborhoods 
where they spent much of their lives.  
 

Within recent memory, working families could find affordable housing 
close to their jobs, public transportation, relatives, and support networks.  Now 
they must look for shelter much farther afield so they can make ends meet -- to 
the city’s northwest, southwest, and east boundaries and to the south suburbs. 

 
Working poor households with tight budgets rely much more heavily on 

close, informal community networks to address the challenges of daily life than 
do middle income families with flexible incomes.  These support networks are 
largely women-centered.  When working poor families are forced to move to new 
neighborhoods, they lose these essential supports.   

 
In changing Chicago communities, prosperity and economic stability are 

especially fragile for women.  The loss of a job, a divorce, or the termination of an 
abusive relationship can trigger a downward financial spiral for even middle class 
women with resources.  The situation is exponentially worse for working class 
women.  Missing a mortgage payment or rent check can force a woman from her 
home and support network, pushing her family into a more perilous way of life. 
 
The Working Poor 
 

In 2005 more than 830,0004 Illinois residents of working age did not earn 
enough to cover essential expenses.  Life is difficult for low-income Chicagoans: 
 
·  A Chicago family of four needs a minimum of $43,704 annually to cover basic 

living costs.5   
·  More than 21% of Chicagoans (573,313) live in poverty, a 3.9% increase from 

2000.6    
·  Since 2000, the percentage of children living in poverty has also risen, 

reaching 35% in 2005.7   
 

Working poor adults are virtually invisible, because they are not on public 
assistance rolls and by and large do not access social services.  They make too 
much money for many types of aid.  We define the working poor as those whose 
income from all sources was less than 150% of the official poverty line, $13,001 
for an individual and $25,544 for a family of four.8   

 
The working poor are indeed working very hard for quite meager wages.  

In 1999, 39.5% worked full-time, full year; 67.4% worked 35 hours or more per 
week; and 54.1% worked 50 weeks or more during the year, compared to only 
45.7% in 1989.9  

 
Minorities are clearly over-represented among the working poor.  In 1999 

in metropolitan Chicago 37.0% of the working poor were Latino and 26.2% 
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African American.10.  Many of these people lack high school diplomas -- 27% of 
African-American working poor and almost 65% of working poor Latinos. 11    
 

Limited education narrows career options for working poor families, so 
many adults hold several positions to make ends meet.  These are typically low 
wage jobs in retail, service, and administrative support sectors that lack growth 
potential. 12  

 
Language difficulties also confront a significant percentage of working 

poor; in metropolitan Chicago a fifth of working poor adults had little English, 
compared to 6.4% of adults in working families who were not poor.  This 
represents a 5% increase over 1990. 13 
 

Low earnings place enormous stress on minority families when they must 
identify housing.  
 
Realities of the Market: Housing - Affordable For W hom? 
 

When it established housing supports for low-income individuals and 
families, the Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) determined 
that 30% of the household budget was appropriate for shelter.  That percentage 
has become a touchstone in discussions of housing costs and family income.  
HUD also calculates the “Fair Market Rent” annually as part of its housing 
support program, based on the median rent for units in the region.  

 
Between 2000 and 2005, the Fair Market Rent for a two-bedroom 

apartment in Illinois rose 11.4%, while the median Illinois household income fell 
9.8%.  During the same period, the portion of Illinois families living in poverty 
increased from 10.3% to 11.9%.14    

 
The Fair Market Rent for a two-bedroom apartment in Chicago is currently 

$935.15   A worker must make $17.98 per hour or work 2.6 full-time jobs at the 
minimum wage of $6.50 to afford that apartment.  The mean renter hourly wage 
in Cook County was $16.05 in 2006.16   In Chicago, 34.9% of working poor 
families who rented paid at least half their income for housing, compared to 2.5% 
of working families who were not poor.17  
 

Typically, working poor families well exceed the HUD criterion of no more 
than 30% of income devoted to housing costs.  These households do not access 
government supports, so a disproportionate weight falls on those least able to 
afford adequate apartments.  As incomes decrease, the percentage of families 
“cost burdened” by housing increases.  Fifty-one percent of families earning 31% 
- 50% of the area median income ($67,000 in the year 2000) are cost burdened, 
and a full 72% of families earning 0% - 30% of the area median, those at the 
lowest rung of the economic ladder, are cost burdened. 18  
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These factors further tighten the affordable rent market for the low-income 
working families: 
 
·  From 44,637 to 97,894 Chicago rental apartments were replaced by 102,408 

condos between 1989 and 2004.19    
·  The Chicago Housing Authority’s (CHA) Plan for Transformation dispersed 

6,000 - 7,000 low-income families throughout the region.  The agency started 
with 38,000 homes, but will offer only 25,000 dwellings when the plan is 
complete, leaving an overall deficit of 13,000 units.  This will displace 42,000 
people.20   

·  By 2010, the city of Chicago can possibly lose a total of 31,300 - 37,700 
subsidized units due to potential loss of expiring Section 8 housing, a loss of 
early tax credit projects, and the CHA Plan for Transformation.21  

 
Home ownership is equally problematic.  In 2000, more than 40% of 

homeowners in low-income communities such as Englewood and changing 
neighborhoods such as Humboldt Park and Grand Boulevard were mortgage-
burdened; that is, they dedicated more than 35% of their income to mortgage and 
related costs.22  
 
The Confluence of Gender, Race, and Poverty 
 

Scholars have written about the feminization of poverty since the late 
1970s, and by the late 1990s poverty had become truly concentrated in mother-
child families – 50% of the poor lived in such households.23 Children who lived 
with never-married mothers (women who tended to be younger and less 
educated) fared worse than children of divorced mothers.  Two-thirds of the 
former lived in poverty and only 17% received child support, while 38% of the 
latter lived in poverty, and half of those received child support.24   
 

Single women with dependent children headed 22.4% of working poor 
families in metropolitan Chicago.  Minority working poor families were much more 
likely to have dependent children –African Americans (69.8%), Latinos (66.2%) 
and whites (33.2%).  In fact, among African Americans the most common family 
type (50.6%) was a single woman, head of household.  For Latinos, the typical 
family structure (43.3%) was a married couple with children.25 

 
Of the 420,000 female-headed households in Chicago, 131,000 (or 31%) 

live on between $10,000 and $30,000 annually.26  A total of 153,000 children live 
in these families.27.  A dubious distinction, Illinois has the worst gender/wage 
inequality of the five most populous states in the nation.  In 2006, women working 
full-time, all year had mean wage earnings of 70 cents for each dollar men 
earned, a one-cent gain since 2004.28   

 
Currently, female-headed households cluster in high-poverty south side 

and west side communities where, although rents are lower than some parts of 
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the city, a large proportion of residents are already paying more than 30% of their 
income for rent.29  

 
A study by the Leadership Council for Metropolitan Open Communities 

revealed that 87% of the rentals affordable to households earning $25,525/year 
are found in “low opportunity” communities and that these neighborhoods are 
almost entirely black and Hispanic.30   
 
The Daily Dilemma for Working Poor Families 
 

Nearly 500,000 people rely on emergency and supplemental food 
provided by the Greater Chicago Food depository each year, suggesting that 
Chicago working poor families must decide each month whether to pay the rent, 
scrimp on food, delay childcare, forego medications, or cut other difficult corners 
to make ends meet.31   

 
Low income Chicago women want to forge a brighter future for themselves 

and their families, but they are challenged at each step by competing priorities for 
their small paychecks.  They work long hours, but their wages do not cover 
expenses, let alone permit them to get ahead.  By and large, their limited 
education forecloses jobs with career potential, no matter how great their innate 
talents.  We know that 70% of former welfare recipients receive no benefits,32 
and when they or their families are ill, the emergency room doctor becomes the 
physician of choice.  The women themselves are at risk, and their children do not 
receive the regular preventive health care that promotes their development.  
Compromised health or even a child’s bout with the flu can lead to absence from 
work, wage and job loss.  

 
Poor neighborhoods offer few amenities, such as grocery stores where 

families can purchase nutritious food.  As a result, low-income shoppers must 
frequent mom-and-pop stores where selection is small and where fresh meat and 
produce (if any) are more costly.  White neighborhoods have 3.9 grocers per 
100,000 residents, African-American neighborhoods 2.7, and Hispanic 
neighborhoods 2.6 per 100,000 residents.33  In minority communities it is too 
easy to raise children on highly processed foods that ultimately lead to obesity 
and other health problems. 

 
Many items compete for dollars in working poor family budgets, where 

high quality, affordable childcare is a critical concern.  Childcare may take the 
form of an after-school program, a day-long agency program, or care in the home 
of a friend or relative.  This becomes more difficult as a woman and her family 
are uprooted from their community.  

 
Additionally, family members must be clothed, and students need school 

supplies.  Homeowners and some renters assume the escalating costs of 
heating.  Finally, transportation is an issue.  While 30% of working women use 
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public transportation, the remaining 70% rely on their own cars34 and must spend 
money on insurance and gasoline.  Within this fragile structure, if one domino 
falls, economic disaster can ensue.  

 
Rising housing costs impinge on the delicate balance low-income families 

negotiate to make ends meet.  Gentrification is pushing families, notably Hispanic 
families with children, from their safety nets to communities on the far northwest, 
southwest, and east reaches of the city.35  African Americans remain in 
neighborhoods with the highest concentrations of children in poverty (40% - 60%) 
on the near south and west sides, where they have resided for decades.36   
Neither moving to smaller quarters nor moving far from support networks 
promotes healthy child development.  
 
Geographic Incompatibility: Job Creation and Afford able Housing 

  
New job creation, most of it low-wage, takes place in the wealthier 

suburbs, where virtually no affordable housing exists.  For example, according to 
the Illinois Housing Development Authority, in Glencoe and Wilmette, suburbs 
working to develop affordable housing, there are just 106 affordable units (of 
3,111) in the former community and 544 affordable units (of 10,032) in the 
latter.37 
 

Chicago Metropolis 2020 has estimated that the Northeastern Illinois 
housing/jobs mismatch will cost businesses between $200 and $300 million in 
the coming years.  Businesses relying on entry-level workers will bear the 
greatest burden).38  The daily trek to and from work reduces the time a woman 
might devote to education and career advancement and surely places extra 
pressure on her, as she still must address myriad family needs with fewer hours.   

 
The uneducated worker will earn meager wages in distant suburbs.  The 

majority of new jobs are projected to pay much less than the current state 
median income of $48,008: 43.3% will pay less than $23,650 and 62.9% will pay 
less than $38,660.39  Once again, the spiral will descend, as undereducated 
employees’ restricted income results in limited housing options. 

 
While we can estimate projected wages with confidence, the human cost 

of unaffordable housing on families and the social fabric defies quantification.   
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Recommendations  

 
Simply put and without qualification, we believe that affordable housing is 

a basic human right.  Every individual and family should have a place to call 
home that is safe and provides the physical and emotional environment human 
beings need to thrive.  A home furnishes the stability children require for healthy 
development and adults the secure base they need to forge a better future for 
their families.   

 
We must insure that everyone can find this refuge.  Households, with 

neighbor helping neighbor, are the building blocks of any community.  Without 
community, people, especially poor people, become displaced physically and 
emotionally.  Security unravels as connections fail. 
 

Further, we believe that it is morally wrong for Americans to work forty 
hours or more each week and remain in poverty.  One of the great American 
myths tells us that hard work inevitably yields success, yet thousands of 
Chicagoans strive toward this goal and cannot make ends meet. 

 
  As a society, we provide a host of services for the very poor through 

government and social service agencies like Jane Addams Hull House.  Yet we 
know preciously little about the working poor -- we see them in our communities, 
on the buses and the streets downtown and do not recognize them as such.  
They are busy working several jobs and caring for their families.  They don’t have 
time to advocate on their own behalf, and they earn too much to receive 
subsidies.   

 
We lack the knowledge and systems to help working poor women 

articulate and seek their dreams.         
 

To create better services for the working poor, we must consider the 
realities of their lives.  Working poor families certainly have the desire and drive 
to reach economic security, but lack the personal resources to grasp it.  We must 
initiate a conversation among many parties.  How do families function when 
unaffordable housing has forced them from their communities and support 
systems?  Where do they go?  What do they need for economic stability?  As 
poverty has taken an increasingly feminine face, what can we do for women to 
help them get ahead?  What can we do to assure a brighter future for their 
children?  

 
Jane Addams Hull House Association, with its research capacity and 

connections to real people and communities, can help answer these questions, 
test solutions, and improve lives.  
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Action Steps 

 
We call for policymakers, funders, social service providers, and others to 

join with Jane Addams Hull House Association in taking the following actions.    
 
Maintaining and Expanding Affordable Housing 

 
·  Educate all citizens to consider housing a basic human right.  
·  Advocate for legislative changes that produce more affordable housing in 

Chicago and the state of Illinois. 
·  Reinvigorate the Illinois Affordable Housing Trust Fund and the Rental 

Housing Support Program.  We must protect the current stock of affordable 
housing from condo conversion, transformation, and demolition.   

 
 
Assisting the Working Poor 
 
·  Create a network of government, privately-funded, and community-based 

programs able to move low-income women and their families toward 
economic independence.  Women need additional education, better jobs, and 
individualized supports, particularly housing and childcare.  

·  Educate all citizens about the existence and needs of the working poor, 
especially women. 

·  Advocate for legislation that helps working poor families achieve economic 
stability. 

·  Develop programs that help working poor women raise their children in a safe 
environment and enable them to balance employment and family. 

·  Create educational opportunities that will give workers, especially women, the 
skills they need to earn a living wage. 

·  Demonstrate to businesses how appropriate housing and professional 
development for working poor employees will boost bottom line profits. 
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