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Economic Security Programs Help Low-Income 
Children Succeed Over Long Term, Many Studies Find 

By Arloc Sherman and Tazra Mitchell 

 
Government economic security programs such as food assistance, housing subsidies, and 

working-family tax credits — which bolster income, help families afford basic needs, and keep 
millions of children above the poverty line — also have longer-term benefits, studies find: they help 
children to do better in school and increase their earning power in their adult years. 

 
One in three U.S. children spend a year or more below the poverty line before their 18th birthday.1  

Children experiencing poverty tend to be worse off in a range of ways, including being more likely 
to enter school behind their peers, scoring lower on achievement tests, working less and earning less 
as adults, and having worse health outcomes.2 This pattern is especially clear for the poorest and 
youngest children and those who remain in poverty a long time during childhood.3 Further, these 
adverse outcomes happen “in part because they are poorer, not just because low income is 
correlated with other household and parental characteristics,” a recent systematic research review 
concludes.4 That is, income itself matters. 

 
Economic security programs can blunt these negative effects of poverty and bring poor children 

closer to equal opportunity, numerous studies find. For example, a study of the long-term effects of 
the introduction of food stamps (now known as SNAP) in the 1960s and 1970s found that young 
children who had access to food stamps grew up to have higher high school graduation rates and 
lower rates of certain health problems such as heart disease and obesity, as compared to similar 
disadvantaged children who lacked access to food stamps because their county hadn’t yet 
implemented the program. In addition, women who had access to food stamps as young children 
had improved economic self-sufficiency in adulthood.  

 
Other economic security programs have been found to improve health outcomes at birth, raise 

reading and math test scores in middle school, increase high school completion and college entry, lift 
lifetime income, and extend longevity. The findings come from studies of the Earned Income Tax 
Credit (EITC), anti-poverty and welfare-to-work pilot programs in the 1990s, an earlier public 
assistance program for mothers, and various negative income tax experiments in the late 1960s 
through early 1980s, among others. In addition, a recent well-known housing study found that 
housing vouchers that help poor families move to less poor neighborhoods before children turn 13 
raise the earnings of these children by 31 percent when they reach adulthood.5  
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Researchers are still exploring the reasons why more adequate family income helps children over 
the long term. One way that the added income may help is, for example, by reducing severe poverty-
related stress, a condition that scientists have linked to lasting consequences for children’s brain 
development and physical health. Another may be by helping families afford better learning 
environments from child care through college. Important gains for children have been found both 
in programs that boost income by raising parental employment and in programs that raise income 
without an increase in parental employment. 

 
Overall, the weight of the evidence indicates that economic security programs not only open 

doors of opportunity for participating low-income children but also lift their future health, 
productivity, and ability to contribute to their communities and the economy in ways that benefit 
society as a whole.  

 
Income Support Addresses Wide 
Range of Needs, Keeps Many 
Children Above Poverty Line 

Economic security programs help low-paid or 
out-of-work families afford the goods and 
services a child may need to thrive — whether it 
be nutritious food, a safe home and 
neighborhood, transportation to a doctor or 
library, eyeglasses to see the school blackboard, 
or lead-paint abatement to avoid lead poisoning. 

 
Most families participating in these programs 

work for at least part of the year.  Together with 
their earnings, the assistance they receive often 
lifts the family’s annual resources above the 
poverty line. (Under the federal government’s 
Supplemental Poverty Measure or SPM, which 
includes both cash income and non-cash 
assistance such as food assistance and tax 
credits, the poverty line equaled $25,583 in 2015 
for a couple with two children that rents a home 
in an average-cost community.)6 Specifically, in 
2015:  

 
• Government assistance cut the poverty 

rate nearly in half, lifting 38 million people above the poverty line, including nearly 8 million 
children. 

• This assistance lowered the child poverty rate from 26.8 percent (when families’ income from 
these programs is not counted) to 16.1 percent (when the assistance is counted).  (See Figure 
1.) 7   

 
 

 

FIGURE 1 

 



3 
 

These programs’ true poverty-reducing impact is likely even higher, because, surveyed households 
do not always recall and report all of their income from government assistance.8  

 
Income Support Can Improve Children’s Long-Term Outcomes 

Growing evidence shows that low income can have lasting adverse effects on children and that 
bolstering family income can help poor children catch up in a range of areas. 

 
In a systematic review of high-quality income studies, researchers at the London School of 

Economics and Political Science noted that almost all of the studies found positive effects of higher 
family income on children’s educational, behavioral, and health outcomes.9 

 
Particularly compelling evidence that income support can help poor children catch up in school 

comes from a series of cross-program comparisons of several welfare-to-work and anti-poverty pilot 
programs in the United States and Canada in the 1990s. When programs provided more generous 
income assistance, the comparisons consistently showed better academic performance among young 
children transitioning into school. And the more the programs increased participating families’ 
incomes, the more their children’s academic achievement rose, relative to peers assigned to a 
traditional, less generous welfare program. (See Figure 2.) The five most generous programs raised 
average income by $1,700 a year.10 In a related earlier study of several of the same interventions, 
participation in the more-generous programs raised low-income children’s average test scores from 
the equivalent of the 25th percentile to the 30th percentile.11  

 
Interventions that did not raise income because they focused solely on boosting employment and 

lowering welfare participation largely failed to improve children’s academic performance. Assessing 
the cross-program data, researchers concluded that “young children’s school achievement is 
improved by the income gains generated by these programs but is not affected by changes in 
parental employment and welfare receipt occurring at the same time.”12  
 

A later study that examined 16 interventions produced similar findings, with income gains leading 
to higher school achievement but with little effect from higher parental employment.13   

 
A more recent study traced what happened to American Indian youth after a Cherokee tribal 

government in North Carolina opened a casino and disbursed profits averaging $4,000 a year to each 
adult member of the tribe, cutting their families’ poverty rate roughly in half. 14, 15 A $4,000 boost in 
annual household income from these stipends, continued for four years, led to a rise of 1.1 years of 
education completed by age 21 among American Indian youth who were poor prior to the casino’s 
opening, and raised by nearly 40 percent their likelihood of graduating from high school, researchers 
estimated.16 The additional income also increased the youths’ school attendance by almost four days 
per quarter and reduced the chances of committing a minor crime by 22 percent for 16- and 17-year-
olds across all income groups, the researchers concluded. 
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FIGURE 2 

 
 
Earlier income subsidy programs also showed positive results.  A series of federally funded 

Negative Income Tax (NIT) experiments from 1968 to 1982 randomly assigned families to receive 
varying levels of guaranteed income in several urban and rural sites around the country.  As 
summarized by researchers Neil Salkind and Ron Haskins:17 

 
The quality of nutritional intake was higher in the experimental than in the control group…. 
Three of the experiments found higher school attendance levels…. Receiving the [guaranteed 
income] was associated with higher grades and achievement test scores, which act as powerful 
reinforcers for increased self-esteem…. In New Jersey, educational level was higher among 
experimental than control children.18 (Italics in original.) 

 
Nine out of the experiments’ ten significant educational impacts on children were positive, Salkind 

and Haskins’ summary showed.  
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Income’s impacts in the NIT experiments appeared to vary by age of child.  One research team 

noted that, “the Negative Income Tax studies appear to suggest that income is more important for 
the school achievement of pre-adolescents and for the school attainment of adolescents.”19 
Specifically, two of three sites that evaluated school achievement found significant achievement 
gains for children in elementary school but not for adolescents.20 At the same time, adolescents’ 
likelihood of completing high school and their average years of completed schooling increased in 
New Jersey, the only NIT site that appears to have examined school completion: high school 
completion increased by 20 to 90 percent, on average, the New Jersey evaluation reported. By ages 
19 and 20, teens from families with a guaranteed income completed an average of one-third to one 
and a half more years of formal education, relative to teens in a randomly assigned control group.21 

 
Two other NIT experiment sites that examined school attendance but not school completion 

(Seattle and Denver) found school attendance improved by 9 percentage points for teens ages 16 to 
21; for 18-year-olds, attendance rose by an impressive 14 percentage points, from 28 percent to 42 
percent.22 (A recent follow-up study found no impact on the Seattle and Denver children’s later 
earnings, as discussed below.) 

 
A recent retrospective study of income assistance provided a century ago found positive effects 

that were life-long. Researchers conducted a study that tracked sons who had participated in the 
Mothers’ Pensions program (participating daughters’ names changed too frequently), which was the 
first broadly targeted monthly public income assistance program in the United States. The program 
operated from 1911 to 1935 and served low-income mothers whose husbands were missing or 
incapacitated. The study found that assisted children completed one-third more years of schooling, 
had nearly 14 percent higher incomes by early adulthood, were less likely to be underweight, and 
lived an average of one year longer, compared with peers whose mothers had applied for the income 
assistance but were turned away. (The rejected families were generally slightly less poor at the time 
of application but significantly poorer after the assistance was taken into account.)23 

 
Refundable Tax Credits Boost Children’s School Achievement and Healthy 
Development 

A robust set of studies have found that the EITC, which supplements earnings and offsets taxes 
for low-income working families, also boosts children’s school achievement, chances of attending 
college, and health outcomes. (See Figure 3.) Another working-family tax credit, the Child Tax 
Credit (CTC), is newer and less studied but shares key design features with the EITC (most notably, 
both credits increase in value as a low-income worker’s earnings increase, thereby rewarding work), 
and both credits have shown positive results for children.  

 
Evidence for tax credits’ positive effects begins early in life. Several studies examined family 

income and child outcomes following federal and state EITC expansions enacted during the 1980s 
through the 2000s. Infants whose mothers were eligible for the largest federal tax credit increases or 
lived in a state that enacted a state EITC tended to experience the greatest improvements in birth 
weight — an early health indicator that is a strong predictor of children’s longer-term health 
outcomes, educational attainment, and later-life earnings.24 Studies have also linked living in a state 
that recently enacted or enlarged a state EITC with significant reductions in mothers’ mental stress 
and smoking during pregnancy (which could contribute to the improvements in birth weight).25  
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Mounting evidence also links the EITC and CTC to higher test scores. Students living in 
households with additional income from the EITC had significantly larger combined math and 
reading test scores, according to a study of nearly two decades’ worth of data on mothers and 
children.26 Another study, examining a series of federal and state EITC expansions, found that in 
years and states when lawmakers increased the EITC, children’s test scores rose — particularly in 
math — in both elementary and middle school.27 Likewise, a study that matched tax records with 
school performance for 2.5 million students in grades 3 to 8 reported an association between income 
from the EITC and CTC and higher reading and math scores.28 

 
FIGURE 3 

 
 
The EITC’s and CTC’s beneficial effects appear to follow children into adulthood.  One 

preliminary study links the receipt of larger EITCs to higher rates of graduating from high school 
and attending college.29 The size of these effects is noteworthy: the author estimated that a child in a 
family eligible for the largest EITC expansion in the early 1990s had a 7.2 percentage-point increase 
in high school completion. Those children also had a 4.8 percentage-point higher probability of 
completing one or more years of college by age 19 (see Figure 4) — an improvement comparable to 
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that from major educational interventions such as reductions in classroom size. The findings show 
that the academic benefits of larger EITC benefits extend to children of all racial and ethnic groups, 
with some evidence that the benefits are larger for children of color, boys, and younger children (i.e., 
for preschoolers, relative to middle school students). 

 
Moreover, skill gains associated with families’ 

EITC income add significantly to their children’s 
expected earnings later in life.  Researchers have 
projected that each dollar of income through tax 
credits may increase the real value of the child’s 
future earnings by more than one dollar.30  
 

Tax credits may improve a low-income child’s 
chances of attending college not only by 
improving his or her skills during middle 
childhood but also more directly, by making 
college more affordable.  One study estimates 
that for a high-school student whose family 
makes around the amount needed to qualify for 
the maximum EITC — about $11,000 — as 
little as $1,000 in tax refunds received in the 
spring of senior year (in 2015 dollars) increases 
college entry rates the next year by more than 2 
percent. Further, the authors report suggestive 
evidence that assisted students persist through a 
full four-year college education.31 Given the high 
payoff associated with a college degree — with 
lifetime net earnings gains of about $200,000 to 
$550,000 for a public four-year degree after 
subtracting in-state tuition and fees, according to 
various studies — such effects on college entry suggest that the gains in productivity and earnings 
roughly equal or exceed the added EITC income.32  

 
As economists Austin Nichols and Jesse Rothstein summarize in a recent review of the literature 

on the EITC: “Taking all of the estimates together, there is robust evidence of quite large effects of 
the EITC on children’s academic achievement and attainment, with potentially important 
consequences for later-life outcomes.”33  

 
In addition, expansions of state and federal EITCs may even reduce child maltreatment, according 

to one study. Among single mothers in the study, for example, each $1,000 in higher income (in 
2009 dollars) received because of EITC expansions between 2000 and 2009 was associated with a 
decline of approximately 8 to 10 percent in child protective services investigations. Declines were 
especially large in investigations of physical neglect or of failure to provide a child’s basic material 
needs — the category of maltreatment that has long been most closely correlated with low income.  
“The general pattern of our results is suggestive of a causal link” between higher income and 
reductions in child neglect and involvement by child protection agencies among the families 
benefiting most from the EITC, the researchers concluded.34  

 

FIGURE 4 

 



8 
 

As Food Stamps Were Introduced, Children’s Long-Term Outcomes Improved 
Food stamps (subsequently renamed the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program or SNAP) 

provide a food subsidy that is modest in size — about $1.40 per person per meal in 2015 — but 
plays a critical role in reducing hunger, food insecurity, and poverty.    

 
A recent study examined what happened as 

the federal government gradually introduced 
food stamps across the country, county by 
county, in the 1960s and early 1970s. It 
concluded that children from disadvantaged 
families that had access to food stamps in utero 
or early childhood had better health outcomes as 
adults than otherwise-similar children born in 
counties that had not yet implemented the 
program. Adults who’d grown up in counties 
with food stamps reported better health and had 
lower rates of “metabolic syndrome,” which is a 
combined measure of obesity, high blood 
pressure, heart disease, and diabetes. In addition, 
women with access to food stamps as young 
children reported improved “economic self-
sufficiency,” based on a combined measure of 
employment, income, poverty status, high 
school graduation, and program participation.  
Early access to food stamps also increased 
disadvantaged children’s chances of graduating 
from high school by 18 percentage points. (See 
Figure 5.)35 

 
A second study examined how changes in 

food stamp eligibility rules for legal immigrant 
adults in the 1990s and early 2000s may have 
affected their children’s health. The researcher estimated that for each additional year that immigrant 
parents were eligible for food stamps while their children were in the prenatal year through age 5, 
the children experienced a decline of 6 percent (or 1.6 percentage points) in the likelihood that their 
parents will report them as being in “poor,” “fair,” or “good” health (rather than “very good” or 
“excellent” health) between ages 6 and 16. For every $1,000 in food stamp benefits (in 2009 
inflation-adjusted dollars), the likelihood of less-than-very-good health declined by 15 percent.36 This 
study provides evidence that participating in food stamps as a young child can affect health later in 
life, as well as when the children are school age. 

 
Housing Assistance Reduces Risk Factors for Poor School Outcomes and Can 
Help Families Move to Higher-Opportunity Areas 

Rental subsidies such as vouchers and public housing help families afford decent, stable housing.  
By lowering families’ rent to 30 percent of their income and requiring that housing meet minimum 
quality standards, housing assistance also reduces housing-related problems that can impair 

FIGURE 5 
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children’s academic achievement, including overcrowding, homelessness, and frequent moves that 
result in disruptive school changes.37 In addition, housing voucher programs that enable families to 
move out of poor neighborhoods can boost young children’s future earnings.  

    
In a multi-site, rigorous evaluation, low-income families that received housing vouchers were 52 

percent less likely to live in overcrowded housing, 74 percent less likely to become homeless, and 
moved about 35 percent less often than otherwise-similar low-income families that didn’t receive 
housing assistance. (See Figure 6.)38  

 
FIGURE 6 

 
 
Research links the housing-related problems that housing assistance addresses to a range of 

adverse outcomes with long-term consequences. Children in homeless families are more likely than 
other low-income children to drop out of school, repeat a grade, or perform poorly on tests.39  
Frequent moves, particularly those that cause children to change schools during kindergarten or high 
school, tend to worsen educational performance; this is true both for the children and for their 
classmates in schools in which large numbers of students move in or out during the year.40 Moving 
frequently can also impose stress and cause students to have difficulty concentrating, may cause gaps 
in learning because schools cover material in a different order, and may weaken the bond with 
teachers or cause children to miss school days. 41  Overcrowding (which is generally not allowed in 
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assisted housing) can deny children a quiet space to do homework and trigger stressful conflicts that 
interfere with academic performance.42,43  

 
One large-scale study in Chicago showed that housing vouchers had modest positive impacts on 

young boys’ achievement test scores, compared with peers on a waiting list who received no housing 
subsidy.44 The test score improvement per dollar of benefit income was smaller than previous 
estimates had found for the EITC but comparable to the per-dollar impact of reducing classroom 
size in an earlier Tennessee experiment, the data suggest.45 The findings also included signs of 
improvement for older girls’ math scores. The researchers emphasize that there was no general 
pattern of improvement across a broad list of child outcomes that included health and crime. Other 
research, however, shows that vouchers are more effective for children when they are designed to 
help families move to areas of higher opportunity — which the vouchers in the Chicago study were 
not.  

 
Helping Children Move to Opportunity 

Studies have found lasting positive results from recent innovations in housing assistance that help 
low-income families use housing vouchers to move to lower-poverty areas with higher opportunity 
and less crime.46 

 
Children whose families moved to low-poverty neighborhoods were more likely to attend college 

and earn more as adults, relative to children who remained in high-poverty neighborhoods, 
according to an important recent study by Raj Chetty and colleagues.47  Researchers found that 
children under age 13 living in families that used a housing voucher to move to a lower-poverty 
neighborhood from a public housing development were 32 percent more likely to attend college and 
earned 31 percent (nearly $3,500) more per year as young adults than their counterparts in families 
that did not receive a voucher. The boost in total lifetime earnings was estimated to be $302,000, on 
average. The children were also likelier to live in better neighborhoods as adults, and the girls were 
30 percent less likely to be single parents as adults. (See Figure 7.) The researchers concluded that 
for families that moved, vouchers “may reduce the intergenerational persistence of poverty and 
ultimately generate positive returns for taxpayers.”48 In contrast, the researchers suggested that 
moving at older ages (above 13) may offer children fewer years of childhood exposure to their new 
environment so that, on balance, the disruption of moving may do more harm than good. 

 
Likewise, a Maryland study found that low-income children are more likely to succeed in school 

when housing assistance is used to help them grow up with residential stability in high-opportunity 
areas with low-poverty schools. Low-income families accepted into public housing were assigned a 
housing site and an affiliated neighborhood school. After five to seven years, students assigned to a 
low-poverty elementary school “significantly outperformed,” in both math and reading, their peers 
in public housing who attended higher-poverty schools.49 In addition, educational performance 
improved with time in the low-poverty schools, suggesting that residential stability may play an 
important role in children’s success. By the end of elementary school, students in families that had 
used housing assistance to move to a high-opportunity area had cut their initial, sizeable 
achievement gap with non-poor students in their district by half for math and one-third for reading. 

 
Moreover, while some opponents of using vouchers to help poor families move to low-income 

areas argue that this would increase crime in the destination neighborhoods, a careful study of 
neighborhood crime rates in ten large cities found no evidence of this occurring.50 
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FIGURE 7 

 
 
 

Why Assistance Programs May Affect Children’s Development 
Researchers are still exploring why a secure financial base matters for children’s development and 

lifelong opportunities. Because children’s individual needs vary, the reasons likely vary for different 
children and at different stages of childhood. Examples of key influences include income’s effects 
on children’s early nutrition, exposure to stress, and learning environments.51 

 
Improving Nutrition 

One way assistance programs may help children is by improving nutrition in their earliest years, 
starting before birth.  Researchers note that even mild voluntary daytime fasting in the first trimester 
of pregnancy is associated with lower child test scores by age 7 as well as lower adult earnings and a 
20 percent increase in the likelihood of disability, especially mental disability.52,53  Similar effects may 
have been at play when the Food Stamp Program was introduced to different areas of the country in 
the 1960s and 1970s; data showing reduced underweight births indicate that “newborn health 
improved promptly” after the program arrived.54 Poor nutrition in early childhood has been linked 
with a lifelong shift in the body’s metabolism and a cluster of chronic metabolism-related illnesses, 
including diabetes, high blood pressure, and heart disease — a connection that researchers say may 
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explain the lasting effect of food stamp access in childhood in reducing these illnesses in 
adulthood.55   

Reducing Stress 
Reducing severe stress is a second major way that income can affect children, partly through its 

effects on parents and parenting. “Increasingly sophisticated studies suggest that income support can 
reduce mothers’ stress,” according to a research review by Greg Duncan and his colleagues.56  This 
can contribute to more effective parenting. For example, a $4,000 infusion of income from stipends 
funded from the opening of a casino was associated with improvements in the quality of parent-
child relationships (including improved parental supervision, more positive interactions with 
mothers, and fewer arguments between parents and children), which in turn appear to have 
contributed to improvements in children’s emotional and behavioral health by age 16.57 

 
In some studies, financial stress and distraction appear to have an immediate effect on adults’ 

mental functioning.58 In two studies of adults — one experiment in a New Jersey mall and another 
study involving essentially randomized payment schedules among farmers in India — researchers at 
Harvard and Princeton found evidence that increases in financial stress temporarily lowered 
measured IQs by 9 to 14 points, similar to the effect of staying awake for 24 hours.59 The short-term 
effects of family financial distress on students’ concentration and learning have not been well 
studied, though low-income students’ short-term reactions to neighborhood violence have been 
linked to lower test scores.60 

 
Stress can also matter in the long run. Duncan and his colleagues note, “low-income children have 

significantly higher levels of stress hormones than their wealthier counterparts” — whether because 
of stressed parents, dangerous neighborhoods and schools, or other factors — and “disparities in 
stress exposure and related stress hormones may explain to some extent why poor children have 
lower levels of cognitive ability and achievement as well as poorer health later in life.”61 For example, 
they note, high childhood stress has been linked to “a host of inflammatory diseases later in life,” 
such as arthritis. Severe stress is also thought to have lasting negative effects on a young child’s 
developing brain. (See box.) 

 
Further, maternal stress may act together with undernutrition and other poverty-related challenges 

to damage a young child’s immune system in ways that can later lead to early-onset arthritis and 
other chronic ailments and disabilities. These health problems can result in lost work hours and 
lower adult productivity. According to a study in the Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences: 

 
Results show that low income, particularly in very early childhood (between the prenatal and 
second year of life), is associated with increases in early-adult hypertension, arthritis, and 
limitations on activities of daily living. Moreover, these relationships and particularly arthritis 
partially account for the associations between early childhood poverty and adult productivity as 
measured by adult work hours and earnings. The results suggest that the associations between 
early childhood poverty and these adult disease states may be immune-related.62     

 
Chronic illness may thus partly explain the intergenerational link observed in earlier studies 

between parental income levels and a child’s later work outcomes. For example, one study that 
followed low-income children from early childhood into their adult years found that each additional 
$3,000 in annual income in early childhood (in 2005 dollars) is associated with an added 135 hours 
of work per year as a young adult and an additional 17 percent in annual earnings.63 (See Figure 8.)  
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FIGURE 8 

 
 
 

Improving Learning Environments 
Income can also help families afford more effective learning environments, from child care 

through college. An evaluation of welfare-to-work and anti-poverty interventions of the 1990s found 
that programs that increased family income but didn’t actively encourage or require use of child care 
centers also increased the use of center-based child care and improved children’s academic 
performance in the early years of elementary school.64 Those researchers concluded that the use of 
center-based care among young children partially explained the positive effects of income on 
children’s academic achievement. This finding builds on earlier research suggesting that access to 
center-based child care for low-income young children has benefits for their cognitive 
development.65  

 
Income has also had a growing effect on college attendance in recent decades. Researchers found 

a “dramatic increase” in the strength of the positive relationship between family income and college 
attendance among youth in their late teens in the early 2000s compared to those in the early 1980s, 
even when controlling for cognitive skills.66 As previously noted, income from the EITC has been 
linked with modest increases in college enrollment rates by making college more affordable for high 
school seniors.  
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Together, income security’s effects in very early childhood and its later effects, such as on access 
to education, appear to add up. In a previously mentioned study, children who received Mothers 
Pensions roughly a century ago lived an average of about a year longer than otherwise-similar 
children who were turned down. Researchers calculated that approximately 75 percent of this 
lifespan effect could plausibly be explained by the program’s combined positive influence in three 
separate areas — reducing underweight births by half, increasing education by 0.34 years of 
schooling, and raising adult income by 14 percent — each of which prior research had linked with 
longevity.67  

 
Increasing Employment Without Lifting Income Tends Not to Improve Child 
Outcomes 

Some have suggested that increases in parental employment — not income — are the real reason 
children seem to fare better in economic security programs. The evidence suggests otherwise. 

 
Educational gains have been found both from income-support programs that raise parental 

employment and those that do not. One cross-program comparison of 16 local welfare-to-work and 
anti-poverty policies in the early 1990s noted: 

 
All of these policies increased parental employment, while only some increased family income.  
These analyses indicated improved academic achievement for preschool and elementary school 
children by programs that boosted both income and parental employment, but not by programs 
that only increased employment. These experimental findings suggest that income plays a causal 
role in boosting younger children’s achievement.68 

 
Moreover, as the same researchers noted, earlier income-boosting programs that did not raise 

employment (such as the NIT experiments) also lifted children’s educational outcomes. Taken 
together, this suggests that income gains tend to help children succeed in school, while lifting 
parental employment is neither necessary nor sufficient to do so. 

 
At the same time, as previously noted, welfare-to-work interventions that did not raise income 

because they focused solely on boosting employment and lowering welfare participation largely 
failed to improve children’s academic performance. Researchers concluded that young children’s 
school achievement is improved by the programs’ positive income effects but not by their effect on 
raising parental employment.69 

 
One of the pilot programs, the Minnesota Family Investment Program (MFIP), looked at whether 

adding an employment mandate to income assistance helps children. The study divided families at 
random into three groups. The control group received the then-conventional program of minimal 
Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC) income support equaling at most about half of 
the poverty line for a mother with two children ($853 a month in 2016 dollars). (Cash assistance 
benefit levels have since eroded further in Minnesota and most other states.) A second “Incentives 
Only” group added a somewhat more generous earnings supplement as a reward for families that 
worked. A third group received those positive work incentives plus work requirements backed by 
financial penalties. 

 
The Incentives Only policy raised average incomes by 11 percent among long-term public 

assistance recipients, relative to the control group. (The majority of the recipients remained below 
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the poverty line, though, even after counting their food stamps and EITC.) The Incentives Only 
program also significantly raised children’s school performance and engagement. Adding work 
requirements on top of those earnings supplements, however, did not further help children’s school 
performance, and it decreased some measures of children’s positive behavior even though the 
mandates did result in more parents working. (See Figure 9.) (Adding the mandates increased 
earnings but decreased welfare income, resulting in no significant change in net income relative to 
the Incentives Only group.)70   

 
The Minnesota findings “suggest that 

increases in income may benefit children’s 
academic functioning and that increases in 
employment alone are generally neutral but may 
have negative effects on selective aspects of 
children’s positive behavior,” evaluators 
concluded.71  

 
Some people also suggest that better child care 

services, not income, may explain the better 
outcomes of young children in some financial 
assistance pilot programs. There is little doubt 
that good child care can help children succeed 
and that one way income support can help 
children succeed is by enabling their parents to 
purchase better child care. However, financial 
assistance has been found to promote children’s 
well-being whether or not it enhanced child care.   
In the Minnesota pilot project, for example, 
earnings incentives by themselves did not 
significantly increase the use of center-based 
child care but did significantly improve 
children’s well-being.72 Adding work mandates 
boosted the Minnesota parents’ use of center-
based child care but did not boost children’s 
educational outcomes further, and it reduced 
children’s positive behavior.  

 
Further, the Mothers Pensions of the early 

1900s showed positive long-term effects on 
children even though it is unlikely that the 
program greatly increased children’s 
participation in child care centers because it 
predated the widespread adoption of center-based child care. 

 
Welfare time limits and other stringent welfare rules — which, in the absence of adequate child 

care or other services, often function more as a cut in assistance than as a path to stable employment 
— have been found to have harmful effects in other studies as well. One Delaware study found that 
the child protective services agency was more likely to become involved with families that had been 
randomly assigned to a program of lower welfare benefits, time limits, strict work requirements 

FIGURE 9 
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backed by financial penalties, and other limitations, relative to families receiving a modestly more 
generous traditional welfare program in the 1990s.73 The study was unable to determine whether 
these negative impacts on children were due to lower income, increased parental stress, or other 
factors associated with the stricter rules. The findings are consistent, however, with the previously 
mentioned study finding that child maltreatment and child protective services involvement fell after 
state and federal EITC expansions boosted family incomes.   

 
More Research Is Needed, But Available Evidence Is Compelling 

The bulk of evidence supports the conclusion that economic security programs play a strong role 
in helping low-income children, although there are exceptions. In science, including the social and 
behavioral sciences, individual studies are rarely conclusive by themselves; what matters is where the 
bulk of evidence lies. On balance, the evidence is strongly on the side of the importance of income 
assistance for low-income children.   

 
In a systematic review of high-quality studies of income’s effects on children (mostly U.S. studies), 

researchers at the London School of Economics and Political Science noted that almost all the 
studies found positive effects of higher family income for children’s educational, behavioral, and 
health outcomes, with particularly strong findings for cognitive development and schooling. Of the 
34 studies identified, only five found no evidence of an income effect on any of the outcomes 
examined, and methodological problems contributed to this result in at least four of those five, the 
researchers said.  “The studies indicated that money makes a difference to children’s outcomes,” the 
researchers concluded.74  

 
Not every study finds positive results. For example, even though NIT experiments in the 1960s 

through 1980s significantly improved children’s education outcomes, one preliminary follow-up 
study from two sites surprisingly found no earnings gains (or losses) for participating children in 
subsequent decades.75 That follow-up study builds on the previously mentioned Seattle and Denver 
Income Maintenance Experiments (SIME/DIME), which were designed to test the effects of 
stronger income support by randomly assigning families to receive varying policies of income 
support. The follow-up study tracked down children whose families participated in SIME/DIME 
and observed no impact of participation on their earnings in adulthood. This lack of earnings effects 
is difficult to reconcile with previously reported positive impacts of NIT experiments on children’s 
education, together with education’s well-established positive effects on earnings.  Although the 
design of the initial SIME/DIME experiment was methodologically strong, the follow-up study has 
a number of weaknesses that might explain its lack of significant positive findings in this area: 

 
• The SIME/DIME intervention did not test protection against deep poverty (family incomes 

below half the poverty line), and most of the intervention’s added income was directed at 
families that already were well above the poverty line, for whom it would be expected to have 
fewer long-term impacts on children. SIME/DIME served a wide income range that ended 
above the national median income, or over three times the federal poverty line. The 
experiment’s control group received a relatively strong income guarantee under AFDC: about 
100 percent of the federal poverty line for a qualifying mother with two children with no other 
income in Washington State, and three-fourths of the poverty line in Colorado.76 As a result, 
the experiment’s added income support, relative to the control group, was generally targeted 
to families well above the poverty line. These targeting issues may explain the difference in 
findings with Aizer et al., (2014), which found that the early 1900s public assistance programs 
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— which were targeted to some of the nation’s poorest mothers, and at a time when little or 
no other government support was available — had positive long-term effects on their sons’ 
health, education, income, and years of life. 

• Another issue is that the SIME/DIME follow-up left out 18-year-olds, the group of 
adolescents the original study identified as gaining by far the most from SIME/DIME in 
terms of school enrollment; their enrollment rate rose 14 percentage points, according to a 
1984 study by Steven Venti. (No doubt part of that impact is due to greater college 
enrollment; Manoli and Turner (2016) found evidence that income from the EITC raises 
college entry rates for high school seniors.) It would be surprising for college gains of that size 
not to raise later earnings, and leaving out 18-year-olds may be an important omission.  

• Finally, the authors of the follow-up study tracked down only 59 percent of the children that 
they tried to locate. This raises questions about possible differences between the children they 
found and those they didn’t. 

 
In short, by aiming mostly at families above the poverty line, the initial SIME/DIME intervention 

might have been targeted in a way that did not strongly improve children’s long-term outcomes, 
even if it raised some school outcomes in the short term. Alternatively, the SIME/DIME follow-up 
study may not have measured the intervention’s true long-run impact on children’s earnings because 
it omitted an important age group (18-year-olds) or did not track down a representative selection of 
participants.  

 
A study now being planned should help clarify income’s effects. The first U.S. study specifically 

designed to rigorously test the impact of income support payments on young children, it will 
compare supported children with a randomly assigned control group and carefully track both 
groups’ outcomes. (See box.)  

 
Another area needing further study is the stage of childhood at which income matters most.  

Income effects for children’s education achievement and adult earnings are found most consistently 
for children under age 6. At the same time, there is also substantial evidence of income effects in 
older childhood, especially for other types of outcomes.  

 
Gordon Berlin, the president of MDRC, a national leader in evaluating welfare-to-work programs 

and other anti-poverty initiatives, has explained that, “We have reliable evidence involving thousands 
of families in multiple studies demonstrating that ‘making work pay’ [by supplementing low 
earnings] causes improvements in young children’s school performance.”77 Similarly, researchers 
Greg Duncan and Katherine Magnuson have observed, “Early childhood is a particularly sensitive 
period in which economic deprivation may compromise children’s life achievement and employment 
opportunities.”78 

 
Income, however, may play somewhat different roles at different stages of childhood. For 

example, Duncan and Magnuson emphasize the importance of early childhood income but also note 
evidence that, when it comes to completed schooling, family income seems to matter “even more” 
during adolescence than in early childhood, and for improving later health and reducing non-marital 
births, its positive effect appears to be “largely attributable to income during adolescence, rather 
than earlier in childhood.”79 A range of other studies have found significant test score effects for 
income support received in middle childhood,80 effects on high school or college attendance around 
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age 18, and college entry effects for high school seniors.81 Thus, Duncan and his colleagues have 
noted, “investments later in life … may also be well advised.”82   

 
On balance, despite some signs that income may matter more in some stages of childhood than 

others, evidence for such age differences remains mixed.  Further research would provide more 
insight. 

 
Conclusion 

Economic security policies help form a critical foundation for the well-being of children by 
ensuring that low-income families can put food on the table, pay the rent, and afford other basics. 
Studies of the long-term effect of government assistance show “remarkably consistent evidence” of 
improved long-term outcomes for participating children, as a recent Brookings Institution report 
concludes.83 Assistance programs such as the EITC, SNAP, and housing assistance not only help 
low-income families get by today but also help children thrive in the long run by improving their 
health status, educational success, and future work outcomes. 
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Emerging Research Links Poverty, Toxic Stress, Brain Growth, and Child Outcomes 
Researchers at Harvard’s Center on the Developing Child and elsewhere note that when children live in 
severely stressful situations — such as dangerous neighborhoods or times when their families have severe 
difficulty putting food on the table — and when their parents cannot shield them emotionally, the children 
may experience “toxic stress.” This stress can alter the physical growth and functioning of a child’s brain in 
ways that impede his or her ability to thrive in school and develop the social and emotional skills to function 
well in adulthood.a 

Research has linked income losses around the time of pregnancy, for example, with a rise in stress that can 
affect both mother and baby. Temporary spells of low income in pregnancy appear to come with an increase 
in the mother’s stress hormone cortisol. High cortisol in pregnancy, in turn, was associated with “a year less 
schooling, a verbal IQ score that is five points lower and a 48 percent increase in the number of chronic 
[health] conditions” for the exposed children, compared to their own siblings born when the family had lower 
stress (and, usually, higher income).b   

Another study documented that a young adult’s working memory (measured at age 17) “deteriorated in 
direct relation to the number of years the children lived in poverty (from birth through age 13).” The study 
found that “such deterioration occurred only among poverty-stricken children with chronically elevated 
physiological stress (as measured between ages 9 and 13).” That is, the mechanism by which early 
childhood poverty affected memory appears to be related to the stress that “usually accompanies poverty.”c 

Stress and other circumstances of poverty may influence brain structure. Children in poverty had gray 
matter volumes 8 to 10 percent below normal in several areas of the brain associated with school readiness 
skills, one research team found. “To avoid long-term costs of impaired academic functioning, households 
below 150% of the federal poverty level should be targeted for additional resources aimed at remediating 
early childhood environments,” they concluded. d 

Income support appears to help. For example, mothers targeted by the 1993 expansion of the EITC showed 
signs of reduced stress such as less inflammation and lower diastolic blood pressure.e 

Scientists are preparing a more direct test of income support’s effects on young children, including its ability 
to reduce toxic stress and its effect on brain growth. The study will provide a $333 monthly ($4,000 a year) 
payment to parents of newborns for the child’s first 40 months of life. The study will track parental and child 
stress levels and children’s brain development (using brain scans), health, behavior problems, and learning.f 

 
a National Scientific Council on the Developing Child, “Excessive Stress Disrupts the Architecture of the Developing Brain: 
Working Paper 3,” 2005/2014, updated edition, http://developingchild.harvard.edu/resources/wp3/. 

b Anna Aizer, Laura Stroud, and Stephen Buka, “Maternal Stress and Child Outcomes: Evidence from Siblings,” National Bureau 
of Economic Research Working Paper 18422, 2012, www.nber.org/papers/w18422.pdf. 
c Gary W. Evans, Jeanne Brooks-Gunn, and Pamela K. Klebanov, “Stressing Out the Poor: Chronic Physiological Stress and the 
Income-Achievement Gap,” Pathways, Winter 2011, 
http://www.stanford.edu/group/scspi/_media/pdf/pathways/winter_2011/PathwaysWinter11.pdf.  

d Nicole L. Hair et al., “Association of Child Poverty, Brain Development, and Academic Achievement,” JAMA Pediatrics Vol. 169 
No. 9 (September 2015), pp. 822-9, http://jamanetwork.com/journals/jamapediatrics/fullarticle/2381542.  
e William N. Evans and Craig L. Garthwaite, “Giving Mom a Break: The Impact of Higher EITC Payments on Maternal Health,” 
American Economic Journal, Vol. 6 No. 2 (2014), pp. 258-290. 
f Greg Duncan, “When a Basic Income Matters Most,” Economic Security Project, Medium, December 19, 2016, 
https://medium.com/economicsecproj/when-a-basic-income-matters-most-d90d093458a3#.43b144mt4. 

 



20 
 

1 Caroline Ratcliffe, “Child Poverty and Adult Success,” Urban Institute, September 9, 2015, 
http://www.urban.org/sites/default/files/alfresco/publication-pdfs/2000369-Child-Poverty-and-Adult-Success.pdf.  
2 Greg J. Duncan and Katherine Magnuson, “The Long Reach of Early Childhood Poverty,” Pathways, Winter 2011, 
http://inequality.stanford.edu/sites/default/files/PathwaysWinter11_Duncan.pdf; Ratcliffe. 
3 Jeanne Brooks-Gunn and Greg Duncan, “The Effects of Poverty on Children,” The Future of Children, 2nd ed., vol. 2, 
Summer-Fall 1997, www.princeton.edu/futureofchildren/publications/docs/07_02_03.pdf. 
4 Kerris Cooper and Kitty Stewart, “Does Money Affect Children’s Outcomes?,” Joseph Rowntree Foundation, October 
22, 2013, https://www.jrf.org.uk/report/does-money-affect-children’s-outcomes. 
5 Raj Chetty, Nathaniel Hendren, and Lawrence Katz, “The Effects of Exposure to Better Neighborhoods on Children: 
New Evidence from the Moving to Opportunity Experiment,” Harvard University and National Bureau of Economic 
Research, August 2015,  http://scholar.harvard.edu/files/hendren/files/mto_paper.pdf.  
6 Trudi Renwick and Liana Fox, “The Supplemental Poverty Measure: 2015, U.S. Census Bureau,” September 2016, 
https://www.census.gov/content/dam/Census/library/publications/2016/demo/p60-258.pdf. 
7 Danilo Trisi, “Safety Net Cut Poverty Nearly in Half Last Year,” Center on Budget and Policy Priorities, September 14, 
2016, http://www.cbpp.org/blog/safety-net-cut-poverty-nearly-in-half-last-year.  
8  Arloc Sherman and Danilo Trisi, “Safety Net for Poorest Weakened After Welfare Law But Regained Strength in 
Great Recession, at Least Temporarily,” Center on Budget and Policy Priorities, May 11, 2015, 
http://www.cbpp.org/sites/default/files/atoms/files/5-11-15pov.pdf. 
9 Cooper and Stewart. 
10 Pamela A. Morris, Lisa A. Gennetian, and Greg J. Duncan, “Effects of Welfare and Employment Policies on Young 
Children: New Findings on Policy Experiments Conducted in the Early 1990s,” Social Policy Report, vol. 19, no. 2 (2005), 
pp. 3-17, http://www.srcd.org/sites/default/files/documents/spr19-2.pdf. 
11 Pamela Morris, “The Effects of Welfare Reform Policies on Children,” Social Policy Report, vol. 16, no. 1 (2002), pp. 4-
18, http://srcd.org/sites/default/files/documents/spr16-1.pdf. 
12  Morris, Gennetian, and Duncan.    
13	Greg Duncan, Pamela Morris, and Chris Rodrigues, “Does Money Really Matter? Estimating Impacts of Family 
Income on Young Children’s Achievement with Data from Random-Assignment Experiments, Developmental Psychology, 
vol. 47, no. 5 (2011), pp. 1263-1279.		
14 Randall K. Q. Akee et al., “Parents’ Incomes and Children’s Outcomes: A Quasi-Experiment Using Transfer Payments 
from Casino Profits,” American Economic Journal: Applied Economics, vol. 2, no. 1 (January 2010), pp. 86-115, 
http://dukespace.lib.duke.edu/dspace/bitstream/handle/10161/3357/284558700004.pdf?sequence=1.  
15 E. Jane Costello et al., “Relationships Between Poverty and Psychopathology: A Natural Experiment,” The Journal of the 
American Medical Association, vol. 290, no. 15 (October 2003), pp. 2023-2029 (see figure on page 2025).  
16 Researchers note that the stipend included a specific incentive to finish high school that may have supplemented the 
effect of income: children who finished high school could immediately receive the stipend at age 18, whereas those who 
did not finish high school would have to wait until age 21. Researchers also found an effect of gender: educational 
outcomes improved if mothers received the money, but not if the fathers did.  Akee et al.  
17 Neil Salkind and Ron Haskins, “Negative Income Tax: The Impact on Children from Low-Income Families,” Journal 
of Family Issues, Vol. 3, No. 2 (June 1982), http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/019251382003002003.  
18 Ibid.  
19 Greg Duncan, Katherine Magnuson, and Elizabeth Votruba-Drzal, “Boosting Family Income to Promote Child 
Development,” The Future of Children, vol. 24, no. 1 (Spring 2014), pp. 109, https://www.fcd-
us.org/assets/2014/07/24_01_05.pdf.  
20 No effects on school performance were found for children in Iowa, one of the three sites. As possible explanations, 
researchers pointed to the Iowa sample’s smaller income gains due to the experiment (the site’s sample was relatively 
well off before the experiment began) as well as less precise school data in Iowa. Anne McCarten-Gibbs and Christine 
 

                                                



21 
 

                                                                                                                                                       
Ross, “Memorandum: Summary of the Negative Income Tax — Children’s School Performance Literature and 
Implications for the ECCO Cash Benefit Option,” Mathematica Policy Research, Inc., April 14, 1992.  
21 The New Jersey experiment consisted of eight variants of the income guarantee, consisting of low-, medium-, and 
high-generosity plans with varying phase-down rates.  The evaluators focused their findings on results from the 
“medium-generosity” plans.  A simple average across all eight variants shows similar results:  a 39 percent increase in 
high school completion (from 52 percent to 72 percent) and an added eight months of education. Charles Mallar and 
Rebecca Maynard, “MPR Working Paper #C-7: An Overview of the Analyses of the Effects of the Rural and New 
Jersey Income Maintenance Experiments on School Performance and Educational Attainment,” Mathematica Policy 
Research, December 1975.  
22 Steven Venti, “The Effects of Income Maintenance on Work, Schooling, and Non-Market Activities of Youth.” Review 
of Economics and Statistics, vol. 66, no. 1 (February 1984), pp. 16-25. 
23 Anna Aizer et al., “The Long-Run Impact of Cash Transfers to Poor Families,” American Economic Review, vol. 106, no. 
4 (2016), pp. 935–971.  An earlier version of this paper is at http://www.nber.org/papers/w20103.  
24 Hilary W. Hoynes, Douglas L. Miller, and David Simon, “Income, The Earned Income Tax Credit, and Infant 
Health,” American Economic Journal: Economic Policy, vol. 7, no. 1 (February 2015), pp. 172-211, 
http://pubs.aeaweb.org/doi/pdfplus/10.1257/pol.20120179; Kevin Baker, “Do Cash Transfer Programs Improve 
Infant Health: Evidence from the 1993 Expansion of the Earned Income Tax Credit,” University of Notre Dame, 2008, 
http://economics.nd.edu/assets/24011/baker_paper.pdf; and Kate W. Strully, David H. Rehkopf, and Ziming Xuan, 
“Effects of Prenatal Poverty on Infant Health: State Earned Income Tax Credits and Birth Weight,” American Sociological 
Review (August 2010), pp. 1-29, http://www.irp.wisc.edu/newsevents/workshops/2011/participants/papers/15-
Strully.pdf. 
25 Strully, Rehkopf, and Xuan; Hoynes, Miller, and Simon; and William N. Evans and Craig L. Garthwaite, “Giving Mom 
a Break: The Impact of Higher EITC Payments on Maternal Health,” American Economic Journal: Economic Policy, vol. 6, 
no. 2 (2014), pp. 258-290.  Health indicators include self-reported “excellent” and “very good” health days per month, 
number of bad mental health days in the past month, and biomarkers of elevated stress levels from physical, blood, and 
urine tests. 
26 Gordon Dahl and Lance Lochner, “The Impact of Family Income on Child Achievement: Evidence from the Earned 
Income Tax Credit,” American Economic Review, vol. 102, no. 5 (August 2012), pp. 1927-1956, 
http://www.aeaweb.org/articles.php?doi=10.1257/aer.102.5.1927.  In 2017, Dahl and Lochner revised their estimates 
for the effect on combined math and reading scores to 4 percent of a standard deviation from 6 percent, but concluded 
that the revision did not change the study’s qualitative conclusions. When adjusting those effects into 2013 dollars, their 
findings suggest that the EITC raised test scores by 3 percent of a standard deviation for each additional $1,000 of 
income.  See: Gordon Dahl and Lance Lochner, “Correction and Addendum to ‘The Impact of Family Income on Child 
Achievement: Evidence from the Earned Income Tax Credit,’” March 1, 2016, 
http://econweb.ucsd.edu/~gdahl/papers/children-and-EITC-correction-addendum.pdf; and Gordon Dahl and Lance 
Lochner, “The Impact of Family Income on Child Achievement: Evidence from the Earned Income Tax Credit: Reply,” 
American Economic Review, vol. 107, no. 2 (2017), pp. 629-631.  
27 Michelle Maxfield, “The Effects of the Earned Income Tax Credit on Child Achievement and Long-Term 
Educational Attainment,” Michigan State University Job Market Paper, November 14, 2013, 
https://www.msu.edu/~maxfiel7/20131114%20Maxfield%20EITC%20Child%20Education.pdf. 
28 Raj Chetty, John N. Friedman, and Jonah Rockoff, “New Evidence on the Long-Term Impacts of Tax Credits,” 
Statistics of Income Paper Series, November 2011, http://www.irs.gov/pub/irs-soi/11rpchettyfriedmanrockoff.pdf. 
29 Maxfield. 
30 Chetty, Friedman and Rockoff. 
31 Dayanand S. Manoli and Nicholas Turner, “Cash-on-hand and College Enrollment: Evidence From Population Tax 
Data and Policy Nonlinearities,” National Bureau of Economic Research Working Paper No. 19836, revised April 2016, 
http://www.nber.org/papers/w19836.  The researchers studied effects on high school seniors whose family incomes 
were near the first kink point of the EITC benefit schedule. 
32	For the	$550,000 estimate see Paul Taylor et al., “Is College Worth It?” Pew Research Center, May 2011, 
www.pewsocialtrends.org/2011/05/15/chapter-5-the-monetary-value-of-a-college-education/. A 0.5 percentage-point 
increase in the share of students completing such degrees — the increase associated with a $1,000 gain in refundable tax 
 



22 
 

                                                                                                                                                       
credits — implies a payoff of (.005 multiplied by $550,000) or $2,750 for each such student.  For the $200,000 estimate 
see Tamborini, Christopher R., ChangHwan Kim, and Arthur Sakamoto. 2015. “Education and Lifetime Earnings in the 
United States.” Demography 52: 1383–1407, summarized at www.ssa.gov/retirementpolicy/research/education-
earnings.pdf, finding median earnings gains of $180,000 (for women) to $260,000 (for men).  Averaging the gains for men 
and women and subtracting net costs of a public four-year college from the Pew study yields about $200,000. 
33 Austin Nichols and Jesse Rothstein, “The Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC),” NBER Working Paper Number 
21211, May 2015, p. 5, http://www.nber.org/papers/w21211.pdf.  
34 Lawrence M. Berger et al., “Income and Child Maltreatment in Unmarried Families: Evidence from the Earned 
Income Tax Credit,” Review of Economics of the Households (published online September 2016), 
http://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s11150-016-9346-9.  
35 Hilary Hoynes, Diane Whitmore Schanzenbach, and Douglas Almond, “Long-Run Impacts of Childhood Access to 
the Safety Net,” American Economic Review, vol. 106, no. 4 (April 2016), pp. 903–934.  An earlier version of the paper is at 
http://www.nber.org/papers/w18535. 
36  Chloe N. East, “The Effect of Food Stamps on Children’s Health: Evidence from Immigrants’ Changing Eligibility,” 
University of Colorado Denver, September 2, 2016, 
http://www.chloeneast.com/uploads/8/9/9/7/8997263/east_jmp.pdf.  
37 Rebecca Cohen and Keith Wardrip, “Should I Stay or Should I Go? Exploring the Effects of Housing Instability and 
Mobility on Children,” Center for Housing Policy, February 2011, 
http://www2.nhc.org/media/files/HsgInstablityandMobility.pdf.  
38 Michele Wood, Jennifer Turnham, and Gregory Mills, “Housing Affordability and Family Well-Being: Results from 
the Housing Voucher Evaluation,” Housing Policy Debate, vol. 19, no. 2 (January 2008), pp. 367-412.  The study did not 
collect data on school outcomes. 
39 E.g., Rubin and colleagues found, after controlling for differences in socioeconomic status, demographic 
characteristics, and schools, that homeless children scored lower on tests of reading, spelling, and math proficiency.  
David H. Rubin et al., “Cognitive and Academic Functioning of Homeless Children Compared with Housed Children,” 
Pediatrics, vol. 97, no. 3 (March 1996), pp. 289-94.  Similar results have been found in more recent studies.   
40 Maya Brennan, “The Impacts of Affordable Housing on Education: A Research Summary,” Center for Housing 
Policy, May 2011.  High-mobility schools have been found to have high teacher turnover and an influx of inexperienced 
teachers, slower curricular pace (resulting in a math curriculum typically one year below grade level), and poor 
performance on standardized tests.  Studies gathered in: Mary Cunningham and Graham MacDonald, “Housing as a 
Platform for Improving Education Outcomes among Low-Income Children,” Urban Institute, May 2012.  
41 Cunningham and MacDonald. 
42 Lorraine E. Maxwell, “Home and School Density Effects on Elementary School Children: The Role of Spatial 
Density,” Environment and Behavior, vol. 35, no. 4 (July 2003), pp. 566-578. 

43 A New York study found that overcrowded housing reduces young males’ probability of completing high school by 
almost 11 percentage points; for girls, the negative impact is about half as much.  Frank Braconi, “Housing and 
Schooling,” The Urban Prospect, Citizens Housing and Planning Council, 2001.  An analysis of national data from the 
Panel Study of Income Dynamics found that after controlling for family characteristics, children living in overcrowded 
conditions completed less schooling than their counterparts.  See Dalton Conley, “A Room with a View or a Room of 
One’s Own? Housing and Social Stratification,” Sociological Forum, vol. 16, no. 2 (2001), pp. 263-280.  
44 Brian A. Jacob, Max Kapustin, and Jens Ludwig, “The Impact of Housing Assistance on Child Outcomes: Evidence 
From a Randomized Housing Lottery,” Quarterly Journal of Economics (2015), pp. 465-506, 
http://home.uchicago.edu/ludwigj/papers/QJE housing vouchers and kid outcomes 2015.pdf.  
45 Jacob et al. note that each $1,000 in additional income from Chicago housing vouchers (in inflation-adjusted 2013 
dollars) raised young boys’ achievement by up to .011 standardized test score units (known as standard deviations), 
based on the highest of three estimates.  Similarly, Tennessee’s Project STAR raised test scores about .011 standardized 
test score units for each additional $1,000 invested in reducing classroom sizes in early elementary school. 

Jacob et al. acknowledge that vouchers’ effects per dollar could be larger if a sizable fraction of housing assistance 
recipients were previously living rent free because they were doubling up in the homes of friends or relatives.  Data from 
HUD suggest this might be the case.  (In one federal pilot project, fully 25.8 percent of welfare families lived “[w]ith 
 



23 
 

                                                                                                                                                       
friends or relatives” immediately prior to receiving a housing voucher.  Gregory Mills et al., “Effects of Housing 
Vouchers on Welfare Families,” Department of Housing and Urban Development Exhibit 1.2, September 2006.) 

One broader caution about the Chicago findings is that they occurred in an unusually harsh environment and may not 
apply nationwide.  A recent study found that Chicago’s Cook County is one of the five least likely places for low-income 
children to advance economically among 100 large U.S. counties. (Raj Chetty and Nathaniel Hendren, The Impacts of 
Neighborhoods on Intergenerational Mobility II: County-Level Estimates,” National Bureau of Economic Research 
Working Paper 23002, December 2016, www.nber.org/papers/w23002, Appendix Table IV.)  When the voucher study 
began, Chicago had the highest murder rate of the nine largest U.S. cities.  (Calculations from FBI Uniform Crime 
Report: Violent crime rates for areas above 100,000 population, 1997-1999, 
https://www.ucrdatatool.gov/Search/Crime/Local/RunCrimeOneYearofDataLarge.cfm.) Chicago also had unusually 
high and persistent levels of racial segregation for black and Hispanic residents (see Gregory Acs et al., The Cost of 
Segregation, Urban Institute, March 28, 2017, http://www.urban.org/research/publication/cost-segregation), and widely 
reported problems in its public school system.  Relatively few voucher holders in Chicago used their vouchers to move 
to lower-poverty neighborhoods.  It is possible that fear and trauma related to violence overwhelmed some of the 
positive effects of income support for voucher recipients, and that segregation made it harder for black and Hispanic 
voucher holders to use their vouchers and other income to move to less violent neighborhoods with better schools. 
46 For a full discussion of housing policies that promote mobility, see Barbara Sard, “The Future of Housing in America: 
A Better Way to Increase Efficiencies for Housing Vouchers and Create Upward Economic Mobility,” testimony before 
the House Financial Services Subcommittee on Housing and Insurance, September 21, 2016, 
http://www.cbpp.org/housing/the-future-of-housing-in-america-a-better-way-to-increase-efficiencies-for-housing-
vouchers.  
47 Raj Chetty, Nathaniel Hendren, and Lawrence Katz, “The Effects of Exposure to Better Neighborhoods on Children: 
New Evidence from the Moving to Opportunity Experiment,” Harvard University and National Bureau of Economic 
Research, August 2015, http://scholar.harvard.edu/files/hendren/files/mto_paper.pdf.  
48 Ibid., p. 6. 
49 Heather Schwartz, “Housing Policy Is School Policy: Economically Integrative Housing Promotes Academic Success 
in Montgomery County, Maryland,” Century Foundation, 2010, https://tcf.org/assets/downloads/tcf-Schwartz.pdf.  
50 Ingrid Gould Ellen, Michael E. Lens, and Katherine O’Regan, “American Murder Mystery Revisited: Do Housing 
Vouchers Cause Crime?,” Housing Policy Debate, vol. 22, no. 4 (2012), pp. 551-572. 
51 Brooks-Gunn and Duncan. 
52 Douglas Almond, Bhashkar Mazumder, and Reyn van Ewijk, “Fasting During Pregnancy and Children’s Academic 
Performance,” Center for the Economics of Education Discussion Paper 134 (2012), 
http://cee.lse.ac.uk/ceedps/ceedp134.pdf.  
53 Douglas Almond and Bhashkar Mazumder, “Health Capital and the Prenatal Environment: The Effect of Maternal 
Fasting During Pregnancy,” National Bureau of Economic Research Working Paper 14428 (October 2008), 
http://www.nber.org/papers/w14428.pdf.  
54 Douglas Almond, Hilary W. Hoynes, and Diane Whitmore Schanzenbach, “Inside the War on Poverty: The Impact of 
Food Stamps on Birth Outcomes,” Institute for Research on Poverty Discussion Paper Number 1359-08 (October 
2008), http://www.irp.wisc.edu/publications/dps/pdfs/dp135908.pdf.  
55 Hoynes, Schanzenbach, and Almond. 
56 Duncan, Magnuson, and Votruba-Drzal. Also see William N. Evans and Craig L. Garthwaite, “Giving Mom a Break: 
The Impact of Higher EITC Payments on Maternal Health,” National Bureau of Economic Research Working Paper 
16296, 2010, www.nber.org/papers/w16296. 
57 Randall Akee et al., “How Does Household Income Affect Child Personality Traits and Behaviors?” National Bureau 
of Economic Research Working Paper 21562, September 2015, http://www.nber.org/papers/w21562.pdf. 
58 Anandi Mani et al., “Poverty Impedes Cognitive Function,” Science, vol. 324, no. 976 (2013), pp. 976-980, 
https://www2.warwick.ac.uk/fac/soc/economics/staff/amani/mani_science_976.full.pdf.	
59  Ibid.  

 



24 
 

                                                                                                                                                       
60 Patrick Sharkey, “The Acute Effect of Local Homicides on Children’s Cognitive Performance,” Proceedings of the 
National Academy of Sciences of the United States of America, vol. 107, no. 26 (June 2010), pp. 11733-11738, 
http://www.pnas.org/content/107/26/11733.full.  
61 Duncan, Magnuson, and Votruba-Drzal, p. 103.  
62 Kathleen M. Ziol-Guest et al., “Early Childhood Poverty, Immune-Mediated Disease Processes, and Adult 
Productivity,” Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, vol. 109 (October 16, 2012), pp. 17289–17293, 
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3477379/. 
63 Greg J. Duncan, Kathleen M. Ziol-Guest, and Ariel Kalil, “Early-Childhood Poverty and Adult Attainment, Behavior, 
and Health,” Child Development, vol. 81, no. 1 (January/February 2010), pp. 306-325. The $3,000 figure is in 2005 
dollars.  The 17 percent figure appears as 19 percent in the study but is a typo; a revised figure of 17 percent appears in 
Duncan and Magnuson (2011). 
64 Morris, Gennetian, and Duncan. 
65 NICHD Early Child Care Research Network, “Does Amount of Time Spent in Child Care Predict Socioemotional 
Adjustment during the Transition to Kindergarten?,” Child Development, vol. 74, no. 4 (July 2003), pp. 976-1005. 
66 Philippe Belley and Lance Lochner, “The Changing Role of Family Income and Ability in Determining Educational 
Achievement,” National Bureau of Economic Research Working Paper 13527, October 2007, p. 2, 
http://www.nber.org/papers/w13527.pdf.  
67 Anna Aizer et al., “The Long-Run Impact of Cash Transfers to Poor Families,” American Economic Review, vol. 106, no. 
4 (2016), pp. 935–971.  An earlier version of this paper is at http://www.nber.org/papers/w20103. 
68 Duncan and Magnuson. 
69 Morris, Gennetian, and Duncan. 
70 Another feature of MFIP was that in both MFIP groups (incentives only and incentives plus work requirements) the 
program combined various economic security programs — cash benefits, SNAP, and AFDC programs — whereas the 
control group followed convention with separate benefits programs with different rules. Lisa Gennetian and Cynthia 
Miller, “Reforming Welfare and Rewarding Work: Final Report on the Minnesota Investment Program; Volume 2: 
Effects on Children,” Manpower Demonstration Research Corporation, September 2000, 
http://www.mdrc.org/sites/default/files/reforming_welfare_and_rewarding_work_effects_on_children.pdf. 
71 Ibid.  
72 One other child-care-related feature of MFIP was that for both MFIP groups (incentives only and incentives plus 
work requirements group), the program paid child care subsidies directly to the child care provider. In AFDC, families 
paid the providers and were reimbursed later.  This difference in payment methods, however, had little impact on 
families’ child care patterns.  The evaluators noted that “the child care assistance component of MFIP’s financial 
incentives — reimbursing families for child care expenses before rather than after — had little effect on child care. 
Adding the mandatory services to the incentives significantly increased the use of formal and informal care and 
significantly decreased the use of self-care.”  Instead, evaluators emphasized, “MFIP’s mandate to participate in 
employment-related services contributed to all of the increased use of child care.” Gennetian and Miller.  
73 David Fein and Wang Lee, “The Impacts of Welfare Reform on Child Maltreatment in Delaware,” Children and Youth 
Services Review, vol. 25, no. 1 (2003), pp. 83–111. 
74 Cooper and Stewart.  
75 David Price and Jae Song, “The Long-Term Effects of Cash Assistance,” Job Market Paper, Stanford University, 
December 24, 2016, http://web.stanford.edu/~djprice/papers/djprice_jmp.pdf. 
76 Committee on Ways and Means, U.S. House of Representatives, “Overview of Entitlement Programs: 1994 Green 
book.” Washington, D.C., U.S. Government Publishing Office, July 15, 2004, p. 375-377. 
77 Gordon Berlin, “Investing in Parents to Invest in Children,” testimony at the National Summit on America’s Children, 
May 2007, http://www.mdrc.org/publication/investing-parents-invest-children. 
78 Duncan and Magnuson. 
79 Duncan and Magnuson. 

 



25 
 

                                                                                                                                                       
80 Chetty, Friedman, and Rockoff. 
81 Venti; Manoli and Turner.  
82 Greg J. Duncan and Katherine Magnuson, “The Long Reach of Early Childhood Poverty,” Pathways, Winter 
2011, http://inequality.stanford.edu/sites/default/files/PathwaysWinter11_Duncan.pdf  

83  Kristen Butcher, “Assessing the Long-Run Benefits of Transfers to Low-Income Families,” Hutchins Center Working 
Paper #26, Brookings Institution, January 2017, p. 31, https://www.brookings.edu/wp-
content/uploads/2017/01/wp26_butcher_transfers_final.pdf. 	


