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Introduction

Last year we published an article in the Journal of Policy 
Analysis and Management (JPAM),1 which showed how 
child poverty trends in the United States and United King-
dom had diverged over the past decade, during which the 
United Kingdom pursued an ambitious war on child poverty, 
as described in Waldfogel’s recent book on the topic.2 Now 
there are new data for the two countries, which reveal that 
the differences are even starker than before. This Fast Focus 
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Fighting child poverty in the United States and United 
Kingdom: An update

brief is designed to update our findings in the context of the 
ongoing recession as well as the change in government in the 
United Kingdom and subsequent ongoing changes in public 
policy toward poor children.

The background

The United States and United Kingdom do not fare well in 
international child poverty comparisons even when a U.S.-
style absolute poverty line is used. In an eleven-country 
comparison using the Luxembourg Income Study (LIS) 
data for the United Kingdom (1999) and the United States 
(2000), both Smeeding, and Gornick and Jäntti, found that 
both countries were among the three worst-performing rich 
nations in terms of child poverty.3

But as we earlier wrote, the situation of low-income children 
in these two countries diverged drastically over the past 
decade, as the United Kingdom implemented an ambitious, 
national-government-led antipoverty initiative, while the 
United States, in contrast, focused on cutting welfare rolls 
and welfare dependence by moving welfare recipients from 
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welfare to work.  These different approaches, we now know, 
also led to different outcomes during the recession.4 Al-
though the measures undertaken as part of the 2009 Ameri-
can Recovery and Reinvestment Act (ARRA) have helped 
keep a bad child poverty situation from becoming worse, the 
U.S. child poverty rate still rose from 19.0 to 20.7 percent 
between 2008 and 2009 and is expected to rise further when 
the 2010 data become available.5 In contrast, U.K. child pov-
erty fell during the most recent year, in spite of the recession. 

The results: Child poverty trends in both 
nations 

Figure 1 compares child poverty trends in the United King-
dom and in the United States using each country’s official 
absolute poverty line: the U.S. poverty line, worth about 
30 percent of U.S. median income in 1998 or 1999; and the 
U.K. absolute poverty line, set at 60 percent of U.K. median 
income in 1998/99.6 Both estimates use a “fixed” poverty 
line, adjusted only for price changes across years. The U.S. 
poverty line is the official one used by the U.S. government 
and is annually adjusted for changes in the consumer price 
index only.7  The U.K. poverty line, the official measure of 
absolute poverty used by the U.K. government, is anchored 
at its 1998/99 value of 60 percent of median income in that 

year and adjusted for prices using their consumer price in-
dex.8  The United Kingdom also uses a measure of relative 
poverty, and a measure of material hardship, but the absolute 
measure is most comparable to the U.S. measure.9 

Figure 1 shows that child poverty in both nations began to 
fall from the mid- to late 1990s, owing mainly to strong 
wage growth and tight labor markets in both countries, as 
well as the impact of welfare reforms in the United States in 
the 1990s. However, the trends diverge after 1999. In March 
of that year, British Prime Minister Tony Blair announced 
his campaign against child poverty; he made a pledge to end 
child poverty in a generation and promised to halve it in 10 
years’ time. He and Chancellor Gordon Brown introduced 
a set of antipoverty policies, designed to achieve specific 
poverty reduction targets, and committed real resources to 
them.10 By 2000/01, the absolute child poverty rate in the 
United Kingdom (around 15 to 16 percent) was about the 
same as in the United States measured against this similar 
“real” resource level. But as we entered the 21st century, and 
when both economies became less vigorous, the trends di-
verged. Child poverty in the United States stopped declining 
and even began to increase again, rising from 18.0 percent 
in 2007 to 19.0 percent in 2008 and then to 20.7 percent in 
2009. The United Kingdom, in contrast, continued to have 
policy-driven reductions in child poverty. The absolute 
poverty rate for U.K. children had fallen to 13 percent by 
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Figure 1. Absolute Poverty in the United States and United Kingdom 1989–2009. 

Source: Annual poverty reports from the U.S. Census Bureau (2010) and U.K. Department for Work and Pensions (2010). See notes 7 and 8 for full citations. 
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2007/08 and then fell to 12 percent in 2008/09 (the latest 
period for which U.K. data are available). 

U.K. policy experience and outcomes 

How did the United Kingdom manage to hold the line on 
child poverty, and even reduce it, in the face of the recession? 
Part of the reason lies in the country’s more extensive safety 
net for those out of work. In addition, unlike in the United 
States, benefits in the United Kingdom are indexed so that 
they rise automatically in line with cost of living increases. 
Hence, these increases provided a buffer for low-income 
families as the economy turned down.  

Because the U.K. system provided more protection to poor 
children during the recession, the U.S. and U.K. trends 
have been growing apart. Indeed, the stunning differences 
in Figure 1 suggest that while child poverty rates in the two 
countries differed by about 3 to 5 percentage points earlier 
in this decade, they are now more than 7 percentage points 
different.  Trends in the United Kingdom are still downward 
and in the United States upward, with U.S. child poverty 
expected to continue to rise in coming years.11

As we described in our JPAM article, the reason for the re-
ductions in U.K. child poverty is that the United Kingdom 
had leaders who set a national goal of improving living 
standards and eradicating child poverty, and matched their 
political rhetoric with some measure of real and continuing 
fiscal effort, which had an important and substantial impact. 
Prime Minister Tony Blair and Chancellor Gordon Brown 
spent an extra 0.9 percent of GDP for low-income families 
with children between 1999 and 2003.12 Nine-tenths of one 
percent of U.S. GDP would have been about $150 billion in 
2008. This is about half again as large as what we now spend 
on the Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC), Supplemental Nu-
trition Assistance Program (SNAP), child care, and Tempo-
rary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) combined, even 
after the ARRA stimulus spending increases. Clearly, policy 
investments of the U.K. magnitude can make a difference. 

The U.K. antipoverty initiative was more ambitious than the 
U.S. welfare reforms not just in the scale of its investments, 
but also in the scope of policy efforts included.13 Like the 
U.S. welfare reforms, the U.K. reforms emphasized mea-
sures to promote employment and make work pay. But they 
also included measures to increase benefits to low-income 
families, whether or not parents worked, as well as a host of 
investments in preschool and school-aged children. 

Together, these antipoverty initiatives—the measures to pro-
mote work and make work pay, the policies to raise family 
incomes, and the investments in children—reflected a very 
sizable increase in spending on children, with the additional 
benefits disproportionately going to the lowest income chil-
dren (and, often to the youngest in that group). By April 
2010, the average family with children was £2,000 (about 
$3,200) per year better off than they would have been in the 

absence of the reforms, and families in the bottom fifth of 
the income distribution were £4,500 (about $7,200) per year 
better off.14

As discussed earlier, these income gains resulted in very 
meaningful reductions in child poverty, when measured 
on a U.S.-style absolute poverty line. They have also been 
reflected in reductions in relative poverty and material hard-
ship, increased expenditures on items for children, as well 
as improvements in child well-being, suggesting lower adult 
poverty in years to come.15 

The recession and child poverty 

The current worldwide financial crisis and economic down-
turn has posed challenges for both the U.S. and U.K. anti-
poverty initiatives. In the United States, the ARRA provided 
extensive supports that helped prevent child poverty from 
escalating even further, and that also protected services for 
poor children through funding for programs such as Head 
Start and extended unemployment insurance.16 However, the 
ARRA is set to expire in 2011 and with it a great deal of sup-
port for poor families with children. Should this expiration 
take place, U.S. child poverty next year will be even higher 
than predicted. 

In the United Kingdom, a new coalition government led by 
the Conservatives and Liberal Democrats came into office 
in May 2010. The new government is strongly committed 
to cutting the government deficit and has announced drastic 
cuts in public spending. Remarkably, however, the new gov-
ernment also has expressed its commitment to continuing to 
tackle child poverty. 

Just prior to the election, all three parties in Parliament 
supported the Child Poverty Bill, which made the goal of 
ending child poverty law, and since coming into office, the 
new government has reiterated that commitment. It is strik-
ing that both when announcing the emergency budget in the 
summer, and the comprehensive spending review in October, 
Chancellor George Osborne stressed that additional benefits 
would be provided to the lowest income families so as to 
ensure that child poverty did not increase in spite of the 
other cuts. Similarly, when announcing a radical overhaul 
of the welfare system in November (which will involve a 
single system of benefits, along with much stronger work 
requirements and incentives), the government emphasized 
that the reform was designed to reduce child poverty (as well 
as poverty for childless adults). While it is unlikely that child 
poverty will fall further given the scope of the cuts in hous-
ing benefits and other benefits, and while there is concern 
that poor families will be disproportionately affected by the 
cuts in public services as well as the welfare reforms, it is 
still impressive that the government is paying some attention 
to the goal of ending child poverty. It is also encouraging 
that, in spite of the cuts, U.K. policymakers have pledged to 
continue or even expand funding for some of the key anti-
poverty programs, in particular, the investments in children. 



4	 Fast Focus No. 8–2010

Universal preschool for 3- and 4-year-olds remains in place, 
as does the Sure Start program for disadvantaged children 
under the age of 3; and in fact, the new government has set 
aside funding to expand preschool for disadvantaged 2-year-
olds. Further measures to help poor children are likely to 
be announced later this year when Labour Party politician 
Frank Field, newly appointed “poverty czar” in Prime Min-
ister David Cameron’s coalition government, completes his 
child poverty review for the government.  

Implications for U.S. antipoverty policy

Clearly, the United Kingdom set itself an ambitious agenda 
when it declared a goal of halving child poverty in 10 years 
and ending it in 20.  Ten years into their initiative, they have 
more than achieved their interim goal, if poverty is measured 
on a U.S.-style absolute poverty line, because of both fiscal 
effort and persistence. Moreover, child poverty in the United 
Kingdom continues to decline  in the recession, and the new 
government says they intend to continue to work on the 
problem. The goal of ending child poverty is now enshrined 
in U.K. law and also seems to be enshrined in practice, even 
in the face of the recession.  

In the United States, 17 states and several cities (such as New 
York City) have adopted child poverty reduction goals.17 At 
the federal level, while there has not been a statement of a 
national commitment to end (or reduce) child poverty, some 
of the measures to address the current recession will have an 
antipoverty effect, but more must be done. The 2009 ARRA 
increased the EITC, refundable child tax credits, and food 
stamps, and extended unemployment insurance, but all these 
need to be expanded in the face of rising child poverty in 
2010 and especially in 2011. Moreover, the American wel-
fare state is built on the belief that there are jobs for all, but 
there are simply not enough jobs now for the parents of poor 
children who so desperately need them. 

A more concerted national effort will be needed if the United 
States is to achieve anything like the successes of United 
Kingdom. The United Kingdom has shown it is possible to 
reduce child poverty in a meaningful way, if you have the po-
litical will to stay the course. The annual fall ritual of report-
ing new U.S. poverty rates has been completed now and of-
ficial child poverty is higher than it has been since 1995 and 
half again as high as the child poverty rate of 14.4 percent 
in 1973.18 Will the United States be able to get beyond the 
shocking child poverty rates reported by the Census Bureau 
in September and resolve to do something about them before 
a whole generation is made worse off, or will we follow pat-
terns of the past and simply hope they will just go away?n 
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