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Chairman Davis, Ranking Member Walorski,and members of the subcommittee, thank you for
allowing me to submit testimony on the important issue of reducing child poverty. My name is
Matt Weidinger, and | am the Rowe Fellow in poverty studies at the American Enterprise
Institute. Previously, | spent over two decades on the staff of the House Ways and Means
Committee, mostly as the Republican staff director of this subcommittee, which oversees key
programs designed to reduce poverty, especially among families with children.

This testimony is adapted from testimony | presented on March 3, 2020 before the House
Appropriations Labor, Health and Human Services and Related Agencies Subcommittee. That
hearing reviewed the 2019 report A Roadmap to Reducing Child Poverty, which was developed
by a committee of the National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine. The
Roadmap is a serious effort to calculate the effectiveness of current antipoverty programs and
benefits and to direct policymakers toward additional tools that could reduce child poverty in
the years ahead. My testimony reviews past efforts to reduce child poverty, which offer
important context for the Roadmap’s recommendations and can help guide policymakers
considering the best path to make further progress in reducing child poverty.

Reducing poverty, including child poverty, is an important goal and one that taxpayers have
contributed growing resources toward addressing.

To reduce poverty and improve family well-being, the 20th century saw the creation and
expansion of scores of federal programs offering assistance to low-income families with
children. Major programs included Aid to Dependent Children (created in 1935, later known as
AFDC and now Temporary Assistance for Needy Families or TANF), the Social Security survivor
insurance program (1939), Food Stamps (1964, now known as the Supplemental Nutrition
Assistance Program or SNAP), Medicaid (1965), rental assistance (1965), Supplemental Security
Income (1972), the earned income tax credit (1975), the child tax credit (1997), and the
Children’s Health Insurance Program (1997). These and dozens of other programs provide an
array of cash, food, housing, health, and other benefits designed to assist families, including
those with children, with material and other needs.!

Drawing on data from the Urban Institute, the Roadmap displays annual federal expenditures
on children between 1960 and 2017, in inflation-adjusted terms.? Figure 4-5 in the Roadmap
shows that spending grew from $60.5 billion in 1960 to $516.4 billion in 2010, before
moderating to $481.5 billion by 2017 “largely due to the decrease in transfers during the
economic recovery that followed the Great Recession.” The Roadmap finds that “the eight-fold
growth in real spending between 1960 and 2010 is striking, and it is many times larger than the
15-percent increase in the number of children in the population.”? Table D4-1 breaks out
federal expenditures on children by program for selected years between 1960 and 2017, in
constant dollars. It shows how real spending almost universally grew in those programs
between those years, including because most current programs didn’t exist in 1960.4 State
spending adds to that federal spending on children.

As the Roadmap notes, poverty is most common among single-parent households and those in



which parents do not work or work less than full time. Figure 2-5 shows children living with a
single parent were over twice as likely as those living with two biological parents to be poor or
in deep poverty in 2015.° Further, the poverty rate for children in single-parent families “is
roughly five times the rate for children in married couple families.”® Figure 2-6 shows 62
percent of children living in a household in which no one worked were poor in 2015, compared
to 28 percent in households with at least one part-time or part-year worker and 7 percent with
at least one full-time, full-year worker. Less than 1 percent of children in households with at
least one full-time, full-year worker were in deep poverty.’

Recent efforts to reduce child poverty have focused on promoting work and earnings and
have resulted in sharp reductions in child poverty.

In recent decades, US policy shifted toward promoting work and earnings by low-income adults,
instead of the provision of government transfers alone, to help them and their children avoid
poverty. As Ron Haskins and Isabel Sawhill of the Brookings Institution explained in 2003, the
prior strategy of “giving people more money” as a means of combating poverty had been
“remarkably unsuccessful.”®

The shift away from “welfare” toward “work supports” generally has been bipartisan and
included a number of policies designed to promote and support work and “make work pay” for
needy families. For example, the earned income tax credit (EITC) was created and significantly
expanded several times. The 1996 welfare reform law (which was supported by majorities in
each party in Congress and signed into law by President Bill Clinton) generally conditioned
receipt of cash welfare benefits on low-income parents’ working or preparing for work. That
legislation also increased childcare funding and extended eligibility for Medicaid for parents
leaving welfare for work. The child tax credit was created in 1997 and expanded several times.

Those and other reforms contributed to large increases in work and earnings in the late 1990s
among single mothers and especially never-married mothers, the group previously least likely
to work and most likely to depend on welfare and related benefits, often for extended

durations. Those gains continued in the years since, despite intervening recessions (Figure 1).

Figure 1. Labor Force Participation Rate for Select Groups of Women, Age 18-54, 1990-2019
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Note: Shaded areas represent recessionary period.
Source: IPUMS CPS, “Current Population Survey Data for Social, Economic and Health Research,”
https://cps.ipums.org/cps/index.shtml.

As the Roadmap notes, rising earnings and increases in work support benefits (“mainly the
Earned Income Tax Credit”) combined to reduce child poverty in the years since 1993:
“Between 1993 and 2016, SPM [Supplemental Poverty Measure] poverty fell by 12.3
percentage points, dropping from 27.9 to 15.6 percent.”® That reflects a 44 percent decline in
child poverty, as measured by the Roadmap, over the period (Figure 2).

Figure 2. Anchored SPM Child Poverty Rate (2012), with Taxes and Transfers
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Note: Shaded areas represent recessionary period.
Source: Center on Poverty and Social Policy at Columbia University, “Historical SPM Data,”
https://www.povertycenter.columbia.edu/historical-spm-data-reg.

More recently, the doubling to $2,000 and expanded refundability of the child tax credit, along
with expanded funding for childcare, have provided families with children additional resources
that should help SPM poverty continue to fall.

How poverty is measured matters a lot. The Roadmap uses a better poverty measure than
the “official poverty measure,” but it is not without concerns.

The current official poverty measure (OPM) has long been recognized as including flaws that
compromise its utility as both a measure of the number of Americans in poverty and a yardstick
for judging policies designed to reduce poverty. For example, the National Center for Children
in Poverty (NCCP) in 2009 reported that the OPM “is now widely acknowledged to be flawed.”°
Among its flaws, the OPM ignores a growing share of antipoverty spending, including, as the
NCCP noted, the EITC and “food stamps, Medicaid, and housing and child care assistance.”!?
This subcommittee (then known as the Subcommittee on Income Security and Family Support)
conducted a series of hearings in 2007 through 2009 which reviewed those and other flaws in
the OPM and how we could improve how poverty is measured. Nonetheless, the OPM remains
the most prominent metric of poverty, even though it ignores a large and growing share of
taxpayer funds meant to alleviate poverty.*?
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Figure 3 displays how federal antipoverty spending (including on households with and without
children) that is not counted under the OPM has grown rapidly, while antipoverty spending that
is counted under the OPM has remained generally flat. Since just 1999, spending on benefits
not counted under the OPM has grown 16 times as fast as spending on benefits counted under
the OPM.

Figure 3. Federal Spending on Assistance Programs Counted (Blue) and Not Counted (Red) as
Income in the OPM
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Note: All figures adjusted to 2012 constant dollars according to source methodology. “Housing Assistance”
includes discretionary and mandatory federal funding. “Family Assistance” includes the federal share of TANF and
other family support programs, some of which include in-kind benefits that are not included in the OPM. “Food
Assistance” includes federal SNAP spending and other nutritional assistance programs such as the Child Nutrition
and Special Milk programs and supplemental feeding programs (such as Women, Infants, and Children and
Commodity Supplemental Food Program). The child tax credit includes spending where the value of the credit
exceeds a filer’s tax liability.

Source: Office of Management and Budget, “Historical Tables,” Table 8.6 and Table 8.8,
https://www.whitehouse.gov/omb/historical-tables/.

The Roadmap admits these flaws in the OPM by instead using a “corrected” version of the SPM,
which considers the impact of tax credits and in-kind benefits, among other factors. The
Roadmap notes that adopting this revised poverty measure significantly reduces the child
poverty rate, dropping it from 19.7 percent under the OPM to 13.0 percent in 2015.13 The
report finds that 9.6 million children were poor in 2015 using this revised measure, or almost
five million fewer than the 14.5 million children recorded as poor under the OPM that year.'*
Compared to the OPM, the revised measure better accounts for current antipoverty spending
on children and permits the Roadmap’s authors to account for how proposed expansions in
benefits such as the EITC, SNAP, housing, and related programs might reduce child poverty in
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the future.

While better than the OPM, the SPM the Roadmap uses is not without concerns. One is that its
proposed poverty threshold provides for a relative, instead of absolute, measurement of
poverty, which is more akin to an assessment of income inequality.*® This dynamic led the 2014
Economic Report of the President to state that “eliminating poverty defined with a relative
measure may be nearly impossible, as the threshold rises apace with incomes.”® Research by
AEIl Visiting Scholar Bruce Meyer and Notre Dame’s James Sullivan finds that using a
“consumption poverty” measure shows recent policies have contributed to even greater
reductions in child poverty than using the SPM does.’

The most costly Roadmap proposals would reduce work and earnings.

The Roadmap includes four separate packages of proposals that seek to reduce child poverty by
50 percent in the next decade; some are projected to achieve that goal, while others are not.
These packages include policies such as “work-oriented” benefits, “means-tested supports,”
and “universal supports.”

In principle, “work-oriented” proposals such as expanding the EITC and adjusting the child and
dependent care tax credit (CDCTC) are more consistent with recent efforts to promote work
and make work pay. The “work-oriented package” (which also includes increasing the minimum
wage and providing more job training) is estimated to cost about $9 billion per year and
increase employment by one million—significantly more than other packages. As noted in Table
6-3 of the Roadmap, this package is also expected to increase earnings among low-income
families by $18 billion. The “work-oriented” package is the only one projected to increase
earnings more than spending on benefits.

In contrast, “means-tested support” and “universal support” proposals would expand SNAP and
housing benefits and eligibility, create a new “child allowance” payable regardless of parental
work, create a new “child support assurance” program, and eliminate eligibility restrictions for
means-tested benefits for certain noncitizens. These policies contrast with the work support
direction the country has pursued in recent decades, and the packages that include them are
significantly more expensive than the “work-based package.” Table 6-3 of the Roadmap
displays how these individual policies also are projected to reduce employment and earnings
(Table 1).

Table 1. Spending and Employment Changes Associated with Selected Package Proposals

Policy Total Change in Net Change in | Net Changein
Government Earnings Jobs
Spending per Year

Begin $2,000 Child Allowance $32.5 Billion —S$1.1 Billion -60,000

Begin $2,700 Child Allowance $85.5 Billion —S$2.3 Billion -98,000

Expand Housing Voucher Program $34.7 Billion -$5.9 Billion -93,181

Expand SNAP Benefits by 35 Percent | $43.0 Billion —$3.8 Billion -161,332




Begin Child Support Assurance $5.6 Billion -$0.2 Billion -10,145

Eliminate 1996 Immigration $4.8 Billion —S$0.5 Billion -13,183

Eligibility Restrictions
Source: National Academy of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine, A Roadmap to Reducing Child Poverty,
(Washington, DC: National Academies Press, 2019), Table 6-3, https://doi.org/10.17226/25246.

Several key Roadmap proposals would end or reduce benefits currently received by many
middle-income families with children, shifting those resources to families with low or no
income from work.

As detailed in Appendix D, several key Roadmap proposals contemplate phasing out current
benefits for families with children at far lower income levels than under current law, ending
those benefits for millions of middle-income families.

The first example involves the child and dependent care tax credit (CDCTC). Under current law,
the CDCTC is a nonrefundable credit that applies to a portion of qualifying childcare expenses of
working parents with children under age 13, for which there is no income cap for eligibility. The
Congressional Research Service confirms that a majority of CDCTC recipients are married, dual-
earner couples, and the median income of recipient households “was estimated to be $88,036
in 2014.“ In contrast only “1% of all CDCTC recipient families were in the lowest-income quintile
in the same year.”!®

The Roadmap proposes to convert the CDCTC to a refundable credit and to “cap the eligibility
for CDCTC at $70,000.”1° Based on estimates from the Internal Revenue Service, setting such a
cap on eligibility for the revised CDCTC would make the majority of recent CDCTC recipients
ineligible for the revised credit. As noted by the Congressional Research Service, over 60
percent of CDCTC recipients in 2014 were in the top two income quintiles, which include
incomes generally above the proposed $70,000 cap. ?° As a result, had this policy been in place
in 2017, it would have made more than 3.6 million tax filers who claimed the CDCTC in that year
ineligible for the revised credit.?!

The second example pertains to the child tax credit, which the Roadmap would convert to a
child allowance, eligibility for which would “phase out . . . between 300 and 400 percent of the
poverty line” under child allowance policy number two.?? Using the SPM poverty thresholds for
2018, that phaseout range would be between about $84,000 and $112,000 that year for a
household of two adults and two children.?? That compares with eligibility for the current CTC
(which would be eliminated under the proposal), which now phases out between $200,000 and
$240,000 for single filers and heads of household and between $400,000 and $440,000 for
married filers.?*

The Roadmap estimates that this proposal would result in 3.6 million fewer tax units currently
eligible for the CTC not receiving a child allowance because their family’s income is above its
proposed phaseout range.?> (Presumably some additional households would receive a smaller
benefit under the child allowance than under the current CTC as they fall within the allowance’s



proposed phaseout range.) In contrast with the current CTC, the proposed child allowance
would be paid to approximately three million households with children in which there is no
working parent.?®

Policymakers should not limit their pursuit of reforms to the proposals in the Roadmap
packages.

Each of the Roadmap’s benefit proposals would expand or create new benefit programs. It does
not offer suggestions for how to pay for that increased spending, even though the “packages”
would cost as much as $109 billion per year.?’

It is discouraging that, in attempting to identify policies with the potential to reduce child
poverty, the Roadmap does not identify current benefits and programs that cannot display
evidence of effectiveness and thus merit consideration as possible offsets for the new spending
it proposes.

Some policymakers also will be disappointed that the Roadmap does not support expanding
mandatory work requirements, such as those in the TANF program, to additional programs. In
reviewing the 1996 welfare reform law that created the TANF program, the Roadmap finds that
“the most consistent evidence indicates that the legislation reduced welfare receipt and
increased employment.”?® The authors also suggest it is difficult to draw conclusions about
mandatory work requirements as impacts on families were generated by “multiple features of
the legislation, including mandatory work requirements as well as time limits, block grants, and
in some cases earnings disregards.”?®

Among the Roadmap’s concluding recommendations is for federal agencies to grant waivers to
state and local governments to rigorously test work-related programs. That has merit and
resembles opportunity and economic mobility demonstrations proposed in the president’s
budget. Those demonstrations would allow states to redesign the delivery of safety-net services
“to streamline funding from multiple safety net programs to provide a connected service array
with the intention to grow the capacity of those served beyond their need for those services.”3°
As the president’s budget notes, “All projects must require work capable individuals to be
engaged in work activities,” which include work, training, and other productive activities.3!

The Roadmap concludes that “the decline in two-parent family structure is the single biggest
factor associated with the increase in child (official) poverty between the mid-1970s and the
early 1990s.”32 While it suggests that healthy marriage promotion efforts started in the 2000s
“failed to boost marriage rates,” other research suggests that conclusion is premature.33
Meanwhile, the promise of the “success sequence” reflects on the continued importance of
identifying programs and policies that can help more two-parent families form and thrive as a
key to preventing child poverty in the future.3* That effort should include further review of
marriage penalties embedded in benefit programs as well.

The Roadmap proposals compete with other current and proposed spending priorities.



As with all policy proposals, the packages in the Roadmap do not exist in a vacuum. The
Congressional Budget Office recently reported that trillion-dollar deficits are expected into the
foreseeable future, when growing spending on entitlement programs—especially on the rising
number of seniors—will continue its sharp rise.?> As the Peter G. Peterson Foundation has
noted, “Total federal spending is projected to increase by $1.5 trillion over the next decade, but
only 3 cents of every additional dollar would go towards children’s programs; 67 cents of every
additional dollar would go towards Social Security, Medicare, and Medicaid and 28 cents would
go towards interest on the debt.”36

A number of proposals like those in the Roadmap have been made but not enacted before,
including as part of similar reviews before this committee of the “cost of poverty” as well as
prior strategies to “cut poverty in half.”3” The rapidly rising claims of senior entitlements, along
with large competing new spending plans such as Medicare for All and the Green New Deal,
pose even greater challenges than before to those seeking large increases in spending like
those proposed in several of the more costly Roadmap packages.
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