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Promising antipoverty strategies for families

The changing American family

Dramatic changes in the American family in recent decades 
have created both challenges and opportunities for antipov-
erty policies. The growing proportion of children raised in 
single-mother families puts more children at risk of eco-
nomic deprivation, at the same time as the related increase in 
mothers’ work and earnings has helped more children avoid 
poverty.1 Forty percent of children were born to unmarried 
mothers in 2008.2 Most of these nonmarital relationships 
do not last, even if the parents are romantically involved at 
the time of the birth.3 Further, many children born to mar-
ried parents will experience their parents’ divorce. Thus, the 
majority of American children will live at least some part 
of their childhood in a family that does not include both 
biological parents.

Although children are increasingly likely to experience fami-
ly disruption, the growth in employment among both married 
and unmarried mothers has made up for part of the decline 
in resources children would experience as a result of fam-
ily change.4 Regardless of family structure, fewer children 
have a parent at home full time. Over two-thirds of married 
women with preschool-age children worked during 2006.5 

Low-wage workers—even in married-couple families—face 
particularly difficult choices in balancing their responsibili-
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A large percentage of poor children in the United States 
live with just one parent, usually their mother, and single-
parent families are more vulnerable to economic downturns 
than are two-parent families. How should income support 
and child support policies be designed in light of these re-
alities? In this brief, we review changes in family structure, 
the relationship between family structure and employment, 
and early evidence on differential impacts of the recession 
on families. We then focus on policies that are essential to 
reducing poverty in the context of the current work-based 
safety net, in which low-income families with children rely 
increasingly on mothers’ earnings. We argue that economi-
cally vulnerable families will benefit the most from policies 
that support resident parents’ efforts to balance work and 
caretaking, and that support and enforce nonresident parents’ 
contributions to their children.
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ties as parents and workers. And single mothers are increas-
ingly likely to work, shouldering primary responsibility for 
providing both care and financial support for their children.

Current policies provide very limited cash income supports 
to nonworkers, therefore poverty status largely depends on 
the number of working adults in the household, their hours of 
work and wage rates, and the number of children (and adults) 
they have to support. Declines in marriage have reduced the 
number of adults directly available to support children, but 
declines in the number of children per woman have reduced 
resource needs, while increases in mothers’ work have in-
creased resources.6 On the whole, the combination of these 
trends has led to higher child poverty rates since the late 
1960s, which remain stubbornly high.

Changes in family and employment for less-educated men 
and the persistently lower average earnings of women have 
made it harder for families to make ends meet. Although the 
earnings of men with low education have fallen in recent 
decades both in absolute terms and relative to the earnings of 
women, male earnings remain higher than female earnings 
on average.7 Thus, single-mother families are at a disad-
vantage both because they are more likely to have only one 
potential worker and because of the relatively lower wages 
of women.

The recession’s differential effects on 
employment

Children in families largely dependent on a single earner 
are also more vulnerable to macroeconomic fluctuations. 
Moreover, single-parent families have fewer options, and 
the lowest income families are now more vulnerable to an 
economic downturn given that the safety net provides little 
income support for families with no workers. The unem-
ployment rate in the current recession was 10.2 percent in 
October 2009. More detailed unemployment data for 2008 
suggest that patterns of unemployment compounded the vul-
nerability of many families. Unemployment rates rose more 
quickly in absolute magnitude for unmarried mothers than 
for married mothers, for those with younger children than 
for those with older children, and for blacks than for whites. 
Unemployment rates were generally lower, but increased as 
much or more for fathers than for mothers.

Policy implications: Supporting working 
parents

The United States has adopted an antipoverty strategy that 
presumes that most adults will work for pay, even if they 
have young children. If this approach is to be effective, pro-
grams and policies that enable working parents to simultane-
ously meet their responsibilities to their employers and their 
children are required. This is especially critical for single 

parents, who often lack another adult on whom they can rely 
for financial or logistical support.

Child care subsidies

An essential building block of a work-based antipoverty 
strategy is affordable child care. Estimates suggest that only 
about a third of eligible low-income families were receiving 
subsidized care even before the recession.8 And although 
the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act (ARRA) 
provided a $2 billion increase in the Child Care and Develop-
ment Block Grant and a total of $2.1 billion for Head Start 
and Early Head Start, fiscal pressures associated with the 
recession have led many states to make cuts at a time when 
subsidies are critical for many families.9

Family-friendly workplace policies

In addition to child care, working parents—especially low-
wage working single parents—need workplace policies 
that recognize their parental responsibilities. Despite their 
greater needs, low-wage workers are least likely to have even 
basic workplace benefits such as work-sponsored health care 
and paid sick leave.10 Moreover, they are less likely to work 
for employers large enough to be covered by the Family and 
Medical Leave Act or to have the savings necessary to take 
advantage of the provision of unpaid leave.11 Paid leave pro-
grams should be expanded, the unpaid leave mandate should 
cover more employers, and policies that require employers to 
provide paid sick leave should also be considered.

Benefits for unemployed workers

The ARRA provides incentives for states to adopt several 
policies that would improve the adequacy of the Unemploy-
ment Insurance (UI) system for low-income families, includ-
ing extending benefits to individuals seeking only part-time 
work, and to workers who quit because of compelling family 
reasons. These innovations, together with increases in ben-
efit levels and length of eligibility that are also part of the 
ARRA, constitute important improvements. 

Earnings supplements and other work supports

Many full-time workers have earnings that are too low to 
support a family, making earnings supplements and other 
work supports essential elements of a work-focused antipov-
erty policy. They are necessary for many families if work is 
to be a feasible route out of poverty, especially for less-ed-
ucated workers. The Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC) has 
grown rapidly in the past two decades to become the largest 
cash or near-cash dedicated antipoverty program.12 ARRA 
increases the maximum EITC and makes other changes help-
ful to families with three or more children and to low-income 
taxpayers filing jointly.

Health insurance

In addition to work, health insurance is an important sup-
port for many low-income workers, many of whom are not 
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offered employer-sponsored health insurance with family 
coverage and rely instead on subsidized health insurance. 
Medicaid and CHIP expenditures have risen dramatically in 
recent years, and many states have cut eligibility or benefits 
in the face of current fiscal pressures. The ARRA provides 
$87 million in additional Medicaid funding. Of course, the 
shape of future policies to meet the health insurance needs of 
low-income families has been fundamentally altered by fed-
eral health care reform. Major features of the reform include 
an expansion of the Medicaid program to cover everyone 
with income below 133 percent of the federal poverty line; 
subsidies to low- and moderate-income persons to increase 
coverage and access; and caps on health insurance premiums 
and out-of-pocket payments for these families.

Jobs of last resort

A safety net that is fundamentally built on work must con-
sider providing jobs of last resort to parents who cannot find 
work.13 Some Temporary Assistance for Needy Families 
(TANF) programs serve this function, although program 
participants are often ineligible for EITC supplements and 
access to TANF programs is limited.

Policy implications: Enforcing nonresident 
parents’ contributions

Most low-income children will spend a substantial part of 
their childhood in a single-parent family. Many single par-
ents, even if they work full time and especially those with 
low education, will be unable to support their families on 
their earnings alone. The child support program can increase 
the incomes of single-parent families, but current policy is 
too focused on using child support collections to offset wel-
fare costs. Antipoverty policies must foster a more coherent 
approach to require and enable nonresident parents to finan-
cially support their children. 

Refocus child support on child well-being, not cost recovery

A coherent child support system would (1) focus on child 
support as income support for families, rather than as a 
mechanism for government cost recovery, and (2) include 
integrated supports to enable nonresident parents to earn 
enough to provide support. Redesigning the child support 
system to focus on improving the economic well-being of 
children requires several changes, including allowing TANF 
families to keep all current child support paid; allowing 
TANF families to keep past-due child support paid; and 
eliminating Medicaid birthing cost charges. Together, these 
policy reforms would refocus the child support enforcement 
system on reducing poverty and economic vulnerability of 
children.

Support employment of nonresident fathers

Resident mothers’ efforts to work are supported by a range 
of programs designed to help them balance family responsi-

bilities (e.g., child care) as well as make work pay (e.g., the 
EITC). Nonresident fathers generally do not have the same 
care responsibilities, but many disadvantaged men nonethe-
less face limited earnings prospects that must be addressed if 
these fathers are to regularly pay child support. Key reforms 
include the following three:

•	 	Provide an EITC for nonresident parents paying child 
support. A variety of alternative designs are possible.14 

•	 	Expand access to benefits that are tied to parental sta-
tus. The Medicaid and CHIP programs in many states 
provide health benefits to children and their resident 
parents, but not to their nonresident parents. Health 
care reform’s expansion of Medicaid benefits to all low-
income persons (in 2014) will help support the efforts of 
nonresident fathers to pay child support.

•	 	Provide jobs of last resort. Fathers cannot pay child 
support if they cannot find a job. Work is a fundamental 
element of the current safety net, necessitating some 
last-resort alternative not only for resident parents, but 
also for nonresident parents, including those with a his-
tory of incarceration.

Address economic uncertainty and complex families

The child support enforcement system generally works for 
families in which parents have had children only with each 
other and those with employed nonresident parents. Policy 
reforms are necessary for the system to more effectively 
handle the challenges associated with less stable economic 
opportunities and more dynamic and complex family struc-
tures. Difficult issues include determining how much child 
support can be expected from nonresident parents who are 
not working, and whether (and how) child support orders 
should change when nonresident parents suffer earnings 
losses or unemployment. In the absence of a system of pub-
licly guaranteed child support, child support orders that are 
more responsive to changes in nonresident parents’ incomes 
will necessarily provide less stable support to resident par-
ents and children.15 Complex families in which one or both 
parents have children with more than one partner are increas-
ingly prevalent and present special challenges to policymak-
ers. Failing to consider fathers’ multiple obligations substan-
tially underestimates the challenges nonresident fathers face 
in meeting their economic obligations to their children.16 
Although alternative approaches to child support guidelines 
for complex families all involve difficult trade-offs, the issue 
affects too many poor children to be ignored.17

Policies designed to shape family structure 
unlikely to reduce poverty

Children born to unmarried parents are at greater risk of 
poverty, and, as just discussed, complex families resulting 
from births across multiple partners present particular policy 
challenges. We have outlined some strategies for respond-
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ing to changing family forms, but some would argue that 
these efforts treat the symptoms rather than the underlying 
causes. Some policies to encourage marriage and, especially, 
reduce unplanned and teen pregnancy, may prove effective. 
However, the initial evidence from recent relationship skills 
programs is not encouraging.18 To some extent, our approach 
reflects the need to respond to the current reality: 40 percent 
of U.S. children are born to unmarried parents, many or 
most of whom will have children with multiple partners. It 
also reflects our assessment that policies designed to shape, 
rather than respond to, family structures are unlikely to sub-
stantially reduce poverty, even in the long run.19 

Summary

The United States has adopted a work-focused antipoverty 
strategy that requires policies that support both parents’ ef-
forts to work and contribute to the economic support of their 
children if it is to be effective. If resident parents, especially 
single mothers, are to meet their obligations as parents and 
workers, then they need supports, including child care, 
workplace flexibility, and, for low earners, wage subsidies 
(e.g., the EITC) and subsidized health insurance. They also 
need an unemployment insurance system that recognizes 
that many workers who are the primary source of support 
for their families may also be the primary caregiver, neces-
sitating part-time employment or temporary work leaves to 
manage family responsibilities. 

Enforcing the responsibility of nonresident fathers to pro-
vide for their children, and providing the necessary supports 
for them to work and meet their obligations, is another 
essential component of a work-based antipoverty strategy. 
Even disadvantaged fathers should be expected to support 
their children, and the support they pay should benefit their 
families, not offset government costs. 

The ARRA includes expanded funding for child care, a more 
generous EITC, and key expansions of the unemployment 
insurance program. It also temporarily restores a significant 
source of funding for child support enforcement. These 
changes are an important starting point for antipoverty 
policy supporting families, but most are time limited. While 
the recession has highlighted the urgency of many of these 
programs, the needs they address are longstanding and re-
quire a sustained response.n
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