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The Study Committee was chaired by Greg Duncan, and consisted of 15 individuals representing diverse academic disciplines, professional backgrounds, and viewpoints.

Economics, Public policy, child welfare, medicine, and developmental psychology
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Statement of Task

Review the research on linkages between child 
poverty and child well-being

Analyze the poverty-reducing effects of existing 
major assistance programs directed at children 
and families

Provide a list of alternative evidence-based policies 
and programs that could reduce child poverty and 
deep poverty by 50% within 10 years
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The Committee was charged with 3 tasks.

I will briefly summarize the Committee’s findings with respect to each of these tasks.



TASK 1
Review Research on 

Linkages Between Child 
Poverty and Child Well-Being
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Causal Impacts of Child Poverty 
on Child Well-Being

Reviewed rigorous, high-quality research, mostly 
experiments and “natural experiments” that assessed the 
effects of increased income and “near cash” benefits

The weight of the causal evidence indicates that income 
poverty itself causes negative child outcomes, especially 
when poverty occurs in early childhood or is prolonged

Some programs that alleviate poverty (e.g., EITC, SNAP, 
medical insurance) have been shown to improve child well-
being

Presenter
Presentation Notes

Committee gave priority in its review to experiments and “natural” (quasi-) experiments that provided information about the effects of increased income and the effects of “near cash” benefits because experiments and “natural” experiments permit causal inferences that cannot be drawn from correlational research. 

For example, the introduction and periodic increases in the generosity of the Earned Income Tax Credit allowed assessments of whether child outcomes improved the most for children whose families stood to gain the most from the increased EITC benefit levels.

The weight of this causal evidence indicates that income poverty itself has negative effects on birthweight and children’s physical and mental health, and leads to worse educational performance, lower educational  attainment, and worse employment outcomes as adults.

This conclusion does not deny that some children are resilient to a number of the adverse impacts of poverty.




TASK 2

Analyze the Poverty Reducing 
Effects of Major Existing 

Assistance Programs
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Child Poverty Rates Would Be 
Higher Without Existing Programs

In the absence of 
current programs 
that provide 
income, food, 
housing, and 
medical care, child 
poverty rates 
would be much 
higher

+5.9%

+5.2%

+1.8%

+2.3

+0.7%

+1.8%

+4.1%
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In 2015, the child poverty rate was 13%, taking account of all existing programs.  This graph shows what child poverty rates would have been in 2015 if each major transfer program were eliminated. We used the Urban Institute TRIM3 model to simulate changes in poverty.

This graph indicates that a number of current programs and policies have been effective at reducing child poverty and improving child health and achievement. 

The two refundable tax credits—the EITC and the refundable portion of the Child Tax Credit—are the most successful at alleviating poverty.  We estimate that elimination of these tax credits would increase child poverty rates by 5.9 percentage points or 4.4 million children. 

In the absence of all major federal assistance programs, the child poverty rate in 2015 would have increased by 8.7% percentage points, such that the poverty rate would have been 21.7% instead of 13% 

Note: Poverty defined as below 100% of TRIM3 SPM poverty line. Estimates adjust for underreporting but do not adjust for behavioral effects. Other benefits include Temporary Assistance for Needy Families, solely state-funded assistance, means-tested veterans benefits, means-tested education assistance, Low Income Home Energy Assistance Program, National School Lunch Program, and the Special Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women, Infants, and Children. UC = Unemployment Compensation, WC = Workers Compensation.   



TASK 3
Provide Program and Policy 

Options for Reducing Child Poverty
By Half Within 10 Years
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Important to keep in mind that the 10-year window dictated by the task 3 required focusing on policies and programs that could affect the economic well-being of poor children and their parents in the near term.  

Therefore, a number of evidence-based programs and policies that may reduce child poverty in the long run or in the next generation were excluded from consideration (e.g., early childhood education, child development savings accounts, home visiting programs). 



The Committee Developed:

20 individual policy and 
program options

4 policy and program 
packages
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How Committee Searched for Programs
1. Committee members themselves nominated programs
2. Received 25 short policy memos from experts around the country 
3. Held 2 public information gathering sessions of policy, research, and  	practice experts to talk to Committee about ideas

This process resulted in a very long list of possible programs.




Criteria for Selecting Programs 
and Policies for Simulation of Poverty 

Reduction Effects

Strength of the research & evaluation evidence

Magnitude of the reduction in child poverty

Poverty reduction within high-risk subgroups

Cost

Impacts on work, marriage, opportunity & social inclusion
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Not all of the policies and programs identified met all 5 criteria—some were stronger on some criteria and weaker on others.  Strength of the research and evaluation evidence was the most important criterion.  



Setting Benefits Levels and Features of Program 
and Policy Options in Simulations 

Suggestions from outside experts

Avoided benefit levels that far exceeded the ranges examined in 
research because estimates of poverty reduction, employment 
responses, and costs could be highly unreliable 

Expected budgetary costs—levels of benefits were set before 
knowing the impact on poverty reduction
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Summary of Simulated Programs 
and Policies

Program and policy options tied to 
work:

• Expanding EITC & Child care 
subsidies

• Raising the federal minimum wage

• Implementing a promising training and 
employment program called 
WorkAdvance

Modifications to existing safety net 
programs: 
• Expanding SNAP

• Expanding the Housing Choice 
Voucher Program

• Expanding SSI

Options used in other countries:

• Introducing a universal child allowance 

• Introducing a child support assurance 
program that sets guaranteed 
minimum child support amounts per 
child per month

Modifications to existing provisions 
relating to immigrants:
• Increasing immigrants’ access to safety 

net programs
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The committee examined 10 program and policy options. 

It then formulated two variations for each of the 10 options, yielding 20 scenarios in all. 

Simulated programs and policies fell into 4 categories: 
Those that expand work-related benefits (e.g., EITC)
Those that strengthen the country’s safety net (e.g., SNAP)
Those that increase immigrants’ access to safety net programs
Those that provide direct support to children and are implemented in other countries (e.g., universal child allowance), but not the US


Our estimates of poverty reduction are based on the TRIM3 simulation model.  The Urban Institute was commissioned to conduct the simulations







No Single Program or Policy Option 
Met the 50% Reduction Goal
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The committee’s goal of reducing child poverty by half would require a 6.5 percentage point drop (from 13.0 percent to 6.5 percent)

None of the program and policy options we simulated was estimated to achieve this 50% goal on its own. 

Child allowance option #2 (toward bottom of chart), which would replace the child tax credit and child tax exemption with a universal $3,000 payment per child per year, comes closest.  It would generate a 5.3 percentage point reduction in poverty. 

Because none of the options met the 50% goal on its own, we pivoted to the idea of packages of programs and policies.







The Advantages of “Packages”

• Multiple programs (“packages”) make it possible to 
address both poverty reduction and work incentive 
goals by combining programs and policies that 
emphasize each goal

• Packages may be better than single programs in 
responding to multiple needs and situations of poor 
families



Simulated Program and Policy Packages:
Only Packages 3 and 4 Met the Goal

1. Work-
Oriented 
Package

2. Work-
Based and 
Universal 
Support 
Package

3. Means-
Tested 

Supports and 
Work package

4. Universal 
Supports and 
Work Package
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Expand EITC X X X X

Expand Child Care Tax Credit X X X X

Increase the minimum wage X X

Roll out WorkAdvance X
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Expand housing voucher program X

Expand SNAP benefits X

Begin a child allowance X X

Begin child support assurance X

Eliminate 1996 immigration eligibility restrictions X

Percent Reduction in the number of poor children -18.8% -35.6% -50.7% -52.3%

Percent Reduction in the number of children in deep 
poverty -19.3% -41.3% -51.7% -55.1%

Change in number of low-income workers +1,003,000 +568,000 +404,000 +614,000

Annual cost, in billions $8.7 $44.5 $90.7 $108.8
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As you can see here, in the first column (#1), the work-oriented package in our simulation is the weakest option in reducing child poverty (reducing poverty by only 18.8%--toward bottom of chart), although our estimates indicate that it would increase work and earnings .

The last two columns on the right show the two packages of policies that were estimated to achieve the 50% reduction goal
#3: Means-tested Supports and Work Package; and
#4: Universal Supports and Work Package – This package mirrors to a considerable extent several of the anti-poverty policies in the American Rescue Plan Act passed in March) 

The costs of these policies are substantial ($90 billion/year for package 3; about $109 billion/year for package 4) but these costs are small compared with the aggregate costs of child poverty to the nation, which are estimated to range between $800 billion and $1.1 trillion per year. 








Lessons From the Packages:

Individual policy and program 
changes are insufficient

Bundling work-oriented and income-
support programs can reduce poverty by 
half in 10 Years AND increase employment



19

Several Other Programs Were 
Considered 

But Not Simulated

Presenter
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LARCs:
Research evidence suggests that increasing both awareness of and access to effective, safe, and affordable long-acting reversible contraception devices reduces the incidence of unplanned births, which could in turn reduce child poverty.
At the same time, the evidence was not strong enough to support a calculation of the likely magnitude of this poverty reduction effect for the nation as a whole.

Mandatory Work Policies:
Evidence was insufficient to identify mandatory work policies that would reliably reduce child poverty. 
It appears that work requirements are at least as likely to increase as to decrease poverty. 
The dearth of evidence on mandatory work policies also reflects an underinvestment over the past two decades in methodologically strong evaluations of the impacts of alternative work programs.

Marriage Promotion:
Although increasing the proportion of children living with married or cohabiting parents, rather than single parents, would almost certainly reduce child poverty, whether and how policy can achieve this goal remains uncertain. 
Evidence from existing social programs is inconclusive and points to neither strong positive nor negative effects.
In the early 2000s, an ambitious attempt to develop programs that would improve couple relationship skills, promote marriage, and improve child well-being failed to boost marriage rates and achieve most of their other longer-run goals
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Contextual Factors that Influence 
the Effects of Anti-Poverty 

Policies and Programs

Eldar Shafir



Thank you!

Contact:

Suzanne Le Menestrel, Study Director
Phone: 202-334-3993
Email: slemenestrel@nas.edu

21

mailto:slemenestrel@nas.edu


Learn More: 
www.nap.edu/reducingchildpoverty

• ~290 page report
• Appendices 
• Gigantic TRIM3 spreadsheet 

with demographic and state 
details for policy options

• Data Explorer Tool
• Report Highlights

#ChildPovertyInHalf
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Direct audience members to learn more about the report on the National Academies Press website. The report and all its supplementary materials are free to download from nap.edu. 
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