A

ek

Lessons From a Historic Decline
in Child Poverty

Dana Thomson,* Renee Ryberg,* Kristen Harper, James Fuller,
Katherine Paschall, Jody Franklin, and Lina Guzman

Child—

* co-lead authors

[\



Table of Contents

Executive Summary 1
Chapter 1—Introduction 10
Chapter 2—The Influence of Economic and Demographic Trends on Changes in Child Poverty ..................... 16
Chapter 3—The Role of the Social Safety Net in Protecting Children from Poverty 42
Chapter 4—A Subgroup Analysis of Child Poverty Shifts 69
Chapter 5—Summary of Findings 95
Chapter 6—Lessons From the Decline in Child Poverty and Policy Recommendations 104
Chapter 7—Methods 110
Appendix A—How Poverty |Is Measured in the United States 118

Appendix B—Summary of the Main Government Programs Aimed at Reducing Child Poverty in the United
S 7= 1 3OO TP TSPRS 121

References 124

_ i Lessons From a Historic Decline in Child Poverty



Acknowledgments

We are grateful to our reviewers Regina Baker, Yiyu Chen, Dolores Acevedo Garcia, Hilary Hoynes, Kris
Moore, and Marianne Page. They were generous with their time, their expertise, and their expansive
knowledge of the poverty field and methodological approaches. We also appreciate their spirited
encouragement. We thank six colleagues, in particular, for advising us on many, many, (yes, one more) many
complex technical questions—Sam Field, Liana Fox, Heather Hahn, Julia Isaacs, Gabriel Piia, Laura
Wheaton, and Chris Wimer. You are all rock stars in our eyes.

Our work greatly benefited from the research support from many smart, dedicated individuals at Child
Trends. Thanks to Sydney Briggs, Madeline Carter, Yuko Ekyalongo, Heather Sauyaq Jean Gordon, Michael
Martinez, Melissa Perez, Astha Patel, Zakia Redd, Emilia Sotolongo, and Lizy Wildsmith. We could not have
done this without you.

The Child Trends Communications team was with us from the start, and we're grateful for all they’ve done—
designing figures, creating web layouts and data viz interactives, editing text, drafting tweets, and keeping
us grounded in the space-time continuum. We thank Emily Bagir, Kelley Bennett, Brent Franklin, Alec
Friedhoff, Olga Morales, Catherine Nichols, Stephen Russ, Lee Woods, and our web partners at Eleven11.

We thank Carol Emig for her commitment to building a body of child poverty work at Child Trends, and for
her support and encouragement of this undertaking from beginning to end, giving us the time to both think
and learn.

This report greatly benefitted from Jason DeParle’s insightful and pointed (yet always kind) questions about
our work.

We thank the Edna McConnell Clark Foundation and MacKenzie Scott. Their unrestricted grants to Child
Trends supported this in-depth study of child poverty.

Suggested citation:

Thomson, D., Ryberg, R., Harper, K., Fuller, J., Paschall, K., Franklin, J., & Guzman, L. (2022). Lessons From a
Historic Decline in Child Poverty. Child Trends. https://doi.org/10.56417/1555c6123k

_ ii  Lessons From a Historic Decline in Child Poverty


https://doi.org/10.56417/1555c6123k

Executive Summary

Introduction

The past quarter century witnessed an unprecedented decline in child poverty rates. In 1993, the initial year
of this decline, more than one in four children in the United States lived in families whose economic
resources—including household income and government benefits—were below the federal government’s
Supplemental Poverty Measure (SPM) threshold (Fox & Burns, 2021). Twenty-six years later, roughly one in
10 children lived in families whose economic resources were below the threshold. This is an astounding
decline in the child poverty rate, which has seen child poverty reduced by more than half (59%; see Figure
ES.1 below). The magnitude of this decline in child poverty is unequaled in the history of poverty
measurement in the United States (U.S. Census Bureau, 2014).

What led to this remarkable decline in child poverty? And did all subgroups of children experience similar
declines? We set out to answer these questions, to understand the constellation of influences that led to this
decline, with the hope that what we learned would help policymakers sustain—and accelerate—progress.
This executive summary encapsulates the report’s main findings and policy recommendations.

Figure ES.1. Child Poverty Rates Measured Using the Supplemental Poverty Measure (SPM), 1967-2019
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Note: To provide context for the more recent decline in child poverty, we present trends in child SPM poverty rates back to 1967.

Sources: Child Trends’ analysis of the historical Supplemental Poverty Measure data from the Columbia Center on Poverty and Social
Policy, anchored to 2012 thresholds (Wimer et al., 2021). Recession data are from the National Bureau of Economic Research (National
Bureau of Economic Research, 2021).
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What does it mean to live below the poverty threshold?

Consider a single mom with two kids who lives in, let’s say, Columbus, Ohio. She works, on average, 30 hours
a week, taking every shift available to her. Earning about $3 per hour above Ohio’s minimum wage in 2019,
she would make $18,018 a year (U.S. Department of Labor, 2022b). Subtracting expenses (payroll taxes and
transportation, medical, and child care costs that total an average of $4,830 per year) brings her disposable
annual income to $13,188, roughly $10,000 below the 2019 SPM poverty threshold of $23,200 (for her
family size and location) (U.S. Census Bureau, 2020a). This amounts to about $1,100 a month to cover costs:
rent, utilities, food, clothing, and other necessities. Consider, further, that this mother has access to several
federal social safety net programs (University of California Davis Center for Poverty & Inequality Research,
2018). The cash value of this assistance moves her income to the other side of the official poverty line,
landing her just above the SPM poverty threshold of $23,200 and raising her monthly disposable income by
about $1,000, to $2,100.

While that support makes a remarkable difference for this family, living and supporting two children on an
annual income of about $25,000—or $2,100 per month—is hard. Quite hard. The Census Bureau defines the
poverty threshold as the income below which families do not have sufficient resources to meet their basic
needs (U.S. Census Bureau, 2022b). While the current poverty threshold is a critical frame of reference for
conversations around poverty, we think—as do many poverty experts—that an income at or just above the
current threshold does not allow most people to meet basic needs, much less save for the unexpected or
make investments that could enhance their future economic security (Fass, 2009). While moving families
across the current poverty threshold is an important goal, we want to emphasize that this does not always
mean they have adequate resources to meet their basic needs.

The Supplemental Poverty Measure (SPM) operationalizes a family’s resources in terms of cash income,
near-cash government benefits (e.g., food and housing assistance), and tax benefits (e.g., the Earned
Income Tax Credit, or EITC). Necessary expenses, such as out-of-pocket medical expenses and work
and child care expenses, are subtracted from a family’s resources. We use the SPM throughout our
report, rather than the Official Poverty Measure (OPM), because the SPM uses more up-to-date
assumptions about current living needs and expenses, and includes government benefits. In 2019,
families with a household income of less than approximately $28,881 (for a two-adult, two-child
household that rents its housing) were considered to be experiencing poverty (U.S. Census Bureau,
2020a). For more information about how the SPM and OPM compare, see Appendix 1: How Poverty Is
Measured in the United States.

Understanding the decline in poverty will help us continue the
decline

Poverty is unequivocally linked with poorer child outcomes, particularly when poverty persists throughout
childhood (National Academies of Sciences, 2019). This relationship is known but bears repeating. Lack of
nutritious food, clothing, safe and stable housing, health care, and education—as well as the chronic stress
that this lack of resources creates—can, in turn, have deleterious consequences for children’s health,
academic achievement, social-emotional functioning, and long-term well-being and economic success
(Chaudry & Wimer, 2016). Reducing child poverty and promoting economic security and mobility not only
improves well-being for children and their families, but also has long-term net benefits for society, such as
higher taxes paid, lower health care costs, and less crime (National Academies of Sciences, 2019). The
healthy development of our children—our nation’s future workers, leaders, taxpayers, parents, and
neighbors—is critical for a thriving nation.
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For these reasons, the United States must continue its collective efforts to further extend the past quarter
century’s decline in child poverty rates. The lessons of this decline provide powerful insights into how we
can continue to reduce child poverty. The past has much to say, and we should listen. Public policies can
impact the lives of children and their families and can do so with great potency. Sometimes their impact is
spot-on and intended. Sometimes their impact yields unexpected consequences. And, sometimes, their
impact achieves intended yet counter-productive results. Policies also affect children in different situations
with varying degrees of success. How policymakers choose those individuals who may participate in and
benefit from our economy—who is helped in times of recession and economic hardship—matters greatly.
And by better understanding what progress has been made—and what led to it—policymakers will be better
able to sustain, and accelerate, further progress.

Research questions

We began our work eager to understand the influences that led to child poverty’s decline over the last
quarter century. Numerous economic, demographic, and public policy shifts have occurred over this time.
On the economic front, we've seen real (inflation-adjusted) growth in gross domestic product (or GDP) per
capita, median household income, and state minimum wages. Single mothers’ labor force participation grew,
particularly in the mid-to-late 1990s. And unemployment was lower in 2019 than in 1993. On the
demographic front, the share of adults with at least a high school degree and the share of kids living in two-
parent families (including cohabiting parents) grew, albeit only slightly for the latter. The shares of children
who are Asian/Hawaiian/Pacific Islander, Hispanic, or living in immigrant families grew. Teen birth rates
declined dramatically. On the policy front, we've seen a large increase in overall federal spending on social
safety net programs, particularly refundable tax credits aimed primarily at working families with children
(Maag, 2017). At the same time, we've seen a move away from out-of-work cash assistance and the
introduction of new immigrant exclusion policies (Acevedo-Garcia, Joshi, Ruskin, Walters, & Sofer, 2021;
Bitler & Hoynes, 2010).

So, what led to this historic decline in child poverty? Using fixed effects regression models and descriptive
counterfactual analyses (for more on our methodology, see Chapter 7), we set out to answer the following
questions:

1. What led to this historic decline in child poverty?

e Whatroles have economic, labor market, and demographic factors played in explaining the
declining poverty rate among children?

e Has the social safety net improved over time at protecting children from poverty?
2. Didall groups of children experience a similar decline?

3. Forwhich children has the social safety net worked and who has it left behind?
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Key findings

The quarter century of declining child poverty from 1993 to 2019 is a fantastic success story, but it is a
nuanced story with caveats. What led to the unprecedented decline in child poverty over the past roughly
25 years? In Chapters 1 through 5, we explain our analyses and findings in detail; here, though, we
summarize our key findings:

Finding 1. Lower unemployment rates, increases in single mothers’ labor force
participation, and increases in state minimum wages explained about 33 percent
of the overall decline in child poverty from 1993 to 2019, but healthy economic
conditions alone were not sufficient to protect children from poverty.

e  While GDP and median wage growth may have benefitted families at higher income levels, they were
not associated with reductions in the rates of child poverty. A tighter labor market—and, to a lesser
degree, increases in single mothers’ labor force participation and state minimum wages—were
associated with decreases in child poverty and deep poverty.

e Together, lower unemployment, increases in single mother labor force participation rates, and increases
in state minimum wages explained about 33 percent of the decline in child poverty and 41 percent of
the decline in deep poverty from 1993 to 2019.

Finding 2. As a whole, while demographic shifts did not contribute to the decline
in child poverty, they were associated with about 43 percent of the decline in
child deep poverty from 1993 to 2019.

e Some demographic factors were associated with declines in child poverty rates, while others operated
in the opposite direction—counteracting the first group of factors. In this report, we refer to this latter
set of factors as countervailing forces.

e Changesinthe shares of Black and Hispanic children and children in immigrant families within the
United States—that is, the shares of children whose families disproportionately face barriers to good
jobs, experience workplace discrimination, receive unequal pay and fewer benefits, or have limited
access to social safety net programs—were positively associated with changes in child poverty
(Acevedo-Garcia, Joshi, Ruskin, Walters, & Sofer, 2021; Bittker, 2020; Favreault, 2008; Patten, 2016;
Pifa et al., 2022). In other words, because of the substantial economic barriers that these groups face,
changes in their shares of the population move the child poverty rate in the same “direction”—either
upwards or down, as it were. Increases in the shares of Hispanic children and children in immigrant
families, for example, put upward pressure on child poverty rates; if the systemic barriers that these
families face did not exist, child poverty would have likely decreased even more from 1993 to 2019, all
else being equal.

e  While the dramatic decline in teen birth rates from 1993 to 2019 was not associated with decreases in
child poverty rates, it was associated with a decline in rates of deep poverty among children. The decline
in teen births was associated with 52 percent of the total decline in child deep poverty across this time.
However, the association between teen birth rates and child deep poverty is reciprocal—that is, teen
birth rates are a symptom of child deep poverty as well as a potential contributor to it—so causality is
difficult to determine (Hoffman, 2015).

e Increasesinthe share of children living in two-parent families were associated with decreases in child
poverty and deep poverty; however, from 1993 to 2019, the share of children living in two-parent
families increased only minimally and so did not contribute much to the decline in child poverty or deep
poverty during this time.
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Finding 3. The social safety net was responsible for much of the decline in child
poverty from 1993 to 2019, cutting poverty by 9 percentin 1993 and by 44
percent in 2019—tripling the number of children protected from poverty over
this time.

e In 1993, the social safety net (within which we include federal tax and transfer programs, such as the
Earned Income Tax Credit, or EITC) cut poverty by 9 percent compared to what it would have been
without the safety net. In great contrast, in 2019, the social safety net cut child poverty by 44 percent.
Over that time, the number of children protected from poverty by the social safety net more than
tripled, from 2.0 million children in 1993 to 6.5 million children in 2019.

e The two programs that experienced the greatest growth in the percentage of children protected from
poverty were the EITC and housing subsidies.

e In2019,the EITC, Social Security, and the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP)
contributed the most to protecting children from poverty.

Finding 4. While the social safety net’s role in reducing child poverty grew
considerably over the last quarter century, the United States has made little
progress in strengthening the social safety net for children with the least
resources—specifically for those in deep poverty. The social safety net reduced
deep poverty among children by about two thirds in both 1993 and 2019.

e Thesocial safety net continued to play an important role in protecting children from deep poverty over
the past 25 years. However, we saw only minimal growth in the social safety net’s role in reducing deep
poverty. The social safety net reduced child deep poverty by 62 percent in 1993 and by 66 percent in
2019.

e From 1993to 2019, the role of what has been, historically, the most important program at protecting
children from deep poverty—Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC) and then Temporary
Assistance for Needy Families (TANF)—greatly diminished; other programs partially filled this gap
during the Great Recession, but many of the measures enacted were temporary.

e Therelative stability of the social safety net’s role in reducing deep poverty stands in stark contrast to
the growth of its role in reducing poverty over this time.

e In 1993, asingle program may have been enough to pull a child out of deep poverty;in 2019, however, a
combination of benefits across multiple programs was often necessary to lift a child out of deep poverty.

Finding 5. From 1993 to 2019, poverty rates declined—and declined at similar
rates—for nearly all subgroups of children. This means that disparities by
parental nativity, race and ethnicity, and family structure persisted.

e From 1993to 2019, poverty rates declined at similar rates for nearly every subgroup examined: for
children in immigrant families and those in non-immigrant families; for Asian/Hawaiian/Pacific Islander
children, Black children, Hispanic children, and White children; and for children living in two-parent
families and children living with no or one parent.

e Because child poverty rates declined at similar rates across groups, disparities in child poverty rates—by
parental nativity, race and ethnicity, and family structure—persisted during the historic decline in child
poverty.
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e Thereis one exception to these patterns: Poverty, and particularly deep poverty, declined considerably
for children with stably employed parents, but much less so for children without stably employed
parents. Challenges to finding and maintaining secure employment can include health issues or
disability, mismatches between skills and available jobs, limited job networks or resources, lack of
access to affordable childcare or transportation, and the many forms of discrimination that certain job
seekers face.

Finding 6. The role of the social safety net in reducing child poverty grew from
1993 to 2019 for nearly every subgroup. However, the social safety net played a
smaller role in reducing poverty for some groups of children—specifically, for
children in immigrant families, Asian/Hawaiian/Pacific Islander children,
Hispanic children, and children without stably employed parents.

e The social safety net has consistently played a greater role in protecting children in non-immigrant
families from poverty than for children in immigrant families—exacerbating disparities in child poverty
by parental nativity.

e Relatedly, the social safety net exacerbated some racial/ethnic disparities in child poverty: The social
safety net consistently played a greater role in protecting Black and White children from poverty,
compared to Asian/Hawaiian/Pacific Islander and Hispanic children—the groups most likely to live in
immigrant families.

e Asthe social safety net shifted its emphasis from out-of-work assistance to work-based assistance, it
left behind children with the least resources—those living in deep poverty whose parents are not stably
employed.

Policy recommendations

While it is clear that we have achieved substantial successes, our nation’s collective work to protect children
from poverty is not over. Based on our findings, we offer the following recommendations to federal, state,
and local officials to maintain our collective progress in reducing child poverty and to reduce persistent
disparities in child poverty. The first two recommendations address the social safety net, while the latter
three address the economic and social constraints that place certain demographic groups at higher risk of
experiencing child poverty.

Recommendation 1. Recraft social safety net programs to prioritize child needs
and determine eligibility based on child needs, rather than parent characteristics.

The social safety net protects millions of children from poverty and is thus a critical investment in the
healthy development and future of all our nation’s children. Our analysis shows both the incredible
successes of the social safety net in safeguarding children and the places where it has left gaps: Current
policies exclude children from the full benefits of the social safety net by setting eligibility criteria based on
their parents’ characteristics, such as work status and immigration status. In contrast, a social safety net
designed to alleviate child poverty would be intentionally more inclusive by centering children’s needs, and
by eliminating requirements based on other parent characteristics.

The 2021 Child Tax Credit (CTC) and Advance Child Tax Credit represent examples of programs based on
children’s needs, in two ways (Internal Revenue Service, 2022b). First, the very premise of the 2021
expansion of the CTC was based on research that shows the importance of economic stability for child well-
being and the value of investing in the early childhood years (a period of intensive brain development)
(Cooper & Stewart, 2021; Heckman, 2000). The Advance CTC provided families with children predictable
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monthly payments of up to $250 per child for children ages 6 to 17, and up to $300 per child under age é.
Second, its eligibility requirements were based on the child’s citizenship status, not that of the parent
(Internal Revenue Service, 2022a).

By contrast, the EITC requires a completed tax return and a Social Security number for everyone claimed on
afamily’s taxes (Internal Revenue Service, n.d.-f). Our analysis found that the EITC is one of the most
significant and effective anti-poverty programs we’ve got; however, children who are U.S. citizens and have
parents with Individual Taxpayer Identification Numbers, rather than Social Security numbers, cannot
benefit from the program (Internal Revenue Service, n.d.-d). Recrafting eligibility to direct resources to
children experiencing economic hardship—and removing eligibility requirements that limit benefits based
on immigration status and other characteristics—would support continued reductions in child poverty and
improvements in the health and well-being of our nation’s children.

Recommendation 2. Ease administrative barriers to the social safety net for
eligible families to reduce child poverty and deep poverty, and to mitigate
disparities between subgroups of children.

Our research shows that access to multiple programs and supports—not just one—is often needed to lift
children out of deep poverty, in particular. However, program requirements across social safety net
programs vary widely with respect to income thresholds, application and documentation requirements (e.g.,
proof of residence), recertification processes, and other eligibility requirements and details. The resultis a
complex web of administrative barriers that is both difficult and time-consuming for parents to navigate
(Heinrich et al., 2022; Winston et al., 2021). Application, documentation, and recertification procedures
should be simplified and streamlined to make it easier for every family who qualifies for a program to access
its benefits. To facilitate cross-program access, state and federal agencies should broaden categorical
eligibility (that is, when eligibility for one program is sufficient to determine eligibility for another),
automated enrollment processes, and outreach campaigns. When families in deep poverty qualify for four
programs, we should not require them to fill out four applications, negotiate with four different agencies,
and maintain certification of eligibility in each program in order to continue receiving needed benefits.

The United States has learned how to reduce administrative barriers during the COVID-19 pandemic—
lessons that could be applied to programs operating in broader contexts, beyond emergency situations. For
example, Pandemic Electronic Benefit Transfers (P-EBT) provided children already eligible for free or
reduced-price lunches with benefits under SNAP (U.S. Department of Agriculture Food and Nutrition
Service, 2022). While states had to develop new policies and infrastructure to make the program work, P-
EBT was largely successful in reducing food insecurity and supporting children in immigrant families (Bauer
et al., 2020; Perez, 2021). Implementation of the expanded CTC taught us about innovative alternative
reach and delivery systems, including online portals for families that do not file taxes, alternatives to direct
deposit for families that do not use banks, and outreach campaigns (Mackey, 2022). By the most
conservative estimates, more than one in five eligible families don’t receive the EITC (Thomson et al., 2020).
Continued reforms, such as automatic enrollment, would go a long way toward ensuring that tax and
transfer programs reach all families they were intended to reach.

Recommendation 3. Support stable parental employment and more robust
female labor force participation with fair labor markets, higher minimum wages,
and affordable, accessible child care.

The benefits of a strong U.S. economy do not currently fully extend to children in families living in poverty.
Our findings highlight persistently high rates of poverty among subgroups that face systemic barriers to
accessing and maintaining stable employment. We recommend removing common barriers that prevent
low-income families from accessing and maintaining employment that is both dependable and that allows
families to support themselves. These barriers include lack of access to affordable and high-quality child
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care and transportation, neighborhoods with limited resources and opportunities, discrimination,
inadequate pay, a lack of workplace accommodations for disabled parents, a lack of paid sick and family
leave, discrimination against formerly incarcerated parents, and difficulties obtaining work authorization
for immigrant parents.

Removing barriers to stable employment and increasing low wages may be critical strategies to reduce the
persistent gaps in child poverty by race and ethnicity. Hispanic men, for example, have greater rates of labor
force participation than men from other racial and ethnic groups, but Hispanic fathers often have low
incomes, making it difficult for them to lift their children and families out of poverty (U.S. Bureau of Labor
Statistics, 2021b; Wildsmith et al., 2018). Meanwhile, research indicates that providing access to high-
quality child care, addressing workplace discrimination, and reducing wage inequality are effective
strategies for enabling female workers to easily participate in the workforce (Ansel et al., 2017).

In addition to removing barriers to employment, it will be critical to ensure that work is sufficient to lift
families out of poverty. Our analyses show that increases in state minimum wages were associated with
reductions in child poverty. Higher minimum wages could further support families’ ability to maintain stable
employment and support their children. In addition, reducing the phase-in period for the EITC could
maximize the benefit for working families with the lowest incomes, whose wages alone are currently too low
to support their families (Crandall-Hollick et al., 2021).

Recommendation 4. Maintain low teen birth rates by increasing public
investment in evidence-based teen pregnancy prevention strategies and
safeguarding adolescents’ access to safe abortion.

The dramatic reduction in teen births from 1993 to 2019 was associated with the decline in child deep
poverty over this time. Researchers have attributed declines in the teen birth rate to less teen sex and more
contraceptive use; these factors, in turn, may have been due to media and messaging campaigns, availability
of effective contraceptive methods, and pregnancy prevention programs (Abma & Martinez, 2017; Dews,
2014; Kirby, 2007, Livingston & Thomas, 2019; Romero et al., 2015; Santelli & Melnikas, 2010). As of mid-
2022, teen birth rates remain at historic lows, meaning that further reductions in teen births may be less
dramatic and result in less pronounced reductions in child deep poverty.

In 2022, a momentous Supreme Court ruling—Dobbs v. Jackson Women'’s Health Organization—overturned
the legal precedent established by the 1973 Roe v. Wade court case, granting states broad flexibility to
impose restrictions on abortion (Dobbs, State Health Officer of the Mississippi Department of Health, Et Al. v.
Jackson Women'’s Health Organization Et Al., 2021). Restricting adolescents’ access to abortion may slow or
reverse recent teen birth trends, and, by extension, have a detrimental influence on child deep poverty. In
recent years, teen pregnancy rates, adolescent abortion rates, and the proportion of all abortions completed
by adolescents have declined (Kortsmit et al., 2021). Still, as of 2019, adolescents ages 15 to 19 accounted
for 9 percent of all abortions nationally (an estimated 53,049 abortions) (Kortsmit et al., 2021). And our
analysis found that declines in teen births were associated with 52 percent of the decline in deep poverty
rates for children from 1993 to 2019.

To prevent teen birth rates from rising, policymakers should work to ensure that adolescents have safe

access to abortion, contraception, and evidence-based teen pregnancy prevention programs. This would
likely safeguard recent reductions in child deep poverty.
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Recommendation 5. Promote the economic, social, and caregiving benefits that
families bring to children and their parents, and reform policies that undermine
their role in children’s lives.

Drawing on our finding that the proportion of children in two-parent families is strongly associated with
child poverty, we recommend that public officials promote and safeguard the benefits that families—
including parents, partners, and extended family—can provide to children, and particularly those assets that
the presence of a second parent or caregiver typically bring. Such benefits include economic resources and
logistical, emotional, and caregiving support, among others. Other policies that support families—such as
paid family leave and flexible work scheduling—can provide adults with greater opportunities and resources
to support the children and parents in their lives.

Furthermore, public officials should carefully reform policies and institutions that undermine the consistent
presence of stable caregivers in the lives of children, and especially those that undermine the role and
presence of fathers. In 2020, nearly 7 percent of children and youth had a parent serve time in jail (National
Institute of Corrections, n.d.). Child welfare agencies also have a powerful influence over family stability and
the presence of parents in children’s lives: Previous research has found that economic insecurity can
increase afamily’s chance of coming into contact with the child welfare system, and nearly all states’
definitions of neglect include a factor linked to low incomes such as inadequate food, clothing, or shelter (S.
C. Williams et al., 2022). This connection between poverty and neglect can lead to the surveillance of
families with fewer resources and the separation of children from their families.

While increases in the share of children living in two-parent families were strongly associated with child
poverty, we recommend caution to readers in interpreting this finding. We specifically recommend caution
in developing policy interventions that directly encourage parents to maintain or create two-parent
households. Incentives to marry or otherwise maintain two-parent households could have the effect of
directing resources away from children in single- or no-parent households; according to our analysis, these
households need resources the most. Such incentives could also trap families who are experiencing
domestic violence. A narrow focus on two-parent households may also miss opportunities. Research
illustrates the role of extended family—for example, Black grandparents living with their grandchildren—in
supporting children and parents (Dilworth-Anderson, 1992).
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Chapter 1—Introduction

The past quarter century witnessed an unprecedented decline in child poverty rates. In 1993, the initial year
of this decline, more than one in four children in the United States lived in families whose economic
resources—including household income and government benefits—were below the federal government’s
Supplemental Poverty Measure (SPM) threshold (Fox & Burns, 2021). Twenty-six years later, roughly one in
10 children lived in families whose economic resources were below the threshold. This is an astounding
decline in the child poverty rate, which has seen child poverty reduced by more than half (59%; see Figure
1.1). The magnitude of this decline in child poverty is unequaled in the history of poverty measurement in
the United States (U.S. Census Bureau, 2014).

What led to this remarkable decline in child poverty? And did all subgroups of children experience similar
declines? We set out to answer these questions, to understand the constellation of influences that led to this
decline, with the hope that what we learned will help policymakers sustain—and accelerate—progress.

The Supplemental Poverty Measure (SPM) operationalizes a family’s resources in terms of cash income,
near-cash government benefits (e.g., food and housing assistance), and tax benefits (e.g., the Earned
Income Tax Credit, or EITC). Necessary expenses, such as out-of-pocket medical expenses and work and
child care expenses, are subtracted from a family’s resources. We use the SPM throughout our report,
rather than the Official Poverty Measure (OPM), because the SPM uses more up-to-date assumptions
about current living needs and expenses, and includes government benefits. In 2019, families with a
household income of less than approximately $28,881 (for a two-adult, two-child household that rents
its housing) were considered to be experiencing poverty (U.S. Census Bureau, 2020a). For more
information about how the SPM and OPM compare, see Appendix 1, How Poverty Is Measured in the
United States.

Figure 1.1. Child Poverty Rates Measured Using the Supplemental Poverty Measure (SPM), 1967-2019
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35%
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Note: To provide context for the more recent decline in child poverty, we present trends in child SPM poverty rates back to 1967.

Sources: Child Trends’ analysis of the historical Supplemental Poverty Measure data from the Columbia Center on Poverty and Social
Policy, anchored to 2012 thresholds (Wimer et al., 2021). Recession data are from the National Bureau of Economic Research (National
Bureau of Economic Research, 2021).
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Building on previous research

Often, when researchers talk about poverty in the United States, we refer to a specific point in time, or we
compare the current year’s poverty rate to the rates for the last couple of years. Similarly, when researchers
examine policy levers for reducing child poverty or improving child outcomes, we tend to look at one policy
change or one program at a time. In this report, though, we’ve taken a big step back, similar to a 2016

report published by the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services that examined 50 years of poverty
trends (Chaudry et al., 2016). We look specifically at how the landscape of child poverty has changed over
the past quarter century.

For us, this report has been an exercise in listening to history, analyzing 40 years of data, reading the
technical appendices of the National Academy of Sciences’ A Roadmap to Reducing Child Poverty, and
drawing on and expanding existing research (National Academies of Sciences, 2019). Our work builds
explicitly upon prior research conducted by Hilary Hoynes (University of California, Berkeley), Marianne
Page (University of California, Davis), and Ann Huff Stevens (University of Texas at Austin) (Hoynes et al.,
2006). We owe them a debt of gratitude for their contribution to our understanding of how competing
economic and labor market trends influenced poverty rates through the early 2000s. We've updated their
work to include an additional 15 years of data, from 2004 to 2019. We've also extended their work to look,
specifically, at the influence of federal anti-poverty programs on poverty rates through our use of the SPM,
which includes the cash value of government benefits in its measure of family resources. (The SPM had not
yet been developed when Hoynes, Page, and Stevens’ report was released in 2006.) Finally, while their work
focused on poverty rates more generally, our analyses focus exclusively on child poverty in the United
States. And by looking across economic, demographic, and policy factors, our findings speak to policy levers
intended not just for reducing child poverty and mitigating its impact on child development, but also for
addressing some of the root causes of poverty among families with children.

Our work has also benefitted from the insights of researchers who have focused on examining and
remedying poverty among specific groups of children at elevated risk of poverty—notably Dolores Acevedo-
Garcia (Brandeis University) and Regina Baker (University of Pennsylvania). Their work shows how the
likelihood that a child will experience poverty is shaped by structural forces often beyond their family’s
control. We explore some of these forces by examining child poverty among subgroups of children, based on
their family’s immigration status, their race/ethnicity, their family structure, and the stability of their
parent(s) employment. The idea that poverty is heavily shaped by structural forces can, on first
consideration, seem daunting, but it gives us hope that structural changes can lead to widespread reduction
in the prevalence of child poverty.

Finally, this work would not have been possible without data from the Current Population Survey Annual
Social and Economic Supplement (CPS ASEC), collected by the Census Bureau, and the Bureau’s
development of the Supplemental Poverty Measure (SPM). Similarly indispensable was the historical,
anchored SPM developed by and made public by the Columbia University Center on Poverty and Social
Policy (Wimer et al., 2021). Our work also builds on the extensive body of research conducted by Jane
Waldfogel, Chris Wimer, and the Columbia team, which has used the anchored SPM to examine trends in
child poverty over time (Wimer, Nam, Waldfogel, & Fox, 2016).

Any missteps we've made in our interpretation of our colleagues’ work or our attempt to build on it are
solely our responsibility.

Research questions

We began our work eager to understand the influences that led to child poverty’s decline over the last
quarter century. Numerous economic, demographic, and public policy shifts have occurred over this time.
On the economic front, we've seen real (inflation-adjusted) growth in gross domestic product (or GDP) per
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capita, median household income, and state minimum wages. Single mothers’ labor force participation grew,
particularly in the mid-to-late 1990s. And unemployment was lower in 2019 than in 1993. On the
demographic front, the share of adults with at least a high school degree and the share of kids living in two-
parent families (including cohabiting parents) grew, albeit only slightly for the latter. The shares of children
who are Asian/Hawaiian/Pacific Islander, Hispanic, or living in immigrant families grew. Teen birth rates
declined dramatically. On the policy front, we've seen a large increase in overall federal spending on social
safety net programs, particularly refundable tax credits aimed primarily at working families with children
(Maag, 2017). At the same time, we've seen a move away from out-of-work cash assistance and the
introduction of immigrant exclusion policies (Acevedo-Garcia, Joshi, Ruskin, Walters, & Sofer, 2021; Bitler &
Hoynes, 2010).

So, what led to this historic decline in child poverty? Using fixed effects regression models and descriptive
counterfactual analyses, we set out to answer the following questions (for more information on our
methodology, see Chapter 7):

1. What led to this historic decline in child poverty?

e Whatroles have economic, labor market, and demographic factors played in explaining the
declining poverty rate among children?

e Has the social safety net improved over time at protecting children from poverty?
2. Didall groups of children experience a similar decline?

3. For which children has the social safety net worked and who has it left behind?

Our approach

Before diving into the study, we offer thoughts about our approach, specifically around the time frame of
our analysis, the levels of poverty that we examined, the ways in which we present our findings (percentage
points versus percent), and our methodology.

The analysis time frame
We chose 1993 as our starting point for three interrelated reasons.
First and foremost, 1993 is the year in which child poverty began its unprecedented decline.

Second, around this time, child poverty trends began to follow a very different pattern. Prior to 1993, child
SPM poverty rates (as represented by the dark blue line in Figure 1.2, below) rose and fell in sync with
economic cycles (shown by the presence and absence of recessions, represented by the light gray columns in
Figure 1.2). Pre-tax-and-transfer (PTT) child poverty rates—poverty rates based solely on income, and that
do not include benefits from government tax and transfer programs—are shown with the light blue line. PTT
poverty rates also followed economic cycles before 1993, and have continued this pattern to the present. In
1993, however, the trends in SPM child poverty started to diverge from this pattern—declining more
steeply during economic booms and leveling off during economic downturns—suggesting that other factors
are at play.

Third, the anti-poverty policy landscape began to shift in the early 1990s, primarily due to increased federal
spending on the social safety net, accompanied by a shift away from out-of-work cash assistance at both the
state and the federal levels and the introduction of new immigrant exclusion policies (Acevedo-Garcia,
Joshi, Ruskin, Walters, & Sofer, 2021; Bitler & Hoynes, 2010; Moffitt & Pauley, 2018). While no single point
in time can capture the multifaceted nature of this shifting policy landscape, beginning in 1993 allows us to
capture a time period that includes these changes.
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Figure 1.2. Child Poverty Rates Measured Two Ways: Accounting for Federal Tax and Transfer Programs
(the Supplemental Poverty Measure, or SPM) and Without Them (Pre-Tax-and-Transfer, or PPT), 1967-

2019
Recession
5%
Child SPM rate (including 1993, 30.7%
tax and transfer
3% programs)
. 1993, 229%
Child PTT rate
W (pre tax and transfer)
2019, 20.3%
15%
o 2019, 11.4%
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Note: To provide context for the more recent decline in child poverty, we present trends in child SPM poverty rates back to 1967.

Sources: Child Trends’ analysis of the historical Supplemental Poverty Measure data from the Columbia Center on Poverty and Social
Policy, anchored to 2012 thresholds (Wimer et al., 2021). Recession data are from the National Bureau of Economic Research (National
Bureau of Economic Research, 2021).

But why end in 2019?

We chose to exclude 2020 from our analyses because it was an anomalous year with respect to both
economic conditions and the enactment of temporary policies that addressed the dual public health and
economic crises. Our goal is to examine the more permanent, underlying factors that influence child poverty
in the United States, and we concluded that 2020 would muddy rather than clarify our analyses.

We considered one more question about our time frame: Was it problematic to start with the post-
recession recovery of 1993 and conclude with the economic trough of 2019? We decided it was not: Our
fundamental question is to ask what contributed to the decline in child poverty from 1993 to 2019. Part of
the answer may very well be (indeed, is likely to be) that there was a tighter labor market in 2019 than in
1993. How much of the decline is due to this tighter labor market and how much is due to other factors is
part of what we explored.

While our focus in this report is from 1993 to 2019, our graphs provide, when available, data for previous
years as context.

Levels of poverty

While we opened this report by highlighting the decline in child poverty, we present, throughout this work,
parallel analyses for rates of children in poverty and in deep poverty. In 2019, families with a household
income of less than approximately $28,881 (for a two-adult, two-child household that rents) were
considered to be experiencing poverty (U.S. Census Bureau, 2020a). Families experiencing deep poverty are
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defined as having household net resources below 50 percent of the SPM poverty threshold. In 2019,
families with a household income of less than approximately $14,440 (for a two-adult, two-child household
that rents) were considered to be experiencing deep poverty (U.S. Census Bureau, 2020a).

Rates of deep poverty among children experienced a similar decline to the rates of those in poverty. In 1993,
approximately 7 percent of children lived in families whose incomes were below the deep poverty threshold
(see Figure 1.3). By 2019, the rate of children in deep poverty had declined to 3 percent. This represents a
decline of 56 percent, just slightly smaller than that seen for child poverty rates. However, much of this
decline occurred from 1993 to 1996, and again from 2017 to 2019.

Figure 1.3. Child Poverty and Deep Poverty Rates Measured Using the Supplemental Poverty Measure
(SPM), 1980-2019

Recession
5%

i 1993, 27.9%

25%

Child poverty rate
(<100% of SPM threshold)
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Sources: Child Trends’ analysis of the historical Supplemental Poverty Measure data from the Columbia Center on Poverty and Social
Policy, anchored to 2012 thresholds (Wimer et al., 2021). Recession data are from the National Bureau of Economic Research (National
Bureau of Economic Research, 2021).

In the chapters that follow, we look at the roles of economic, demographic, and policy factors in shaping the
landscape of deep poverty as well as that of poverty.

A note about percentage point vs. percent change, and the need to use both

We use both absolute and relative measures to present estimates of the extent to which economic,
demographic, and policy factors influenced child poverty.

Absolute measures—specifically, for our purposes, percentage point decreases (or increases) in the number
of children protected from poverty—are helpful to concretize the extent to which a social safety net
program, for example, reduces poverty. The drawback, however, is that absolute values are difficult to
compare across time periods or subgroups that have different baseline poverty rates. For example, absolute
measures will be smaller in 2019 than in 1993 because poverty rates were much lower in 2019. Similarly,
absolute measures are hard to compare across different levels of poverty: For example, a 1 percentage point
reduction in deep poverty represents more than a 30 percent reduction in the deep poverty rate of 3
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percent, while a 1 percentage point reduction in poverty represents about a 9 percent reduction in the
poverty rate of 11 percent.

Relative measures—such as percent decreases in poverty rates—account for baseline poverty rates and are
therefore particularly useful when comparing estimates across time, groups, or levels of poverty. The
drawback here, however, is that they highlight the proportional difference in poverty over time, by group, or
due to a specific factor. For example, the proportional role of the social safety net in reducing child poverty
(as represented by its percent decrease) can increase over time even while the absolute number of children
protected from poverty decreases. This can happen when child poverty rates are decreasing over time: The
number of children served by the safety net can decrease because the number of children who are eligible
for these programs has declined; meanwhile, if—at the same time—benefits are becoming more generous or
eligibility criteria have changed such that programs are serving a greater percent of children in poverty, the
role of the safety net (proportional to the number of children in poverty) can increase.

Together, these measures produce a more complete understanding of how the landscape of child poverty
has shifted over time and allow us to compare the influence of economic, demographic, and policy factors
over time and across levels of poverty and groups of children.

Our methodology (Chapter 7)

We use two different analytic approaches to examine the influence of economic and demographic shifts
(Chapter 2) and social safety net programs (Chapters 3 and 4) on child poverty.

To look at economic and demographic influences, we follow the approach used by economists Hillary
Hoynes, Marianne Page, and Ann Huff Stevens_ (Hoynes et al., 2006). Capitalizing on state-level variation in
the timing and degree of changes in each of the factors examined, we use state and year fixed effects
regression models to estimate the associations between changes in each economic and demographic factor
and changes in child poverty.

Because changes in federal policies often affect all states at the same time, this method does not allow us to
evaluate associations between federal policies and child poverty rates. Therefore, we use descriptive
analysis to look at the role of the social safety net programs, following the approach used by the United
States Census Bureau: We compare actual child poverty rates using the SPM to estimated counterfactual
poverty rates if an individual federal tax and transfer program (or the entire social safety net) were removed
from the calculation of SPM household resources. Neither of these methods is causal, and neither account
for behavioral changes or interactions between factors. These methods are not directly comparable, but we
present a rough approximation of how much each factor is contributing to the overall decline in child
poverty as a high-level takeaway, complete with caveats.

What’s next

In Chapter 2, we examine the influence of economic and demographic factors on child poverty rates and
their role in explaining the decline in child poverty from 1993 to 2019. In Chapter 3, we explore the role of
the social safety net in explaining this historic decline. In Chapter 4, we examine whether child poverty rates
have similarly declined for all subgroups of children, as well as the extent to which social safety net
programs are equally protective of children with different characteristics. A detailed summary of the
findings from these chapters can be found in Chapter 5, along with thoughts about directions for future
research. Chapter 6 presents key lessons learned and their implications for policymakers. Finally, you can
read about our methodology in Chapter 7.

In addition, we provide the following resources as appendices to this report:
e Appendix 1: How Poverty Is Measured in the United States

e Appendix 2: Summary of the Main Government Programs Aimed at Reducing Child Poverty in the
United States
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Chapter 2—The Influence of Economic and
Demographic Trends on Changes in Child Poverty

Economic and demographic trends can play a substantial role in the changing landscape of child poverty. A
strong economy—indicated by macroeconomic growth, high rates of labor force participation, wage growth,
and low unemployment—has historically been associated with higher household incomes and lower rates of
child poverty (Acs, 2008; Chetty et al., 2017; Hoynes et al., 2006; Stevens & Pihl, 2016).

Demographic shifts can also influence the incidence of child poverty because of their strong correlation with
household income and access to employment, other opportunities for economic mobility, and anti-poverty
programs. Existing research identifies five demographic shifts that are most likely to influence child poverty:
changes in educational attainment, changes in family structure, trends in the age of childbearing, and shifts
in the racial and ethnic composition and the immigrant share of the population—as well as the intersection
of these forces (R. S. Baker & O’Connell, 2022; Cancian & Haskins, 2014; National Academies of Sciences,
2019; Psacharopoulos & Patrinos, 2018).

Economic and demographic trends also interact with social policy to influence child poverty rates.* For
example, some social policies adapt during times of economic downturns to buffer families from poverty.
Additionally, policies or barriers that limit immigrant families’ access to the labor market or the social safety
net could inhibit the country’s ability to reduce child poverty, particularly given that children in immigrant
families make up a growing share of the U.S. population.

What's in this chapter: In this chapter, we examine the link between economic and demographic shifts from
1993 to 2019 and the period’s declining child poverty rate. First, in Section 1, we provide an overview of the
economic and demographic shifts that occurred during this time. In Section 2, we describe our
methodological approach. In Section 3, we examine the unique influence of economic and labor market
factors on child poverty and deep poverty (family resources < 50% of the poverty threshold). In Section 4,
we examine the unique influence of demographic factors on child poverty and deep poverty. In Section 5, we
briefly look at how the influence of economic and demographic factors on poverty rates among different
populations of children may vary. We close this chapter with a discussion of our key findings in Section 6.

Chapter 2 summary

Research parameters to keep in mind
Overall: We examine the roles of economic, labor market, and demographic factors on child poverty rates.

More specifically:

e The economic factors we examine include unemployment rates, real gross domestic product per capita,
median wages, minimum wages, and single mothers’ labor force participation.

e The demographic factors we examine include the share of children living with two parents, the share of
adults with a high school degree or higher, teen birth rates, the racial/ethnic distribution of the child
population, and the share of children in immigrant families.

Time frame examined: From 1993 to 2019.

1 While interactions between economic and demographic factors and social policies can influence child poverty rates, we do not
directly examine these interactions in the current study.
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Poverty levels examined:
e Poverty (<100% of the Supplemental Poverty Measure threshold)

o In 2019, income less than approximately $28,881 for a two-adult, two-child household that rents
(U.S. Census Bureau, 2020a)

o Deep poverty (<50% of the Supplemental Poverty Measure threshold)

o In2019,income less than approximately $14,440 for a two-adult, two-child household that rents
(U.S. Census Bureau, 2020a)

Key findings

e Economic and labor market factors, together, explained about 33 percent of the decline in child poverty
and 41 percent of the decline in deep poverty from 1993 to 2019; all of these economic- and labor-
related declines can be explained by an overall decline in unemployment, increases in single mothers’
labor force participation, and higher state minimum wages. Gross domestic product (GDP) per capita
and median wages both grew from 1993 to 2019, yet neither of these were associated with the decline
in child poverty or deep poverty.

o Unemployment rates were considerably lower in 2019 than in 1993, which could explain as much as
18 percent of the total decline in child poverty and 22 percent of the decline in deep poverty from
1993 to 2019.

o Increases in single mothers’ labor force participation were associated with decreases in child
poverty and deep poverty and may explain about 9 percent of the decline in child poverty and 10
percent of the decline in deep poverty from 1993 to 2019.

o Higher state minimum wages were also associated with lower rates of child poverty and may
explain about 7 percent of the decline in child poverty and 9 percent of the decline in deep poverty
from 1993 to 2019.

e Demographic factors (which include those that contributed to the decline, as well as countervailing
factors) did not contribute to the decline in child poverty from 1993 to 2019, but were associated with
about 43 percent of the decline in deep poverty.

o The share of children who are Hispanic or who live in immigrant families grew from 1993 to 2019.
These demographic shifts were associated with increases in child poverty rates; this likely reflects
the high incidence of Hispanic and immigrant parents who face discrimination in the labor market
and restricted access to the social safety net, both of which limit efforts to reduce child poverty
(Acevedo-Garcia et al., 2022; Catanzarite & Trimble, 2008). Increases in the share of children living
in immigrant families were also associated with increases in rates of deep poverty among children.

o The share of Black children—whose parents often face hiring discrimination and wage inequality in
the workforce—decreased from 1993 to 2019 and was associated with decreases in child poverty,
although this shift’s contribution to the overall decline was small (Patten, 2016; Wilson & Darity,
2022).

o The large decrease in the number of teen births per 1,000 females ages 15 to 19 from 1993 to 2019
was not associated with decreases in child poverty, but was associated with decreases in deep
poverty. The decline in teen births was associated with 52 percent of the decline in deep poverty.
However, the association between teen birth rates and child deep poverty is reciprocal—that is,
teen birth rates are a symptom of child deep poverty as well as a potential contributor to it, so
causality is difficult to determine (Hoffman, 2015).
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o Increasesin the share of children living in two-parent families were associated with decreases in
child poverty and deep poverty; however, from 1993 to 2019, the share of children living in two-
parent families increased only minimally and so did not contribute much to the decline in child
poverty or deep poverty during this time.

e Combined, economic, labor market, and demographic factors explained about 22 percent of the decline
in child poverty from 1993 to 2019. However, this combination of economic, labor market, and
demographic factors explained considerably more—84 percent—of the decline in child deep poverty
from 1993 to 2019.

Section 1: Overview of the economic and demographic shifts

As context for our analyses in this chapter, we begin with information regarding economic and demographic
trends of the past quarter-century.

How has the economy and labor market changed from 1993 to 2019?

In Figure 2.1 below, we show how economic and labor market factors have changed over time, with an eye
toward whether shifts in economic and labor market trends are—or are not—in sync with trends in the child
poverty rate. While we focus on 1993 to 2019, we include trends back to 1980 for context and comparison.
All estimates have been adjusted for inflation using the Consumer Price Index (U.S. Bureau of Labor
Statistics, n.d.-a).

Figure 2.1. Changes in Economic and Labor Market Indicators, 1980-2019
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Sources: Child Trends' analysis of the CPS ASEC, the historical Supplemental Poverty Measure data from the Columbia Center on
Poverty and Social Policy, anchored to 2012 thresholds, the Merged Outgoing Rotation Group files of the CPS, the Bureau of Labor
Statistics, the U.S. Department of Labor, and the Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis (Flood, King, Rodgers, Ruggles, Warren, &
Westberry, 2021; National Bureau of Economic Research, n.d.; U.S. Bureau of Economic Analysis, 2022a; U.S. Bureau of Labor
Statistics, 2022a; U.S. Department of Labor, 2022b; Wimer et al., 2021). Recession data are from the National Bureau of Economic
Research (National Bureau of Economic Research, 2021).

Real (inflation-adjusted) GDP per capita grew by approximately two-fifths (44%) in the last 26 years, from

2013

$44,480in 1993 to $64,100 in 2019.2 However, this strong and fairly steady economic growth did not fully
translate to similar increases in median household incomes. Real median household income rose and fell

throughout this period, partly in response to expansions and contractions in the economy (U.S. Census

Bureau, 2022c). Across the 26 years of our analysis time frame, real median household income increased by
about 26 percent, from $54,600 in 1993 to $68,730 in 2019, with much of this growth occurring in the mid-
to late-1990s and following the Great Recession. Growth in median household income was weaker than

growth in GDP likely, in part, due to rising income inequality (Horowitz et al., 2020). Over time, households

2The estimates presented in the figure and reported in the text are based on national averages of state-year data that are weighted by
the state total population (or child population for child-population-based estimates) in a given year. As such, they approximate national
averages but may not exactly match national estimates. As our subsequent analyses use state-level data, we also use them here to

describe national trends for consistency. Estimates are reported in 2019 dollars. Sources for our state-year data are detailed in our

Methods chapter.

2016

2019



already earning higher incomes have accrued disproportionate shares of economic growth (Chetty et al.,
2017). Indeed, income inequality—often measured by the ratio of household income at the 90th percentile
to that at the 10th percentile—grew about 18 percent from 1993 to 2019 (not shown in figure) (U.S. Census
Bureau, n.d.).

With increasing income inequality in mind, we also look at minimum wage to see how wages at the bottom of
the wage distribution have changed over this time. While the real value of the federal minimum wage
declined from 1993 to 2019, the average minimum wage increased by 23 percent after accounting for state-
level increases in the minimum wage3—from $7.59 in 1993 to $9.32in 2019, with much of this increase
occurring after 2006. It is important to note, however, that not all low-wage workers benefitted from these
minimum wage increases; those likely to be excluded include workers residing in states that did not
experience increases in the real minimum wage and workers not covered by minimum wage laws (e.g.,
independent contractors and gig workers, farm workers employed on small farms, and unauthorized
immigrants) (U.S. Department of Labor, 2016).

For most families, changes in household income stem from changes in wages, but also from changes in labor
force participation, hours worked, and the number of earners in the household (Nunn & Shambaugh, 2018).
Overall labor force participation (not shown in Figure 2.1) remained stable (at 66-67%) from 1993 to 2009,
and then decreased 5 percent during the following decade to 63 percent in 2019. Female labor force
participation also remained fairly stable, with a small net increase of 2 percent: from 54 percent in 1993 to
55 percentin 2019.

There was, however, a notable increase in single mothers’ labor force participation in the mid- to late-1990s,
which is particularly pertinent for child poverty given the high rates of poverty among children in families
headed by single mothers (Lichter & Crowley, 2004; U.S. Census Bureau & U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics,
2022). Single mother labor force participation increased by 17 percent, from 67 percent in 1993 to 79
percent in 1999. These increases occurred alongside a substantial expansion of the Earned Income Tax
Credit (EITC), a robust economy, and welfare reform (which introduced work requirements and time limits)
(Crandall-Hollick, 2022; Holcomb & Martinson, 2002; Weller, 2002). Following these increases during the
1990s, single mother labor force participation declined slightly from 2000 through the Great Recession,
before beginning to inch up again—for a net increase of 15 percent from 1993 to 2019.

Unemployment rates, not surprisingly, rise during recessions and fall during economic booms. Prior to 1993,
the child Supplemental Poverty Measure (SPM) poverty rate closely mirrored rises and falls in
unemployment. That is, during recessions (indicated in figures by vertical light gray lines), the
unemployment rate increased, as did the SPM child poverty rate. This was also true of the pre-tax-and-
transfer (PTT) child poverty rate, which is based on market income and does not account for government tax
and transfer programs.> After 1993, the child SPM poverty rate followed a different pattern: Unlike the
child PTT poverty rate, which continues to rise and fall with economic cycles, the SPM child poverty rate fell
sharply during economic booms and mostly stabilized during recessions and recovery periods.

3 As of 2022, 30 states and Washington, DC have minimum wages above the federal minimum wage (U.S. Department of Labor, 2022c).
When state minimum wages are higher than the federal minimum wage, the state minimum wage applies to workers in those states; if
the state minimum wage is equal to or lower than the federal minimum wage, the federal minimum wage applies. To estimate minimum
wages across the country, we generate an average of minimum wages across all 50 states plus DC, which is weighted by the total
population of each state.

4 Prior research has found that the expansion of the EITC explained about one third (34%) of the increase in employment among single
mothers from 1993 to 1999 and 21 percent of the increase in earnings among female-headed families (Grogger, 2001). A tighter labor
market explained 21 percent of the increase in single mothers’ employment and 8 percent of the increase in earnings. Welfare reform
policies explained 13 percent of the increase in single mothers’ employment but had a negative impact on earnings.

5> The child pre-tax-and-transfer (PTT) poverty rate follows a very similar pattern to child poverty rates as measured by the Official
Poverty Measure (OPM), which is primarily based on market income and, for the most part, does not account for government tax and
transfer programs. For two reasons, we prefer to use PTT poverty (rather than OPM poverty) as an indicator of what poverty would be
if only income (and no government programs) were taken into account. First, PTT is more easily comparable to the Supplemental
Poverty Measure (SPM) because it uses the same poverty thresholds as the SPM, whereas the OPM uses a different threshold. Second,
PTT poverty is a slightly cleaner measure of market-income-based poverty because it subtracts out all government programs, whereas
the OPM includes some cash assistance programs.
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Demographic factors that may influence the child poverty landscape

We now turn to an examination of shifts in key demographic factors that may influence child poverty. (See
Figure 2.2 below.) Again, we are interested in how these demographic factors changed from 1993 to 2019,
but we extend the time series back to 1980 for context and comparison.

In the quarter century from 1993 to 2019, the number of teen births per 1,000 females ages 15 to 19
(hereafter referred to as the teen birth rate) dropped dramatically (by 72%), from 59 births per 1,000
females ages 15t0 19in 1993,to 17 in 2019—arecord low (Nunn & Shambaugh, 2018). Teens who have
children while in high school face unique challenges to completing their education and in balancing their
school, work, and child care needs, as well as limited employment opportunities and difficulties finding social
support (Sick et al., 2018). As a result, children born to young parents are more likely to live in poverty
(Zweig & Falkenburger, 2017). However, the relationship between teen birth rates and child poverty is
nuanced: Higher teen birth rates are more likely in families with few economic resources and often lead to
more limited future economic opportunities, so causality is difficult to determine.

During this same time period, the American population has, on average, attained higher levels of education,
and the share of adults (ages 25 or older) who completed four years of high school or more increased 12
percent, from 81 percent in 1993 to 91 percent in 2019. In general, higher levels of educational attainment
have been consistently and strongly associated with higher earnings, and this association has grown even
stronger over time (Psacharopoulos & Patrinos, 2018).

The share of children living in two-parent families (which

includes both married and cohabiting parents) was mostly Why have we included married
stable from 1993 to 2019, although overall there was a parents and cohabiting parents
slight increase (4%). Shifts in the share of children living in together?

two-parent families have the potential to influence child

poverty rates, in large part because the earnings potential of Throughout this analysis, we look at
dual-parent households is greater than that of single-parent the number of parents residing in the
households (McLanahan & Sandefur, 1997). A second parent household, rather than parental

can also help to balance and share in child care and marital status, to focus on the
household tasks, which allows greater flexibility and resources available to a child—both in
sustainability of employment (Gornick & Meyers, 2003; terms of earnings potential, as well as
Millar & Ridge, 2009). In addition to lacking a second earner having a present parent (McLanahan &
and/or caregiver, single parents face multiple challenges to Sandefur, 1997).

labor force participation, such as the need to find affordable
child care and the lack of family-friendly work policies
(Nieuwenhuis & Maldonado, 2018).

The racial and ethnic composition® of the child population also shifted during this time to include greater
proportions of Hispanic children and Asian/Hawaiian/Pacific Islander children. The share of Hispanic
children grew by 87 percent, from 14 percent in 1993 to 26 percent, while the share of
Asian/Hawaiian/Pacific Islander children grew from 3 percent in 1993 to 5 percent in 2019.” Meanwhile,
the share of Black and White children decreased (by 13% and 25%, respectively).® There are well-
documented and persistent disparities in child poverty rates by race and ethnicity (Kaiser Family

¢ We operationalize race and ethnicity with four categories, following the precedent of the Census Bureau: Non-Hispanic
Asian/Hawaiian/Pacific Islander, non-Hispanic Black, Hispanic, and non-Hispanic White. Throughout the report, we drop “non-
Hispanic” from descriptions for parsimony.

7 The percent increase is calculated using unrounded numbers and may not exactly match those generated from the rounded numbers
presented in the text. Discrepancies due to rounding are particularly notable when the denominator includes very small numbers, as
with the share of Asian/Hawaiian/Pacific Islander children.

8 The Current Population Survey changed how it asked about race and ethnicity in 2003, limiting the groups that we could examine
over time. We were not able to include American Indian or Alaska Native (AIAN) children in our analyses. Samples of AIAN children are
limited to 500 to 600 children per year, and results are too unstable to present.
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Foundation, n.d.). The roots of these disparities lie in systemic discrimination that limits job opportunities
and leads to unequal pay, fewer benefits, lower job quality, and disparate outcomes within employment (e.g.,
job channeling, promotions, etc.) for Hispanic and Black workers in particular (Acs & Loprest, 2009; Gruver,
2019; Kristal et al., 2018; Pager & Shepherd, 2008; Patten, 2016; Storer et al., 2020; Wilson & Darity, 2022).

The percent of children living in immigrant families also grew, from 17 percent in 1993 to 28 percent in
2019, anincrease of 64 percent; Hispanic and Asian/Hawaiian/Pacific Islander children comprise the two
largest groups of children in immigrant families (Annie E. Casey Foundation, 2017). In addition, despite high
levels of employment, immigrant families—which include many Hispanic and Asian/Hawaiian/Pacific
Islander families—may face unique barriers to higher-wage jobs and income supports that promote
economic mobility due to language barriers, lower levels of education that reflect the development of their
country of origin, lower returns to education obtained in other countries, limited U.S. networks, and policies
that restrict their access to social safety net programs (Acevedo-Garcia, Joshi, Ruskin, Walters, & Sofer,
2021; Aguilera, 2003; Bandyopadhyay & Grittayaphong, 2020; Budiman et al., 2020; Bureau of Labor
Statistics, 2022; Chiswick & Miller, 2009; Isphording, 2014; Warman et al., 2015). Without broad reforms to
systemic discrimination and structural barriers that can trap immigrants in poverty, growing populations of
immigrants can contribute to higher poverty rates.

Demographics are not destiny, though. Shifts in the population’s demographics need not be tied to shifts in
child poverty. However, each population-level demographic factor discussed above reflects a unique
constellation of barriers and opportunities to access economic opportunities, such as higher wages, stable
employment, and a stronger social safety net (Acevedo-Garcia, Joshi, Ruskin, Walters, & Sofer, 2021; Acs &
Loprest, 2009; Patten, 2016; van Hook et al., 2004). For this reason, we view each of these demographic
variables as proxies for social, structural, and environmental factors that link rates of children in single-
parent, Black, Hispanic, Asian/Hawaiian/Pacific Islander, and immigrant families to poverty (Lett et al.,
2022). Stated differently, demographic shifts in the population reflect changes in the percentage of the
population exposed to systemic barriers to economic mobility and exclusionary policies that restrict
immigrant families’ access to the safety net (Acevedo-Garcia, Joshi, Ruskin, Walters, & Sofer, 2021; Hardy et
al.,, 2018). We seek to understand how changes in the prevalence rates of the population exposed to such
barriers impacts the child poverty rate.
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In sum, from 1993 to 2019, the economy grew, with rising GDP per capita, rising median household income,
higher state-level minimum wages, higher rates of single mother labor force participation, and lower
unemployment rates in 2019 than in 1993. These trends could have each contributed to reductions in child
poverty.

Additionally, demographic changes—including a substantial decline in teen birth rates and an increase in the
share of the adult population with a high school degree—could have also contributed to reductions in child
poverty. The share of children living with two parents is likely broadly associated with rates of child poverty,
but this factor increased very little from 1993 to 2019. Meanwhile, as our country becomes more diverse,
the systematic barriers disproportionately experienced by persons of color and immigrants to accessing
employment, equitable pay, other economic mobility opportunities, and social safety net programs likely
served as a countervailing force.

In the remainder of this chapter, we examine the extent to which these changes in economic and
demographic factors are associated with changes in child poverty and contribute to the decline in child
poverty from 1993 to 2019.

Section 2: Our approach

Building on prior work by economists Hillary Hoynes, Marianne Page, and Ann Huff Stevens, we estimate
the extent to which changes in child poverty rates were explained by changes in five economic measures
(unemployment rates, real GDP per capita, real median wages, single mothers’ labor force participation, and
real state minimum wages)? and five demographic factors (the proportion of adults with a high school
degree or more, the share of children living in two-parent families, the teen birth rate, the racial and ethnic
distribution of the child population, and the share of children living in immigrant families) (Hoynes et al.,
2006).

We have two goals in examining the influence of economic and demographic factors on child poverty. One
goal is to understand whether economic or demographic shifts helped explain the decline in child poverty
from 1993 to 2019. A second goal is to understand the degree to which each of these economic and
demographic factors play a role in child poverty more broadly. Answering the first question tells us what
factors have led to the historic decline, which in turn depends on what factors actually changed over that
time period; the second answer may highlight factors that did not change much from 1993 to 2019 (and so
did not explain the decline) but are, nonetheless, powerful predictors of child poverty that can inform
poverty reduction efforts moving forward.

Statistically, we need to tackle these goals in reverse order. So, in the sections that follow, we first quantify
the associations between changes in child poverty and changes in each of our economic and demographic
factors. That is, we present estimates of how much, on average, child poverty rates during this time were
likely to increase or decrease, given a one unit change in each economic or demographic factor and holding
everything else constant. This tells us how much predictive power each factor has—that is, if there are

? Prior literature has found income inequality to explain changes in poverty in earlier decades. However, much of the recent increases
in income inequality have been driven by disproportionate increases in income among the top 5 percent of earners (i.e., the 95th
percentile; Hoynes et al., 2006). There has been little change in disparities in incomes at the 50th compared to the 10th percentiles
(Horowitz et al., 2020). Therefore, we decided not to include a measure of income inequality in our models. Instead, we captured
changes in inequality by including both median wage and minimum wage in our models: The former is a concrete measure of what’s
happening at the middle and the latter is a concrete measure of policy levers at the bottom. Including both measures allowed us to
examine their unigue influence on changes in child poverty rates. Prior literature has also noted links between female labor force
participation and changes in poverty during the 1980s, a period in which female labor force participation was increasing rapidly
(Hoynes et al., 2006). During our time period of interest (1993 to 2019), though, female labor force participation remained relatively
stable. Single mothers’ labor force participation, however, did increase about 10 percentage points during this time; these changes
would be expected to be even more related to changes in child poverty, given the high rates of poverty among children in single female-
headed families (Lichter & Crowley, 2004; U.S. Census Bureau & U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2022). For these reasons, our models
include single mother labor force participation, rather than female labor force participation more broadly.
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increases in a given factor (let’s say, the share of children living in two-parent families), how much of an
associated decrease in child poverty would we expect to see. This speaks to the second goal noted above
and allows us to identify potential policy levers, or factors that policymakers could consider as potential
avenues for moving the dial on child poverty.

Next, we use the estimates generated in the first step to predict how much each factor contributed to the
decline in child poverty that occurred from 1993 to 2019. This latter prediction accounts for both 1) the
relationship between the given factor and child poverty and 2) the actual amount by which the given factor
changed from 1993 to 2019. For example, increases in a factor such as the share of children who live in two-
parent families may be found to be moderately related to decreases in child poverty, meaning that increases
in this factor have moderate predictive power. However, if there is very little population-level change in the
share of children in two-parent families from 1993 to 2019, then it is not going to explain much, if any, of the
decline in child poverty that happened during this time. Other factors—for example, teen birth rates—may
have more modest predictive power but declined so dramatically over this time period that they explain
quite a bit of the 1993 to 2019 decline. That is, such factors have more explanatory power for declines during
the time of interest but only modest predictive power for child poverty in general. Thus, this second step
speaks to the first goal above: to identify what explained the decline from 1993 to 2019.

We look next at economic factors that are associated with, and that contributed to, the decline in child
poverty from 1993 to 2019 (Section 3); then, we look at demographic factors (Section 4). For each, we
examine influences on rates of both poverty and deep poverty among children.

A note on methods

Our sample includes state-year observations for the years 1980 to 2019 on child poverty, economic and
labor force conditions, demographic characteristics, and policy factors. Data for our analyses are drawn
from two main data sources: the Annual Social and Economic Supplement (ASEC) of the Current
Population Survey (CPS) and Columbia University’s Historical Supplemental Poverty Measure (SPM) Data
(U.S. Census Bureau, 2021b; Wimer et al., 2021). We supplement these sources with state-level data on
unemployment, GDP, wages, teen birth rates, and policies from a range of sources, each of which are
described in detail in our Methods chapter.

We used state-year fixed effects regression models to examine associations between within-state changes
in explanatory factors and within-state changes in child poverty rates, as measured by the SPM. Our
models exploit variation in the timing and magnitude of economic and demographic changes across states
and Washington, DC. We included both state and year fixed effects to control for non-time-varying
differences across states, as well as national changes common to all states at the same time, such as
changes to federal policies or a public health crisis or national recession. We also controlled for changes
over time in the child population and in state-level policies—such as Temporary Assistance for Needy
Families (TANF) benefit levels, generosity of state Earned Income Tax Credits (EITC), and whether a state
expanded Medicaid. We cluster the standard errors at the state level and the regressions are weighted
using the total weighted child population for each state averaged across years. We first examined and
present associations between changes in child poverty and changes in economic and demographic factors
for the time period from 1993 to 2019. Then, we examined these same associations, looking at rates of
child poverty for White, Black, and Hispanic children separately; for children living with one (or no) parents
and children living with two parents; and for children living in immigrant families and children living in non-
immigrant families.

The use of state-level economic and demographic data (as opposed to national estimates that reflect
aggregate changes in the economy, demographics, and child poverty rates) allows us to control for the
influence of additional unmeasured factors (Hoynes et al., 2006). However, controlling for year fixed
effects in a state fixed-effects regression model absorbs some of the national trends in economic and
demographic variables. Our models may thus underestimate the role of these variables in the decline in
child poverty.
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Section 3: Economic and labor market influences on child poverty

Which economic and labor market factors predict changes in child poverty and
deep poverty?

Of the five economic and labor market factors we examined, we find that changes in the unemployment
rate, single mother labor force participation rate, and state minimum wage each played a unique and
statistically significant role in explaining changes in the rates of child poverty and deep poverty from 1993
to 2019 (see Table 2.1). Specifically, we find that:

e Increases in GDP per capita and median wages were not associated with changes in child poverty or
deep poverty rates, likely due to increasing inequality in which economic growth and increases in wages
at the 50th percentile are not felt for those at the bottom of the income distribution (Horowitz et al.,
2020).

e Increases in state-level minimum wages!® were associated with decreases in child poverty and deep
poverty. For every dollar increase in the minimum wage, child poverty rates decreased by 0.63
percentage points (or 3.5% of the average poverty rate during our study period!) and deep poverty
rates decreased by 0.21 percentage points (or 4.1%).

e Increases in single mothers’ labor force participation were also associated with decreases in both
child poverty and deep poverty. For every 1 percentage point increase in single mothers’ labor force
participation, child poverty rates decreased by 0.14 percentage points (or 0.8%) and child deep poverty
rates decreased by 0.04 percentages points (0.8%).

e  Fluctuations in unemployment rates, which rise and fall with economic cycles, were associated with
changes in child poverty rates. We find that, for every 1 percentage point change—a decrease or
increase—in the unemployment rate, child poverty rates decreased or increased, in the same direction,
by about 0.91 percentage points (5.0%); similarly, deep poverty rates decreased or increased by 0.28
percentage points (5.5%).

10 Technically, the coefficients refer to the change in child poverty associated with an increase or decrease in minimum wages. Here, we
use increase as a shorthand, even though the real value of state-level minimum wages, for example, does decrease between some of the
years examined due to inflation.

11 To allow for easier comparisons across poverty levels, we calculate the “percent impact” of the association between each significant
factor and child poverty and deep poverty rates. We do this by dividing each coefficient by the mean poverty and deep poverty rate,
respectively, across the time period. The “percent impact” can be interpreted as the percent change in poverty or deep poverty
associated with a 1 unit change in the factor. These are presented parenthetically throughout this section.
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Table 2.1. Associations Between Changes in Economic Conditions and Changes in Child SPM Poverty Rates,

1993-2019
Economic factors Poverty Deep poverty
Unemployment rate 0.91 (0.15)*** 0.28 (0.07)***
% impact 5.0% 5.5%
Real GDP per capita -0.09 (0.05) -0.03 (0.02)
% impact -- --
Median wage 0.13 (0.15) -0.05 (0.06)
% impact -- --
Minimum wage -0.63 (0.15)*** -0.21 (0.09)*
% impact -3.5% -4.1%
Single mother labor
force participation =0.14 (0.02)*** =0.04 (0.01)***
% impact -0.8% -0.8%

*p<0.05,*p<0.01, **p <0.001

Notes: The table presents coefficients (and standard errors) from state- and year- fixed effects regression models that control for
changes in demographic factors as well as changes in state policies and programs (state EITC generosity, Medicaid expansion, and
TANF cash assistance benefits) and child population over time. See Methods chapter for additional details.

The coefficients that reflect the association between each factor and child poverty are larger for poverty than for deep poverty due to
higher baseline poverty rates compared to deep poverty rates. To allow for easier comparisons across poverty levels, we calculate the
“percent impact” of the association between each significant factor and child poverty and deep poverty rates. We do this by dividing
each coefficient by the mean poverty and deep poverty rates, respectively, across the time period. The “percent impact” can be
interpreted as the percent change in poverty or deep poverty associated with a 1 unit change in the factor. For example,a 1
percentage point increase in the unemployment rate is associated with a 4.3 percent increase in child poverty and a

4.9 percent increase in deep poverty.

Sources: Child Trends' analysis of the CPS ASEC, the historical Supplemental Poverty Measure data from the Columbia Center on
Poverty and Social Policy, anchored to 2012 thresholds, the Merged Outgoing Rotation Group files of the CPS, the Bureau of Labor
Statistics, the U.S. Department of Labor, the Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis, and the National Center for Health Statistics (Flood et
al., 2021; National Bureau of Economic Research, n.d.; U.S. Bureau of Economic Analysis, 2022a; U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2022a;
U.S. Department of Labor, 2022a; Ventura et al., 2014; Wimer et al., 2021). Recession data are from the National Bureau of Economic
Research (National Bureau of Economic Research, 2021).

Which economic and labor market factors explain the decline in child poverty
and deep poverty from 1993 to 2019?

To explore the contributions of economic and labor market factors to the decline in child poverty from 1993
to 2019, we used the coefficients from our model to predict what the child poverty and deep poverty

rates would have been if each individual economic factor had been the only thing that changed over time—
controlling for other economic and labor market factors, demographic factors, and state policy factors.

For example, the unemployment rate decreased from 1993 to 2019, on average (across states, weighted by
the size of the state population), by 3.3 percentage points. Holding everything else constant at 1993 levels,
this decrease in unemployment corresponded with a 3.0 percentage point decrease in the child poverty rate.

This predicted percent reduction in child poverty due to changes in the unemployment rate is depicted in
Figure 2.3. The dashed line in this figure presents the predicted child SPM poverty rate from 1993 to 2019
if only the unemployment rate had changed, and all other factors had stayed constant at 1993 levels. These
predicted SPM rates are based, as noted above, on the degree to which the unemployment rate changed
from the prior year and the average association between changes in unemployment and changes in child
poverty rates. Thus, predicted rates rise and fall as the unemployment rate itself goes up and down.
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For instance, the predicted poverty rate during the Great Recession, when unemployment was high, was
higher than the actual 1993 poverty rate (shown in the figure by the horizontal gray line). However, because
unemployment was lower in 2019 than in 1993, the predicted poverty rate was lower than the actual 1993
rate. The gap between the gray line and the light blue dashed line is the predicted percentage point decrease
(or increase) in poverty, compared to 1993, that is explained by changes in unemployment alone. The dark
blue line shows the actual child SPM poverty rate to indicate the portion of the total decline in child poverty
from 1993 to 2019 that is explained by the decline in unemployment during this time. Here, we see that the
3.0 percentage point decrease in child poverty rates from 1993 to 2019 that is predicted by changes in the
unemployment rate accounts for about 18 percent of the total decline in child poverty during this time.

Figure 2.3. Actual and Predicted Child Poverty Rates Assuming Changes in Only Unemployment Rates From
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Sources: Child Trends’ analysis of the CPS ASEC, the historical Supplemental Poverty Measure data from the Columbia Center on
Poverty and Social Policy, anchored to 2012 thresholds,, the Merged Outgoing Rotation Group files of the CPS, the Bureau of Labor
Statistics, the U.S. Department of Labor, the Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis, and the National Center for Health Statistics (Flood et
al., 2021; National Bureau of Economic Research, n.d.; U.S. Bureau of Economic Analysis, 2022a; U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2022a;
U.S. Department of Labor, 2022a; Ventura et al., 2014; Wimer et al., 2021). Recession data are from the National Bureau of Economic
Research (National Bureau of Economic Research, 2021).

We repeat this process for each economic factor found to be significantly associated with changes in child
poverty. In Figure 2.4, each additional colored line represents the additive effect of each new factor
combined with the preceding factors. That is, the dark orange line depicts the predicted child poverty rates
if the unemployment rate and single mother labor force participation rate were the only factors that
changed, and the teal line depicts the predicted poverty rates if unemployment, single mothers’ labor force
participation, and minimum wages were the only factors that changed.
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Increases in single mothers’ labor force participation occurred mainly prior to 2000 (seen where the gap
between the dark orange line and the light blue dashed line increases in the left portion of the graph),
then single mothers’ labor force participation decreased slightly through the Great Recession before
inching up a bitinrecent years. From 1993 to 2019, there was a net increase in single mothers’ labor force
participation of 10.3 percentage points, which corresponded with a 1.4 percentage point decrease in child
poverty, or about 9 percent of the total decline.

Changes in state minimum wages explained about 7 percent of the decline in child poverty. Increases in
state minimum wages mainly occurred in the past 10 years: We can see this in the figure beginning in 2008
where the teal line begins to pull away from the dark orange line, showing the additive effect of changes in
state minimum wages to the predicted child poverty rate.

Combined, these three economic factors—unemployment rates, single mothers’ labor force participation,
and state minimum wages—explained about one third of the decline in child poverty from 1993 to
2019. For a summary of the contribution of each economic factor to the decline, see Table 2.2.

Figure 2.4. Actual and Predicted Child Poverty Rates Assuming Changes in Only Economic Factors From
1993-2019
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Note: Each additional colored line represents the additive effect of each new factor combined with the preceding factors. That is, the
dark orange line depicts the predicted child poverty rates if the unemployment rate and single mothers’ labor force participation (SM
LFP) were the only factors that changed, and the teal line depicts the predicted poverty rates if unemployment, SM LFP, and state
minimum wages were the only factors that changed. Where a line crosses over the preceding line, that factor is reversing its decrease
(or increase) such that it is putting upward pressure on child poverty rates for a short period of time.

Sources: Child Trends’ analysis of the CPS ASEC, the historical Supplemental Poverty Measure data from the Columbia Center on
Poverty and Social Policy, anchored to 2012 thresholds, the Merged Outgoing Rotation Group files of the CPS, the Bureau of Labor
Statistics, the U.S. Department of Labor, the Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis, and the National Center for Health Statistics (Flood et
al., 2021; National Bureau of Economic Research, n.d.; U.S. Bureau of Economic Analysis, 2022a; U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2022a;
U.S. Department of Labor, 2022a; Ventura et al., 2014; Wimer et al., 2021). Recession data are from the National Bureau of Economic
Research (National Bureau of Economic Research, 2021).
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We see a similar story when it comes to deep poverty among children (see Figure 2.5): Changes in the
unemployment rate explained about 22 percent of the decline in deep poverty among children from 1993 to
2019. Changes in single mothers’ labor force participation explained about 10 percent of the total decline.

Increases in state minimum wages explained about 9 percent of the decline. Combined, these three
economic factors explained about two fifths of the decline (41%) in deep poverty among children from 1993
to 2019, suggesting that economic and labor market factors played a slightly larger role in explaining the
decline in deep poverty than for poverty.

Deep poverty is defined as having an income less than 50 percent of the SPM poverty threshold, or less
than approximately $14,440 for a two-adult, two-child household that rents (U.S. Census Bureau, 2020).

Children in deep poverty are diverse and live in suburban, urban, and rural areas (Trisi & Saenz, 2020).
Most live in families headed by a single parent. They represent a diversity of races and ethnicities: In 2016,
37 percent were White, 23 percent were Black, and 30 percent were Hispanic (Trisi & Saenz, 2020). Deep
poverty is linked to multiple and complex barriers to employment that disproportionately affect families
living in deep poverty, including unstable housing, unreliable child care, lack of education, and mental and
physical health problems that aren’t severe enough to qualify for disability (Lei, 2013).

Figure 2.5. Actual and Predicted Child Deep Poverty Rates Assuming Changes in Only Economic Factors
From 1993-2019
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Note: Each additional colored line represents the additive effect of each new factor combined with the preceding factors. That is, the
dark orange line depicts the predicted child poverty rates if the unemployment rate and single mothers’ labor force participation (SM
LFP) were the only factors that changed, and the teal line depicts the predicted poverty rates if unemployment, SM LFP, and state
minimum wages were the only factors that changed. Where a line crosses over the preceding line, that factor is reversing its decrease
(or increase) such that it is putting upward pressure on child poverty rates for a short period of time.

Sources: Child Trends’ analysis of the CPS ASEC, the historical Supplemental Poverty Measure data from the Columbia Center on
Poverty and Social Policy, anchored to 2012 thresholds, the Merged Outgoing Rotation Group files of the CPS, the Bureau of Labor
Statistics, the U.S. Department of Labor, the Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis, and the National Center for Health Statistics (Flood et
al., 2021; National Bureau of Economic Research, n.d.; U.S. Bureau of Economic Analysis, 2022a; U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2022a;
U.S. Department of Labor, 2022a; Ventura et al., 2014; Wimer et al., 2021). Recession data are from the National Bureau of Economic
Research (National Bureau of Economic Research, 2021).
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Table 2.2. Predicted Percentage Point Change and Percent of Total Decline in Child Poverty and Deep
Poverty Due to Economic and Labor Market Factors, 1993-2019

Deep
Poverty poverty
Percentage point change -2.97 -0.91
Unemployment . .
Percent of decline explained 18.1% 22.4%
Single mothers’ Percentage point change -1.44 -0.41
labor force
participation Percent of decline explained 8.8% 10.1%
o Percentage point change -1.09 -0.36
Minimum wages
Percent of decline explained 6.6% 8.9%
Combined Percent of decline explained 33.4% 41.4%

Note: To contextualize these findings, a percentage point reduction in child poverty across this time period is equivalent to
approximately 724,000 fewer children in poverty. For example, increases in real minimum wages from 1993 to 2019 were associated
with a 1.1 percentage point decrease in child poverty and a 0.4 percentage point decrease in deep poverty. This amounts to about
800,000 fewer children in poverty and nearly 300,000 fewer children in deep poverty over this 26-year time period. (Calculations