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Introduction

As early as the 1960s, the United States (US) began to pay attention to the poverty issue
in employment, followed by Canada and Australia. At the beginning of the twenty-first
century, this problem received increased attention in political and academic debates at
the European level. Since then, there has been a growing interest in researching in-work
poverty worldwide, and previous literature has provided a fertile ground for defining,
measuring, and describing this particular poverty issue.

On a global scale, close to an estimated 776.2 million workers live with their families
on less than $3.1 per person per day, accounting for 28.7% of workers throughout the
world (ILO 2017). In the US, approximately 9.5 million individuals are among the work-
ing poor, which comprises 6.3% all individuals in the labor force (U.S. Bureau of Labor
Statistics 2014). These are the working people whom Vance described as “the poor white

”

working-class ‘hillbilly” (Vance 2016), or they may be the people of color and immi-

grants who work in low-quality jobs.
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On the other side of the Atlantic, in-work poverty is a Europe-wide phenomenon,
which requires specific policy attention from governments and social partners (Euro-
found 2017; Lohmann and Marx 2018). Eurostat data indicate that the working poor has
shown a slight but stable increase in recent decades (Gutiérrez et al. 2011); this phenom-
enon has already affected 10% of European workers (Eurofound 2017) and involved no
less than approximately 20 million European workers (Eurostat 2016).

As evidenced by these international figures, in-work poverty can be considered a
worldwide phenomenon. In a sense, it is a part of globalization as well. Today’s global
formations are diverse, both as social forms (e.g., the global capital markets, interna-
tional human rights) and normative orders (Sassen 2007). In this global formation,
in-work poverty is becoming a complex phenomenon that is actively “unbundled”
worldwide, thereby also challenging Chinese society; the difference is the scope of how
this kind of poverty works in correspondence with the particularities of each national-
state context. As Saskia Sassen argued, “Globalization in its many forms directly engages
two key assumptions in the social science. The first is the explicit or implicit assump-
tion about the nation-state as the container of social process. The second is the implied
correspondence of national territory with the national” (Sassen 2007: 3). The in-work
poverty issue can (of course) be specifically localized, but it can also be more globalized
and interconnected under the conditions of the international division of labor in a grow-
ing number of nations; China, for instance, currently plays an important role in this
dynamic. In this way, the working poor is part of a global labor market, and many “con-
tainers” are now under international pressure.

This fact has motivated considerable research on this poverty issue in general, par-
ticularly at the national level. Nevertheless, only limited information is available inter-
nationally on the in-work poverty phenomenon and about how far research has come in
the last few decades. The relevant literature review on in-work poverty embedded at the
global level has been small and probably inchoate. On this premise, the major concern
is with the reexamination of how we contextualize in-work poverty in ways that allow us
to develop a conceptual lens to define this phenomenon in the research properly. This
problem is addressed by broadly reviewing the literature related to this topic. By review-
ing the existing literature from a historical perspective, we try to offer an interpretative
framework that we can use to capture the direction and changes of this poverty issue
over the past half-century and proceed with constructing a global version of the working
poor.

The topics of this systematic literature review are the concept-being process and
research trends of in-work poverty. The review was carried out in two steps: a concep-
tualizing exercise followed by an in-depth review of the research trends of in-work pov-
erty. The first step provided the conceptual basis for the systematic review of research
and located a wide variety of relevant research for multiple dimensions of this poverty
issue and its policy actions. Only those study findings and conclusions relevant to the
review were extracted for potential inclusion in step two. Thus, we focus on those stud-
ies that define the norm of “in-work poverty,” describe its sociodemographic profile, and
provide socioeconomic causes.

The purpose of this paper is threefold. First, it profiles the concept-being process of
in-work poverty and presents a historical overview of how in-work poverty is defined
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and conceptualized within the literature. It reveals the continuous evolution of the con-
ceptualization of in-work poverty, which is a process that is conditioned by particular
time and space contexts. Next, it canvasses the history of in-work poverty research and
details the background and development trends of this phenomenon. Finally, it sketches
out key trends of the in-work poverty research, focusing on the challenges of individual-
ism and the gendered tendencies of this issue, the process of which is conditioned by
particular time and space contexts.

According to the review, the paper reveals the six current trends of the in-work pov-
erty research: (1) work is no longer effective at avoiding poverty; (2) the trend of market
reconstruction calls for family-targeted policies and assistance for the informal sector;
(3) there is a lack of attention in developing countries to research on the working poor;
(4) working poor studies have usually underrepresented the gender dimension; (5) low-
income workers are often targeted in research on the working poor, while women in
low-income jobs are underresearched; and 6) the factors that impact the working poor
and how to affect such social issues have not yet been explored in detail. Furthermore,
the review illustrates how in-work poverty developed from a regional phenomenon into
a global issue and how recent studies reexamined the concept of “in-work poverty” from
the original “male family head” perspective to further incorporate an individual perspec-
tive and gender dimension. On the one hand, few studies have provided evidence on the
gendered trends in in-work poverty; women’s situation in in-work poverty has not been
particularly researched, and the gender dimension is often invisible. On the other hand,
the existing literature focuses little on this poverty issue in developing countries, even
though this does not mean that in-work poverty in developed countries is merely a “side
effect” Based on the above, an international comparative analysis with a gender dimen-
sion is needed for future research and policy implementation.

Contextualizing “working poor” over time and space

In recent years, there has been a growing interest in the in-work poverty (IWP) phenom-
enon worldwide. However, when we compare it to the extensive research on contextual
issues around low pay, poverty in general, and inequality, the literature on IWP seems
not to be especially fruitful. Relying on the corpus of social science articles published
in English (with terms such as “working poor,” “in-work poverty,” or “working poverty”
included in article titles in the Google Scholar database), we find that there are over
2,000 pieces of literature specifically on the topic of in-work poverty, but only 18 publi-
cations when “women” or “female” is added to the IWP titles (Table 1).

Table 1 Literature on in-work poverty (1965-2018)

Titles Pieces of
literature
Working poor 1,802
In-work poverty 185
Working poverty 135
Female working poor 3

Working poor women 15
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What is in-work poverty? The lack of clarity about this phenomenon is a real problem
that must be addressed. There is no universal definition of in-work poverty (or working
poor) in most literature. While various studies conceptualize it using different priorities,
and different countries employ different approaches, seen in a historical light, what is
today called in-work poverty (or working poor or a number of other terms) has always
existed. Defining a concept cannot be separated from the specific context, while at the
same time, a definition of a concept should inevitably withstand the limitations of time.
In comparative research across societies and cultures, social phenomena needs to be
understood with specific context, the context-boundedness of concepts builds a social
basis for comparative analysis (Grootings 1986). In this sense, the core concept of the
“working poor” could be a context-bounded concept.

Several key definitions or concepts emerge from the literature on in-work poverty,
which suggests a conceptualized process of the working poor over time and space. We
retrieved key descriptions to convey the temporal and spatial meanings of in-work pov-
erty (Tables 2 and 3). The significance of this approach is the capture of multiple con-
structions of the "working poor” in a historical, dynamic way, the contexts of which can
be seen through the different understandings it has had through time. Some of these
key descriptions are different from each other; by detecting these differences, we are
conducting an extensive "scan" of the field of all possible forms of in-work poverty. The
field is still seeking to define, or redefine, this phenomenon through its diverse nature in
a developing, dynamic way. Otherwise, considering language differences linked to spe-
cific history, values, and ideology, we abstract the keywords using their own language in
the review of relevant literature and try to find a nearest approximation. In summariz-
ing these definitions, there are three critical changes in the process of defining in-work
poverty.

From a regional phenomenon to a global issue. Since the early 1970s, poverty has
become prominent among individual full-time wage earners in America, approximately
2.9 million poor workers worked full-time (Wachtel and Betsey 1972). Later, in Europe,
a new indicator of “in-work poverty risk” was added to the European portfolio of social
indicators in 2003, highlighting the relationships between work and well-being as the
core of the relevant discussion (Ponthieux 2010). In short, public debates began to pay
more attention to the in-work poverty phenomenon starting in the 2000s, and scholars
described in-work poverty as a reemergence phenomenon and a booming demographic,
focusing on the strong growth and international trends of the working poor in labor
markets.

Since the 2010s, by focusing on a comparative approach, research on in-work poverty
has transformed from the regional level to a far more global level (Lohmann and Marx
2018). Andress and Lohmann, for example, observed the multiple facets of in-work pov-
erty across welfare regimes within Europe (Andress and Lohmann 2008). Fraser et al.
(2011) drew a profile of the worldwide working poverty by examining national variations
and cross-cutting themes between the EU and the US. In addition, Pradella (2015) pro-
posed an international political economy (IPE) perspective to understand the economic
and international dimensions of IWP (Pradella 2015). In the 2010s, such poverty issues
were recognized in Asian economies. For instance, Fields (2012) researched the global
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Table 2 Key definitions or conceptions in in-work poverty research (1965s-20005s)

Concept over Key descriptions Specific context
Time and space

19655-1980s  US (1) Male family heads, family income (1) Societal: Social protection systems
(Greenberg and Kosters 1970; Tella 1971);  (Family Assistance Plan and Food Stamp
(2) Being poor while working (Miller Program (FAP-FSP)); sociodemographic
1970); individual full-time wage earner structures (ethnicity: black);
(Wachtel and Betsey 1972); Low-paid (2) Social institutions (academicians)

work force (Bluestone et al. 1973);amar-  (3) Individual: well-being, mentality
ginal level of existence (Abbott 1980) (health)

(3) Black, minority workers in low-wage,

low-skill Jobs (Nickson and Karp 1974;

Frankovic 1976)

Canada Low-income Canadians (National Council Societal: sociodemographic structure
of Welfare 1987) (profile of working poor)

France Working poor (Scardigli 1970) National: legal framework (social polices)

Kenya Unrewarding employment (Leys 1973) National: labour markets

1980s-2000s  US (1) Women's unpaid housework (Moser (1) Societal: gender; family; health insur-

and Young 1981; Willen 1988); women's  ance; state-subsidized childcare
position in informal sector, flexible (2) National: work and family policies;
work (Noponen 1992; De Wolff 2000); health care polices; tax polices (Earned
immigrate women (Weitzman and Berry  Income Tax Credit); labour market (occu-
1992); low-waged women workers pational hierarchy);

(Figart and Lapidus 1995)

(2) Survival between work and family: be
loving and caring parents and produc-
tive efficient workers (Shiu 1989); single-
parent with children (Kim 1998)

(3) Economic hardship (Klein and Rones
1989); low-income families (Shapiro

and Greenstein 1990); working-poor
household (Craypo and Cormier 2000);
labouring for Less (Shapiro 1989)

(4) A missing element in welfare reform
(Levitan and Shapiro 1987)

Europe The uninsured (Darling and Bass 1987) National: federal policy
Asia Pacific  Female poverty in India (Gulati 1981); Societal: gender
Work long hours for a meagre income National and Global: labour law in cross-

(Siddiqui 1990)-Nepal, Pakistan, Philip- national analysis
pines, Bangladesh

poverty as a problem of the quality of employment in 14 countries including China,
India, Vietnam, Brazil, the US, and Mexico.

From a single discipline to multi-context analysis. We also read vivid descriptions of
IWP’s defining characteristics, for instance, “working but poor” or “laboring for less,’
thereby recognizing its main characteristics as earned-income insufficiency (e.g., “low-
income workers,” “economic hardship,” “the bottom of the income distribution”), poor
job quality (e.g., “low-paid,” “unrewarding,” “most vulnerable workers,” “working a long
time for a meager income”), and insecure conditions (e.g., “working, uninsured adults”).

Relatedly, in-work poverty issues have been broadly discussed from four more con-
crete perspectives. (1) Ethnic or gender discrimination focuses on black people, minority
workers with low-skill jobs, or immigrant women. (2) Social exclusion examines how
the working poor seem to have a marginal level of existence (Abbott 1980), working out
of social security as the uninsured (Darling and Bass 1987; Nolan and Christie 2017),
and even being a missing element in welfare reform (Levitan and Shapiro 1987). Based
on this, a growing body of scholarship has located this issue within the context of the
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Table 3 Right words/Key terms in in-work poverty research (2000s-2017)

Concept over

Time and space

Key descriptions

Specific context

2000s-2010s

2010s-2018

us

Europe

us

Europe

Colombia
Brazil

Asia (Hong Kong,
China)

(1) Lowest stratum of economic
attainment (Shipler 2005);

(2) Ending welfare as we know it
(Duncan et al. 2007)

(1) Emergence of in-work poverty and
labour market segmentation (Smith

et al. 2008);

(2) Low pay (Cappellari 2002);

(3) Poverty in earned income (Pon-
thieux 2010)

(1) Low-income workers (Desmond
and Gershenson 2016); at the bottom
of the income distribution (Thiede
etal. 2015);

(2) Working, uninsured adults (Nolan
and Christie 2017);

(3) Working hard, working poor; a
global journal (Fields 2012);

(4) A booming demographic (Wicks-
Lim 2012)

(1) Re-emergence of working poor
phenomenon in Western Europe
(Pradella 2015); Widespread phenom-
enon, *hybrid” nature (Gautié and
Ponthieux 2016); a “post-industrial”
phenomenon (Marx and Nolan 2012);
a pan-European phenomenon (Marx
etal. 2012);

(2) Low-wage jobs with poor working
conditions and career opportunities
(llsge 2016)

Most vulnerable workers (Porras 2015);
Disadvantaged economic classes
(Escosteguy and Coutinho 2017)

An important category of poverty;
low-paid work (Cheung and Chou
2016)

(1) Societal: sociodemographic
structures

(2) National: social welfare/social
security

National: economic system (labour
market)

Societal: social protection system
(housing insecure and employment,
healthcare programme)

(1) Global: international political
economy (IPE) perspective. Cross-
national perspective

(2) National: economic sectors
(low-wage service workers); social
protection system

Societal: socioeconomic inequality

Societal: socioeconomic context

social protection system (e.g., social services, care provisions, work and family policies,
income support policies, and social insurance). Meanwhile, there is wide agreement
that social welfare is a crucial factor affecting workers” well-being. For example, during
the federal welfare-to-work reforms in the 1990s, American society suffered increas-
ing numbers of working poor (Duncan et al. 2007). (3) Located in the lower classes in
the economic hierarchy. The working poor are invisible, i.e., hidden in the lowest stra-
tum of economic attainment, namely disadvantaged economic classes, even while the
economy grows (Escosteguy and Coutinho 2017). (4) The fourth perspective involves
the emergence of in-work poverty and labor market segmentation (Smith et al. 2008).
Among segregated occupations, the majority of low-wage workers are employed in retail
or restaurants, low-skilled service jobs become a key factor impacting poor conditions
for workers in the Western world (Ilsge 2016). Accordingly, research on working poor
issues has transformed from a single analysis level to a multi-context analysis based on

an international comparative perspective.
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From the original “male family head” to further calling on respecting individual per-
spectives. There have been attempts to identify the working poor from the original male-
head household perspective to the individual level. Public debates have defined the
working poor in relation to employed individuals who live in households with low house-
hold income levels. Early research in the 1970s primarily investigated working poverty
among male family heads and traditionally regarded working poor as low-wage male
labor (e.g., Greenberg and Kosters 1970; Tella 1971). We can trace the focus of the work-
ing poor concept on male heads in families. Due to the historical predominance of the
male-breadwinner model in the labor market, males, as principal or sole earners, took
primary responsibility for family economic support. In practice, boundaries between
men’s earnings and household income may have been blurred during that period, and
observing males’ earnings was the same as family income in most situations. Therefore,
the early focus of the working poor on the household level became routine. This led to
keywords of the working poor issue mostly linked to “low-income families” or “working-
poor household,” which took the family context into research worldwide (for instance,
the EU defined the risk of in-work poverty based on household median income).

The majority of research takes a household approach to the definition and measure-
ment of the working poor. However, is poverty a household concept? The use of the
household dimension is based on the assumption of equal sharing of resources among
all family members, while it lacks strong justification because intrahousehold resource
allocation itself is subjective and different without equal standard references. In fact,
individuals’ issues, especially women’s economic vulnerability and dependency, are
ignored; by using household income, the rate of women’s in-work poverty is underes-
timated (Meulders and O’Dorchai 2014). It seems that the individual economic situa-
tion of women has never been abstracted from the household level. In addition, Moser
and Young (1981), along with others such as Willen (1988), argued that the devaluation
of women’s unpaid housework had become both a social and political factor impacting
professional women’s lower labor power since the 1980s. The unfree choice of option-
ally assuming family responsibilities leads to women’s high dependency on the family
care obligation (e.g., more constrained by children or elders); as Willen (1988) described
women’s situation in the public sphere in early modern England, disparity family respon-
sibilities meant that women frequently could only work part-time and low-paid, and
they frequently predominated among the poor. Thus, “flexible” work becomes a keyword
to understand the working poor phenomenon in the context of women (De Wolff 2000),
such as when and why women work in flexible work. We can also see that in gender
employment segregation, women who head households tend to remain in low-paid or
less-skilled jobs, such as female-dominated service, sales, and factory occupations (Stell-
man 1988; Shiu 1989). Therefore, the capability and qualification of entering the labor
market, pay, and career promotion are never equal between men and women. This prob-
ably explains why it is indispensable to explore women’s situations among the working
poor on the individual level.

Recent studies have defined in-work poverty based on individual income, which
attempts to emphasize the female working poor (e.g., Ponthieux 2010; Meulders
and O’orchai 2014; Karagiannaki and Platt 2015). Although earlier scholars tried to
draw out a profile of female poverty at the regional level, Gulati (1981) conducted the
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study based on five poor working women in Kerala, India. However, the definition
and measurement of the working poor (at the household or individual level) has been
widely debated for several decades without consensus. From an individual perspec-
tive, the specific methods and theories of the female working poor issue have been in
a “gray zone” until today. We agree with Ponthieux’s view that “the existing EU indica-
tor of in-work poverty needs to be complemented with an individual-based indica-
tor of ‘poverty in earned income, where people earn less after tax than the amount
required to reach the poverty threshold for a single person” (Ponthieux 2010: 29).
Branching off from this point, further studies must be conducted from the individual

perspective in research on female in-work poverty.

The historical stages of in-work poverty research

The research on the IWP phenomenon generally involves two large periods: the US-
oriented period (1970s—2000s) and the international diffusion period (the 2000s to
the present). In the first period, IWP captured public attention primarily in the US
and then in Canada and Australia. The first literature on the working poor entitled
“The working poor” was published by the University of Michigan in 1965 (Wach-
tel 1965). In the second period, this new poverty issue in employment raised politi-
cal and academic concerns in Europe. The field of in-work poverty (working poor)
research has been in evident growth over the last two decades (Fig. 1).

The United States-oriented period (1970s-2000s)

Working poor rising in the US

Academic debates on in-work poverty began in the decade from 1965 to 1975, when a
body of in-work poverty research could be categorized as the literature on poor working
families in the US. The studies in this phase mainly responded to the following question:

the numbers of literature titled by "working poor" since 1965

Series 1 2000s:
Decommodification
and defamilization
have been put

i forward
1970s---Research 1980s----Existence 1990s—A series

under the of separate private of work-based

perspective  of and public spaces: el walee

racism restrict the status
and activities of
women

reform. Europe
focuses on
researching
working poor in
the late 1990s.

$42010s: work is not enough to aveid
poverty, thus calling for family-
target policy and establish of social
security for workers in informal
sectors.

36,
21 27
r 16
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Fig. 1 Working poor research in literature
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what is in-work poverty? It was first identified in the US as individuals who had jobs but
were, nevertheless, poor. The Office of Economic Opportunity (US) launched an empiri-
cal analysis of the effects of alternative income maintenance programs; in this research,
“working poor” was officially defined in the US as households headed by married men
less than 62 years old in families whose income did not exceed $15,000 in 1966 (Green-
berg and Kosters 1970).

Much of the in-work poverty research in this stage was linked to wage theory, exam-
ining anti-poverty strategies, particularly for the working poor. The early working poor
phenomenon has already shown that poverty exists among the working population, in
full-time workers, and particularly in low-paid sectors (Miller 1970; Wachtel and Betsey
1972; Bluestone et al. 1973; Jacobson 1975; Van Til 1975; Abbott 1980). Initial studies
identified the working poor as low paid workers and used wages as a primary economic
indicator to measure and target certain populations in surveys (Greenberg and Kosters
1970; Shea and Richard 1971; Bluestone et al. 1973; Haveman et al. 1973; Saltzman and
Kidder 1974; Van Til 1975). Additionally, there was a growing body of evidence in the
1970s that income-targeted policies in the US were put forward directly to avoid the risk
of poverty among working people.

There were two typical social programs to help reduce the number of working poor;
one was the alternative income maintenance program that paid a subsidy to working
low-income families or allowed negative tax rates on earnings, primarily launched by
the Office of Economic Opportunity (US). For example, the Nixon Family Assistance
Program incorporated a negative income tax provision and developed the Family Assis-
tance Plan—Food Stamp Program (FAP-FSP) (Greenberg and Kosters 1970; Miller
1970; Greenberg 1971; Tella 1971; Haveman et al. 1973). The second was to raise mini-
mum-wage gains by directly stressing wages to help the working poor (Keyserling 1966;
Bluestone et al. 1973; Jacobson 1975). Nevertheless, the above two programs were not
always effective strategies for avoiding poverty among working people. As Greenberg
and Kosters (1970) argued, first, such efforts were probably offset by the purchase of
increased leisure and subsidies, which reduced people’s work intensity and work efforts
to some extent; second, raising minimum-wage earnings also caused the substitution
effect that employers may reduce labor supply, thus transforming more of the working
poor into the unemployed poor.

From 1965 to 1975 is the initial stage in which researchers started to be particularly
concerned about the phenomenon of poverty among working people, namely, the work-
ing poor. The early focus was on the relationship between poverty and wages in the labor
market. In-work poverty research in this stage mainly focused on wage theory to find
and examine anti-poverty strategies, particularly for the working poor. Although politi-
cal debates have paid attention to this kind of poverty since the late 1960s, due to limited
experience with mapping and targeting, working poverty was still ignored compared to
traditional types of poverty (e.g., unemployment, disability, and homelessness) (Dug-
gan 1969). Many scholars then addressed that the government was trying to create jobs
without good results and that relevant policies such as skills training and education were
operated for all poor people, which did not necessarily make a difference for the working

poor.
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Questions-oriented working poor research

From 1976 to 1990, in-work poverty research entered an expanding research stage.
This stage became a question-oriented one, with a clear problem consciousness, which
mainly sought to answer two questions: what is the profile of the working poor, and what
are the main reasons that lead to working poverty?

For the first question, the studies in this stage still widely considered that the working
poor phenomenon was a problem exclusive to the US. It was an American contradic-
tion that, on the one hand, increasing numbers of people who worked remained poor
and suffered in the labor market, while on the other hand, the viewpoint that jobs were
protection from poverty was still common in political anti-poverty strategies (Kachel
1988). In this context, most researchers lifted the veil of poverty, highlighting that pov-
erty was not limited to unemployed people. They discovered that many people defined
as poor were wage earners (Buchbinder 1983; Klein and Rones 1989). Meanwhile,
related problems of the working poor have also been explored. For example, many work-
ers commonly lack access to necessary social security, including mental health facilities
and services, childcare for low-income working families, and unemployment insurance
(Baskin 1982; McMurray and Kazanjian 1982; Smith 1985).

Among relevant research, the topic of the relationship between the informal sector
and working poverty has been researched since the 1980s, with a particular interest in
women. Meanwhile, a large body of literature emphasized that the female working poor
quickly grew in the labor market due to economic, demographic, and cultural factors.
This could be regarded as a milestone. Women’s unpaid housework was undervalued
in private spaces, which followed them into public economic activities; most women
tended to be employed in informal sectors since women’s unpaid housework lowers the
cost of the reproduction of labor power (Moser and Young 1981). In this sense, women
suffered more than men both in households and in the labor market. For instance, single
female heads with children have the highest poverty rates among families with workers
(Klein and Rones 1989).

Moreover, as Moser and Young (1981) pointed out in the article “Women of the
working poor’, the simple economistic explanation for the growing tendency of
women’s overrepresentation in informal jobs is inadequate. When the topic of the
working poor has been researched from a gender perspective, it becomes a multi-
faceted problem, i.e., a confused mix of work, family, and poverty. In-work poverty
is not only a problem in economic fields but also the main issue in the private sphere
of the family, and espeically the tension given the multiple roles in both spaces in
relation to constraints by local political authority and traditional cultures.

Some women were regarded as urban working poor in the 1980s because that is a
historical period in most developed countries; large numbers of women had a strong
interest in participating in economic activities, and most of them were employed in
unskilled, part-time, or low-paid sectors. For instance, an analysis conducted by the
US Census in 1980 revealed that a sizeable percentage of adult females employed full
time (working more than 2080 hours in 1979) worked in female-dominated service,
sales, and factory occupations, while they had family incomes that placed them in
poverty or the impoverishment status (Stellman 1988). A number of scholars have
drawn the profile of the female working poor under the construction of the labor
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market, and the poor working conditions of women at this stage demonstrated the
big efforts made to gain the right to employment. Although social policies were tar-
geting the poor, the female working poor were not given enough attention, and their
conditions remained unimproved.

The second question that concerned scholars was: what are the main causes of
poverty? In the 1980s, public debates (mainly in the US) tried to answer the follow-
ing question: “Can any American who is willing to work hard make a decent living?”
(Murray, 1987: 3). Before the 1970s, the consensus answer among policy-makers was
always “yes”. Since the 1970s, especially after the 1980s, the answer shifted to “no”
because poverty had “reupdated’, and in-work poverty could no longer be ignored.
Several factors could have contributed to this kind of poverty. A low level of work
status is a major factor, combining low income and low work intensity. To “fulfill the
promise”, some scholars proposed policy recommendations to increase the income
of the working poor (Hepworth 1982; Shapiro and Greenstein 1990; Shiang 1990).

However, some studies argue that there is no causal relationship between low labor
attachment and the working poor. Traditionally, people believe that poor people
were poor because of laziness and low work intensity, i.e., they made little effort to
seek advancement in their work. Notwithstanding, many working poor were neither
ill nor disabled and usually worked full time (Klein and Rones 1989; Shapiro 1989).
Danziger and Gottschalk (1986) have demonstrated that most heads of low-income
families have strong labor force attachment, but they are more likely to engage in
low-paying and insecure employment.

The working poor is mainly characterized by low attachment to the labor market
or directly affected by low pay only; they also face economic poverty due to mul-
tiple reasons (e.g., a wage too low for many family dependents). In addition, other
scholars pointed out the close links between family relationships and the work-
ing poor (e.g., Klein and Rones 1989; Shiu 1989). Shiu (1989) established relation-
ships between work and family structure in terms of policies for the working poor,
addressing the need to develop a series of social programs to balance work and fam-
ily. In short, research at this stage demonstrated that work and poverty could go
together and that family structure also plays a significant role in explaining the in-

work poverty issue.

Two theoretical viewpoints and two dimensions

Research on in-work poverty rapidly developed in the deepening stage (1991-2000),
which provided various valuable references for us on this issue. Studies conducted dur-
ing this stage are critical for linking two particular theoretical viewpoints and two ana-
lytical dimensions to this new poverty phenomenon.

Two theoretical viewpoints The understanding of in-work poverty made significant pro-
gress in this stage. Not only was absolute or relative poverty classified, but the research
on the working poor was also closely and deeply linked with two theoretical perspectives:
social classification and social risk.

First, the working poor has been a focus of research in middle-level theory (e.g.,
social stratification, classification in the occupational hierarchy). Many developed
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countries, such as the US, have entered situations of low unemployment, rising mean
family income, increasing wage inequality, and persistent poor work since the late 1990s
(Craypo and Cormier 2000). Against this background, some scholars have suggested that
the working poor were poor because they chose to work too few hours (Schiller 1994;
Murray 1987) or because the labor market failed to provide them with adequate income
and decent, full-time jobs (Marlene Kim 1998). Although policy-makers believed that
if one works hard, one should not be poor, most working poor were still poor even if
they worked hard and in full-time positions (already mentioned in the expanding stage).
Then, the question of “why are the poor still poor even if they work full time?” was put
forward. As anyone who works full time throughout the year can still be poor, in-work
poverty is no longer a property only of part-time jobs (Bane and Ellwood 1991; Puente
1997).

In contrast, poverty varies according to occupations; it seems that, increasingly, jobs
exist which tend to be in low-paid service occupations and industries, absorbing peo-
ple into the precarious part of the labor market. A seminal work on this phase is Kim’s
(1998) article, “The working poor: lousy jobs or lazy workers?” which explores the rela-
tionship between work and poverty. In-work poverty research on middle-level theory
in this stage involved labor market segmentation theory and social stratification, par-
ticularly in the occupational hierarchy (Seccombe and Amey 1995; Cormier and Craypo
2000). One important research finding asked, “Why still poor?” Having a job no longer
ensures that a worker will avoid poverty because the market restructuring associated
with economic growth appears to be creating both low-wage jobs and the working poor.
Building on this view, Cormier and Craypo (2000) focused on hierarchical job structures
to explain that the working poor existed and increased mainly because of the interaction
of devalued work and the wide wage dispersion among job classifications. Moreover, he
also looked at occupations: the basic manufacturing sectors were secured with relatively
high wages and good benefits, and they were valued as men’s work because of such occu-
pational characteristics.

In contrast, some jobs in light industry manufacturing or services, among which
more women were employed, were less valued. This was the truth of the working situ-
ation at the beginning of the post-World War II period. Currently, such job classifica-
tion remains a feature of the job hierarchy and leads to inequality in the distribution
of resources (e.g., income, time, job networks.). The “junk job” (low income, low
skilled) is more common than ever. As such, jobs that are dominated by women (such
as serving, cleaning, cooking, household, and office management) are devalued, with
low wages, low status, and a high risk of (female) in-work poverty (Noponen 1992;
Tickamyer 1992).

Second, some analysts have proposed linking “working poverty” to the concept of
“risk”; they have underlined that the working poor with low incomes is at greater risk
of sliding into a vulnerable economic situation when confronting divorce, a major ill-
ness, or any accident (Belcher 1994). Additionally, they have established the existence
of a three-strike status of the characteristics related to in-work poverty: (1) low-wage
work, (2) involuntary part-time job, and (3) temporary unemployment. On this basis,
all empirical analyses using social risk theory have suggested that, due to the nature
of risk, the social security system of most industrial societies cannot cover in-work
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poverty. For example, Thebault (1992) showed that health care access for the working
poor is quite limited. Moreover, risk classification was generally used to design social
programs that intend to protect people located in disadvantaged positions in society,
and the social risk of the working poor sliding into poverty is often underestimated
compared to unemployed people. In the article “Some preliminary thoughts on the
deregulation of insurance to advantage the working poor,” Hylton (1996) discussed
the important role that various forms of social insurance play in the compensation
of low-income employees. He evaluated current social protections (welfare programs
such as disability and health insurance) and concluded that large numbers of low-
income workers often had limited access to health insurance (Hylton 1996). Addi-
tionally, some research continued to examine the impact of the early stage of welfare
reform on poor working families. Kim and Mergoupis (1997) pointed out that many
working poor who qualify for welfare benefits fail to receive assistance.

Two dimensions In this stage, two analytic dimensions have been significantly devel-
oped in relevant research; the household dimension was used for the first time in an
ecological system model. The gender dimension has continued to be addressed and
utilized in political decision-making.

Some researchers have used the theory of ecological systems to explore the situa-
tion of the working poor in the household dimension, holding that families in con-
temporary society are systems that usually interact with more powerful ones in their
environment. The research emphasized that families are heavily affected by the com-
plex social, economic, and political systems in which they are embedded (Chilman
1991). On this basis, some programs related to family well-being have been com-
monly recommended at the policy level since then. In addition, some family policies
or tax policy initiatives have been put forward, such as increasing the resources of
low-income workers through the “income-transfer” earned income tax credit pro-
gram (EITC), raising the minimum wage, increasing public funding for childcare
facilities, and making food stamp access easier. We found that most of these social
programs mainly target people tied to work; thus, we called them “pro-work” or
work-based social programs. For example, Scholz (1993) documented the EITC in the
US, a program launched especially for poor working families in 1984. By redistribut-
ing resources from rich to poor households, the EITC directly targeted low-income
families and increased the fairness of the tax system to some extent. He also noted
that the EITC is closely related to employment status. Such policies have been enthu-
siastically discussed and evaluated during this period.

Moreover, relevant studies have also drawn portraits of the single working parent with
children at higher risk of poverty in the US, Canada, and the UK. Their poor status is
affected not only by work characteristics but also by the size of the family and by wel-
fare-to-work reform (Kossek et al. 1997). Therefore, working poverty is linked with both
family and work, and welfare is an efficient way to balance such problems in public and
private spaces. Simply working hard is not enough to keep a family out of poverty, and
welfare benefits are crucial to balance economic activities and domestic labor. Indeed, a
series of government welfare actions and policies have reduced poverty to some degree,
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especially for single working people and female workers, by raising the minimum wage
and the EITC.

The second type of literature began to focus on in-work poverty and who experi-
ences it. In this literature, the gender dimension of IWP is revealed. For example, the
US Bureau of the Census reported that over 8 million working people remained poor in
1987, which increased to 10.4 million in 1993. Against this background, scholars posi-
tively and dedicatedly explored who has a greater possibility of being poor. They iden-
tified farmworkers in the US (Griffith and Kissam 1995), Asian and Pacific Islander
Americans, immigrant women in the US (Weitzman & Berry, 1992), women working in
part-time jobs (40% of female heads of low-income families worked in part-time jobs in
1987 (Chilman 1991)), or even female workers in informal sectors in Zimbabwe (Gib-
bon 1995). Since then, gender inequality has been appropriately integrated into poverty
research. Many women employed in informal sectors are poor, e.g., playing reproductive
roles for housework and childcaring. They are closely tied to family welfare and shoulder
more responsibility than men.

In approximately 2000, the feminist analysis of working poor women was developed.
Figart and Lapidus (1995) conducted a gender analysis of US labor market policies for
the working poor. Riphenburg (1996) studied female informal sector workers in Zim-
babwe, studying their working conditions and health issues against economic structural
adjustment. An important poverty debate about “the feminization of poverty” has been
advanced (Pearce 1978), in which there are mainly two viewpoints: the collision of mul-
tiple roles and the disadvantaged position in social structures.

First, according to the International Labor Organization (ILO), women in the work-
place face inequalities in hiring, promotion standards, and access to training and retrain-
ing. Additionally, in the family field, even women in higher-level jobs in developing
countries spend 31-42 h per week in unpaid domestic activities (International, L.O.1.
1996). Society shapes multiple roles for women, as employees, mothers, daughters, and
family providers, and sometimes such roles are constrained in both public and private
spaces if the state or employer does not provide specific policies or services to help bal-
ance them.

Second, certain studies have stressed the appearance of women-focused trends in the
labor market, family structure, occupational segregation, and welfare systems that tend
to push women into poverty. De Wolff (2000) observed poor working women in Can-
ada, finding that facing both globalization and flexibility, poverty impacts women more
than men in labor markets. Throughout the decade, government programs have con-
tributed to the creation of a more “flexible” labor force and the feminization of flexible
jobs and income discrimination are critical components in the persistence of poverty
among young women and immigrant women (De Wolff 2000). Moreover, Gilbert (2000)
researched working poor women’s survival strategies and found that institutionalized
women and racists in the housing and labor market affect how women fulfill their mul-
tiple roles. In a gender dimension, research on the female working poor must pay atten-
tion to public and private spaces to understand how these two spheres may play a role in
in-work poverty.
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The international diffusion period (the 2000s to the present)

Working poor rising worldwide

Before the 1990s, the “working poor” was regarded as a domestic phenomenon, espe-
cially in the US and Canada. Europe became interested in studying such issues in the
1990s (OECD 2009; Eurofound 2010a). In 2003, “in-work poverty” became a new com-
monly agreed indicator at the EU level (Bardone and Guio 2005). By adopting a stand-
ard indicator of in-work poverty, according to the report from the European Statistical
Office in 2005 (Eurostat), approximately 7% of employed people in the EU-15 had an
income that fell below the national poverty line, and they could thus be classified as the
working poor. Since then, research on in-work poverty has been developed widely in
Europe. For example, a book titled The working poor in Europe: employment, poverty,
and globalization was published in 2008, which was the first book to observe the differ-
ent faces of in-work poverty in the European regimes. Additionally, Henning Lohmann
(2009) combined micro and macro-level perspectives to explore the working poor in 20
European countries. His research shows that both welfare state measures (welfare-to-
work measures) and labor market institutions (flexibilization of informal sectors) influ-
ence in-work poverty.

Studies show that a common trend of market reconstruction occurred during the same
period in most countries in Europe, America, and Asia. Public debates concerning in-
work poverty have expanded to more developing countries, and cross-national studies in
a third-world setting have begun to emerge since the pioneering research of Majid (2001)
and Sundaram and Tendulkar (2002). In Asia, Japan, India, and China have experienced
the rapid development of informal employment since the 1990s. In China, state-owned
enterprise reform began in the 1990s, and many workers were laid off and transferred
their work into informal sectors. During almost the same period, India has faced the
growing prominence of informal employment since the early 1980s (Remesh 2009). At
the same time, nearly 8.8% of economically active men were considered poor in 2004,
while 10.5% of women were found to be poor in Korea (Kim and Lee 2007). Against this
background, since the 2000s, research on the working poor has expanded in Asia (e.g.,
Japan, Korea). For example, since 2006, the growth of the nonregulated employment rate
has led to the reconstruction of the Japanese labor market, so that one-third of the total
Japanese working population was employed as part-time workers, dispatch workers, and
day laborers; in-work poverty has grown since then in Japan.

Research on in-work poverty has entered a new stage since the 2000s. The first books
exclusively focusing on the working poor appeared in the early 2000s (Lagarenne and
Legendre 2000; Strengmann-Kuhn 2002; Pefia-Casas and Latta 2004). The main point is
whether the existing welfare system (reform) efficiently targeted poverty among workers.
This association is crucial for social policy because social security and relevant services
are particularly important to get out of poverty. It is also a period during which large-
scale research, with ambitious enthusiasm, seriously reconsidered some assumptions
about poverty and work. The “patron-client relations” of work to people were doubted,
reexamined, and questioned. Why were individuals who held jobs still poor? The need to
solve this puzzle led to the reconstruction stage.



Liu The Journal of Chinese Sociology (2022) 9:1 Page 16 of 34

Work is no longer enough to avoid poverty

In the literature during this stage, we first find that public debates concerning in-work
poverty have expanded to include developing countries and continue to reexamine the
relationship between work and poverty by asking, “why do the working poor remain
poor”?

Some research has drawn the picture of the working poor in developing countries; an
article estimates that approximately 534 million people could be classified as working
poor in developing countries in 1997, accounting for 25% of the employed labor force in
developing countries (Majid 2001). Other researchers have focused on the impact of glo-
balization and the informal economy on in-work poverty. Under the trend of economic
globalization, there is an increase in people who work in the informal economy and
earn low wages. An important question has been put forward about whether increas-
ing the incentive of employment can effectively reduce poverty. Some scholars, such as
Strengmann-Kuhn (2002), have pointed out that governments should encourage non-
active people of working age to be employed; primarily for women, work subsidies are
necessary to help part-time workers and low-income workers avoid poverty, and this
positive effect is stronger in urban than rural areas. Berger and Harasty (2002) noted that
because work is often the only source of income for the poor, poverty directly relates to
employment, and reducing the unemployment rate and low-income/low-skilled jobs are
efficient ways to erase poverty.

Nevertheless, some other scholars have pointed out two problems. First, the problem
of the working poor concerns not only workers themselves but also their family mem-
bers. Therefore, to guarantee that employees will not be poor, it is necessary to take
political action for employees and implement household-related policies. For instance,
childcare has become a major problem for the working poor in China, where children
usually do not receive a family allowance. Much research has addressed that children in
low-income families experience far more barriers to care than other children, such as a
lack of health resources and public assistance. Therefore, workers’ wages are often insuf-
ficient to avoid poverty, especially for single working mothers or working parents with
many children. Increasing wages is not the only way to avoid poverty, and family policies
have become an option to cope with the problem.

Second, many policies push families from welfare to work and yet create other con-
flicts; for instance, some multiple and incompatible policies impact low-income fami-
lies and place them in the difficult position of choosing between economic stability or
mobility and children’s educational performance. There is an agreement that welfare
reform has proposed many policies to promote employment and reduce unemployment
rates to eliminate absolute poverty while potentially causing the formation of a larger
group of working poor people.

The complexity and increased audits of income-based subsides, for instance, increase
the difficulty for the target families to access. Lipman (2003) pointed out that the com-
plexity of the EITC rules and compliance requirements create a profitable business
niche, in which the working poor are paying for professional tax assistance. It leads to a
diversion of anti-poverty benefits to the commercial tax preparers, and in this way, these
working poor are paying for the hole of the anti-poverty programs. At this stage, many
welfare reforms have been tested and discussed. There have been three main strategies:
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(1) income-based subsidies (e.g., EITC), (2) skill-based services (e.g., employment train-
ing in the community), and (3) family allowances (e.g., family care services). Welfare-to-
work measures are recommended and widely adopted; they are based on the principle
that work is the path out of poverty. For example, the Earned Income Tax Credit is one
of the most useful anti-poverty programs in the US and has operated for decades. Inter-
estingly, poor people receive such subsidies only if they have work and pay taxes, but the
subsidy is used to pay back overdue bills. The EITC as an income-transfer program was
designed to use for saving toward a car, a house, medical needs, or education.

Furthermore, the strategy of increasing the minimum wage has been questioned; some
researchers suggest that raising the federal minimum wage continues to be an inade-
quate way to help the working poor. Therefore, Andrew Jackson questioned, “are wage
supplements the answer to the problems of the working poor”? In this sense, large-scale
research has demonstrated that employment can lift households out of poverty, but it
can also increase the number of poor workers. Income-based subsidies have a limited
effect on in-work poverty. Therefore, some other researchers have suggested strengthen-
ing related policies to increase the education and skills of low-wage workers. This is the
second strategy to replace the first one.

Moreover, as market reconstruction in many countries faces the trend of the predomi-
nance of informal sectors, an increasing number of workers are employed in jobs clas-
sified as flexible and uninsured. Thus, providing social security to workers in informal
sectors is also a useful approach. Scholars have suggested two main channels to help the
working poor: one is family-targeted policies (e.g., direct family cash benefits, the parent
leaves scheme, and the provision of childcare services). For example, the UK has experi-
enced an obvious reduction in the family child poverty rate through adopting family-tar-
get policies through direct benefit transfers, family leaves, and family-based allowances.
The other is to enhance the social security of informal employees. Henning Lohmann
(2006) explored the influence of welfare and labor market institutions on working pov-
erty in Western Europe and found a strong connection between welfare state character-
istics and household-related charactersitics (Lohmann 2006). The above two channels
are all based on household support purposes because if people are well housed and their
families are securely stable, they will focus more on their work and enjoy their lives.
However, this leaves open the issue raised previously, i.e., a household-based conception
of poverty is detrimental to women’s independence.

The relationship between in-work poverty, the labor market, and social security

In-work poverty has revealed its close relationship to in-work status. Since the 2010s,
a large body of literature has focused on answering the following question: what is the
relationship between the working poor, the labor market, and social security?

There has been growing concern about the problem of in-work poverty since the out-
break of global economic crises (Marx and Nolan 2012; Marx et al. 2012). For example,
in the UK, the 2007-2008 financial crisis affected the prospects for workers in a range
of ways, in-work poverty being one of them (Richards and Sang 2018). Since most of
the working poor who work full time or year-round do not avoid poverty (as we have
mentioned before), it is helpful to explore the nature of work and its relation to pov-
erty in depth by first observing how the poor are working. As Wicks-Lim (2012) noted
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that the working poor must be working hard, it is the “hard” norm that indeed inspires
us to think about what makes them work hard or, put differently, to essentially reflect
on workers’ well-being behind the changes in the labor market and welfare. Since the
2010s, especially in the European debate, there have been large-scale studies that tend to
explore the “hard” conditions among the working poor, in two aspects in particular:

First, the changes in jobs and the labor market and their relationship with the persis-
tence of in-work poverty have been mainly examined. Below, we consider two funda-
mental trends in the labor market development that may affect the working poor.

(1) Flexibilization. Wim Van Lancker (2012) gave a precise definition of the increas-
ingly precarious or flexible employment tendency, which refers to an employment rela-
tionship with a limited duration mostly occurring in nonstandard or temporary jobs
and fixed-term contracts. A growing body of research has demonstrated that the num-
ber of workers in low-wage and nonregular jobs is significantly increasing in the labor
market, while at the same time, in-work poverty is widely considered a phenomenon
related to the growth of this kind of insecure employment in the service sector (Max
and Nolan 2012). Under such a flexible tendency, the working poor is at “the bottom
of the income distribution” and comprise a sizable segment of the workforce (Thiede
et al. 2015). Previous studies have demonstrated that the trend of higher flexibility in
the labor market has impacted the working poor unfavorably (Dafermos and Papatheo-
dorou 2012; Sieverding 2012). In particular, Johannes Petry (2014) used the theory of
decommodification to explain how the increased flexibility of the labor market creates
poverty among the working population. Likewise, Fritsch and Verwiebe (2008) analyzed
Germany, Australia, and Switzerland from a comparative perspective to discuss the rela-
tionship between labor market flexibilization and in-work poverty.

(2) Globalization and Individualism. Under the trends of globalization and individu-
alism, the working poor has a high level of precarious risks, and social security indeed
plays a pivotal role in preventing labor poverty. The existing research has already found
that these trends cause and perpetuate poverty among the working population and their
households, including the factors of family size, household status, widowhood, disabil-
ity, low wages, and wage discrimination, especially in the case of female workers. For
instance, research focusing on the cause of poverty generally finds that job quality is the
primary factor in explaining IWP (Goerne 2011). Additionally, others have noted that
there has been a substantial increase in divorce rates in Europe since the 1960s, with
negative economic consequences for women and children as they suffer a higher risk
of poverty (Meulders and O’Dorchai 2013). Based on this, it has been considered that
social security needs to be reformed to cope with this precariousness.

Second, substantial literature reexamines the “hard” conditions among the working
poor in the context of macrosocial processes; in other words, they address the relation-
ship with social security.

It is often believed that social security is most effective if it proximately targets
poverty among workers. Marx and Nolan (2012) argued that in-work poverty would
be strongly tied to institutional settings, labor market structures, benefits systems,
and the broader welfare state. Based on the widespread belief of in-work poverty as a
problem of insufficient work effort or a lack of employment opportunities, the policy
interventions that followed the work-based welfare reform since the late 1990s have
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closely linked individuals” well-being to work status (Thiede et al. 2015). As a result,
an increase in work-related/income-based welfare programs to support working
poor—minimum wage legislation, the EITC, family allowance, and other work sup-
ports—have been launched in many countries, and policies implemented in the US,
UK, and EU are discussed.

Nevertheless, the number of working poor seemingly grew during this reform. Pre-
vious studies have pointed out that during the past 20 years, some existing income
support policies (e.g., belonging to welfare-to-work services) have failed in many
countries at coping with the rising trend of poverty among workers (Mack 2014; Mar-
chal et al. 2017). For example, although the minimum-wage setting has been com-
monly regarded as an income-based program to protect the core income standard
for workers in many countries, minimum wage increases as an anti-poverty measure
have been under intense criticism since the 2010s, as they are weakly connected to
decreases in the working poor (Marx and Nolan 2012; Burkhauser 2014; Mack 2014).
Mack (2014) examined the effects of the minimum wage on the American working
poor from 1990 to 2011 and highlighted the limitations of its correlation. Elsewhere
McKnight et al. (2016) explored the effectiveness of increases in the minimum wage
to reduce poverty in today’s European labor market. Marx and Nolan (2012) noted
that even though the relatively high minimum wage setting can probably induce the
increasingly working poor, if the minimum wage is not sufficiently high relative to the
poverty threshold, a single breadwinner with dependent children may not be lifted
from poverty. In addition, a high minimum wage may also potentially protect the solo
breadwinner model and restrict the access of some workers with low skills/education,
thus making it difficult to support low-income households with dependent children.
In this sense, to some degree, establishing a low minimum wage is no longer enough
to explain the phenomenon of in-work poverty, particularly for women as the sole
earner or with low skill/education levels. Work is not always sufficient to avoid pov-
erty; even working many hours and holding full-time, year-round employment is no
longer a guarantee of escaping poverty (Boschmann 2011; McKnight et al. 2016).

There is a need to further understand the link between in-work poverty and two
spaces: the informal employment sector and the family field. There is strong evidence
that family-targeted policies and the social security of informal sectors have a positive
effect on the working poor. Alonzo (2012) conducted fieldwork to observe the work-
ing poor’s strategies to meet subsistence and gain knowledge of unmet needs. Alonzo
found that family support and mutual help among family members are usually basic
assistance methods and that family composition (family size and economic situation)
is closely linked to their living and working conditions. Additionally, Desmond and
Gershenson (2016) explored the role of housing and employment security in in-work
poverty. They pointed out that promoting housing stability could promote employ-
ment stability among low-income workers, which, in turn, may efficiently help and
support the working poor.

Neglected women among the working poor
Since the 2010s, an increasing number of scholars have realized that in-work poverty has
become more prevalent; in particular, women have an increased likelihood of becoming
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working poor. For instance, Khosla highlighted women’s situation among the working
poor in Canada in 2011 and 2014. She found that, in most of the areas of Canada, the
low-income economy produces in-work poverty with “feminized” and “racialized” char-
acteristics, and even single mothers suffer worse among the working poor. Nevertheless,
poverty among women workers in the labor market has received little attention in anti-
poverty strategies. Women in the in-work poverty research are overlooked and therefore
not well understood, resulting in methodological and conceptual challenges.

First, there are methodological issues about the household-level indicator, which
potentially lead to underestimating the poor working women. Since the 2000s, the work-
ing poor phenomenon has become a crucial political topic in the European debate. A
new indicator—in-work poverty risk—was added to the Laeken indicators in 2003.
Based on this index, the working poor has increased from 8.3% in 2010 to 9.5% in 2016
in the EU28 (Eurostat 2016), and some comparative research on the working poor has
been conducted in the European context. In most of the European literature, the defini-
tion of working poor is quite solid, as the majority of researchers define being poor on
the basis of a relative poverty threshold (equivalized household income being under 50%
or 60% of the national median income), and working poor is commonly understood as
being below the household income level.

However, the debate over adopting an economic indicator of the working poor based
on household or individual levels started recently. In general, a single earner with
dependent children suffers an increased risk of poverty (Rogers 1990; Eggebeen and
Lichter 1991; Van Lancker 2012). In his European comparison, Wim Van Lancker (2012)
demonstrated that workers living in a single-earner household with dependent children
have an increased probability of living in poverty, whether in temporary or permanent
employment. Moreover, he pointed out that women who work in temporary jobs have a
lower poverty risk than their male counterparts because dual-earning households mainly
protect women. Nevertheless, his work shows another risk factor for women: in facing
migration, widowhood, separation, or divorce, women will lose such “advantages” as
being the second earner and suffer more in employment. This point has been echoed by
early research showing that women have higher poverty rates than men across all fam-
ily types (Rogers 1990). Taking off from this view, some researchers, such as Ponthieux
(2010), have suggested using the term of “poverty in earned income” or “economic pov-
erty” based on individual income, thereby addressing the importance of measuring the
female working poor. Because most household income situations may hide the real eco-
nomic situation for women in the family, an individual income indicator is significant
for discovering the female working poor, as it correctly reflects the real economic situa-
tion of female workers. Ponthieux (2010) used individual earned income to measure the
working poor, finding that women are much more exposed to economic poverty than
men compared to what most research in Europe found based on equivalized household
income.

Second, the lack of a gender dimension may homogenize the social construction of
in-work poverty. Since then, among the working poor, women have been increasingly
focused on but are still far more limited. Crettaz (2014) pointed out that it is counter-
intuitive that differences between men and women are slight in in-work poverty. This is
essential because large-scale research shows that women are more likely to be poor and
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disadvantaged in the labor market than men currently are (Crettaz 2014; Lohmann et al.
2017). Strier et al. (2016) used the gender dimension to examine working men’s views
of poverty in Israel and highlighted the gender differences in the social construction of
in-work poverty. Therefore, the female working poor is a multifaceted problem with a
highly poor possibility, different from men in terms of experiences, characteristics, and
causes.

Due to gendered employment segregation and unequal household allocation, women
are heavily overrepresented in low-value and unstable work; therefore, they have a higher
possibility of entering unstable, uninsured, and more flexible occupations and thus have
a higher risk of poverty in the labor market. In addition, in the existing national provi-
sions, we find that it is difficult to target special groups with a minimum wage increase,
such as single working mothers, as income is not the only thing needed, with childcare
services seemingly more important. In these situations, many scholars emphasized
adopting more gender-oriented policies for women and suggested the need for more
research with gender dimensions to respond to the complexity of in-work poverty.

Key trends in the in-work poverty research
The literature concludes the timeline of in-work poverty studies, definitions, and central
research questions (Figs. 1, 2, and 3). Based on this, there are six trends in the in-work

poverty research that may inspire further research.

Trend 1: Work is not enough to avoid poverty; thus, how will the working poor get

by without social security?

First, in terms of anti-poverty strategies, employment does not work. Of all the ques-
tions (see Fig. 3), the main issue is that employment is insufficient to avoid poverty. Kim
(1998) argued that working harder (working more hours) is not a solution to poverty,
and the working poor will not disappear by inducing a greater work effort. The phenom-
enon of the working poor itself is sufficient evidence to change people’s point of view,
from the traditional idea that “if one works hard, one should not be poor” to the chal-
lenging fact that “simply having a job does not end poverty” Employment is no longer
the principal way to get out of poverty.

However, the social security settings in many countries have a limited impact on alle-
viating in-work poverty. Large-scale research has observed that social security does not
adequately cover the number of working poor. Most working poor live in conditions
where they lack related social resources and access to necessary social security, such as
medical assistance, health services, and unemployment insurance. For instance, most
low-income workers have quite a limited access to medical insurance; this is also true
in China, where most low-wage workers cannot afford to pay an individual’s share of
insurance. Thus, the considerable research has described in negative terms the function-
ing of the existing social security systems in many countries (such as Canada and the
US), which have proven to be weaker than often believed for helping the working poor,

thereby missing their anti-poverty targets.
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Fig. 2 The development of “working poor” definition in articles since 1965

Trend 2: the lack of attention to working poor research in developing countries

Second, the bulk of the literature on in-work poverty has come from developed coun-
tries; most research has originated in the US and then the EU, while there is insuffi-
cient attention to the issue in developing countries. As a new poverty issue among the
employed population, in-work poverty belongs to the Paugam’s conception 2017 of
“disqualifying poverty,” which refers to a high-risk status in which individuals can suffer
sudden changes in daily life (Paugam 2017). In contrast to traditional forms of poverty,
in-work poverty is derived from economic globalization in which poor status is closely
related to the precarious work and instability trends in the market. Thus, it is very likely
to be widespread in many societies in a global economy. This phenomenon affects soci-
ety as a whole and enables us to keep an eye on its tendency to go beyond territorial
boundaries. On this premise, as a very important member in the global economy, China
is experiencing rapid changes in the market in which the issue of poverty has shown to
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share commonalities with other societies. That is, more people face an increasing bur-
den of being disqualified in precarious situations. Nevertheless, research on the working
poor in China is located at the margins of academic research.

Trend 3: the trend of market reconstruction calls for family-targeted policies and assistance
for the informal sector

The literature attempts to identify the multiple faces of working poor issues, which
have generally demanded multidimensional (i.e., gender, racism household dimension)
policies.

In early research on the working poor in the 1960s, income played an important role
in anti-poverty measures, and the minimum wage was considered an efficient method to
help the working poor in the labor market. From the 1960s to 1980s, some nations (e.g.,
the US and Canada) adopted a series of income-related policies to cope with in-work
poverty among workers, such as raising the minimum wage and the ETI. Even though
they have been proposed as effective means to combat poverty in these countries, there
is still doubt about whether the target of these measures is the working poor. Some
scholars have found that simply raising the minimum wage has pushed some employ-
ers to hire many low-income workers. Additionally, the ETIC only targets low-income
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working families, and many low-income workers are not qualified for such programs.
Some income-related policies such as the ETIC tie people to work closely and encour-
age poor people to work while keeping them in relatively low-wage jobs of poor quality.
Particularly given the predominance of the informal sector in today’s labor market, such
income-related social programs are not targeting the working poor to some degree.

Following economic globalization and informatization since the 1990s, many coun-
tries have been experiencing market reconstruction; the old economic and social order
is phasing out. A new invisible trend is occurring as the labor force shifts from formal
sectors to more flexible informal sectors. Such changes in the labor market have a broad
influence on workers and their living conditions; wages are no longer enough to avoid
the risk of falling into poverty. Flex-jobs, or the informal sector-oriented trends of mar-
ket reconstruction, call for family-targeted policies and social security for the informal
sector to subsidize work-related policies (in work benefits). Therefore, the concern of
family policy has been expanded. On the one hand, the future reformed social security
system could explicitly provide programs aiming at family assistance in the household
field. On the other hand, stable and safe working conditions are vital for workers and,
hence, could be given prominence in informal sectors by establishing corresponding
social security programs, especially for low-wage workers. Moreover, special programs
(such as job training, childcare, and housing services) may be designed for single moth-
ers and their children because they have remained invisible to government agencies for
much of history (Fig. 4).

Trend 4: women have been underrepresented in working poor research in the past

The early research on the working poor in the 1970s mainly focused on targeting which
working groups might have greater risks of being poor. From the racial perspective,
large-scale research finds that minorities (such as black people in the US) are often
employed in low-paid, low-skilled jobs and risk being poor than non-black citizens.
Otherwise, some observers have claimed that graduate students initially enter the labor
market and that migrant people are usually pushed into poverty. Particularly in Asia,
according to the conference of international labor organization in the Asian region in
2006, approximately two-thirds of the working poor are women, and they have a higher
possibility of losing a job. Briefly, low-income workers, migrant workers, and minori-
ties are often observed in the literature, and the dimensions of race and education are
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generally used in research on the working poor during the last 50 years. The literature
neglects the gender dimension, however. For instance, male heads of families were usu-
ally the object of working poor research in the early 1970s, while females were often
ignored in research designs. There were even few female research participants in these
related analyses.

While sociologists such as those mentioned above have not particularly focused on the
issue of gendered in-work poverty, much of their work has illuminated some aspects of
the female working poor that help develop a gender analysis of this issue. Many women
currently work as men in economic activities, while most of them are employed in flex-
ible jobs. Many types of research have highlighted that women are often segregated into
low-wage and low-growth potential job markets. Some research has emphasized that
female workers as single earners with children often have a higher risk of poverty if they
lose a job, and their needs and family care situation would force them to choose full-
time work. This work has received little attention, and women are usually underrepre-
sented in the research on working poor people, which mostly adopts household income
levels. Additionally, relatively little has been written on the impact of welfare reform on
women who work in low-wage jobs.

Trend 5: low-wage workers are often targeted in research on working poor

Large-scale research has examined the problems faced by low-wage workers and their
families since the early 1970s. Moreover, a growing literature has emphasized that labor
market institutions have played a fundamental role in explaining the extent of low-wage
work since the 2000s. Since then, low-wage workers have often been targeted in research
on working poor; they are employed in the informal sector, have flexible jobs, and are
low paid, leading to a higher risk of poverty. Otherwise, the vast majority of low-wage
workers are homeworkers, urban informal sector workers, casual/temporary workers,
construction workers employed by small contractors, and workers in the retail trade. For
various reasons, women tend to be employed in the above sectors and are more likely
to be employed in bad jobs in the labor market hierarchy, uninsured and uncovered by
social security, and thus denied the protections they very much need. Therefore, the low
wage is still a strong theme in in-work poverty, particularly for women, which needs
to be considered within the welfare reform context in both developed and developing

countries.

Trend 6: the factors impacting in-work poverty and how to affect such social issues have
not yet been explored in detail

The working and living conditions of the working poor have been widely described, and
much of the literature has investigated their experience of being poor, their housing situ-
ation, and lack of employment security. Meanwhile, the relations among the labor mar-
ket, welfare, and working poor have been discussed. Nevertheless, little attention has
been given to exploring the impact of the social protection system and labor market
conditions on certain groups of working poor (e.g., low-wage workers and women). In
the relevant literature, it is clear that most of the working poor are low-income workers,
and the close link between low wages and poverty is mainly reflected in the female work-
ing poor. It is a problem of employment itself, and it is a problem of the social welfare
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system, which already has revealed its inadaptability to cover new social risks and needs
and is failing in its promise of providing protection and security. Based on this, the fac-
tors that affect this particular social issue and how to affect it step by step in the interna-
tional context need to be explored in further detail.

Gendered in-work poverty under individualism and globalization

In 1995, the Fourth United Nations World Conference on Women first addressed the
importance of the gender dimension in poverty issues and identified “women in poverty”
as the primary concern in the Beijing platform for action (BPFC). This review finds that,
regardless of the methodology employed, the literature concludes that poor individuals
are not distributed randomly in the population. Women seem to suffer more disadvan-
tages than men in poverty issues due to structural and cultural causes. Moreover, the
social protection system and labor market policy play a crucial role in pushing women
into a high risk of poverty.

The term “feminization of poverty” has been widely recognized and adopted at the
European level since the 2000s. In 2007, the Parliamentary Assembly of the Council of
Europe pointed out that women have a higher incidence of poverty than men and that
poverty among women is continually increasing and more severe (Stratigaki 2015). Since
then, combating women’s poverty has remained a high priority on the European policy
agenda in terms of anti-poverty initiatives and promoting a social inclusion framework;
the Europe 2020 Strategy correlates the reduction of women’s poverty to the objective
of inclusive growth, including the Manual for Gender Mainstreaming Social Inclusion
and Social Protection Policies (2008), the European Platform against Poverty and Social
Exclusion (2010), the Integrated Guidelines of the EU 2020 (2010), the Strategy for
Equality between Women and Men 2010-2015 (2010), and the Evaluation of the Strat-
egy for Equality between Women and Men 2010-2015 (2014). Nevertheless, the condi-
tion of women is not optimistic. As the evaluation of the European Social Fund for the
2007-2013 period has shown, the political actions on reducing female poverty are far
from the top of the Member States’ policy agendas (GHK and Fondazione 2011).

In-work poverty under individualism and a globalized world

We live in a world in which societies are at risk, with increasingly flexible, precarious
trends in the main areas of social life (Beck 2004, 2014; Castel 2011). That being the case,
in-work poverty is being approached as a complex combination of the poverty issue and
the growing social risks in the labor market, followed by individualism and globalization.
Globalization and modernization are never the processes of homogenization, which has
produced even greater complexity in the flexibility and precariousness of the types of
employment, which leaves people to face the risks of the life cycle in an individualized
way.

On the one hand, under the globalization of economic development, market coop-
eration, and political dialogs, poverty has become a common risk that everyone may
face today. Even though the majority of us are protected and regulated in social life or
“routine” (such as family network, work-life, and welfare system), in-work poverty has
developed, expanded, and transformed its meanings deeply in society; that is, as a usual
and common stable life status, work cannot secure people’s living standards anymore.
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In-work poverty is closely linked to the trend of individualism; it has become a global risk
that is no longer centered on specific social groups. On the other hand, poverty impacts
specific working groups, which may differ in their characteristics according to the dif-
ferent national, political, and historical contexts and, of course, gender. For instance,
European societies have faced a series of structural changes (e.g., increased flexibility
and precariousness of work, erosion of the male breadwinner model, deconstruction of
gender ideology, and persistent high shares of women in low-skilled jobs) during recent
decades, which challenge traditional social security or protection networks. Recent eco-
nomic crises amplified individualism and globalism have caused many people to earn
their living in more precarious conditions, particularly female workers (Beck 2014).

In Europe, Pena-Casas and Ghailani pointed out that the current in-work poverty indi-
cator does not adequately reflect working women’s increased risk of poverty (Peiia-Casas
and Ghailani, 2011). Additionally, gender topics have rarely been discussed in China,
even if research on poverty is closely related to social policy, family networks, and peo-
ple’s interactions. Yiyin (2012) concluded that the “person” (ren A) is not the independ-
ent individual in Chinese cultural construction; it involves a reciprocal linkage with
other people. The structure of Chinese society seems to be that of “knitting a sweater”
in which individuals are knitted together to construct different “patterns,” and an indi-
vidual’s self-value/recognition is formed/constructed by belonging to a pattern (fam-
ily, work unit, and public organization). In a way, it is similar to what we understand as
“social inclusion” in the European context, while the difference is that the individual has
been hidden in the collective forms of the Chinese social structure. In other words, the
basic social unit is the family rather than the individual, whereby a person can be prin-
cipally protected by family, work units, or other social organizations. However, as we
will see, following globalization and urbanization, some people have fallen out of former
networks. Hence, poverty is increasingly emerging in an individual way in China today.

Individualism implies more freedom and opportunities for women to enter into public
activities, such as economic construction and political dialog. It also means reconstruct-
ing social status, gender roles, household compositions, and precarious employment
(such as the workplace, labor contract, and working time). Thus, the tendency of individ-
ualization may occur in the marital area of the labor market, in which women have been
disadvantaged. The number of women who become single mothers who enter the labor
market with flexible and unstable working conditions increases. In addition, the capital-
ism shows its individual orientation in the labor market, that is, the commodification
of a person’s time and energy, and workers’ personal responsibility to secure their own
employment (Callero 2017). It follows that individualism has realized the transformation
of people’s status from being a “receiver of welfare” to a “self-responsible person.”

Nevertheless, the existing social security based on traditional social structures (e.g.,
big family, dual-parent family, and male-breadwinner model) would not protect all
groups today; furthermore, it is becoming increasingly difficult for individuals to sup-
port care for themselves. Therefore, poverty may develop and manifest in different ways
or “faces” according to specific situations and groups; it can be thought of as the "indi-
vidualism" of poverty. Due to the gradually weakening protection of traditional families,
clans, and other social organizations, people have to face such a risk of poverty at an
individual level in the labor market.
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It is certain that risk coexists with individualism and globalism and that women appear
to suffer greater uncertainty in this status. Therefore, women have started to escape
restrictions from traditional private spaces but are still not fully integrated into public
spaces, such as the labor market. Moreover, under individualism, classification operates
well in the labor market. On the one hand, poverty is so individualized that almost eve-
ryone may experience poverty; on the other hand, women face a high risk of being disad-
vantaged by their position in the labor market hierarchy. According to different working
statuses and household compositions, women experience different challenges, particu-
larly migrant women and single working mothers. As mobility becomes more normal in
the labor market, women have more opportunities to develop in a professional career;
they may also no longer be protected by their original families due to migration or
divorce.

Therefore, poverty is being redefined in the gender dimension and against the back-
ground of individualism and globalism. Women are more likely to be exposed to the risk
of poverty when facing the deconstruction of the family and the flexibility and insecu-
rity of the labor market. Based on this, the gendered tendency of in-work poverty builds
exactly on the individualism in today’s labor market. Gendered poverty calls for women-
specific perspectives in political decision-making or gender dimensions in the welfare
system to cope with the individualist tendency in the labor market.

Gendered tendency of in-work poverty

Of the existing research on in-work poverty, a particular point of view on investigating
different groups within (distinct) societies is often missing: the differences in the in-work
poverty profiles between women and men, between rural and urban, or within differ-
ent occupational sectors. Notably, the exploration of how gender and poverty interact is
still insufficient in the relevant studies; the gender dimension has been absent for quite
an extended period of the discussion. The argument for including the gender dimen-
sion in in-work poverty is that gender inequalities in the labor market indeed contribute
to women’s systematically higher risk of poverty (EIGE 2016). Consequently, “women in
work” becomes a key for understanding the feminized tendency of poverty. Moreover, a
female approach to in-work poverty is crucial for an in-depth focus on the clash among
women, poverty, and work issues. This is a research area to be developed.

First, it is necessary to acknowledge how the development of in-work poverty is gen-
dered. In fact, a gendered tendency is prevalent in all spheres, such as employment
and housework allocation; even in poverty, it becomes more obvious in the labor mar-
ket and is manifested as a gender pay gap, gender pension gap, employment gap (e.g.,
across the EU and even in Asia, women’s average employment rate is generally below
men’s employment rate) or gender-biased occupational segregation (e.g., phenomenon
of feminized nonstandard jobs and women-specific low-wage jobs). It is hidden in pri-
vate spaces (e.g., the gendered division of care and family responsibilities), social norms
(e.g., traditional stereotypes for male-breadwinner model), or in the policy framework
of decision-making. The abovementioned “systematic” gender “differences” further dis-
advantage women’s situation in both the private and public spheres. Therefore, when we
observe the phenomenon of the working poor in depth, similarly, in-work poverty shows
a gendered or women-specific tendency.
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Following the changes and reconstruction of the labor market against the backdrop
of globalization and individualism, women in the rich regions of the world (in several
European nations) have been reported to be “hit harder” by the crisis and budget cuts
in welfare support during recent years (Jones 2010; Perrons 2015); this is also true in
the developing world (in some East Asian nations, e.g., China). At the EU level, the
economic crises since 2008 had an aggravating effect on working poverty (Fraser et al.
2011). Moreover, such a feminized trend has become more severe and intensified since
the economic crisis. In fact, almost one in four people live at risk of poverty or social
exclusion; in particular, women account for more than half of the population (European
Institute for Gender Equality’s Report 2016).

Second, such a gendered tendency for the working poor is closely linked to the eco-
nomic crisis, recession, and relevant welfare response. Given the different roles played
in private and economic activities, it is widely recognized that women have been influ-
enced by crises and welfare responses that are not the same as those of men (European
Commission 2015). Since 2010, the recession in Europe has caused increasing numbers
of migrants and minority women to be located in the margins of the labor market; it
has also happened in Southeast Asia and China. The economic crises transformed labor
markets by creating more jobs without paying attention to the quality of employment
and have thus pushed people into more unstable and deregulated working conditions.
This has indirectly promoted the increase of low-quality employment (more precarious,
temporary, and less paid) and absorbed numbers of women under living pressure who
migrated from rural to urban areas or transferred jobs from the public sector to the pri-
vate sector. Therefore, the job creation approach without paying attention to the quality
of employment does not increase women’s economic independence.

The impact of the above development challenges the work-life balance for women
across the life cycle and reveal their disadvantaged status in the labor market. Increas-
ingly, discrimination and inequality lurk in the labor market with a tendency toward
precarious working conditions, feminized informal sectors, and reductions in social
protections (public care services, family and children benefits), which have had a nega-
tive impact on women’s participation in the labor market and increased women’s share
of unpaid domestic work. It seems that women are more likely to be employed in such
unstable working arrangements and are more negatively influenced than men, and, thus,
are more likely to fall into the poverty trap of low-wage jobs (Stratigaki 2015). In contrast
to the traditional male-breadwinner model, an increasing number of women are becom-
ing “active people” in society with precarious employment status and suffering from
gender gaps in pay and career promotion. In this sense, in-work poverty seems to impact
women more than men in the labor market in both developed and developing countries.

Conclusion

Understandings cut deeper than explanations, which in this review may go beyond
simply one explanation in a specific, limited sphere. We argue that explanations of
in-work poverty presuppose an understanding of complex relations between pov-
erty, gender, and status in private and public spheres. Roles and power in hierarchies
within households and the labor market, as well as gender norms, are likely to affect
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those suffering from a higher risk of poverty. Therefore, the gender dimension and the
life-course perspective contribute to a better understanding of in-work poverty.

A gender analysis of poverty must examine the interaction of socioeconomic rela-
tions with the features of the family, labor market, and the welfare state (Bennett and
Daly 2014). The analyses, then, not only understand gendered working conditions in
the labor market, such as the gender pay gap and gender employment segregation
but also should be interconnected with the gender disparity of housework alloca-
tion. Moreover, poverty can be measured by one’s position or level of wealth (EIGE
2016). In-work poverty can also be understood in relative terms of an individual’s sta-
tus in the labor market hierarchy, which impacts women more with their precarious
employment (low pay and part-time work). From a life-cycle perspective, the gender
disparity of housework allocation contributes to women’s unequal access to the labor
market, and poverty affects the working poor more due to limited access to power,
wealth, and cultural resources.

Furthermore, in-work poverty reflects people’s living and working conditions in
private and public spaces, thereby revealing people’s disparities or unequal access
to well-being in the labor market. If we study women in relation to in-work poverty
from a life course perspective, the generally used measurements of the working poor
at the household level are not suitable; they lack the consideration of possible unequal
resource allocation within the household and do not reveal the full gender dimension.
With these measurements, women are usually underrepresented among the working
poor (Eurofound 2010b; EIGE 2016). However, when individual poverty for men or
women is measured, new gender issues and relevant problems rise to the surface and
are linked to the fact that in-work poverty makes sense in the relationship between
people and their work and is, first of all, individual (Meulders and O’Dorchai 2013).
To conclude, on a gender dimension, the analysis of in-work poverty has to go beyond
household-dimensioned economic poverty; it is necessary to inspect women’s lives in
the private and public spheres and explore female in-work poverty as an independent

issue.
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