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Introduction
Recent census figures show that the poverty rate for
children under six is higher than the rate for any other
age group in the United States. In 1991 it was double the
rate for people aged 65 and over. Further, the numbers
for each successive year show that the poverty rate for
children under six has progressively worsened. By
1991, for instance, the rate had increased 33 percent
over the rate in 1979.' These statistics, as well as studies
indicating that preschoolers growing up poor are more
likely to suffer emotional problems, commit crimes as
juveniles, drop out of school, and experience single
motherhood as teenagers, have caused much national
c ~ n s t e r n a t i o n .The
~ facts have left the nation with a
pervasive feeling that poor children are continually losing ground.-'
Many blame the federal government for the perilous
situation now facing poor children under age six. They
argue that successive census figures on the poverty rate
among children cried out for federal government interventions and that federal inaction has made poor children worse off. Others, while not blaming the federal
government, demand immediate national policy response~.~
But before the federal government can act to improve
the well-being of poor children, it needs to know what to
act on. Although difficult to obtain, a dispassionate
assessment is needed of what has truly gotten worse for
poor children under age six, what has gotten better for
them, and what has stayed the same. Additional federal
efforts to aid poor children will fail if policymakers are
uninformed about (1) the circumstances that make some
poor children relatively better off or worse off than
other poor children, and (2) indications of how today's
poor children fare compared to yesterday's.
A useful step in this direction is to track the extent to
which the federal government's major cash and noncash
programs cover poor ~ h i l d r e n .Because
~
few benchmarks exist to indicate whether poor children under age

six are worse off today than they were in the past,
tracing the fraction of poor children under the canopy of
federal programs provides valuable information. Moreover, these trend analyses provide some insights into the
differing causes of child poverty among mother-only
families and two-parent fa mi lie^.^
To compare the extent to which cash and noncash benefits have covered poor children, I exploit data collected
from the Current Population Survey (CPS). Although
there is no single metric to contrast the well-being of
children over time, the CPS at least provides a uniform
source of data each March to analyze the proportion of
poor children under age six (hereafter referred to as poor
young children) who have medical coverage and who
are dependent on public assistance, food stamps, and
publicly subsidized housing.

The sample
To generate time series that show changes in the circumstances of poor young children, I pooled twentyfive years of the March supplements of the Current
Population Survey (CPS).' For every March, starting in
1968 and ending in 1992, I identified young children
who were living with their parents. These parents, aged
sixteen or older, had to either head households or head
subfamilies within households. T o be classified as the
head of a household or head of a subfamily within a
household, a parent had to have at least one co-residing
biological or adopted child younger than six. If the CPS
lists a parent as the household head, I know her or his
child is a member of the primary family within the
household; if the parent is not the household head, but
the parent and child live with others, they constitute a
subfamily within the household, in which they may or
may not be the only family with preschool-aged children.

I include subfamilies because many poor children are
not necessarily living alone with their parents. I find
that poor young children in mother-only and two-parent
families often live in multiple-family household^.^
The total sample of parents heading families or subfamilies with young children over the twenty-five years was
126,586. The descriptive statistics in Table 1 show that
heads of poor families are younger, less educated, predominately female, and more likely than heads of

Table 1
Selected Characteristics of Parents of Poor and Nonpoor

Children under Age Six: 1968-1992
Variable

Poor

Age (years)

28.7

31.9

Number of families per household

1.27

1.05

Received food stamps (%)

37

3

Received welfare (96)

40

2

Race (%)
Non-Hispanic white
Black
Other

69
27
4

89
7
4

Married (%)

43

93

Female family head (%)

60

9

Completed schooling (years)

10.7

12.9

Number of children under age 6

1.50

1.36

Primary family of household (%)

81

98

Live in central city (%)

35

23

24,445

102,141

N=

Nonpoor

Source: Current Population Survey, March Supplements, 1968-1992.

nonpoor families to receive public transfers. These statistics, although aggregates, certainly fail to indicate
that the majority of the poor resemble an inner-city
"underclass." Most are non-Hispanic white; most do not
receive welfare; nearly two-thirds live outside of central
cities; and they do not have significantly more preschool-aged children than the n o n p ~ o r . ~

housing. It is simply an arbitrary standard which, when
applied to annual pretax income, generates a uniform
national poverty line. It does not therefore take into
account whether a child lives in a family with income
far below the poverty line or just below the poverty line.
And it has the added disadvantage of combining into
one group those children enduring persistent poverty
and those children experiencing transitory poverty. The
effects of chronic, long-term poverty on children are
more serious and deserve separate study, but this index
of poverty prohibits such work.I4
Apart from the measure of poverty restricting the scope
of this study, insufficient numbers of black and white
parents with children under six within certain entitlement categories prevent some important racial comparisons. Specifically, too few black mother-only families
reporting receipt of food stamps on a year-to-year basis
prevents contrasting trends in the proportion of children
in those families receiving food stamps with the proportion of white children in mother-only families receiving
food stamps. Likewise, too few white two-parent families living in subsidized housing in each year precludes
comparing that proportion with the equivalent proportion of black two-parent families living in subsidized
housing.I5 Because the small sample sizes would yield
unreliable estimates, I d o not report any black-white
comparisons here, except to note that comparisons of
medical coverageI6 reveal that poor young white children living in two-parent families are the most likely
group of children to lack medical coverage.
Finally, several time series are restricted because many
of the questions on sources of noncash income were
only added to the CPS survey after 1980. So, although I
am confident that all measures are consistent over the
entire twenty-five-year period, errors are possible owing
to changes in sampling procedures and variable definition~.'~

The large sample size makes it possible to identify poor
children according to the official measure of poverty,
adopted in 1969 (and slightly modified in 1981).1° With
this information on the poverty status of children and an
adjusted sampling weight" I can analyze trends during
the period in program participation among low-income
families with children under age six. (Other demographic data, also collected every March, allow me to
stratify the time series by the type of family in which the
child lived.)12

In many respects, today's poor young children face different conditions from those confronted by poor young
children twenty-five years ago or even a decade ago.
Probably the most dramatic change has been their
higher likelihood of living only with their mothers.
(Undoubtedly, this change helps explain the high proportion of poor young children living in multiple-family
households; see Table 1.)

The official measure of poverty is well understood and
yields a time series suitable for analyzing changes in the
conditions of preschool children living in low-income
families.13 Nevertheless, problems associated with this
measure limit the scope of this work. This definition of
poverty does not account for local differences in the
cost of living, nor does it adjust for receipt of noncash or
in-kind benefits, such as medical insurance or public

Table 2 highlights this huge change. The majority of
today's poor young children live in mother-only families. The figures for 1968 in Table 2 were reversed by
1992. Back then, about 3 3 percent of poor young children lived in mother-only families, and 67 percent of
them were in two-parent families; in 1992, 6 2 percent
lived in mother-only families and 38 percent were in twoparent families.I8

Changes occurring in entitlement coverage

Table 3
Percentage of Poor Children under Age Six Covered
by Entitlements

Table 2
Percentage of Poor Children under Age Six Living
in Mother-Only and Two-Parent Families

Year

Mother-Only

Noncash

Two-Parent
Year

Medical
Coverage

Subsidized
Housing

Cash
Food
Stamps

Welfare

Source: Current Population Survey, March Supplements, 1968-1992.

The trend in Table 2 showing that increasing numbers of
poor young children live in mother-only families clearly
argues for independent analyses based on family structure, since the numbers of poor young children in
mother-only families will drive poverty patterns among
all children under age six and will affect the locus of
policy interventions. Thus, changes in public transfer
coverage rates among poor young children are separately reported here for mother-only families and twoparent families.
The importance of separate analyses, based upon poor
young children's family structure, is highlighted by
Tables 3 and 4. Both report estimates of medical coverage among poor young children.19 They differ, however,
because Table 3 presents estimates for the entire sample, whereas Table 4 displays separate estimates for the
sample of children living in mother-only families and
those living in two-parent families.
If we only considered estimates from the first column of
Table 3, we would conclude that poor young children
are faring better, at least with respect to medical coverage. That is, since 1981 fewer poor young children have

Source: Current Population Survey, March Supplements, 1968-1992.
-- Not available.
* Not computed.
T o r those reporting living in rental housing only and paying for it.

been without medical coverage. But these estimates are
misleading. Table 4 presents the more informative results, which lead to very different conclusion^.^^ It
demonstrates that the previous estimates on medical
coverage were correct only for poor young children in
mother-only families. These children have consistently
fared better (at least in this domain) than have poor
young children in two-parent families.
Moreover, Figure 1 and Table 4 show a widening gap in
medical coverage rates between the two groups of poor
children. Before 1985 the gap was closing; coverage
rates were rising among children in two-parent families
and falling among children in mother-only families, but
after that year the gap progressively widened. Poor
young children in two-parent families in 1992 were
nearly three times more likely to have no medical coverage than the comparative group in mother-only families
and were worse off than they were in 1985. If one

Figure 1. Poor Children under Six with Medical Coverage

estimate that 2.2 million poor children under six lived in
two-parent families2' in 1991 is accurate, this means
that about 869,000 of those children lacked medical
coverage.
Table 4 reveals another piece of information about welfare receipt that is concealed in column 4 of Table 3.22
Mother-only households, where the majority of poor
young children now live, have become less likely since
1981 to receive welfare. So welfare participation rates
among mother-only families have slowly decreased,
even though increasing numbers of poor children live in
mother-only families. These poor children are, however,
much more likely to have mothers who receive welfare
than are their counterparts in two-parent families (63.2
percent compared to 18.3 percent).23
The time-series findings also show that poor children
under age six in mother-only families have become
more likely, if they live in rental housing, to live in
publicly subsidized housing.24In 1992, about 38 percent
of poor children under age six lived in mother-only

families that received some form of public housing subsidy. In the late seventies, less than 30 percent lived in
subsidized housing. In contrast, among poor young children living in two-parent families, only about 23 percent received housing subsidies in 1992. But especially
since 1982, they too have become increasingly more
likely to reside in publicly subsidized housing.
These estimates underscore the great difficulty in knowing whether the nation's poor children are now better off
or worse off. If estimates indicate that more children
now live in violent, dysfunctional neighborhoods, then
most would think today's children are worse off. Yet, if
estimates mean that more children now live in alternatives to inner-city housing projects, then many would
say that today's children are better off. Scant data prevent me from analyzing this question further.
The last set of trends, concerning the proportion of
young children living in families that receive food
stamps, again demonstrates the need to examine motheronly and two-parent families separately.

Table 4
Percentage of Poor Children under Six Covered by Entitlements, by Family Type

Noncash
Medical Coverage
Year
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8 I .O%
77.9
78.3
78.3
74.5
78.7
79.7
81.7
85.5
83.3
87.5
85.4

54.8%
58.4
62.8
62.1
68.1
65.0
62.4
56.9
53.3
61.5
59.0
60.5

21.9%
24.6
23.9
27.5
29.9
29.0
31.1
30.8
42.7
34.0
36.3
36.0
34.5
44.3
39.0
58.0
38.4

7.7%
14.7
13.3
11.2
9.9
13.0
9.4
22.2
11.2
13.1
17.6
15.3
17.7
19.8
15.5
17.0
23.3

-69.3%
70.7
72.3
68.8
69.0
60.2
67.2
65.6
65.0
71.6
69.8
70.8
68.7

-48.7%
51.2
44.9
47.3
44.2
52.3
42.5
36.2
44.5
36.5
49.7
53.3
58.7

Welfare
Mother-Only

Two-Parent

57.7%
55.2
58.8
71.1
73.0
63.8
76.4
72.1
66.1
71.2
69.7
68.8
69.6
66.2
67.4
61.6
66.2
55.2
64.0
61.4
64.8
61.8
61.1
62.4
63.2

7.8%
9.7
12.5
11.7
9.9
15.1
18.7
10.2
11.2
21.4
17.5
10.1
15.5
11.4
8.8
16.0
10.4
11.4
17.7
12.5
13.3
11.1
10.7
12.3
18.3

Source: Current Population Survey, March Supplements, 1968-1992.
-- Not available.
* Not computed.
" For those reporting living in rental housing only and paying for it.

The third column in Table 3 leaves two impressions
about food stamp receipt among the families of poor
children under age six that are only partially correct.
The column indicates that (1) during the 1980s and early
1990s, the majority of poor young children lived in
families that received food stamps, and (2) participation
rates among these families were steady over this period.
But again these impressions are erroneous, because they
only represent the dynamics of food stamp participation
rates among young children living in mother-only families.

The trends also suggest a closing of the gap in food stamp
coverage between the two groups of children. Since
1989 food stamp coverage rates between the two groups
have been converging. Given the consistent rate of food
stamp use among mother-only families over this period,
the convergence is obviously due to growing use among
two-parent low-income families.

Explaining variability and stability in
coverage

The estimates in Table 4 establish that among poor
young children living in mother-only families, food
stamp receipt was indeed high and steady over this
period. This was not the case for poor children living in
two-parent families. There were times during this
twelve-year interval when the majority of poor twoparent families were not receiving food stamps. Moreover, from 1984 onward, receipt of food stamps among

These results show that the year-to-year oscillations in
the proportion of poor young children covered by the
three noncash benefits (Food Stamps, Medicaid, and
subsidized housing) occur among poor children living in
two-parent families, not among poor children living in
mother-only families.25 This point is crucial to understanding patterns of noncash entitlement coverage

these families fluctuated greatly.

among poor young children over time.

The forces obscuring the variability in the numbers of
poor young children in two-parent families covered under the three noncash benefits are: (1) the gradual increase in the number of children in mother-only families, and (2) the persistently high level of poverty among
young children in mother-only families, thereby sustaining their high rates of ~ o v e r a g e . ' ~Until family
structure is taken into account (Table 4), these forces
swamp periodic swings in noncash benefit coverage
rates among poor young children in two-parent families.
Moreover, these same two forces are responsible for the
stubbornly high and yet stable estimates of entitlement
coverage among poor young children in mother-only
families. With economic prosperity during the 1960s,
the poverty rate among children fell overall, but the
numbers of poor children in mother-only families remained steady. Then, in the 1970s and 1980s, the
proportion of children who were poor and in motheronly families significantly increased and continued to
increase regardless of the performance of the U.S.
economy.
Thus a major reason why entitlement coverage rates are
unwaveringly high and uniform over time among poor
children in mother-only families is that these families'
livelihoods are not tied to the workings of the U.S.
economy. The means of maintaining this insulation
from market forces must have been through detachment
from the labor market. Table 5 confirms that, indeed,
this is what happened.
Table 5 shows that, on average over the last 25 years,
between 60 and 65 percent of poor single mothers with
young children have remained detached from the labor
force. The other 35 to 40 percent of single mothers were
either workingz7 or looking for work over this period.
The detachment of single mothers from the labor market
is understandable. Basically they have had only two
choices: work for low wages, usually with few medical
benefits, or receive welfare, accompanied by food
stamps and Medicaid. As Table 5 displays, most opted
for the latter choice. Moreover, even if wages grew
moderately, without additional enhancements to family
income, like regular child support payments or low-cost
child care, juggling work and family demands would
have been d i f f i ~ u l t . ~ "
While separation from the labor market has contributed
to high and uniform entitlement coverage among poor
young children in mother-only families, just the opposite holds for poor children living in two-parent families. Table 5 shows that poor two-parent families stay
attached to the labor market, thereby making them vulnerable to its performance. In economic downturns,
when jobs are scarce and wages are stagnant, the number of children in two-parent families in poverty rises;

ergo, entitlement coverage rates for poor young children
in two-parent families rise as well (not shown in table).
Thus, variability in noncash entitlement coverage rates
for these children is linked to their families' sustaining
levels of earnings high enough to enable them to forgo
means-tested public transfers.
Hence, maintaining earnings high enough to combat
poverty is the issue confronting these two-parent families, not protracted unemployment. Table 5 shows that,
in contrast to single mothers, the majority of poor twoparent families are working families or families seeking
work. The table also indicates that a sizable minority of
these families report that both parents work, and a
smaller group state that one parent is employed and the
spouse is presently ~ n e m p l o y e d . ' Only
~
a small group of
these low-income two-parent families say that both parents are detached from the labor market, though that
number holds steady at around 10 percent.jO

Conclusion
Federal government interventions aimed at improving
the well-being of poor children under age six need clear
targets. One way to sight those targets is to gauge the
extent to which the existing safety net of entitlements
covers all poor young children. Results here show that
the current patchwork of entitlements inadequately protects poor children in two-parent families, chiefly because their parents work. Thus, even though these parents work, they and their children remain poor and
subject to uncertainties, such as no medical coverage.
One way of raising a substantial portion of the nation's
poor young children out of poverty, therefore, is through
policies that reward the efforts of two-parent families.
Ensuring that working-poor two-parent families who are
eligible for the Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC) receive it is as important as an effort to expand the credit,
which acts as a wage increase. (See Karl Scholz's article
in this issue on the EITC.) Other policy efforts deserving serious debate include expanding medical coverage
to protect working-poor two-parent families, not just the
poor on welfare; revising the rules governing the dependent care tax credit, while expanding child care subsidies for low-income families; and raising the minimum
wage.jl Finally, providing incentives to low-wage workers for additional training, especially given the concern
over skill depletion in sectors of the U.S. economy, is
worth serious consideration.
Reducing poverty among children under age six is a
costly proposition. But properly targeted policies are a
wise investment if the costs of breakups in two-parent
homes due to financial pressures are reduced, and the
costs to society due to young poor children lacking
health care are avoided.

.

Table 5
Attachment to the L a b o r Force among Parents of Poor Children under Age Six, by Family Type

Poor Two-Parent Families"

Poor Mother-Only Families

Employed

Unemployed

NILF

Both
Employed

One Employed1
Other Unemployed

One
Employed1
Other NILF

One
Unemployed1
Other NILF

Both
NILF

Source: Current Population Survey, March Supplements, 1968-1972
Note: NILF = Not in labor force.
T h e category consisting of both parents being unemployed is very small and was omitted from this table.
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