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Interrupted
Progress

O

Forty Years of Child
Poverty

Deborah Weinstein

Deborah Weinstein is executive director, Coalition on Human Needs, an independent
national alliance based in Washington, D.C.

In the last forty years since the beginning of the war on poverty, the
condition of poor children has improved and the percentage of children
living in poverty has declined. Children and their families made the great-
est gain when there was a good economy and an increase in government
supports. But when such investments shrink, as they have in recent years,
progress is impeded. Temporary Assistance to Needy Families (TANF)
must be reauthorized by Congress. The legislation now under discussion
does not encourage states to replicate programs that have increased work
and family income and helped children.

n the day in 1967 when Senator Joseph Clark met Gloria, the 10-year-
old Washington, D.C. resident hadn’t had lunch. “But we have black-

eyed peas for supper a lot.” And not much else. The District of Columbia
Head Start program gave physical exams to 4,200 children and found that 40
to 50 percent had low hemoglobin counts, a sign of an inadequate diet. When
Senator Clark traveled to the Mississippi Delta with his colleague Robert
Kennedy, they met visibly underweight children, some with the bloated stom-
achs and body sores characteristic of malnutrition. A doctor who worked for
the World Health Organization told Senator Clark “What we have seen in
Mississippi and places in the North is slow starvation.”1

Evidence of such hardship in a plentiful land had a few years before
shocked the nation into beginning a war on poverty. Now, forty years after the
onset of that war, it is important to ask how children have fared.

There is no question that poverty among children is less widespread today
and that its impact is less severe. But after a promising start in the ten years
after the war on poverty began, it is disappointing that child poverty did not
continue to shrink in each succeeding decade. From 1964 to 1973, child
poverty declined from 23 percent to 14.4 percent of American children, cutting
the poverty rate by more than one-third. Over the next three decades, child
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poverty fluctuated but never again dipped as low as it was in 1973; in 2003,
the proportion of poor children was up to 17.6 percent of all children.2

Children should have benefited more from America’s growing prosperity.
Average U.S. family income rose from $39,528 in 1967 to $66,863 in 2001
(both in 2001 dollars)3 and the economy as a whole grew more than tenfold. A
decade of skirmishes, if not all-out war against poverty, produced some results
that appear to have been stymied over the next thirty years.

Figure 1

40 Years of U.S. Child Poverty: Some Progress; Not Enough
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It is important to recognize the progress that has been made. Hunger is far
less prevalent in the United States than it was when Senator Clark and Senator
Kennedy were shocked into action, and even fewer people experience it
regularly. Nevertheless, more than 18 percent of American children live in
“food insecure” households — without “access to enough food at all times for
active, healthy living,” according to the U.S. Department of Agriculture.
Medical research has shown that children living in such households are more
likely to have cognitive and health problems than are children in households
that do not lack for food.4 Poverty continues to pose many risks for children.

Interrupted Progress What caused the decline in child poverty in the 1960s
and 1970s? Why did progress slow afterwards? The experience of the past
four decades suggests that children and their families make the greatest gains
when a good economy and an increase in government supports reinforce each
other. When the economy produces more jobs, children reap the benefits. But
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the boom time of the late 1990s proved that economic growth alone is not
enough to cause the advances that poor children in America need and that we
can afford. Government assistance is required to help families get and keep
jobs and to augment low pay.

The Interplay of the Economy and Government Action Social welfare spend-
ing, in large part increased expenditures on cash and medical assistance, grew
substantially in the war on poverty years, more than doubling as a share of the
Gross Domestic Product (GDP) from 1960 to 1974.5 The elderly were the
major beneficiaries of increased government spending on Social Security,
Supplemental Security Income (SSI), and Medicare. Government assistance
lifted 57 percent of poor households headed by an elderly person out of
poverty in 1971. Younger families benefited too: government help lifted 30
percent of families with younger heads out of poverty in that year.6

During the 1960s and much of the 1970s, strong economic growth worked
together with government aid to reduce poverty. From 1967 to 1979, non-
farm employment grew by an average 2.6 percent annually — no other period
since 1947 had higher job growth. Poverty was cut almost in half for all
Americans — from 22.4 percent in 1959 to 11.7 percent in 1979.7 Children
were and remain disproportionately poor, but over the same 20 years, child
poverty also dropped, from 27.3 percent to 16.4 percent.

Figure 2

Race Disparaties in Child Poverty Persist
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Black and Hispanic children have experienced shamefully high rates of
poverty. In 1976, the earliest figures available by age and race, more than 40
percent of black children and more than 30 percent of Hispanic children were



68

poor, while just under 10 percent of white non-Hispanic children lived in
poverty. In addition, families with children headed by single mothers experi-
enced far more poverty than other family types. In 1959, nearly 60 percent of
all single mother families were poor (as were 81.5 percent of “blacks and
others” in single mother families). The beneficial combination of economic
growth and increased government help greatly reduced poverty for these
families too, and by 1979, poverty among female-headed families with chil-
dren had dropped to 39.6 percent, and had declined to about half for black
female-headed families.

The 1990s Boom Does Less for Poor Children and Families Prolonged economic
growth in the second half of the 1990s did contribute to a reduction in child
poverty and increased income for all Americans. But the progress did not match
the success of the 1960s and 1970s, in large part because some of the gains made
possible by job creation were undone by a decline in government help.

From 1995 to 2000, single mothers took advantage of the booming
economy to pour into the labor force. Employment among single mothers rose
from 61.7 percent to 73 percent over the five-year period.8 Before counting the
value of tax and government assistance policies, single mothers’ aggregate
income (largely from earnings) was enough to reduce poverty by 10.8 percent-
age points from 1995 to 2000. Unfortunately, single mother families lost
government benefits in those years, taking away about one-third of the gains
from increased earnings.9 In 2002, a little more than one-third of female-
headed families with children were poor, only about 5 percentage points less
than in 1979.

The 1996 Welfare Law Welfare payments were a smaller share of the single
mother’s income in the latter half of the 1990s because of a major change in
federal law. Poor families with children were no longer eligible for open-ended
cash assistance. Now, time-limited benefits were provided in exchange for
work or related activities. The new work requirements really did prod some
parents who were receiving welfare benefits — now called Temporary Assis-
tance for Needy Families, or TANF — to seek employment. Unsurprisingly,
mothers with more education and/or work experience, and who were not beset
by health or other serious problems, were far more likely to find and keep jobs
when they left TANF. The Urban Institute found that more than half of the
families who left welfare and were not working (57 percent) faced more than
one barrier to employment, such as poor physical or mental health, little
education, or caring for an infant. In stark contrast, only 17 percent of parents
who worked after leaving TANF had more than one such barrier.

Thus, some families left welfare because they were able to compete for
employment and there were jobs available. Others left because they were
unable to comply with the work requirements — physical or mental problems,
either their own or their children’s, lack of education or facility with English,
or care responsibilities for a very young child made it hard for them to put in
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the required work hours while receiving TANF, and made it just as hard to
find or keep a regular job after they left. Whatever the circumstances, depar-
tures from TANF and a smaller number of new entrants combined to cut the
caseload in half from 1996 to 2001.

While low wages for working former TANF recipients meant that hardships
were far too common for their families, things were considerably worse for
families with neither work nor welfare. The Urban Institute’s survey found
that between 2000 and 2002, close to two-thirds of unemployed former TANF
families reported that sometimes or often their food did not last, and they had
no money to buy more (62.9 percent), compared with 43.4 percent for em-
ployed former recipients.10

“The Unprotected Recession” We have seen that low-income single mothers
were less likely to receive government assistance in the late 1990s than in
previous years, and that many were able to substitute employment for assis-
tance. But the boom did not last forever. Starting in 2000, the employment
gains of single mothers began to reverse. By 2003, employment among single
mothers dipped to 69.8 percent. Twenty-eight percent of the job gains from
1995 to 2000 had been erased.11

One would have expected TANF caseloads to start to rise to assist families
that lost employment income. This has not happened; in fact, while caseloads
have gone up in some states, nationwide, caseloads edged down another 3
percent from December 2002 to December 2003.12 Declining employment has
meant increasing numbers of families with neither welfare nor work. The
Children’s Defense Fund called this the “unprotected recession.” From 2000 to
2001, the first year of the economic downturn, there were 500,000 more poor
children in female-headed households with no work and no cash assistance.
The vast majority of these were extremely poor — living below half the
poverty line (or less than $7,064 for a family of three in 2001).13 There has
been a long-term decline in the proportion of unemployed female-headed
families receiving cash assistance, but the drop became more precipitous in the
recent downturn. In 1975, 60 percent of unemployed women with children
received cash assistance. In 2000, the proportion had been cut almost in half,
to 32 percent. By 2002, only about one in five unemployed women and their
children were helped by TANF. (See figure 3.)

What Would Help? The evidence from various welfare experiments in the
United States shows that the best way to raise family incomes is to combine
work with a package of government assistance. Some programs made a special
effort to encourage parents to wait for a job with better pay, rather than
taking the first job available. But in general, wages for former TANF recipients
are low, and cash assistance is usually needed for parents to lift their children
out of poverty. When welfare to work programs supplemented low wages with
cash aid, child care, and medical assistance, parents worked more, family
income was higher, and children did better in school and had fewer behavior
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3891 226,6 460,3 16 591,1 0.81 0.93

4891 238,6 070,3 26 351,1 9.61 5.73
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6891 490,7 241,3 26 981,1 8.61 8.73

7891 351,7 511,3 36 361,1 3.61 3.73

b7891 612,7 411,3 26 491,1 6.61 4.83

8891 363,7 621,3 26 881,1 1.61 0.83

9891 544,7 390,3 06 622,1 5.61 7.93

0991 707,7 852,3 46 951,1 0.51 6.53

1991 199,7 054,3 36 162,1 8.51 6.63

2991 032,8 615,3 26 823,1 1.61 8.73
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7991 228,8 041,3 64 607,1 3.91 3.45

8991 829,8 539,2 04 847,1 6.91 6.95

9991 537,8 046,2 53 527,1 7.91 3.56

0002 905,8 183,2 23 416,1 0.91 8.76

S0002 218,8 045,2 13 957,1 0.02 2.96

1002 961,9 627,2 52 650,2 4.22 4.57

2002 014,9 429,2 22 772,2 2.42 9.77

Figure 3

Vanishing Help for Families With No Welfare No Work
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or mental health problems. Programs with the premise that work should
enable families to lift their children out of poverty, such as Milwaukee’s New
Hope Project and the early demonstration of the Minnesota Family Investment
Program (MFIP), both increased work and reduced poverty.14

Rigorous evaluations of many program models found that simply increasing
work among parents did not produce good outcomes for children. Only when
incomes rose through a combination of work and cash aid did children do
better. Gordon Berlin, Senior Vice President for Work, Community, and
Economic Security at Manpower Demonstration Research Corporation, a
well-respected independent evaluator of welfare to work programs, testified to
the U.S. Senate that “Welfare reform programs that led to increases in
mother’s employment and income — specifically, those that included earnings
supplements — consistently improved the school performance of elementary
school-age children.”15

Will We Build on the Successful Approaches? Temporary Assistance for Needy
Families must be reauthorized by Congress. The renewal of the law should be
seized as an opportunity to encourage states to replicate the programs that
have increased work and family income and helped children. So far, Congress
has not availed itself of this opportunity. Instead, the House of Representatives
has passed legislation at the Bush administration’s bidding that requires a
greater proportion of parents to engage in more hours of narrowly defined
work as a condition of receiving benefits. There is no evidence from any of the
welfare to work evaluations that more work while on welfare is related to
success in finding a real job off welfare. Despite the evidence that child care
assistance is an important support both for families seeking to leave TANF and
for low-income families trying to stay at work, the House included only $1
billion in new child care funding over five years — far too little to support its
own increased work requirements and certainly inadequate to expand help to
the millions of unserved families with incomes low enough to qualify. The
House bill acknowledges that families with barriers to employment need help,
but limits concentrated treatment for such problems to three months out of
every two years, with additional care only possible alongside at least three full
days of work — laughably unrelated to most professionals’ assessment of what
it takes to treat serious problems like disability or substance abuse. Such
specific prescriptions to states about the appropriate number of months for
services are quite contrary to the concept of state flexibility often praised by
supporters of the 1996 law.

In addition, the Bush administration and the House prescribe marriage.
Noting that single mothers are more than five times more likely to be poor
than are married couples with children, the House bill’s authors include $300
million a year for marriage promotion activities — primarily education about
the benefits of marriage and counseling for unmarried parents. Some of the
funding is diverted from current bonuses to states with good track records
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Notes

placing parents in better-paying jobs and helping them to stay at work. While
it could be useful to evaluate the effectiveness of a variety of marriage promo-
tion activities, it is worth noting that so far the program that has been most
successful at encouraging marriage is the Minnesota Family Investment
Program (MFIP). Compared with a control group, MFIP participants were
more likely to marry or stay married. It is not unreasonable to suppose that
reduced family stress because of higher income, health benefits, and more
secure child care results in more stable families. The House bill excludes
strategies to raise income from its marriage promotion activities.

Because significant numbers of Senators oppose the House approach, the
legislation is stuck, and Congress has repeatedly had to extend current law
unchanged. It would be most welcome if Congress could step back and recog-
nize the lessons of the past forty years. Child poverty declined the most when
economic growth was combined with income supports; when such investments
shrink, further progress is impeded.

There are many ways to supplement income. The Earned Income Tax Credit
provides more than $30 billion a year to low- and moderate-income working
families and in 1999 lifted 2.6 million children out of poverty. More income
supports could be provided through the tax system. Continuing partial TANF
benefits to working families is another successful approach. Helping families
to collect more of the child support owed to them is yet another source of
cash. Non-cash aid in the form of food stamps, child care, and housing assis-
tance is a vital form of antipoverty support. Encouraging states to combine
several of these strategies to supplement parents’ earnings is the proper way to
resume and complete the war on poverty.
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What Kind of
Labor Market
Awaits Low-
Income Workers?

Françoise Carré

This essay highlights changes in the context of the labor market for low-
income people, particularly mothers. It briefly reviews labor market trends
and policies. It then highlights the challenges faced by such workers. The
essay argues for a shift in thinking and policy advocacy to encompass the
world of work, and its domination by business imperatives and language,
and thus better represent poor people’s concerns in the policy world.

A set of stylized facts continues to drive the understanding of researchers
and policy analysts regarding the situation of low-income people in the

labor market. The low-income population has been described as being con-
fined during their work careers to low-pay jobs, in low-pay occupations and/or
industries, and with limited opportunities to overcome this confinement. This
limitation is explained by structural barriers such as the job characteristics, lack
of career ladders, spatial “mismatch” (geographic distance between poor
neighborhoods and the location of entry-level jobs), racial/ethnic and gender
discrimination in job access and promotion, as well as racial or gender segrega-
tion of jobs. In turn, these factors result in limited work experience and greater
incidence of unemployment among low-income workers. The situation of low-
income people in the labor market is also explained by poor people’s low
education level, whether because education translates into job skills rewarded by
the market (human capital) or because education signals the ability to learn and
perform a job (hard as well as soft skills) and serves as a means to sort workers
in the job queue. Depending upon their school of thought, analysts give more or
less weight to structural versus human capital characteristics.

Françoise Carré is a member of the Center for Social Policy at University of Massachusetts
Boston.
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Recent Trends
Two broad trends have shaped the experience of low-income people in the
labor market in recent years: the implementation of welfare reform and the
transformation of entry-level jobs. The implementation of welfare reform at
both federal and state levels has meant the end of entitlement to income
support for poor mothers (occasionally fathers) and the new requirement to
work or perform community service in exchange for receipt of income sup-
ports and other safety net benefits. Welfare reform has transformed the world
of poor people, particularly of mothers with school-age children. Additionally,
welfare reform has compelled poverty researchers and advocates to shift their
focus from social policy (benefit provision) to employment-related policy. The
liabilities and risks of welfare reform for individuals and families are well
documented. From the policy analysis standpoint, rare benefits of this signifi-
cant shift include the end of “conflict” between the needs and demands of low-
wage workers as a group and those of welfare recipients. Benefits also include
increasing visibility of the untenable situation of parents, mothers in particular,
in low-income jobs that offer little or no flexibility to accommodate family and
community responsibilities. The fact that mothers in full-time, low-wage jobs
are unable to support themselves and their children may serve as a useful
argument for the policy analyst who would change current policy.

Additionally, there have been significant changes in the labor market for all
low-income workers, but for those exiting public assistance in particular, who
now encounter a labor market whose structural changes have consequences
that can be detrimental, a labor market that is riskier and potentially hurtful.
First, there appears to have been more “labor market churning,” more job
destruction and individual job changes in the past twenty years than in previ-
ous decades.1 In and of itself, labor market churning could be neutral for low-
income workers. But churning has been accompanied by the fairly steady
decline of manufacturing jobs, historically the pathway to decent living stan-
dards for workers with high school or lower education levels.

Second, within firms, entry-level jobs are less likely than in the past to be
connected to “career ladders” (identifiable paths of wage progression, skill
training, and promotion). Increasingly, entry-level jobs are “externalized,” that
is, subcontracted, or with hiring taking place through a third party (staffing
company) or through an explicitly short-term employment arrangement.2 This
trend has particularly severe implications for low-income workers, those with
limited education, and those with limited labor market experience.3 The ability
to build earning power through work experience and seniority is no longer a
straightforward matter. Evidence for these trends is indirect but also compel-
ling. We see the growth of nonstandard work arrangements, for example.4 The
services of the staffing industry are increasingly used to hire entry-level work-
ers for extended probationary periods enabling companies to “screen” poten-
tial job candidates.
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A third trend also has direct impact on low-income workers. Wage inequal-
ity has increased over the past twenty years across the overall wage structure,
between as well as within most industry, occupation, and demographic
groups.5 Wages at the high end of the distribution have increased significantly
in real terms while those at the bottom and near bottom of the wage distribu-
tion have stagnated, even declined, in real terms. These trends do not bode
well for workers entering, or re-entering, the labor market.

A fourth set of trends with consequences for all workers but particularly
low-income workers is the rapid decline of health insurance coverage and the
stagnant rate of pension coverage. For private sector workers in the lowest
fifth of the wage distribution, health insurance coverage declined from 40.7
percent in 1979 to 33.4 percent in 2000.6 Also, the availability of employer-
provided pensions to private sector low-wage workers, already low, has
slightly declined. Eighteen percent of private sector workers in the lowest fifth
of the wage distribution had employer-sponsored pension coverage in 2000 as
compared to 19.5 percent in 1979.7 Thus, with welfare reform and cuts in
other public income supports, mothers (and some fathers) are entering or re-
entering the labor market at a time when the system of employer-based benefit
provision is under pressure. Furthermore, available public subsidies for health
care and child care are threatened because, even if funding is increased by the
states, the need has increased.

While there is debate about what factors are most influential in worsening
the position of low-income, particularly entry-level, workers, there is general
agreement that economic pressures on employers have combined with changes
in the institutional environment to worsen the relative position of these work-
ers. Changes in the regulatory environment include a declining real value of
the minimum wage, decline of union power, and deregulation of key indus-
tries. Also, innovations in information technology have been used to automate
routine tasks.7 These trends have taken place against a backdrop of limited
improvements (or decline) in schools in low-income areas as well as continued
and growing disparities in resources among school districts.

Consequences
Thus, growing numbers of workers are re-entering the labor market, most
likely at the bottom of the wage scale, at a time when entry-level jobs are of
declining quality with stagnant or declining real wages, reduced attachment to
career ladders, less generous employer-sponsored benefit provision, and so on.
Also, as will be demonstrated by other essays in this volume, current policy,
including the progressive phasing out of safety net benefits as earnings in-
crease, diminishes the total income of workers who transition from public
assistance. These trends demand new thinking. As the research, policy, and
advocacy communities contend with the shifts in antipoverty policy, a signifi-
cant shift in conceptual categories and policy analysis will also need to take
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place. Historically, those concerned with social policy in general, and welfare
policy in particular, have conceived of policy as seeking to lift “families” out
of poverty. Welfare (AFDC/TANF), in particular, was income support for
children and, accessorily, the parent raising them. (State general relief pro-
grams, however, did support lone adults.) Hence, the unit of analysis and
advocacy has been the family, mainly its dependent members.

In the current situation, with its emphasis on time limits for income support,
and work mandates, analysts and advocates have experienced a shift in the
focus of policy debates. As in all transitions, however, there remain mis-
matches between thinking and reality, vocabulary and fact. In the social policy
world, “work” (employment and work experience) has been primarily seen as
a means to lift families out of poverty (which it no doubt should be). In the
current situation, work and employment as well as policies to support employ-
ment, are still seen in this light primarily. A job helps the “family.” And the
role of policy is to help “families” hold onto income generating jobs through
the head of household. In the world of work, however, and in the eyes of
employers in particular, a job is held by an individual, whose family, and
community obligations and other personal commitments are irrelevant.
Perhaps more than any industrialized country, the U.S. workplace is inured to
the social context for people’s work and is least regulated by mandates for
family leave, child care subsidies, and so on. Thus, poor people, many of
whom are women with children, find themselves in jobs that are the least
flexible and where they must contend with employers who do not see them as
tending to a family.9

For policy analysts and advocates, the job of advocating for “employment
supports” has become more complex. They must advocate for policy supports in
a time of huge budget deficits and increased demands on diminishing public
resources as well as for accommodation by employers and industry associations
that are disinclined to see their employees as part of a family constellation and
community network. In some states, innovative and committed welfare office
and career center administrators have worked on “service integration,” facilitat-
ing concurrent access to employment services and social benefits (for example,
EITC, subsidized childcare and other employment supports.)10 These efforts,
though constructive and successful, go only part of the way toward addressing
the challenges people face in low-wage jobs because they leave the structure of
these jobs, personnel policies, and supervisors’ attitudes unchanged and unques-
tioned. Needless to say, this shift in thinking is required but not sufficient to
achieve changes in universal policies that set the context for employment. These
include defining and implementing universal access to a broad range of supports
including child care, health insurance, retirement income, labor standards and
workplace rights, affordable housing, and transportation, among others.
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In the late 1960s, I was hired as a counselor in New Careers, a
program of the community action agency in Columbus, Ohio, that
combined paid work experience with college courses at Ohio State.
The idea was to enable low-income adults to enter careers in public
service. Years later, in 1987, I was hired as the Executive Director of
WCAC, the Worcester CAA. It was never my plan to come full circle
and end my professional career where I started, in community ac-
tion, but here I am.

Community Action is not so much about creating a safety net as it
is about building ladders out of poverty. The safety net may offer
temporary refuge but it is not a destination. Ladders that offer edu-
cation, employment skills, family support, child care, home owner-
ship assistance (to name a few) ensure self-sufficiency and address
the long-term causes of poverty. Participants “climb” at their own
pace and toward their own goals. At WCAC I’ve been privileged to
see Head Start parents become teachers, Fuel Assistance clients
become Energy staff, and GED graduates become college students
and employees in the professional offices of the city. We succeed
because of the efforts of our “customers” and because of collabora-
tion with other community action agencies, with educational institu-
tions, and with private and public partners.

When I accepted the position as Executive Director, I knew it
would not be easy. I was right. But the benefits of leading an organi-
zation that assists residents build brighter futures more than compen-
sates for the worries about budgets, personnel, and buildings. The
dedicated staff, committed board members and volunteers,
MASSCAP network, and local partners have made for a very reward-
ing career with a very important mission.

Patsy C. Lewis

Worcester Community Action Council, Inc.
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