RESEARCH BRIEF

Publication # 2003-10

4301 Connecticut Avenue, NW, Suite 100, Washington, DC 20008
Phone 202-572-6000 Fax 202-362-5533 www.childtrends.org

Poor Families in 2001: Parents Working Less and
Children Continue to Lag Behind
By Richard Wertheimer, Ph.D.

May 2003

verview The movement of parents in low-income families into the workplace during the 1990s
represents one of the most remarkable social changes in our nation’s recent history. Of all
children living in poverty in 1995, 32 percent had a parent or parents who were making a
substantial work effort. By 2000, that percentage had risen to 43 percent. However, in 2001, a year of
rising unemployment, the percentage dropped to 40 percent, a statistically significant decline that reversed
the upward trend.

O

This Research Brief presents a statistical snapshot of working poor families with children in 2001,
updating and extending a brief on this subject that Child Trends published two years ago.1 The current
brief analyzes national survey data, first, to take a broad look at working poor families, and, second, to
focus in on some of the characteristics of children in these families.
Child Trends’ analyses indicate that in 2001 children with parents making a substantial work effort were
seven times less likely to be poor than children whose parents did not make a substantial work effort
(8 percent versus 54 percent). Nonetheless, 5 percent of children in families headed by married couples
and 18 percent of children in families headed by single mothers were poor even though their parents made
a substantial work effort.
Analyses of data from the late 1990s indicate that children in poor families generally fare worse than
children in families with higher incomes, regardless of their parents’ work effort. Compared with
children in families with higher incomes, for example, children in poor families are more likely to repeat
a grade or be suspended from school and are less likely to be identified as gifted and to participate in
extracurricular activities.
The findings presented in this brief suggest that some of the successes of welfare reform may be put at risk
by a weaker economy. They further suggest that, regardless of the strength of the economy and regardless
of parents’ work efforts, children in poor families may need extra help if they truly are to thrive.

FAMILY CHARACTERISTICS
To report on trends and patterns among poor
families – both those that made a substantial
work effort in 2001 and those that did not – Child
Trends analyzed data from the March
Current Population Survey, 1996-2002.2 Before
presenting these trends and patterns, though, a
consideration of terminology seems appropriate.

generally accepted definition.3 For our research
on this topic, Child Trends developed the
following definition:

Who are working poor families?

■ Working poor families with children are
families whose incomes are below the federal
poverty threshold ($17,960 for a family of two
adults and two children in 2001) and in which
either two parents together work a total of at
least 35 hours a week or a single parent works
at least 20 hours a week.

Even though there have been a number of
studies of the “working poor,” there is still no

Although our analyses are child-based, the
Child Trends definition is family-based, which is
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appropriate for a focus on children because income
for children is provided by their families. The definition is tied to the official poverty threshold, which
is important as long as this threshold remains the
federal standard. Also, it is similar to the work
standard established by the 1996 welfare law. And,
thus, it is tied to the work expectations of policy
makers for people leaving welfare at the time that
federal welfare reform was originally enacted.

■ Among children living in working families
headed by married couples, only 5 percent were
poor, compared with 46 percent of children in
married-couple families not meeting the work
standard.

In this brief, the terms “families meeting the work
standard” and “families making a substantial
work effort” are used interchangeably.

Poor families are more likely to be headed
by single parents or by parents who have
not graduated from high school, whether
or not parents are working.

Poor parents were working less in 2001.
Between 2000 and 2001, a time of rising unemployment, the percentage of poor children whose
parents were meeting the work standard as
defined above decreased significantly – from
43 percent to 40 percent.4 (See Figure 1, insert).
This decrease followed several years in which the
percentage of children whose parents were
meeting the work standard increased. The late
1990s coincided both with the implementation of
welfare reform and a period of falling unemployment. As shown in Figure 1, in 1996, the year
before the implementation of federal welfare
reform, 32 percent of all poor children had
parents who were meeting the work standard.
By 2000, as noted, the percentage had increased
to 43 percent.
Families headed by single mothers followed the
same pattern.5 Among poor children in singlemother families, the percentage meeting the work
standard increased from 24 percent in 1995 to 38
percent in 2000, but then fell to 33 percent in 2001.
Parental employment greatly reduces,
but does not eliminate, poverty among
children.
Children with parents who meet the work standard are much less likely to live in poor families.
In fact, in 2001, children in working families
were seven times less likely to be poor than children living in families not meeting the work
standard. As shown in Figure 2, insert, in 2001:

■ Among children living in working families
headed by single mothers, 18 percent were
poor, compared with 69 percent in single-mother
families not meeting the work standard.

Children in working poor families and children in
poor families not making a substantial work effort
share two disadvantages. They are less likely to live
in families headed by married couples, and they are
less likely to have a parent who has graduated from
high school. As shown in Figure 3, insert, in 2001:
■ Sixty percent of children in poor families not
making a substantial work effort and 44
percent of children in working poor families
lived in families headed by single mothers. In
contrast, only 31 percent of children in working
families with modest incomes (between 100
percent and 200 percent of the poverty line)
and 12 percent of children in working families
with middle-to-upper incomes (more than 200
percent of the poverty line) lived in families
headed by single mothers.
■ Similarly, 37 percent of children in poor
families not meeting the work standard and
32 percent of children in working poor families
lived in households in which neither parent had
graduated from high school. In contrast, only
20 percent of children in working families with
modest incomes and 4 percent of children in
middle-to-upper income working families lived
in households in which the parent or parents
had not graduated from high school. Parents in
working poor families are somewhat less
disadvantaged than parents in families not
meeting the work standard; but the larger gap
is with parents in more affluent families.

■ Among all children living in families that met
the work standard, only 8 percent were poor,
compared with 54 percent of children in
families not meeting the work standard.
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Health insurance coverage for children
in poor, two-parent families lags behind
coverage in other family groups, whether
or not parents are working.
Poor children in families headed by married
couples were less likely to be covered by health
insurance than children in higher income families
headed by married couples in 2001 – or even poor
children in families headed by single mothers:
■ As shown in Figure 4, insert, among families
headed by married couples, 72 percent of
children in working poor families and
78 percent of children in poor families not
making a substantial work effort were covered
by health insurance. In contrast, 83 percent of
children in working, married-couple families
with modest incomes and 95 percent of children
in working, married-couple families with
middle-to-upper incomes had health coverage.
■ Health insurance coverage rates for children in
families headed by single mothers ranged more
narrowly – between 83 and 89 percent.
Child care consumes a large share of the
incomes of working poor families.
Working poor families who paid for child care in
2001 spent a considerable proportion of their
incomes for these services, regardless of family
structure. As shown in Figure 5, insert:
■ Among the 22 percent of working poor families
headed by single mothers who paid for child
care, 40 percent spent at least half of their cash
income on child care, and another 25 percent
spent 40 to 50 percent.6
■ Among the 9 percent of working poor families
headed by married couples who paid for child
care, 23 percent spent more than half their
cash income on child care, and another
21 percent spent between 40 and 50 percent.
These percentages were considerably higher for
working poor families than for their modestincome and middle-to-upper-income counterparts.
After federal welfare reform, the percentage of poor children receiving welfare payments dropped, regardless of parental
work status.
Before the 1996 welfare reform law, the federal
welfare program was known as Aid to Families
© 2003 Child Trends

with Dependent Children, or AFDC. After welfare
reform, when the program was changed to a block
grant, it became known as Temporary Assistance
for Needy Families, or TANF. Between 1996 and
2001, receipt of cash welfare decreased for children
in poor families. This decrease occurred for children in both poor families not meeting the work
standard and working poor families. As shown in
Figure 6, insert:
■ Among children in married-couple, poor
families not making a substantial work
effort,the percentage receiving cash welfare
decreased from 33 percent in 1996 to
16 percent in 2001. The corresponding
percentages for children in married-couple,
working poor families were 7 percent in 1996
and 5 percent in 2001.7
■ Among children in single-mother, poor families
not making a substantial work effort, the
percentage receiving welfare decreased from
64 percent in 1996 to 31 percent in 2001. The
corresponding percentages for children in
single-mother, working poor families were
25 percent in 1996 and 12 percent in 2001.
A similar drop occurred in the percentage
of children in poor families receiving food
stamps, with one exception.
After federal welfare reform, the percentage of
children receiving food stamps dropped for both
families not making a substantial work effort and
working poor families headed by single mothers,
but not for working poor families headed by
married couples. As shown in Figure 7, insert:
■ Among children in married-couple, poor
families not making a substantial work effort,
the percentage receiving food stamps decreased
from 56 percent in 1996 to 45 percent in 2001.
However, the corresponding percentages for
children in married-couple, working poor
families remained essentially unchanged
between 1996 and 2001, at about 33-34 percent.
■ Among children in single-mother, poor families
not making a substantial work effort, the
percentage receiving food stamps decreased
from 77 percent in 1996 to 60 percent in 2001.
The corresponding percentages for children in
single-mother working poor families were
52 percent in 1996 and 47 percent in 2001.
3

FOCUSING IN ON THE CHILDREN
Child Trends’ new analyses of data from the 1996
panel of the Survey of Income and Program
Participation8 show how children in working poor
families compare with children in three other
family work and income categories about one year
after the implementation of federal welfare reform.
The other categories are poor families not making
a substantial work effort; families with modest
incomes (between 100 and 200 percent of the
poverty line); and middle-to-upper income families
(more than 200 percent of the poverty line).9
Children in working poor families lag
behind on important measures of well-being.
Compared with other children, children in working poor families are less likely to be described as
“gifted.” Moreover, regardless of parental work
effort, children in poor families are more likely
than children in working families with modest
incomes or middle-to-upper incomes to repeat a
grade or be suspended from school.10 As shown by
the Survey of Income and Program Participation:
■ Nine percent of children in working poor
families were identified as gifted, compared
with 12 percent in poor families not making a
substantial effort, 13 percent in working
families with modest incomes, and 20 percent in
working families with middle-to-upper incomes.
■ The percentage of children who had repeated a
grade was similar (10 to 13 percent) for
children in working poor families, children in
poor families not meeting the work standard,
and children in working families with modest
incomes. However, only 6 percent of children
in middle-to-upper income families had
repeated a grade.
■ The percentage of children who had been
suspended or expelled from school ranged
between 16 and 19 percent for children in poor
families.11 These percentages were significantly
higher than for children in working families
with modest incomes (12 percent) and children
in middle-to-upper income working families
(9 percent).

Children in working poor families lag behind
on several measures of home environment.
Certain aspects of the home environment are
less favorable for children in working poor families than for children in other family work and
income categories. For example, analyses for
resident fathers in the Survey of Income and
Program Participation data reveal that:
■ Children in working poor families were less
likely to have involved fathers than children in
poor families not making a substantial work
effort or children in working families with
modest and higher incomes (that is, fathers
scored higher on a scale measuring the degree
to which the father interacts with, has expectations for, and praises his child). Moreover,
children in poor families – whether or not
parents met the work standard – were less
likely to have involved mothers than children in
working families with modest and higher
incomes.12
■ The weekly number of meals eaten with their
mother was only slightly lower (9.6) for
children in working poor families than for
children in poor families not making a substantial work effort (10.0) and for children in working families with middle-to-upper incomes (9.8).13
■ The weekly number of meals eaten with their
resident father was somewhat lower (8.4) for
children in working poor families than for
children in poor families not making a substantial work effort (9.0) but somewhat higher than
for children in working families with middle-toupper incomes (8.0). This pattern suggests a
possible tradeoff between fathers’ eating meals
with their children and their success in incomeearning activities.
■ Parents in poor families – whether or not they
made a substantial work effort – were more
likely to experience aggravation in parenting
than parents in working families with modest
and higher incomes.14
For two other aspects of family environment measured in the survey – television rules and living
apart from parents – the slight differences among
families by work and income level were not
statistically significant.
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Poor children and their families have
lower levels of positive interaction with
their community than do families with
higher incomes.
For several measures of interaction with their
community, poor children and their families had
lower levels of involvement as shown by the
Survey of Income and Program Participation.
For example:
■ Parents of children in poor families – regardless
of work effort – were less likely to hold positive
attitudes towards their community and more
likely to hold negative attitudes towards their
community than parents of children in working
families with higher incomes. A scale assessing
positive views towards one’s community was
based on responses to questions concerned with
whether people in the neighborhood “help each
other out,” whether they “watch out for each
other’s children,” whether there are “people I
can count on,” whether there are adults a
parent could count on to “help my child,” and
whether there are “safe places in this neighborhood for children to play outside.” A scale of
negative views towards one’s community was
based on responses to questions concerned with
whether the parent “keep[s] my child inside as
much as possible because of the dangers in the
neighborhood,” and whether “there are people
in the neighborhood who might be a bad
influence on my child.”
■ Children in poor families – again, regardless of
parental work effort – were substantially less
likely than children in working families with
higher incomes to participate in extracurricular
activities.
■ Children in working poor families were less
likely (29 to 31 percent) than children in working families with middle-to-upper incomes
(47 percent) to ever receive child care services.15
Moreover, those children in working poor
families who did receive child care services at
some point did so at a later age than their more
affluent counterparts. For example, by the age
of nine months, only one-quarter of such
children in working poor families had begun
receiving services, compared with nearly
one-half of such children in working families
with middle-to-upper incomes.

■ Children in poor families were somewhat less
likely to have ever attended kindergarten or to
attend private or religious schools. Eightythree percent of poor children (regardless of
their parents’ work effort) attended
kindergarten, compared with 85 percent of
children in working families with modest
incomes and 89 percent of children in working
families with middle-to-upper incomes. The
corresponding statistics for enrollment in
private schools among those age 4-17 were
4 percent, 7 percent, and 13 percent, respectively
and for enrollment in religious schools were
2 to 3 percent, 5 percent, and 10 percent,
respectively.
■ However, no significant difference in the
parents’ assessment of their children’s school
engagement by families’ work and income
status was found.16 This pattern may reflect
family characteristics or characteristics of the
communities where they live, or both.

IMPLICATIONS FOR PUBLIC POLICY
The 1996 federal welfare reform legislation explicitly included among its major purposes to: (1)
increase the amount of work performed by adults
on welfare; and (2) decrease child poverty.17 As
implementation of the law moved forward, and
with the help of a strong economy through 2000,
substantial progress occurred on both fronts.
However, the arrival of a weaker economy in 2001
has created a substantial risk that that progress
may be stalled or even reversed.
The increase in work activity between 1996 and
2001 is good news from an economic perspective
because living in a working family dramatically
reduces the likelihood of a child being in poverty.
Thus, it is reasonable to consider policy initiatives
that might further increase work effort and, thus,
further decrease child poverty.
The Bush Administration’s proposal to increase the
hours of work required of parents in welfare families represents, of course, one approach. The underlying assumption of the proposal is that if hours
worked increase, earnings will increase as well.
A simulation by the Heritage Foundation
explored the potential effects of working more
hours for all poor people (not just those receiving
welfare benefits).18 The simulation assumed that:
5
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(1) total hours worked per poor family were
increased to 2,000 hours per year; (2) earnings of
workers making at least the minimum wage were
increased proportionately to the number of hours
worked; and (3) wage rates of workers making
less than the minimum wage were increased to
the legal federal minimum. Given these three circumstances, the simulation estimated that the
percentage of families with children whose
incomes (including the Earned Income Tax Credit
(EITC), food stamps, and school lunch) were
below the poverty threshold would drop from
11.6 percent to 3.2 percent.
A similar simulation by the Brookings Institution
assumed that: (1) all able-bodied non-working
family heads earn a wage rate equal to that of
able-bodied family heads with similar personal
characteristics (e.g., education, age, race); and (2)
all able-bodied family heads work 2,080 hours per
year.19 Given these circumstances, the simulation
estimated that the percentage of families with
able-bodied heads whose incomes (including the
EITC and food stamps, but excluding federal
income and payroll tax liability and work-related
child care expenses) were below the poverty
threshold would be nearly halved.
Both simulations assume that there is demand for
predominantly low-skilled workers adequate to
absorb a substantial increase in hours worked by
poor people and that adequate child care services
are available and affordable; but they both illustrate the potential importance of hours worked to
reducing poverty.
In addition to increasing the hours worked,
another approach to increasing work effort
includes increasing direct wage subsidies, such as
the EITC, and indirect wage subsidies, such as
child care subsidies. For low-wage workers, the
value of uncompensated work at home may exceed
the value of the extra income they would earn if
they worked for pay – especially if that work
requires expenditures on child care at market
rates. Direct or indirect wage subsidies increase
the incentive to enter and stay in the labor market.
A third approach to increasing work effort is represented by programs targeted specifically at lowincome parents with the goal of assisting them to
work more consistently and to embark on a career
path that leads to higher wages and benefits.

Unfortunately, little evidence now exists on which
types of programs are likely to be successful. The
Administration on Children and Families in the
U.S. Department of Health and Human Services is
currently sponsoring the Employment Retention
and Advancement evaluation to learn which program approaches are most effective.20 Some of the
projects being evaluated promote career advancement by providing services such as career counseling, targeted job search assistance, close linkages
with employers, and education and training.
Other projects concentrate on helping “hard-toemploy” groups find and hold jobs. Still others
combine these two approaches.
All of these supply-side initiatives are likely to
have a better chance of success in a robust
economy. With unemployment higher in 2003
than during the recent economic expansion, lowskilled workers who wish to work may experience
difficulties finding and holding on to jobs.
The approaches described above focus on increasing parental work effort and earnings as a means
to increase family income and reduce poverty.
Another important approach to help children
escape poverty and prevent them from falling into
poverty is to encourage marriage for single parents
and to help preserve marriage for currently
married couples with children. Marriage, in fact,
provides a family with at least the potential for two
wage-earners, and two parents working full-time
can generally enable a family to escape poverty.21
As we have seen, however, some two-parent families making a substantial work effort nonetheless
remain poor. Moreover, there is general agreement across the political spectrum that a healthy
marriage requires more than just an adequate
family income.
At present, little rigorous research exists on how
to promote or preserve healthy marriages among
low-income families.22 However, work has begun
on developing a conceptual framework for programs that would help unmarried parents form
and sustain healthy marriages. 23 Potential
approaches to help couples directly include education (e.g., communication and conflict resolution
skills); emotional and social support (e.g., couple
support groups led by a professional); employment
and education services; mentors and role models;
family planning counseling and services; services
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to promote mental and physical health and to
address domestic violence; education on parenting
and child development; and services to promote
parental teamwork and responsible fatherhood.
In addition, policy changes could be considered to
reduce financial disincentives to marriage in the
TANF, Food Stamps and Medicaid programs, as
well as in the tax system (particularly the
“marriage penalty” imposed when spouses have
similar earnings).
In the long run, increasing parental work efforts
and decreasing child poverty likely will require a
mix of policy initiatives. Moreover, given the complexity of the problem, one-size-fits-all solutions are
not as likely to be as effective as approaches tailored
to the local community or to a particular family.

CONCLUSION
As various approaches to assist working poor families and families leaving welfare are evaluated, it is
critical to keep a focus not only on parents, but also
on their children. For example, experimental evaluations of programs that were designed to increase
the employment of mothers on welfare suggest
that, while most outcomes were not affected, some
adolescent children were affected negatively when
their mothers joined the work force.24 Other experimental studies have found neutral or positive
effects on children of mothers who moved from
welfare to work, except in those cases in which a
family’s economic circumstances worsened. 25
Results from such studies reinforce the importance
of considering work effort from two perspectives:
how successful parents are in getting and holding a
job and how their children are faring.
This Research Brief draws heavily from “Children in
Working Poor Families: Update and Extensions,”
a paper written by Richard Wertheimer, Ph.D.,
Melissa Long, M.A., and Justin Jager for the Foundation for Child Development. The author is indebted to
Isabel V. Sawhill, Ph.D., of The Brookings Institution,
for her careful review of and helpful suggestions on
this brief.
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Poor Families in 2001: Parents Working Less and
Children Continue to Lag Behind
The percentage of poor children whose families met the work standard decreased between
2000 and 2001, among all families, married-couple families, and single-mother families.

Percent meeting the work standard

FIGURE 1

Source: Child Trends analysis of March Current Population Survey, 1996-2002. Each year’s survey collects employment data for previous calendar year.

The percentage of children living in poor families in 2001 was lower in working
families than in families not making a substantial work effort.

Percent living in poor families

FIGURE 2

Source: Child Trends analysis of March Current Population Survey, 2002.

Poor children were more likely to live in families headed by a single mother
and to live with a parent with low level of education in 2001.
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FIGURE 3

Source: Child Trends analysis of March Current Population Survey, 2002.
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FIGURE 4

FIGURE 5

Percent covered by health insurance
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Percent of income spent

Source: Child Trends analysis of March Current Population Survey, 2002,
and 1996 Survey of Income and Program Participation.

Among working poor families that paid for child care, families
spent a large share of their income for care in 2001.

Source: Child Trends analysis of March Current Population Survey, 2002.

Among children in two-parent families, poor children were less
likely to be covered by health insurance in 2001, especially poor
children whose parents met the work standard.

FIGURE 6

FIGURE 7

Percent receiving AFDC/TANF
Percent receiving food stamps

Source: Child Trends analysis of March Current Population Survey, 1997 and 2002.

After welfare reform, receipt of food stamps declined for poor
children regardless of parental work status (except for children in
married-couple, working poor families).

Source: Child Trends analysis of March Current Population Survey, 1997 and 2002.

After welfare reform, receipt of AFDC/TANF declined
for poor children, regardless of parental work effort.

