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Single mothers in Michigan

who had one of nine barriers

were significantly less likely

to be working than mothers

who did not have the 

barrier.

Barriers to Employment
Deborah Satyanathan

Many individuals who receive welfare would like to work but discover that 
finding and retaining employment is difficult for a number of reasons. Those who
are able to leave welfare for work often earn too little to support their families.
Current data shows that many of these individuals face significant barriers to
employment, and individuals with multiple barriers are less likely to successfully
enter the workforce than those with one or no barriers.

What are the employment barriers for single mothers in Michigan?
The University of Michigan conducted a study on single mother welfare 
recipients in an urban county in Michigan.  The researchers found that mothers
who had one of nine barriers were significantly less likely to be working than
mothers who did not have the barrier. Table 1 lists these barriers and shows the
percentage of women in the sample reporting the barrier and the national 
percentage of women with the barrier.  It also shows the percentage of women in
the sample, with and without barriers, that were working 20 or more hours per
week.

In addition, 85% of recipients had at least one barrier and 74% had two or more
barriers.  The study found that the probability that a mother worked twenty
hours or more decreases as her number of barriers to employment increases.
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A Michigan study found that

20% of single mothers on

welfare reported having a

child with a health, learning

or emotional problem.

Another Michigan study 

suggests that TANF case-

workers do not understand

special needs children, 

have little knowledge of 

community resources for 

special needs children and

are not aware of how special

needs children can impede a

parents ability to find

employment.

What does the current research say about barriers to employment?
Researchers have conducted many studies on potential barriers to employment for
welfare recipients.  Four of the major barriers identified by analysts at the Center
on Budget and Policy Priorities include [2]:

1.  Little or no employment skills or education

• Many studies have found that most welfare recipients do not have the 
education or skills required by most employers.

• Further education and/or training can assist former welfare recipients in
becoming financially independent.

• One study’s results suggest that women with an associate’s degree can earn
hourly wages that are 19 to 23 percent higher than similar women who did
not have the degree.

2.  Little or no prior work experience

• Inner cities and rural areas often do not have enough jobs that do not
require previous work experience for all of the individuals competing for
those jobs.

• As welfare caseloads decrease, states will be forced to assist individuals with
little or no work experience in finding employment.

3. Substandard housing conditions or lack of affordable housing

• Nationally, 75% of all families receiving welfare do not receive housing 
assistance.

• Substandard housing has been linked to poor physical health among 
children.

• A study of 13 states found that parents were not able to focus on work
activities until they addressed their housing needs.

• Higher housing costs in the suburbs often prevent families from moving to
areas with a larger number of available jobs.

4. Having a child with special needs

• A Michigan study found that 20% of single mothers on welfare reported
having a child with a health, learning or emotional problem.

• Parents are unable to find adequate child care for disabled children because
of untrained staff or inaccessible locations.

• Another Michigan study’s results suggest that TANF caseworkers do not
understand special needs children, have little knowledge of community
resources for special needs children and are not aware of how special needs
children can impede a parent’s ability to find employment.

Policy Implications
As time limits begin to run out for many families receiving TANF funds, the
number of individuals without work or welfare will increase unless significant
attention is paid to the barriers to employment that these individuals face. Based
on analyses from the Center on Budget and Policy Priorities, Charts 1 and 2
describe four policy proposals to decrease and/or eliminate possible barriers to
work.
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