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         The United States is a profoundly unequal country, 
with the gap between rich and poor growing every 
year. Our socioeconomic inequality is greater than 

most if not all other Western developed countries ( World 
Bank, 2014b ). Moreover, the level of social mobility in 
the United States—the degree to which people raise their 
social class position over time—is unremarkable. In fact, 
only about 8 percent of American children born into 
poverty eventually reach the top of the income distribu-
tion in their lifetimes, and 42 percent stay at the bottom. 
By comparison, those figures are 14 percent and 25 per-
cent in a northern European country like Denmark ( Pew 
Research Center, 2014 ;  Isaacs et al., 2008 ). As  economist 

  Es
ke

m
ar

/S
hu

tt
er

st
oc

k    

CHAPTER 

          4 

05_CRO_5791_ch04_111_144.indd   111 09/06/18   1:43 PM
Copyright ©2018 Worth Publishers. Distributed by Worth Publishers. Not for redistribution. 



112 Chapter 4 | The Haves and Have-Nots

   The Impact of Socioeconomic Status (SES) 
 Everyone knows what happened on the  Titanic —iceberg, death, famous 
movie. Fewer know that the risk of dying on the  Titanic  was directly related 
to money. Among people who could afford first-class tickets, as did Kate 
Winslet’s character Rose and her mother in the movie, only one-third died.
Among those who held second-class tickets, two-thirds died; and for the 
most impoverished who could only afford to stay in steerage at the bot-
tom of the ship, like Leonardo DiCaprio’s character Jack, three-fourths died.
These discrepancies are even more striking when focusing on women and 
children. In line with the “women and children first” mantra in crises and 
natural disasters, overall a minority of mothers and their children perished 
on the  Titanic . Yet, this mortality rate differed considerably in relation to the 
economic resources of each family. Only a tiny handful (3 percent) of moth-
ers and children in first class died; at 11 percent, the death rate was slightly 
higher in second class. Down in steerage, however, where the poor families 
were, well over half (58 percent) of mothers and children lost their lives.
James Cameron’s  Titanic  did a good job of depicting these patterns—recall 
that Rose survived, whereas Jack did not. 

Isabel Sawhill succinctly put it, “It’s becoming con-
ventional wisdom that the U.S. does not have as 
much mobility as most other advanced countries” 
( DeParle, 2014 ). 

 For people who grew up in a more affluent 
part of the United States, understanding how deep 
socioeconomic inequality is across the country and 
how hard it is for many Americans to raise their 
lots in life is challenging. Deep, entrenched socio-
economic inequality flies in the face of some of 
the core cultural values that we all hold dear. The 
concept of equality of opportunity is central to 
what America represents in the world.  Americans 
do not reject the existence of inequality per se, 
but we reject the idea that inequality can keep any 
one person from “pulling themselves up by their 
bootstraps.” 

 Inequality reflects many powerful forces, inclu-
ding economic globalization over the last several 
decades, but we need to remember that it is also 
deeply rooted in family life. Inequality pervades the 
entire family system, affects how the family system 
is related to other social systems, and is inseparable 
from the ways in which families shape the life course 
of individual family members, especially children 
but also adults. For example, inequality is intricately 
related to patterns of marriage among adults and 
influences the developmental outcomes of children.
To understand families through the prism of socio-
economic inequality, let’s start with what socioeco-
nomic status is and why it matters. With that big 
picture as the backdrop, we can then shift the focus 
to how specific socioeconomic issues influence the 
family and shape the lives of those within them.    
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The Impact of Socioeconomic Status (SES) 113

American society is a lot like the Titanic. It is characterized by stratification, 
or the division of society into groups that have unequal rewards and resources. In 
this case, we’re talking about stratification by socioeconomic status. Some families 
benefit greatly from being at the top of this socioeconomic stratification system. 
Other families suffer from being at the bottom. Moving between strata is often 
quite difficult, and the very existence of these strata shapes social life in ways that 
perpetuate them. Socioeconomic status tends to be passed down through gener-
ations within families, and it serves as a major context for family functioning and 
both short- and long-term outcomes of family members.

Understanding Socioeconomic Status
We generally tend to think of social class in terms of money, but our “class” stand-
ing is more than that. Other things matter, which is why a truck driver might make 
more money than a teacher or a professor but still have less power and prestige. We 
try to account for all aspects of one’s “class” by what’s known as socioeconomic 
status (often abbreviated by SES). This status encompasses numerous things, such 
as financial considerations like income (the amount of money that someone 
makes per year, primarily through work) and wealth (the amount of money and 
assets that someone saves over time, including homes) but also occupational and 
educational attainment. These factors go together. People with more education 
are able to get the kinds of jobs that bring them more income, which allows them 
to amass more wealth. The more of these things that you have, the more your 
status (and the power and other perks that goes with it) grows (Bollen et al., 2001).

SES as a Point of Comparison
The importance of a family’s SES to its well-being is not easy to understand if one 
only knows something about it at a single point in time or without any context. 
Family SES is dynamic—it can fluctuate—and mostly matters in relation to other 
families rather than on its own. Thus, SES is really about how a family compares—
to itself in the past and future, to families around it. That is why scholars often 
talk about higher-SES or lower-SES families rather than about high-SES families, 
which suggests that there is some objective marker of what high or low really is.

The best example of the dynamic nature of SES is income volatility, or the 
tendency for the amount of money earned by a person or a family to rise and 
fall over time. Such volatility has gotten worse in recent years as the global econ-
omy has become less stable and, consequently, jobs have become less secure. Of 
course, some aspects of income volatility are good for families (i.e., income can go 
up), but it also has a major downside. Income can drop, often sharply, due to job 
loss, lost benefits (e.g., health insurance), irregular hours, and safety net problems  
(e.g., losing government assistance; Western et al., 2012). Why would such income 
volatility matter above and beyond the average level of income over time? This 

stratification The division 
of society into groups that 
have unequal rewards and 
resources

socioeconomic status A 
person’s or family’s position 
in the social and economic 
hierarchy of society based 
on their financial resources, 
work, and education

income Earnings from 
work and other sources

wealth The value of a 
family’s assets

income volatility  
Frequent fluctuations in the 
amount of money earned by 
a person or a family
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114 Chapter 4 | The Haves and Have-Nots

kind of income volatility is not conducive to positive child development because 
it creates inconsistency and uncertainty that can destabilize the family structure 
( McLanahan, 2004a ). Even among generally affluent families, volatility is stressful 
as family members feel unsure about what might come next and have to fre-
quently adjust their lifestyles to changing circumstances. That kind of stress is even 
more profound in less affluent families, for whom even small changes in income 
can mean big differences in their ability to meet basic needs (i.e., we are generally 
poor, but this week we can afford rent, last week we could not, and who knows 
what will happen next week?). 

  In a multiyear ethnographic study of people working in minimum-wage jobs 
in fast-food restaurants, an industry that is often characterized by plentiful jobs but 
low wages and low job security, family researcher Katherine Newman offered a 
human perspective on income volatility. She told the stories of some “high flyers” 
who were able, through luck and hard work, to gain a footing that allowed them 
to eventually achieve a higher and steadier income. For example, some used their 

current work experience to get jobs in more 
secure industries or to pay for school, both of 
which improved their long-term earnings. Suc-
cess stories, however, were the exception. For 
most people, these jobs did not last, did not allow 
them to develop marketable skills, and led to few 
opportunities. They stayed optimistic and hope-
ful, but their lives went up and down. The title of 
her book,  Chutes and Ladders , aptly describes their 
experiences ( Newman, 2006 ). 

 Notably, what matters is not just what your 
SES is but how that SES compares to those around 
you. On the macro-level, the United States has 
more “spread” in socioeconomic resources today 
than it did in the past. The rich have gotten 
richer, and the poor have gotten poorer due to 
declining wages (especially among men) and the 
rise of single-parent families (especially among 
women). A spike in inequality came in the late 
1980s, when both the decline in unions and the 
restructuring of the global economy (which we 
will discuss later in this chapter) had dramatic and 
divergent effects on wages. The wages of the least 
educated fell while the wages for the most edu-
cated rose, and the population grew farther apart. 
For individual families, this inequality means that 
having certain socioeconomic resources does not 
mean the same thing that it did in the past; a 
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  SES is partly relative. It depends, for example, on where you live and 
who you compare yourself and your family to.    
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The Impact of Socioeconomic Status (SES) 115

high school education no longer brings the same wages, and those wages no lon-
ger have the same purchasing power. A family that considered itself borderline 
affluent in the 1960s, when there was less variability in SES, might struggle today, 
when differences in SES are enormous. Another way to consider relative SES 
is to think about different geographic contexts, for example, a plumber making 
$50,000 a year might have more local prestige, power, and status in a predomi-
nantly working-class community or region but lose all of it upon moving to a 
place  populated by higher-SES people who have more money and also fancier 
educational  credentials (Newman & Massengill, 2006; Thomas & Sawhill, 2002).

The Inertia of SES Within Families
Because SES can be passed down from parents to children, socioeconomic inequal-
ity tends to reproduce itself from generation to generation. A classic example of 
this intergenerational family process is called the Wisconsin model of status 
attainment, a theoretical framework that captures the inertia of social mobility 
in the United States (see Figure 4.1). In this model, one of the best predictors of 
where you end up occupationally is what occupation your father had when you 
were young. Similar occupational status is primarily achieved through educational 
attainment (i.e., fathers who have better jobs have children who then attain more 
education and are able to secure good jobs for themselves). Other factors are  
at work, but the basic idea is that you end up where you started (Sewell & 
  Hauser, 1980).

This intergenerational process reflects the linked trajectories of parents and 
children. What happens to parents (even long before their children are born) 
shapes the opportunities that they can offer children and how they model achieve-
ment, hard work, and success for them, which then influence what a child is able 
to do and how well these abilities can be realized. In short, SES puts children 
in social environments that enable or compel them to continue along the same 

Wisconsin model of 
status attainment A 
theoretical framework 
positing that an adult’s 
socioeconomic status 
is usually quite similar 
to her or his parents’ 
socioeconomic status, 
primarily because parents’ 
socioeconomic status 
influences educational 
attainment

Parent’s
Occupation

Child’s
Eventual

Occupation

Child’s
Educational
Attainment

Information from Sewell & Hauser, 1980.

Figure 4.1 The Reproduction of Socioeconomic Status Across Family Generations
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116 Chapter 4 | The Haves and Have-Nots

paths as their parents. Of course, factors like money and power matter a lot. Do 
the parents have money to pay for tutors and higher tuitions? Do the parents have 
influential social connections that can secure opportunities others wouldn’t have 
(Elder, 1998; McLoyd, 1998)?

SES Influence on Family Dynamics
Interpersonal factors also come into play in the intergenerational transmission of 
SES within families, as illustrated by the family process model (see Figure 4.2).  
It was formulated to explain the effects of poverty and economic hardship on 
children, but it is also useful for thinking about SES more generally. According 
to this model, money and associated resources determine the level of material 
hardship or comfort in a household, which then influences parental functioning, 
which then shapes parents’ relationships with each other and their interactions 
with their children (e.g., warmth, support, discipline), which then affects child 
development (Conger et al., 2010; McLoyd, 1998). This model, therefore, captures 
SES as a trickle-down effect, with the positive benefits of high SES and the risks 
of low SES filtering down through family relationships to children. It shows how 
the family system is shaped by SES, which provides a much-needed interpersonal 
and developmental perspective that is often absent from economic discussions of 
the topic. This model can also be broadened to help synthesize the perspectives of 
psychology, sociology, and economics in relation to family functioning and SES. 
Let’s focus on a few such examples here, although there are others.

family process model  
A theoretical framework 
positing that a family’s 
socioeconomic status 
influences a child’s 
development by shaping 
the daily interactions and 
relationships in the home

Family
Socioeconomic

Risks

Parental
Maladjustment

Con�ict Between
Parents

Children’s
Developmental

Challenges

Problematic
Parenting

Information from Conger et al., 2010.

Figure 4.2 The Basic Flow of the Family Process Model
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The Impact of Socioeconomic Status (SES) 117

First, when economists bring in parenting to socioeconomic discussions, 
they typically focus on parental investment, which is thought to flow from 
parental resources and directly contribute to child development. Investment can 
be in the form of time, effort, or money, covering such actions and behaviors as 
providing cognitively stimulating materials for children at home, spending time 
on home and community learning activities (e.g., reading with them, taking 
them to museums), signing them up (and regularly getting them to) extracurric-
ular activities, and enrolling them in quality schools (through choice of where to 
live in the case of public schools or paying tuition and fees in the case of private 
ones). The more dollars that a parent has, the better able she or he will be to 
directly purchase opportunities and supports and to pay off other time demands 
(e.g., housework) that compete with family time (Gershoff et al., 2007; Foster, 
2002). One study on parental investment analyzed consumer expenditures from 
the 1970s through the 2000s and found that the money parents spend on pro-
moting positive child development and academic progress has risen sharply in 
the United States, as have disparities between parents of low and high SES in 
how much they spent (Kornrich & Furstenberg 2013). Basically, middle-class and 
affluent parents are spending a lot more to get their kids ahead than they did in 
the not-so-distant past.

Second, the family process model’s intense focus on internal family dynamics 
means that institutions and contexts outside of the family which are often of great 
interest to sociologists do not receive adequate attention. As just one example, SES 
is a strong predictor of where a family wants to and is able to live. Numerous studies 
show how the different characteristics of lower- and higher-SES neighborhoods are 
related to the divergent outcomes of children from lower- and higher-SES families. 
Factors such as crime rate, quality of schools, and child activity programs are all 
important. More abstract measures also shape child outcomes, such as the level of 
collective efficacy (i.e., the extent to which neighbors look out for and help each 
other) and the amount of social capital (i.e., networks in which social resources are 
exchanged). Imagine a tight-knit community where people freely share informa-
tion and actively try to boost each other’s chances of getting ahead. In general, that 
kind of community is likely to be higher-SES than lower-SES, but not always. Some 
lower-SES communities are well organized socially, and those neighborhoods tend 
to buffer people from some of the negative effects of poverty. In these ways, SES 
directly contributes to the larger settings in which children are raised, not just their 
families (Leventhal & Brooks-Gunn, 2000; Sampson et al., 1999).

Third, the same level of income and wealth is not equivalent across the United 
States. Money stretches further in some areas, and it runs out faster in others. The 
importance of cost of living to the family process model cannot be overstated 
(Chien & Mistry, 2013). I found out how much it matters when I moved my family 
from Texas to California for a year and felt a huge drop in my economic standing 
even though I was making the same amount of money. It was a shock. The Research 
in the Real World feature in this chapter delves into cost of living and why it matters.

parental investment The 
degree of time, money, and 
other resources that parents 
use to promote the future 
prospects of their children

collective efficacy  
A positive feature of 
neighborhoods, referring to 
the degree that people in a 
particular neighborhood look 
out for and help each other

social capital Interpersonal 
resources that are exchanged 
through social ties to boost 
one’s current and future 
well-being
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 The cost of living affects what parents can purchase 
for their children and themselves. In high-cost areas, 
basic goods and services like food and rent con-
sume more of the budget, so that parents have less 
to spend on everything else. By determining how 
far parents’ incomes go, cost of  living is a power-
ful force in the level of economic hardship experi-
enced by children and how many opportunities that 
they have to thrive and achieve. Consequently, its 
absence from most family process models is glaring. 

 Nina Chien and Rashmita Mistry are devel-
opmental psychologists attempting to get policy 
makers and researchers to pay more attention to 
cost of living. They were struck that the nation-
ally representative data sets on families contained 
no cost-of-living information. According to them, 
the problem is that cost of living is harder to quan-
tify than income. There is little consensus about 
what expenses should be included and what type 
of area (e.g., zip code, county) should be targeted, 
and it is challenging to measure through surveys. 

 They set out to fix this problem by calculat-
ing a basic family budget for more than 400 met-
ropolitan areas in the United States. These budgets 
were conceptualized as the minimum incomes 
needed to maintain a decent standard of living. 
They accounted for area-specific costs of housing, 
health care, child care, and other expenses. They 
then integrated this cost-of-living index into the 
Early Childhood Longitudinal Study-Birth Cohort 
(ECLS-B), a national sample of families with young 
children. They knew where the families in the sam-
ple lived, so they could assign cost-of-living values 
to them and then look at associations among this 
factor, family process variables, and child outcomes. 

 Their analysis revealed that cost of living has an 
indirect negative effect on children. Parents in high 
cost-of-living areas who are struggling financially to 
cover the basics have less money left over to invest 

in educational resources for their children. This lack 
of money negatively impacts children’s academic 
outcomes during the early elementary school years. 

 One surprising finding is that in families with 
more adequate incomes, the effect of cost of living 
and one type of investment in children—school 
resources—was positive, meaning that such invest-
ments were higher in high cost-of-living areas. The 
researchers interpreted this finding through the 
lens of school segregation. “Perhaps in higher cost 
areas, higher-income children attend well-resourced 
schools while lower-income children attend low- 
resource schools, whereas in lower cost areas, 
higher- and lower-income children attend the same 
schools” Chien speculated to me. 

 Overall, Chien and Mistry conclude that their 
research is most relevant to city and county govern-
ments, which have the power to raise the local min-
imum wage. As an example of this strategy, they 
cite Seattle, which has raised its minimum wage to 
$15 (compared to the current federal minimum of 
$7.25) and two counties in the Washington, DC,  
area that recently raised the minimum wage to 
$11.50. By raising the minimum wage, cities are 
attempting to offset their costs of living, recogniz-
ing that doing so may reduce some of the threats of 
economic hardship to family stability and children’s 
futures. Whether doing so will have the intended 
effects on child development remains unstudied. 

 Chien and Mistry’s research is an example of 
how the larger economic context in which families 
reside influences their personal economic circum-
stances. Models that capture this interplay between 
families and economic contexts are a major advance. 
Ideally this model can soon be used to better inform 
and shape policy. After all, the federal poverty line 
does not take into account cost of living. 

 Information from  Chien & Mistry, 2013 .  

  Studying the High Cost of Living 

  Research in the Real World  

 The cost of living affects what parents can purchase 
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Fourth, and finally, genetic heritability within families also plays a part. To 
the extent that socioeconomic circumstances in the parent generation are influ-
enced by factors that have some genetic component (e.g., cognitive abilities, risk 
toward substance use or depression, etc.), the passage of genes between parent and 
child cannot be ruled out as a driving force in the socioeconomic similarity of 
the parent and child generations. More study is under way in this field, primar-
ily by researchers in “hybrid” fields that combine social sciences with biological 
sciences (e.g., psychobiology, biodemography; Tucker-Drob & Harden, 2012).

The Impact of Hard Times
Just as the meaning and effects of family SES can vary across diverse places, they 
can vary across time too. Because of economic and political fluctuations, some 
years and eras are more difficult for families than others. National or state eco-
nomic crises can create “lost generations” of children who come of age during 
times of diminishing opportunities and have truncated rates of educational and 
occupational attainment. What becomes of these families, these children? How 
can we understand the effects of hardship in both the short and long term?

Consider the case of the Great Recession of the late 2000s, which exposed 
large numbers of children to hardship that certainly derailed many of their 
futures. For other children, the economic hardship their families endured was 
temporary and ultimately provided opportunities to learn life lessons and 
develop important skills. They turned out OK, just as evidence has shown 
many children did in past recessions, such as the Great Depression of the 1920s 
and 1930s (Schoon & Bynner, 2016; Elder, 1974). Hardship during a reces-
sion, therefore, is not equivalent to growing up in consistent socioeconomic 
 disadvantage—unless it lasts.

To be clear, recessions do of course pose risks to families and children, espe-
cially in more recent decades in which the social safety net (discussed later in this 
chapter) has seriously eroded. One phenomenon is the income effect, in which 
a family’s short-term economic needs trump long-term investments in socioeco-
nomic attainment. In such cases, young people are less likely to pursue education 
during hard times because they instead need to focus on the labor market and 
earning money in the short term to meet their families’ needs. They may get more 
money immediately, but their lower educational attainment means that they will 
earn less money later when the economy has recovered (as it usually does).

Another phenomenon is the substitution effect, in which hard times in 
the short term lead to more investment in educational attainment for the long 
term—if there are no jobs during a particular time period, you are not missing out 
on making money while in school. Youth from more advantaged backgrounds are 
more likely to “warehouse” in colleges during recessions and then enter or reenter 
the workforce when economic conditions improve, whereas youth from more 
disadvantaged backgrounds lean toward income effects. Their first jobs are not 
good, and they struggle to make up for these bad starts well into the future. Those 

genetic heritability The 
degree to which behaviors 
and attributes are influenced 
by genes that are passed 
down from parent to child

income effect A reaction 
to an economic crisis in 
which young people do not 
pursue education because 
they need to find work to 
make money to address 
their families’ immediate 
economic needs

substitution effect A 
reaction to an economic 
crisis in which young people 
pursue education as a way 
to maximize their chances 
of future economic stability 
and/or because there are no 
good jobs to earn money
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120 Chapter 4 | The Haves and Have-Nots

lower earnings, in turn, have implications for family formation and family pro-
cesses in the future—the inertia of SES, as we discussed earlier, persists ( Werum, 
2011 ;  Kahn, 2010 ;  Torche, 2010 ;  Shanahan et al., 1997 ). 

  Family processes matter to how both adults and children fare during eco-
nomic crises, just as they matter to how they fare in the midst of long-term 
socioeconomic disadvantage. Broader conditions—such as the state of the labor 
market—also matter a great deal to the life course during recessions, just as they 
do to the life course consequences of socioeconomic stratification. The need 
for more micro-oriented family researchers and more macro-oriented family 
researchers to speak to and work with each other, therefore, is great. 

  Reflections 

   How would you characterize the SES of your family? How do you think 
that your road to this course has been influenced by that SES?    			■     

  Families in Poverty 
 Any system of stratification will have winners and losers. Economically, the poor 
are at the bottom of the stratification system in the United States, and they suffer 
there. A major aspect of our cultural folklore is that poverty need not constrain 
what any child growing up in this country can achieve in life. Indeed, the pulling 
yourself up by your bootstraps value cherished by so many holds that hard work 
and perseverance is all that is needed to ensure that a child can eventually over-
come poverty and gain fame and fortune. 

 For example, we like the idea that a child can go from poverty to the White 
House. Both Lyndon Baines Johnson and Richard Nixon were desperately poor 
as children but ascended to the highest office in the land, and a more recent 
 president—Barack Obama—was on welfare as a child. Something about finding 
out that billionaires were once poor makes their stories even more compelling.
That is what happened to Oprah Winfrey, not to mention the founder of Star-
bucks, Howard Schultz. As inspirational as these rags-to-riches stories may be, they 
also obscure the real truth of poverty in the United States. Children who grow 
up in poverty rarely attain middle-class security, much less riches or power. This 
stark reality of the United States—so at odds with its collective self-image—is 
why understanding what causes and remedies poverty is so important. Although 
there are many debates about these causes and remedies, there is no real debate 
that poverty is bad for children and their parents. 

  Defining Poverty 
 Poverty tends to be a “know it when I see it” phenomenon, but most people do 
not put much time into seriously considering what the word means. A common 
definitional distinction is between absolute and relative poverty. According to 
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Families in Poverty 121

 World Bank (2014a ;   Ravallion, 1998 ), 
a family in   absolute poverty    cannot 
meet its basic needs (i.e., food, shelter, 
clothing). As a result, family members 
are at grave risk for decline and even 
death. This concept is based on there 
being some clear standard of human 
deprivation that cuts across developed 
and developing societies.    Relative 
 poverty   , on the other hand, is when a 
family has significantly less than others 
in its own society. Even if the family can 
meet basic needs (i.e., family members 
are clothed and fed), it cannot meet the 
standard of living of the particular time 
and place in which they live (i.e., fam-
ily members go without things that are 
considered necessary in their society). Absolute poverty is about the family in 
and of itself, but relative poverty is about inequality, or the differences between 
families.  Relative poverty is about being on the bottom rung of a society, even 
if that bottom position is higher than the middle position (or even the high 
position) in another society. 

       When I was a college student, I realized the importance of both definitions 
of poverty. I was in a political science class, and the professor asked us to debate 
whether, given the extreme heat of South Texas, not having air conditioning meant 
that someone there was poor. The class was evenly split. One group thought that 
air conditioning was a basic necessity of life in that area, so that anyone who did 
not have it was clearly deprived. The other group thought that air conditioning 
was a luxury for most of the world, so that it was not effective for identifying peo-
ple who are “really” poor, like those who don’t have enough food or are homeless. 
Both sides were mixing up absolute and relative poverty. The point is, assuming 
that everyone has the same perception of poverty would be a big mistake, and one 
that can lead to misunderstanding and confusion in a whole host of areas, from 
debates with friends to how community resources are allocated to how regula-
tions and laws are made. 

 Other methods of defining poverty are used by researchers and in pub-
lic discussion, and they are more in line with relative than absolute poverty. 
   Subjective poverty    is when people feel like they do not have what is needed 
to get by. Obviously, subjective poverty depends on who someone is surrounded 
by, as those who live around people who have a great deal may feel poor even 
when they are fairly comfortable. This “keeping up with the Joneses” perception 
is not just about comparing oneself to neighbors and friends. It also involves com-
parisons with what one sees in the media and perceives as a normal way of life. 

    absolute poverty      The 
state in which a family cannot 
meet such basic needs as 
food, shelter, or clothing     

r    elative poverty      The 
state in which a family has 
significantly less than others 
in its own society     

    subjective poverty      The 
state in which family 
members feel like they 
do not have what is needed 
to get by     

  There are different types of poverty, and different ways of looking at poverty. 
Absolute poverty is when a family can’t meet its basic needs, such as food and 
shelter. Family members in absolute poverty face many dangers and are at 
grave risk for decline and even death.    
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Asset poverty is when families have financial and material resources but also debt 
that exceeds wealth. Income-wise, asset-poor families are fine in the short term, but 
they are likely under great economic strain in the long term ( Yoshikawa et al., 2012).

Non-absolute definitions can spark intense debate (and even scorn) about 
whether poverty is real or not, especially in countries with high standards of living 
in which basic needs are met for most people. The idea that people are poor just 
because they think that they are poor can raise objections. Still, these definitions 
of poverty are important in light of the Thomas theorem, a classic theoretical 
concept which holds that something is real if its consequences are real. In terms 
of poverty, the theorem means that if thinking you are poor—when others con-
sistently see you as poor—sets off a chain of reactions which result in similar 
conditions as being poor, then you should be considered poor. Feeling poor and 
being viewed as poor are associated with many negative consequences across the 
life course (as we will look at shortly), so someone who uses a relative definition 
of poverty might say that all poverty is poverty.

You may be able to define poverty for yourself, and that definition will be 
meaningful for you personally. Researchers, politicians, nonprofit workers, and 
journalists, however, have trouble if the definitions that they use are too imprecise 
or fuzzy to straightforwardly count the number of poor families in some group or 
society. They need to come up with a concrete definition that can guide action. 
No one is all that satisfied with the most common definitions of poverty currently 
in use, but we still use them a lot. We look at those definitions next.

Measuring Poverty
Most Americans would agree that the United States has a number or people 
who are desperately poor, but the truth is that many people seen as poor do not 
actually meet the standard of absolute poverty. Indeed, the average poor person in 
this country might qualify as well-off in many extremely poor countries. Conse-
quently, absolute poverty does not often factor into discussions of poverty in the 
United States.

The definition of absolute poverty puts this issue into perspective.  Generally, 
it is defined as living on less than $1.90 per day. This number seems shock-
ingly low, even unimaginable, to most Americans. Yet, 11 percent of the world 
 population—and 40 percent of the population of sub-Saharan Africa—meets this 
definition of absolute poverty, although these proportions have declined con-
siderably in just the last few decades (Mundial, 2016; World Bank, 2014a). Such 
“deep” poverty also exists in the United States, with one study estimating that 
well over a million people in this country get by on $2 a day or less (Edin & 
Schaefer, 2015). From a global perspective, the definition of relative poverty is 
having an income in the bottom quartile of a given country—in other words, 
being substantially lower than the norm in one’s country, however high or low 
that norm may be. Thus, someone could be considered poor here but far from 
poor in Haiti (Ravallion, 1998).

asset poverty The state 
in which a family seems to 
have the money and other 
resources to get by but also 
owe more than they have

thomas theorem A classic 
theoretical concept that 
holds that something is real 
if its consequences are real
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When looking at the United States and other developed countries, the strat-
egy for measuring poverty mixes the absolute and relative definitions but leans 
more to a relative measurement. Factored into this definition is some sense of 
the minimal amount of money needed to maintain basic needs. From an absolute 
standpoint, it reflects the idea that some threshold of purchasable goods and sup-
plies has to be maintained to ensure basic functioning; from a relative standpoint, it 
draws on Western ideas about basic needs that might almost seem comfortable in 
other countries, such as maintaining good health rather than avoiding starvation.

Government Measurement of Poverty
If you read statistics about poverty online, you are almost certainly hearing about 
the federal poverty line, which is the official measurement of poverty in the 
United States. It uses food as the gauge for basic needs. As seen in Figure 4.3, it 
follows a fairly simple formula:

1. Decide the food products that can provide families of different sizes with an 
adequate diet for a year.

2. Calculate the cost of that diet in dollars.

3. Multiply the dollar amount by 3 (the rationale being that poor families spend 
one-third of their annual budget on food) to identify the dollar threshold for 
poverty for each family size.

federal poverty line The 
official measurement of 
poverty in the United 
States based on the money 
a household of a certain 
size will need to have an 
adequate diet

Figure 4.3 Calculation of the Federal Poverty Line
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As a very simplistic example, a committee gets together and decides that a 
family of four would need to buy X gallons of milk, Y loaves of bread, and Z 
bushels of vegetables to make it through the year, and nothing more. They then 
gather data from markets across the country to determine how much those three 
quantities of food would cost—let’s say it is $7,000—and then multiply it by that 
magic number of 3 to produce a federal poverty line of $21,000 for a family of 
four. If you live in a family of four, your family’s income would then be compared 
to $21,000. If your family income was $20,999, you and your family members 
would be counted as poor. If your family income was $21,001, you would not be.

A new food budget would also be calculated for families with one to three 
members, as well as for ones with five to seven or more members and then multi-
plied by 3 to create many different poverty lines for each family size. Each family 
in the country would have its annual income compared to the poverty line for 
its family size, and that is how the government figures out how much poverty 
exists in the nation. The same process is repeated each year. Table 4.1 provides 
the various poverty lines for 2017. It’s a hypothetical example but actually very 
close to reality. The poverty line stood at $24,600 for a family of four that year. 
So, if you live in a family of four, you can compare yourself to this number and 
determine whether the government counts you as poor and then use the table to 
do the same if you live in a different-sized family (U.S. Department of Health and 
Human Services, 2017).

Assessing the Federal Poverty Line as a Measure of Poverty
The federal poverty line, in short, determines who in the United States is “poor” 
and who is not. As you can see from the fact that a loss or gain of a single dollar 

Table 4.1 | Poverty Thresholds in the United States for 2017

Income Threshold for Poverty ($)
Continental  

United States
 

Alaska
 

Hawaii

Household of
1 12,060 15,060 13,860

2 16,240 20,290 18,670

3 20,420 25,520 23,480

4 24,600 30,750 28,290

5 28,780 35,980 33,100

6 32,960 41,210 37,910

7 37,140 46,440 42,720

8+ 41,320 51,670 47,530

Data from U.S. Department of Health and Human Services (2017).
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can swing a family in and out of “poverty,” this measure has its flaws. In fact, 
pointing out the many flaws of the federal poverty line is something of a favorite 
pastime among scholars and policy makers. Some of the most common criticisms 
include (Edin & Kissane 2010; Citro & Michael, 1995):

■	 Food is just one of a family’s many expenses, which also include rent, 
child care, and transportation, among others.

■	 The 33 multiplier in the equation for the federal poverty line is pretty much 
bogus. Families tend to spend far less than one-third of their budgets on 
food, which means that the poverty line is too low to truly indicate poverty.

■	 The cost of living in each state varies greatly. Hawaii and Alaska have 
much higher poverty lines, for example, but the 48 contiguous states and 
the District of Columbia all use the same lines. Does anyone think that 
it costs the same to live in San Francisco as it does in rural Mississippi? 
Table 4.2 pre sents some statistics to show that a state- and even city- 
specific poverty line is needed to replace the national one.

■	 The meaning of income depends on wealth. Two families with the same 
income are in vastly different circumstances if one has savings and owns a 
house and the other does not.

You might be asking, with so many flaws why don’t we just fix the federal 
poverty line? The non-cynical answer to this question is that this poverty line is 
the one that we have been using for so long that we need to keep it to make good 
historical comparisons about the ebb and flow of poverty over time. On top of 
this need for consistent historical comparisons, another reason to stick with the 
poverty line is because it is simple and straightforward. It is easy for researchers to 
use and the public to understand, both of which are major selling points even if 
they sacrifice detail and complexity.

The cynical answer is that any attempt to fix the federal poverty line would 
likely raise it. If the government expanded the budget items, changed the mul-
tiplier, or took into account cost of living, the line would rise, resulting in more 

Table 4.2
  | Approximate Basic Budget Costs for a Family of Four with Two Working 
 | Parents in Two States

San Francisco, CA Tupelo, MS
Overall $72,000 $37,000

Staple items

Child care $21,000  $8,000

Rent $20,000  $8,000

Food  $8,000  $9,000

Data from National Center for Children in Poverty ( Jiang et al., 2014).
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people classified as poor (Iceland & Kim, 2001). What president wants to preside 
over a significant increase in poverty? Yes, the number of people living in actual 
poverty would be the same from year to year, but the number who would be called 
poor would increase.

Improving the Federal Poverty Line
Although the federal poverty line continues to be our primary measure of pov-
erty, many government agencies and other organizations go beyond it when 
determining eligibility for services. For example, the free lunch program, which 
provides school meals for economically disadvantaged children and youth, and 
other public assistance programs do not use the actual poverty line to determine 
who is served. Instead, they typically multiply the line, such as 185 percent of the 
line, to set thresholds.

Likewise, the supplemental poverty measure (SPM) is now calculated to 
go along with the official measure. It does more to include all people cared for by a 
family (e.g., foster children), capture multiple expenses including shelter, account for 
different kinds of shelter (e.g., paying a mortgage, owning without a mortgage, rent-
ing, leasing), recognize geographic variation in cost of living, track the price changes 
of key budget items, and adjust income for expenses, taxes, benefits, and in-kind assis-
tance such as financial support from relatives ( Johnson & Smeeding, 2012). As you 
would expect given the earlier discussion, using this measure leads to much more 
depressing statistics about how many people are in poverty in this country.

The measurement of poverty, therefore, is improving, but it is still not perfect 
and likely never will be given the subjectivity involved.

Poverty Rates
The federal poverty line is used in many ways, but its most common use is to 
simply track the number of poor Americans. The poverty rate is the proportion 
of the population that falls below the federal poverty line for their family size (or 
one for single and childless individuals) in any given year. It’s helpful to view the 
poverty rate as a barometer of two factors: (1) how we, as a country, are doing, and 
(2) how many people need our collective attention. The government is interested 
in these issues, of course, but so too are researchers and the media.

In recent decades, the poverty rate has hovered around 12 to 13 percent in the 
United States, rising a bit higher during recessions and falling lower during boom 
times (see Figure 4.4). Twelve percent was in fact where the poverty rate stood at 
the start of the Great Recession in 2007 (Institute for Research on Poverty, 2014; 
National Poverty Center, 2014). At the end of the Great Recession two years later, 
the poverty rate had risen to about 15.1 percent, encompassing about 46 million 
American adults and children. After remaining steady for several years, it settled 
back down closer to 13 percent, suggesting that the impact of the Great Recession 
lingered even after economists said it was technically over.

supplemental poverty 
measure An alternative 
to the federal poverty line 
that takes into account 
the many other expenses, 
needs, and circumstances of 
low-income families beyond 
food and typically leads to 
the categorization of larger 
numbers of families as poor

poverty rate The 
proportion of the population 
that falls below the federal 
poverty line for their family 
size in a given year
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One thing to remember is that the poverty rate is a snapshot of a particular 
time. The rate may hold steady at 15 percent for five straight years, but the same 
families may not constitute that 15 percent in each of those five years. Some peo-
ple may be poor (according to the federal poverty line) for two of those years, 
others for one of four, and so on. The actual population of poor families changes 
over time, even if the size of that population does not. Efforts to track the incomes 
of the same families over time typically show that only a small minority of fami-
lies are persistently poor over many years. Instead, families tend to fall in and out 
of poverty as their circumstances change (Seccombe, 2000). There are certainly 
families that are stuck in poverty, but they represent a small proportion of poor 
families in the United States.

Poverty Rates by Race/Ethnicity, Region, and Age
Another use of the poverty rate is to compare the economic standing of diverse 
populations. It can show the connection between socioeconomic stratification  
and other forms of stratification, such as racial/ethnic stratification. Figure 4.5 
offers a comparison of the poverty rate by race/ethnicity. Whites and Asian 
Americans are far less likely to be poor than Latino/as and African Americans. 
The poverty rate has always been higher for these latter two groups, but the Great 
Recession was particularly hard on them, so their rates are now higher (and their 
disparities relative to other groups greater) than they have been in some time 
(Institute for Research on Poverty, 2014).
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Figure 4.4 Poverty Rate of the United States in Contemporary History
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The poverty rate also varies significantly across geographic regions. It is high-
est in the South and Southwest (with Mississippi, Louisiana, New Mexico, and 
Texas well above the national average), in central cities, and in rural areas. The 
Northeast has the lowest poverty rate (with New Hampshire, New Jersey, and 
Vermont below 10 percent), and the poverty rate is lower in suburban areas than 
in other areas. Interestingly, however, the raw number of poor people is higher in 
suburbs (Institute for Research on Poverty, 2014; National Poverty Center, 2014). 
This change reflects the fact that more families have moved from urban and rural 
areas to the suburbs overall. Some families making this move come from disadvan-
taged circumstances and are looking for the more plentiful job opportunities and 
better schools in the suburbs. They represent a small percentage of the suburban 
population but a larger proportion of the poor (Kneebone & Berube, 2013).

Finally, the poverty rate can be broken down by age. For most of American his-
tory, the elderly had a poverty rate higher than the general population, but the cre-
ation of Social Security, Medicare, and other programs dramatically decreased the 
elderly poverty rate to below 10 percent (Institute for Research on Poverty, 2014). 
Now, children have double the risk of poverty as elderly Americans. The United 
States has the highest child poverty rate of all high-income countries (Heuveline & 
Weinshenker, 2008). This fact reflects the extreme inequality in the United States 
(we have a lot of rich families and a lot of poor families) as well as the fact that our 
welfare regime—small as it is—favors the elderly more than it supports children.

To give a more in-depth picture of child poverty, the National Center for 
Children in Poverty (NCCP) estimates that 22 percent of all children in the 
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United States live in poor families ( Jiang et al., 2014). Given the aforementioned 
concerns that the federal poverty line undercounts the poor, the NCCP focuses 
on children in low-income families, defined as those with annual incomes 200 
percent of the poverty line or lower. With this more realistic definition of pov-
erty, 32 million American children are counted as poor (45 percent, up from 
40 percent in 2000). Figure 4.6 offers a breakdown of this low-income child 
population. Education, age, gender, race, and geography all play prominent fac-
tors. One other striking statistic not shown in this figure is that 49 percent of 
children whose parents work full-time are considered low income. They are 
part of a large group often referred to as the working poor, a term that refers 
to Americans who are regularly employed but do not earn enough to rise above 
the poverty line.

working poor Americans 
who are regularly employed 
but do not earn enough to 
rise above the poverty line 
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Marriage, Children, and Gender
The child statistics just described hint at a much larger phenomenon: the 
 feminization of poverty. This term was coined by Diana Pearce in 1978 
to capture the trend in which poverty was increasingly concentrated among 
American mothers and their children. It is not simply mothers, however, but 
unmarried mothers who are at such great risk for poverty. The poverty rate is 
five times higher for a child in a single-mother home than for a child with a 
married mom and dad—31.6 to 6.2 percent (Institute for Research on Poverty, 
2014). Figure 4.7 provides a breakdown by state ( Jiang et al., 2014).

The reasons for this feminization of poverty and its strong connection to 
marriage and family structure will be taken up again in Chapters 6, 7, and 8. 
For now, the gist is that marriage and long-term cohabiting relationships among 
unmarried couples bring economic stability through the pooling of earnings, 
economies of scale (e.g., sharing child care), and increased socioemotional sup-
port. These relationships increase money but also make the same amount of 
money go further.

feminization of poverty  
The increasing tendency 
for poverty in the United 
States to be concentrated 
among single mothers and 
their children in the late 
twentieth and early twenty-
first centuries
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Figure 4.7
  Differences in the Proportion of Children with Married Parents by Income Status 

in Highlighted States
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Given this attention to the potential role of marriage in the  feminization 
of poverty, economists Thomas and Sawhill (2002) wanted to see if the late 
 twentieth-century rise in the child poverty rate was explained by (not just related 
to) the concurrent rise in single-parent families and, specifically, changes in the bal-
ance of single-parent families between those created by divorce and those created 
by nonmarital fertility. They conducted statistical simulations in which they rees-
timated the child poverty rate with different marriage scenarios for women. They 
found that an increase in the marriage rate—that is, if more single women were 
married—would decrease the child poverty rate by 3 to 4 percent. This decline 
would have been less substantial for African Americans because of the generally 
lower incomes of African American men, but it would have applied quite broadly 
across the full population.

In the case of poverty, therefore, family structure factors like marriage and 
cohabitation matter. Still, family structure is not everything. Macro-level economic 
factors, such as the decline in manufacturing and the resulting loss of stable wages 
and benefits, trump marital factors as explanations for child poverty (Iceland 2003). 
Also important to remember is that macroeconomic drivers of poverty undermine 
marriage—reducing the odds of getting married, having a happy marriage, and 
staying married ( Johnson & Smeeding, 2012). If we as Americans want to “fix” 
poverty for families, we should start with fixing the economy.

The Consequences of Poverty
Poverty rates are important because the corrosive effects of poverty on human 
development are so clear-cut—the higher the poverty rate, the worse that a 
society is doing overall and the more problems it will face in the future. After all, 
poverty undermines the adjustment and functioning of adults in myriad ways, 
above and beyond the aforementioned risks it poses to marriage and family 
stability (Simons et al., 2016; Montez & Zajacova, 2013; McLanahan, 2004a). 
Having low income increases mental health problems (e.g., 90 percent increase 
in odds of depression) and diminishes physical health (e.g., 50 percent increase 
in cardiovascular disease; Franks et al., 2011; Heflin & Iceland, 2009; Truong &  
Sturm, 2005). It also increases the likelihood of risky and unhealthy behaviors, 
such as drug addiction, and it raises the odds that an adult will engage in crim-
inal behavior and that she or he will be victimized by crime (Berzofsky et al.,  
2014; Sampson, 2006). These scarring effects of poverty on the body and mind 
add up to significantly higher mortality rates among the poor in most societies. 
In one striking example, epidemiological analyses of death records in the United 
States concluded that about 300,000 deaths could be attributed to  poverty 
(Galea et al., 2011).

The research is even more unequivocal for children. Across the board, chil-
dren who grow up in poverty have more negative developmental trajectories 
than other children. This harm crosses nearly all aspects of development—from 
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the biological to the psychological to the social to the economic. Growing up in 
poverty almost doubles the odds that children and youth will:

   ■	   Have a developmental delay (e.g., not reaching the expected level of 
 language skills or height by a certain age)  

  ■	   Fail a grade in school  

  ■	   Drop out of school  

  ■	   Be obese  

  ■	   Develop a substance abuse problem  

  ■	   Have less white and gray brain matter, which are critical to control memory, 
speech, and other important functions ( Luby et al., 2013 ;  Singh et al., 2010 ; 
 Moore et al., 2009 ;  Seccombe, 2000; Duncan & Brooks-Gunn, 1999 )    

 These effects of poverty tend to be more pronounced for children who expe-
rience poverty during their critical early years ( Duncan et al., 1998 ), but poverty 
at older ages comes with its own risks, such as the tendency for poverty to “adul-
tify” adolescents and lead them to grow up too fast ( Burton, 2007 ). Importantly, 
when children experience delayed development, poorer health, more problematic 
behaviors, and more academic issues as a result of poverty, their odds of escaping 
poverty as adults drop precipitously. As a result, poverty perpetuates itself from 
generation to generation within families.  

  Poverty, Risk, and Resilience 
 As bad as poverty can be for children and adults, however, it is not deterministic. 
Some children who grow up poor turn out fine or even better than fine. They are 
resilient. In the developmental literature,   resilience    is when someone does well 

despite hardships and challenges. Of the 
many hardships that children face, pov-
erty is probably the one that scholars of 
resilience most often study to determine 
how children overcome challenges. What 
doing well means can be hard to define. 
In the strictest sense, it means achieving 
some objectively “good” milestone, such 
as when a child who grew up in poverty 
makes straight As in school or graduates 
from a competitive college. In a more 
realistic sense, it means doing better than 
expected, such as when a child who grew 
up in poverty makes higher grades than 
other disadvantaged children at school 
or enrolls in college at all. Such children 
would be considered resilient even if their 

    resilience      Positive 
development despite 
hardships and challenges     

  As horrible as poverty can be for children, it is not deterministic. Some children 
who grow up poor turn out fine or even better than fine, displaying resilience.    
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achievements might not be an obvious case of great success; they are successes in 
those circumstances (Felner & DeVries, 2013; Crosnoe & Elder, 2004; Seccombe, 
2002; Masten & Coatsworth, 1998).

One groundbreaking study of resilience was conducted on the Hawaiian 
island of Kauai, following hundreds of children into adulthood and exploring the 
linkages between their early disadvantages and adult outcomes. A large number 
of the children in the study were raised in poverty and faced many associated 
challenges (e.g., unstable and conflictual families), and, on average, their educa-
tional, behavioral, and health outcomes in the ensuing decades were not good. 
The majority experienced major problems such as school failure, criminal behav-
ior, substance use, and depression, as would be expected given the strong negative 
consequences of poverty for child development discussed earlier.

Yet, approximately one-third of the children growing up amid such disadvan-
tage avoided these problems. Instead, they entered their 40s with secure employment, 
stable marriages, and fine health. They were not involved with the criminal justice 
system and did not use welfare services. Some of these accomplishments might not 
seem like much to someone who grew up in more affluent circumstances, but they 
are far better than the early odds would have suggested. This research also showed 
that, contrary to popular beliefs that resilience is an internal trait some children were 
born with and others will never develop, resilience was primarily the result of social 
resources that some young people had access to and could take advantage of, includ-
ing in their families (Werner, 2005a; Werner & Smith, 1982).

At its core, resilience is an interplay between two sets of factors. First,  
risk factors refer to some part of a person’s life that raises the odds she or he will 
have a negative outcome. This concept is a probabilistic one. If you have a risk fac-
tor, you are not absolutely guaranteed to have that negative outcome, but you are 
more likely to have it than someone without that risk factor. As the discussion so 
far surely attests, poverty is a risk factor. Second, protective factors refer to some 
part of a person’s life that counteracts the negative effects of a risk factor. Having 
a protective factor does not mean that a risk factor disappears from your life, but it 
does mean that this risk factor will pose less harm to you—you are protected, or 
buffered from it (Masten & Coatsworth, 1998).

Some protective factors are inside the person, such as being really smart or 
having a winning personality that attracts other people, but most are outside the 
person, such as close bonds with adults or living in a close-knit community. Indeed, 
social support is one of the most widely recognized sources of protection—good 
for everyone but especially good for those in trouble. For example, one common 
feature in the lives of the resilient children in the Kauai study was that they had at 
least one caring and sensitive adult who provided them support, nurturance, and 
structure. Often, this person was a parent who managed to maintain positive par-
enting despite economic hardship or other struggles. Other times it was an adult 
from outside the nuclear family who served as a surrogate parent who made up for 
what children were missing at home (see the Families in the Media Spotlight  feature). 
Psychologist Ann Masten has referred to this interplay of risk and protection 

risk factors Anything that 
increases the probability 
that people in a society will 
face a negative outcome

protective factors  
Anything that reduces the 
impact of a risk factor on 
some negative outcome
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 The concept of resilience—overcoming hardship 
to achieve success in life or at least do better than 
the world expects—is closely related to the deeply 
engrained American Dream ideal that anyone 
can rise from humble beginnings to reach great 
heights. Not surprisingly, then, resilience is one of 
the enduring themes of American arts and popu-
lar culture, where stories about children from poor 
families and downtrodden communities beating 
the odds have long captured the public imagina-
tion. In doing so, such depictions remind the pub-
lic that the consequences of family poverty, while 
dire, are not absolute, providing much-needed 
hope to counteract the usual deeply distressing 
talk of childhood poverty. Likewise these stories of 
resilience also frequently pivot on poorer children 
being helped and supported by nonpoor outsid-
ers. Such stories are not completely without war-
rant: Stable adult support is strongly linked to the 
empirical literature on resilience. One study found 
that “children who succeeded against the odds had 
the opportunity to establish, early on, a close bond 
with at least one competent, emotionally stable 
person who was sensitive to their needs” ( Werner, 
2005a , p. 12). 

 Consider a couple of the most recent examples 
of this genre. The movie  The Blind Side  followed 
the journey of the neglected son of a destitute 
drug addict who was taken in by a loving upper-
class family. With their love and support, he was 
able to succeed in life by realizing his talent in 
football. The TV show  The Wire  depicted a group 
of boys growing up in an impoverished crime-
infested neighborhood of Baltimore. The only 
one who seemed to have a shot at making it out 
was the boy who was turned away from a life of 

crime by a grandfatherly police chief who became 
the boy’s surrogate father. There are also many 
surrogate parent stories about teachers stepping 
in to change the lives of low-income students 
(e.g.,  Dangerous Minds ,  McFarland USA ). 

 Such stories are entertaining, uplifting, and 
inspiring—they serve a purpose. So, what is the 
downside? One problem is that the prevalence of 
resilience in the face of family poverty is over-
represented in the media. Because resilience is 
a good story that draws attention, it pops up a 
great deal, which reinforces individualistic U.S. 
notions of poverty as something that can be eas-
ily escaped with the right kind of help rather 
than as a systemic form of oppression. Another 
problem is that the effects of family poverty on 
children seem to be channeled almost completely 
through the incompetence or evil of their parents, 
even though most low-income parents truly care 
about their children and are trying to do their 
best by them. A final problem is that, in many if 
not most of these stories, the Good Samaritans 
are White while the children who need help have 
black or brown skin. Such depictions fuel the 
“White Savior” narrative of popular culture that 
paints poverty and related hardships as a racialized 
experience. 

 The resilience story line feels good and is 
instructive in many ways, but we also need to be 
careful not to oversimplify the complexity of pov-
erty and hardship, nor romanticize the very real 
struggles faced by millions of children and fam-
ilies across not only America but also the world. 

 Information from  Hughey, 2014 ;  Werner, 2005a ;  McLoyd, 
1998 .  

  Media Depictions of Resilience in the Face of Poverty 

  Families in the Media Spotlight  

 The concept of resilience—overcoming hardship 
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underlying resilience as “ordinary magic.” A social resource that might not seem 
especially notable or that many people take for granted can have incredible power 
in the presence of great challenges ( Masten, 2009 ;  Werner, 2005b ).    

   Reflections 

   Everyone has some conception of what “poverty” means. How do you tend 
to define poverty? Do you think of it in more absolute or relative terms? 
Which of the definitions discussed in this section makes the most sense to 
you? Why?    			■      

  Responses to Poverty 
 There was a heartwarming article in  People  magazine some years back about 
three young and talented siblings in New York who had taken to playing clas-
sical music in a subway station to raise money for poor people. They had seen 
homeless families on the street, felt bad for them, wanted to help, and decided 
that they needed to raise money for them. The logic of what they should do 
was so simple and clear to them, and they came up with the idea and acted on it. 
As you might expect, however, adults tend to have a much more difficult time 
coming up with a plan and an even tougher time acting on it. 

 Most people know that poverty is bad for families and want to help them climb 
out of it. Even still, researchers and policy makers tend to vigorously disagree over 
how best to tackle the issue. Some advocate for direct help for poor families (e.g., 
cash transfers to families such as welfare payments), but others emphasize indirect 
help (e.g., building stronger institutions, providing work or other opportunities). 
Across both types of help, the “deserving” poor are often differentiated from the 
“undeserving” poor. This discord has resulted in a policy response to poverty in 
the United States that is far less consistent than in other countries. Our response is 
our welfare regime, the term introduced in  Chapter 3  to refer to the public system 
that we have developed as a country to support the well-being of all people, but 
especially those in need. 

 For purposes of this discussion, we will focus on direct economic services and 
funds for poor families with children, which is what comes to mind when most 
people hear the term  welfare . In most Americans’ minds, welfare is giving money 
to poor families, but this perception is far from the truth. Only a small portion of 
government welfare goes to poor families with children. Social Security, which 
goes to the elderly regardless of economic status, is by far the biggest welfare pro-
gram in the United States. Moreover, direct supports for poor families with chil-
dren pale in comparison to more indirect mechanisms, such as funding for public 
schools. Yet, this decades-long reality has had little impact on public perception. 
Fighting poverty is, then, also often about fighting perception. 
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History of Government Welfare
The common conception of welfare dates back to the Great Depression, with the 
creation of many policies, collectively known as the New Deal, during the Roo-
sevelt administration. The idea was to use taxpayer money to create a social safety 
net that provides help for Americans who need it. Some of these policies, such as 
Social Security, were a form of social insurance—that is, people contributing money 
to the system while they are able and then getting money back later when they 
need it. Other policies were social transfers, which is shifting money collected from 
affluent and middle-class taxpayers to help support the poor (Western et al., 2012). 
Figure 4.8 shows a timeline for the creation and evolution of the social safety net.

The best example of a social transfer was Aid to Families with  Dependent 
Children, a program to provide cash assistance to poor mothers and their  children 
that was created in the 1930s and ran into the 1990s. It involved direct  payments to 
single mothers (mostly widows at the time), with the state effectively  stepping in 
to the presumed provider role of the father to protect children from the supposed 
double disadvantage of economic hardship and having a mother who worked out-
side the home. This program was expanded during the federal War on Poverty in 
the 1960s, which was the Johnson administration’s multipronged effort to combat 
poverty in the United States through such programs as  Medicaid (health insur-
ance for poor adults and children), Head Start (free preschool for poor children), 
and Food Stamps (assistance to help poor families buy food, now the Supplemen-
tal Nutrition Assistance Program, or SNAP; Danziger, 2010; Chase-Lansdale & 
Vinovskis, 1995). The 1960s, therefore, were characterized by the steady growth 
of direct supports for poor families and of the rolls of families served.

This expansion of poverty-focused welfare became increasingly controver-
sial from the 1970s onward, beginning with the idea that the growing majority of 

Aid to Families with 
Dependent Children  
The earliest federal program 
to provide cash assistance to  
poor mothers and their 
children that lasted into 
the 1990s

1935: Aid to Families
with Dependent 
Children Created

1920s 1930s 1940s 1950s 1960s 1970s 1980s 1990s 2000s 2010s

1975: Earned Income
Tax Credit Created

1964: Start of War
on Poverty

1996: Welfare
Reform

Figure 4.8 Timeline of Historic Events in Poverty-Focused Public Policy
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divorced or never-married single mothers (vs. widowed mothers) on welfare were 
undeserving and exacerbated by critiques that welfare disincentivized work, under-
mined personal responsibility, and discouraged marriage (Murray, 2008; Duncan et 
al., 2007). We covered this debate at length in Chapter 3, but it’s important to reit-
erate here, especially pointing out that such criticisms of welfare were not entirely 
accurate. For example, surveys have shown that poor  Americans have consistently 
valued earning money from work over welfare (Newman, 2006). As another exam-
ple, the rise in welfare rolls does not explain the rise in  single-parent families in the 
United States (Moffitt, 1992). This counterevidence never really took hold in public 
discussion, however, as a conservative Republican Congress joined forces with a 
centrist Democratic president in the mid-1990s to “fix” the problem.

Welfare Reform
The official name for welfare reform is the Personal Responsibility and 
Work Opportunity Act (PRWOA). Passed in 1996, it fulfilled President Clin-
ton’s call to “end welfare as we know it” in two ways. First, it ended entitlements, 
or the guarantee of cash support for eligible families. Instead, the federal gov-
ernment gave states money in block grants to use more or less as they pleased. 
For example, it allowed states to replace cash payments with other supports and 
gave them freedom to impose time limits on support. Second, it completely 
changed the conditions under which families could receive cash support, pri-
marily strengthening the connection between such support and employment in 
the labor force.

Along these lines, the centerpiece of PRWOA was the elimination of the 
original Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC) program from the 
1930s, which was replaced with a new program called Temporary Aid to Needy 
Families (TANF). TANF greatly emphasized maternal work as a requirement for 
support as a means of transitioning women from public assistance into earning 
income in the labor market. This change was symbolic, as a program created to 
keep mothers from working was now predicated on mothers working. To partic-
ipate in TANF, women had to be working for pay within two years of their initial 
support, and their length of support was capped at five years total. They were 
given several supports to help transition into the labor market, including child-
care subsidies and job training (Danziger, 2010).

In general, states gained discretion in how to administer welfare funds. TANF 
truly was a state program with federal money. Moreover, because states received 
block payments to support all eligible families rather than matching funds that 
would rise and fall with the number of eligible families (as with AFDC), they had 
a strong incentive to reduce the number of people on welfare. They could do so 
by making the criteria for receiving welfare payments more stringent (i.e., ensur-
ing that fewer people would be eligible) or even by making welfare receipt even 
less attractive (i.e., discouraging people from seeing it as a viable option to support 
themselves; Floyd & Schott, 2014; Danziger, 2010; Duncan et al., 2007).

Personal Responsibility 
and Work Opportunity 
Act The official name for 
the 1996 legislation that 
imposed stricter limits and 
constraints on welfare 
payments to low-income 
families and delegated much 
of the power for welfare 
expenditures to the states

Temporary Aid to Needy 
Families The federal 
program to provide cash 
assistance to low-income 
families created by welfare 
reform in 1996 and that 
replaced AFDC with much 
tighter restrictions and 
a stronger emphasis on 
employment
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For example, most states mandated that teenage mothers live with their own 
parents and denied any support for new immigrants (including legal immigrants). 
Many states also reduced the number of years that families could receive payments 
well below the five-year maximum set by the federal legislation, sometimes as low 
as one year. Reducing the level of payments to families and shifting expenses to 
other programs (e.g., to fund job training) was also a common tactic. One thing to 
stress is that these payments do not get many families anywhere near the poverty 
line, and certainly not over it. In the South, monthly payments were typically less 
than 10 percent of the federal poverty line. A family of four would have needed 
about $2,000 to meet their basic monthly living expenses in such states according 
to the 2015 federal poverty line (and even that amount was probably too low) but 
likely received no more than $200 from welfare. For many families, this payment 
would not be worth the many hassles of applying for welfare and proving eligibil-
ity over time (Floyd & Schott, 2014; Danziger, 2010; Duncan et al., 2007).

In other words, money was still going to poor families after welfare reform, 
but the money was not nearly enough for them to escape hardship and often 
came with many strings that were difficult for families to comply with. As a result, 
most families who received welfare relied on a variety of other means to support 
themselves. A parent might participate in illegal activities, secretly work at other 
jobs, or get money from other people (Edin & Schaefer, 2015; Edin & Lein, 1997).

The Post-Reform Era
In the eyes of many, the immediate aftermath of welfare reform was fairly 
 positive. The rolls thinned and maternal employment rose considerably, although 
fewer families receiving support and more mothers working did not necessar-
ily mean fewer parents and children were poor. Declines in relevant statistics 
such as crime and teen pregnancy were also recorded. Studies looking at the 
effects of  enrollment and maternal employment on children were mixed, but 
no clear evidence of harm emerged either. Moreover, some apparent benefits 
were found, especially for the academic achievement of older children. The 
overall picture was better than many had expected and gave supporters of wel-
fare reform a reason to claim that it had been a success (Wertheimer et al.,  
2008; Slack et al., 2007; Chase-Lansdale et al., 2003).

When interpreting these initial results of welfare reform, you need to keep in 
mind that the late 1990s were a time of massive economic growth in the United 
States, fueled by the widespread introduction of the internet and the subsequent 
dot.com bubble. The stock market was skyrocketing, jobs were quite plentiful, and 
poverty was bottoming out. Consequently, welfare was less necessary than during 
prior eras. If ever there were a time in which welfare reform was going to go well, 
it was during this period.

The good economic times did not last forever, and the assessment of welfare 
reform’s success changed once the dot.com boom ended in the early 2000s and, espe-
cially, once the Great Recession started in the late 2000s. In these harder times, welfare 
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rolls increased, as did the poverty rate and parents’ own reports of 
economic stress. Parents’ evaluations of the impact of welfare reform 
revealed trouble spots, such as the significant stress that parents experi-
enced transitioning to the labor market, their inability to make living 
wages on jobs that they qualified for, and the general unreliability of 
child care. Perhaps most alarmingly, the extent to which welfare pro-
tected eligible families from severe hardships also dropped considerably 
( Bitler & Hoynes, 2013 ;  Pilkauskas et al., 2012 ;  Danziger, 2010 ).    

 In the long view, therefore, whether welfare reform “worked” or 
not is still up for debate. What is not debatable is that welfare reform 
had a huge impact on the relationship between poor families and the 
government. Now this relationship is more transactional—a payment 
with strings attached and a definite endpoint. The total government 
commitment to poor families also has been drastically reduced. Of 
all government spending on poverty, 20 percent goes to the kinds of 
cash transfers created through AFDC, which is the lowest it has been 
in close to 100 years. That reduction is great if families in need are 
doing better or getting what they need to do better. It’s not great if 
vulnerable families are not getting what they need or are worse off 
than they were before reform. Thus, the goal of helping families get 
by is not always the same as the goal of reducing welfare expendi-
tures. The first goal was what motivated the creation of the welfare 
system, but the second goal has more recently dominated our politics.  

  Other Strategies to Reduce Poverty 
 In the wake of welfare reform, policy makers and their research partners have made 
a concerted push to consider other ways to serve poor families. Their goal has been 
to address some of the main criticisms of welfare reform to demonstrate alternative 
methods to break the cycle of poverty. We will discuss two of these programs here. 

 First,   New Hope    was an experiment designed to answer some of the issues 
at play in the run-up to welfare reform, particularly the need to support a parent’s 
transition to full-time employment with payments adequate to get a family out of 
poverty and with other kinds of services. A group of 745 working parents in Mil-
waukee were randomly assigned to a control group that received no extra money 
and a treatment group that received a monthly earnings supplement—an extra 
payment that, when added to their work paychecks, brought their monthly family 
income up to the federal poverty line. The program ran three years, and the 
families who participated were followed up at regular intervals even after the pro-
gram’s end. The evaluation demonstrated a causal increase in maternal employ-
ment and a reduction in family poverty in the treatment group versus the control. 

  A focus of the program was to promote the development of children. Positive 
benefits were found for boys, who displayed more positive behavior and higher 
academic achievement even after the program ended. Girls did not experience the 

    New Hope      A 1990s 
experiment that provided 
income assistance to some 
low-income families to get 
them out of poverty while 
also supporting parents’ 
employment     

  Striking the appropriate balance to protect 
vulnerable children and families has been, and 
continues to be, challenging. Evolving economies 
due to globalization continue to transform and 
further divide the haves and the have-nots.    
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same benefits. The lack of consistent benefits for girls is puzzling, and the reasons 
for this gender difference still need clarification. The general conclusion from 
New Hope is that, at an additional cost of $7,250 per year per family, helping par-
ents transition to work, supplementing their monthly incomes, and giving them 
access to key family services would be better for families than providing welfare 
payments alone, especially in terms of helping families become self-sufficient and 
helping children eventually rise from poverty (Duncan et al., 2007).

Another program, the Moving to Opportunity for Fair Housing  Program 
(MTO), was launched by the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development 
in 1994. The motivating idea of this experiment was that reducing poverty required 
changing a family’s living environment—in other words, understanding whether 
moving poor families out of economically disadvantaged neighborhoods would help 
them do better. Over 4,000 low-income families in several large cities were assigned 
to two treatment groups. One group received vouchers to move to more affluent 
neighborhoods, along with counseling about how to best make the move. The other 
group received only the vouchers. Another control group received nothing at all. Girls 
whose parents used the vouchers to move to low-poverty neighborhoods reported 
better mental health than girls who remained in public housing in high-poverty 
neighborhoods. Boys showed no benefits on any measure (Sanbonmatsu et al., 2011). 
The gender difference, therefore, flipped between New Hope and MTO. Turns out, 
even when families moved, boys did not leave behind old peer networks, and the 
adults and peers in their new affluent neighborhoods were less likely to integrate 
them socially than they would with girls. Basically, the boys had a better living situ-
ation, but they were not allowed to be a part of it (Clampet-Lundquist et al., 2011).

These programs get back to the cumulative exposure idea discussed earlier 
in the text. Yes, money matters, and money earned is indeed better than money 
given. Still, money is not the only factor that matters. There are significant obsta-
cles to poor individuals becoming self-sufficient (e.g., low wages, bad jobs, and 
social constraints like discrimination). Poverty is a big problem that needs a big 
solution. Addressing one piece of the problem will only go so far.

There is one more poverty policy that is quite popular, in part because it rec-
ognizes that work alone is insufficient to get someone out of poverty but rewards 
those who try anyway. The Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC) was established 
in the 1970s and expanded during welfare reform of the 1990s. It uses tax policy 
to help the poor as long as they are active in the labor market. If a poor American 
works steadily but still has a low income, he or she can file a tax return and gain 
a fairly large refund (as much as several thousand dollars depending on such con-
siderations as number of children and total income). This simple transaction—a 
working family will be helped if work is not enough—is indeed one piece of 
the puzzle, one that could be even more effective when paired with other pieces 
hinted at by New Hope, MTO, and other innovative programs like them, such as 
the two-generation programs and policies highlighted in this chapter’s Private Life 
as Public Policy feature.

Moving to Opportunity 
for Fair Housing Program  
A 1990s experiment that 
helped some low-income 
families move out of 
economically disadvantaged 
neighborhoods

Earned Income Tax 
Credit (EITC) A tax policy 
that provides low-income 
adults who are active in 
the labor market with tax 
refunds
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 Increasingly, the consensus among policy makers 
and scholars is that educational attainment is the 
key to breaking the cycle of poverty. Educational 
attainment predicts future earnings, but poor chil-
dren face many obstacles to attaining education. 
As a result, their poverty means that they are less 
likely to have the resources needed to climb out 
of poverty on their own; consequently, poverty 
in one generation begets poverty in the next 
generation. 

 One way to break this intergenerational cycle, 
then, is to support the educational attainment of 
children from poor families. Historically, the focus 
of these efforts has been on direct intervention 
with children, in the form of early childhood 
education programs, school reforms, and tuition 
loans. A gradual rethinking of this logic has led 
to more consideration of how to indirectly inter-
vene with children. One way is by directly tar-
geting their parents—that is, the best way to help 
children do well educationally is to improve the 
educational attainment of their parents. Educa-
tional investments help parents economically but 
promote access to educational experiences that 
can empower them to be better managers of their 
children’s education and positive educational role 
models. There is ample evidence that mothers’ 
educational attainment is one of the best predic-
tors of child outcomes in both the developed and 
developing world. 

 This intergenerational argument about 
education has helped to support the growth of 
“two-generation” programs, which invest in par-
ents and children at the same time. The children 
get direct help as they enjoy indirect benefits 
through the help given to their parents. Such 
programs have a long history. For example, the 

federal preschool program, Head Start, coupled 
instruction for children from low-income fami-
lies with classes for parents. 

 This program had some early setbacks, such as 
evaluations that showed few effects on parents and 
children which were attributed to the low duration 
of services and the high rates of dropout from the 
program. Ultimately, these setbacks helped propo-
nents of two-generation strategies to rethink what 
they were doing and improve their services. New 
programs have since proliferated. For example, 
the Community Action Project of Tulsa County 
in Oklahoma is narrowly focused on health care 
professional development rather than general 
educational attainment. The mothers of children 
enrolled in Head Start participate in nurse train-
ing coursework, which is aligned with the labor 
market needs of that locale. This coursework is 
free, comes with child care through the Head Start 
center, and is incorporated into what children are 
doing in their preschool classes. As another exam-
ple, Lee y Serás tailors a two- generation strategy 
to the special needs and strengths of the Latino/a 
community. Its culturally grounded focus is on 
parents’ English barriers and their need to famil-
iarize themselves with U.S. schools. 

 These newer programs need to be more rig-
orously evaluated, but they are promising. More 
broadly, they illustrate the iterative back and forth 
of research and policy. Ideas are explored, then 
tested, then refined, then retested, and so on until 
the program gets it right. This is one strategy that 
is firmly rooted in the family system. 

 Information from  Sabol & Chase-Lansdale, 2015 ;  King 
et al., 2013 ;  Goldenberg & Light, 2009 ;  Gennetian et al., 
2008 ;  Magnuson, 2007 ;  St. Pierre et al., 2003 .  

  Helping Two Generations at a Time 

  Private Life as Public Policy  

 Increasingly, the consensus among policy makers 
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Reflections

Welfare is a family policy issue that still triggers much public debate. With 
the background from this section, can you come up with three basic princi-
ples that should guide how we support low-income families in the United 
States? Basically, what do you want policy makers to remember when 
designing such programs?			■

Conclusion
The economy is one of the core parts of the larger society in which families are 
embedded, and it structures the lives of families in powerful ways. Consequently, 
one cannot understand how families look, the ways in which they operate, and 
where they are headed without digging down into the economic circumstances 
of families. Across disciplines, economic questions have dominated research on 
families, and economic explanations are common responses to questions about 
families among scholars.

As the diverse material in this chapter attests, the link between the economy 
and family life takes many forms. Economic structures and processes help to dis-
tribute financial resources across people and families in the population, financial 
resources that can purchase other resources and buffer families from disruptions 
and risks. Because that distribution has historically been inequitable and because 
the multiplication of financial resources into other resources is so strong, the eco-
nomic circumstances of families tend to be highly unequal, and that inequality is 
quite persistent. Some families thrive, others suffer. The need to think about the 
economic contexts and resources of families beyond money, therefore, is incredi-
bly important. The economy is about more than dollars; it is also about the culture 
and ecology in which families find themselves.

Review Questions

The Impact of Socioeconomic 
Status
1. SES encompasses financial, occupational, 

and educational dimensions—what are 
they? Which one is most likely to change 
over time?

2. Do either or both of the concepts of income 
effects and substitution effects apply to your life 
or the lives of any of your friends and family? 
If so, how?

3. If you gave a presentation to explain why 
a generation of children from low-SES 
families grew up to be low-SES adults while 

05_CRO_5791_ch04_111_144.indd   142 09/06/18   1:43 PM
Copyright ©2018 Worth Publishers. Distributed by Worth Publishers. Not for redistribution. 



Responses to Poverty 143

a generation of children in high-SES families 
grew up to be high-SES adults, what are the 
first three points you would make?

Families in Poverty
4. What is the main way that we  measure 

 poverty? What is lost and gained by taking  
such a simple approach to a complex 
phenomenon?

5. Not all Americans have the same chance of 
being poor. Explain to your roommate who 
is most/least likely to be poor in the United 
States.

6. Can you come up with a basic explanation of 
how the consequences of poverty for adults 
might be related to the consequences of 
poverty for children?

Responses to Poverty
7. Summarize the main ways that the Temporary 

Aid to Needy Families program changed the 
long-time Aid to Families with Dependent 
Children program. What do you think of those 
changes and what they said about women’s 
roles as mothers and workers?

8. What evidence do supporters of welfare reform 
use to say it was a success? Is there evidence 
that detractors could use to say it was a failure? 
If you were going to argue for one side, which 
would it be?

9. Both TANF and the EITC put money in  
the pockets of poor families. How do 
they do so, and what are the differences 
between them?

Application Exercise

Understanding Poverty in Place
A dollar is not always a dollar. Because of huge 
fluctuations in prices for basic goods, services, 
and necessities across the United States, a dollar 
in one community may buy more than a dollar in 
another. Consequently, the well-being of a fam-
ily depends on where it lives. Table 4.3 on the 
next page provides information about the average 
monthly rent and child-care expenses for a single 
parent with two young children in the largest cit-
ies in 19 states.

1. Where are the most expensive places for a fam-
ily to live? Do your answers change depending 
on whether you look at rent, child care, or the 
total expense?

2. Are there some places in which rent is more 
expensive than child care and vice versa?

Application Exercise 143

3. For a family of three, the federal poverty line 
currently equals $1,702 a month. What is the 
gap between the poverty line and monthly 
expenses in each city?

The table also includes data on earnings and 
employment—how much a parent would earn in a 
month working full-time at the minimum wage set 
by his or her state of residence and the unemploy-
ment rate for that city in 2017.

1. In which cities are families most and least able 
to meet their living expenses with full-time 
minimum wage work?

2. Does knowing the unemployment rate in a city 
make any difference in how you assess whether 
a minimum-wage worker can meet his or her 
family’s monthly expenses?
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3. What is the gap between the monthly 
income at the federal poverty line ($1,702) 
and minimum-wage monthly earnings in 
each city?

This exercise should help you understand the debate 
about whether the poverty line is set too low and 
whether it needs to be more location-specific.

Monthly Expenses
(Single Parent with  

Two Young Children)

 
 

Income Factors
 

Rent
 

Child Care
Monthly Earnings on  
State Minimum Wage

Unemployment  
Rate in City

Los Angeles, CA 1,465 1,397 1,440 7.0

Denver, CO 891 1,447 1,280 5.4

Wilmington, DE 1,005 1,224 1,240 5.6

Jacksonville, FL 779 836 1,269 5.6

Chicago, IL 944 1,447 1,320 7.3

Indianapolis, IN 741 1,072 1,240 5.0

Des Moines, IA 732 974 1,240 3.9

New Orleans, LA 1,030 861 1,240 4.3

Boston, MA 1,357 759 1,280 5.0

Detroit, MI 770 996 1,184 7.9

Jackson, MS 788 649 1,240 5.3

Billings, MT 645 998 1,264 3.3

Newark, NJ 1,279 1,310 1,320 14.2

Albuquerque, NM 760 849 1,120 6.1

New York, NY 1,318 1,724 1,280 6.3

Fargo, ND 612 751 1,240 2.6

Cleveland, OH 694 1,121 1,272 6.0

Houston, TX 852 1,285 1,240 4.6

Burlington, VT 1,013 1,146 1,397 2.8

Note: Expense data from the National Center for Children in Poverty (2017). Basic needs budget calculator. http://www.nccp.org/tools/frs/ 
budget.php

Table 4.3   Average Monthly Rent and Child-care Expenses for Single Parent with Two Children, 19 Largest U.S. Cities
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