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Executive Summary
In fulfilling the mission to move people and communities from poverty to prosperity, Community Action,
Inc. has a responsibility to be mindful of the evolving needs of its service communities, to seek
information on the causes and appropriate strategies for fighting poverty, and to serve local populations
in ways that generate positive outcomes and improves lives. This Needs Assessment focuses and
collaborates information on the complexities of poverty, the dynamic structures impairing or feeding into
cycles of poverty, trends and diversity of low-income persons, and the best practices and evidence-based
methods for anti-poverty agencies and advocates to inform efforts and allocate resources for desired
outcomes.

Methods & Measures Utilized
Information for this assessment was compiled by Community Action’s Performance Management
Specialist with a collective team of contract researchers utilizing national, state, regional, and
international resources when appropriate. For enhanced application and utility, our assessment draws
data from a plethora of current sources, focusing on unbiased, evidence-informed publications and
theories to present informed recommendations in a way that maximizes accuracy, completion, and
comprehension. As part of our long term strategic planning and vision, we’ve targeted 9 subjects and
needs to be addressed for our 26-county service region.
These subjects are:
1)
2)
3)
4)
5)
6)

Current Theories on the causes and conditions of poverty.
Case studies and strategies of effective and innovative anti-poverty programs.
Contributions of wage and income inequality on the state and conditions of poverty.
Factors and impacts of stress on low-income individuals and families.
Emerging trends and knowledge on Early Childhood education and its impacts on life-success.
Evidence-informed practices on addressing the relationship between immigration status and
poverty.
7) Anticipating the social service needs of the growing elderly population.
8) Emerging, evidence-informed practices in successfully reducing energy cost burdens faced by
low-income households.
9) The effects of homelessness on people and emerging, evidence-informed practices for combating
homelessness.

Key Findings
UNDERSTANDING POVERTY
One dilemma in fighting poverty is the lack of expert uniformity on the definition and indicators of
poverty. Most US governments and social entities choose to use an absolute measure such as the Official
Poverty Measure, defining an individual in poverty, in 2017, making $12,060 salary or less. Still, there are
many economic, social, and regional indicators left unaccounted for. By keeping attention to earned
income alone, historical efforts correspond to fighting poverty by focusing primarily on jobs and wages,
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ignoring other potential causes of economic and social disparity. In addition, the causes of poverty are
still fiercely debated, making it difficult to identify where to direct efforts and delegate funding.1
Perceptions of poverty in America are more stigmatized and divided than most other developed nations,
with 51% of Americans claiming poverty is a result of “laziness or lack of will” for individuals, rather than
citing poverty as a structural issue. Nearly 58% of Americans also perceive that there is a “strong conflict”
between the rich and the poor, reflecting notions that these groups are inherently separate and at odds.
The impoverished are generally seen as not contributing equally to society, and as benefiting off the work
of others.2
However, longevity studies on the perceptions of poverty in the US, show growing support for theories of
structural causes of poverty and the government’s role in helping its most vulnerable citizens. In 1994,
53% of Americans believed “Poor people have it easy, because they can get government benefits without
doing anything,” while only 39% argued “poor people have hard lives, because government benefits don’t
go far enough to help them.” In 2014, these statistics switched to the majority (47%) citing government
benefit don’t do enough to help the poor and 44% claiming the poor still have it easy.3
A 2016 survey conducted by the American Enterprise Institute and Los Angeles Times found that a 65%
majority of Americans believe that the poor are hard-working, and 64% believe the poor would rather
earn their own living than stay on welfare. The same report found that 60% of Americans believe poverty
is a long-term condition and 54% believe Welfare programs only encourage dependency and don’t help
people escape poverty. Most Americans, 66%, believe the poor are responsible for their own well-being
and “have an obligation to take care of themselves. The overall perspective in the US is that the poor are
responsible for themselves and government agencies are failing to motivate these individuals to escape
poverty, because they do not have effective knowledge to do so. 4
There’s been an increasing push by anti-poverty programs to actively change US perceptions of Poverty
from an invisible ‘Other America’ to showcase the conditions and issues affecting impoverished
Americans, and introduce poverty as a national problem, and not just ‘their problem’. A growing trend
among programs is the implementation of poverty simulations5 and focuses on engaging more lowincome individuals in their communities to weaken the barriers that allow negative or false perceptions of
1
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poverty to thrive. Inclusion policies such as affirmative action, inclusionary housing, or group rights show
promise in bringing disadvantaged populations into equal opportunities for success and social
engagement, and removing stigma.6 Dealing with misperceptions of poverty is considered by many
experts to be a priority for getting communities engaged in allocating resources for successfully fighting
poverty.
Changes in social perceptions regarding poverty may be occurring on a national scale due to the widening
distributional income gap between individuals with high-income wages and those with middle or lowincomes – a gap defined by the wealthiest 1% obtaining 42% of the nation’s total income in 2012, while
the bottom 80% owns only 7%. Americans are far more likely now to see themselves falling into poverty
than rising to the top 10%, as the chances of an average American family losing 50% of their income is
nearly 3 times as likely to occur than it was in the 1970s.7
EFFECTIVE POVERTY PROGRAMMING
When it comes to providing active roles for the impoverished in their communities, a significant challenge
is the lack of resources and accessibility to opportunities affordable to low-income persons and
communities. Strategically aiding, educating, and organizing efforts for these communities, improves the
likelihood of success for integrating change and encouraging social development. Programs need to be
considerate of the readiness of low-income individuals in a community before taking on such efforts.
Individuals in poverty are also likely to be highly unengaged when it comes to politics at every level of
government. In 2012, the turnout gap between the highest ($150,000 salary or more) and lowest
($10,000 salary or less) voters for federal elections was 33 points, highlighting a trend of voter turnout
being consistently higher among the wealthy than those in poverty. States implementing voter ID laws
and limiting registration periods, as well as voting days taking place on workdays -when low-income
earners are least likely to have time available- all influence voter turnout in favor of individuals with
higher income. Unless significant changes are made to improve this engagement, the existing
demographics between voters and non-voters is unlikely to change, resulting in unchanged policies that
prevent America’s most vulnerable citizens from having a voice and role in affecting policy.8
More collaborative care efforts are needed to help individuals and families escape poverty, and/or
improve living conditions often associated with poverty in a community. Programs that offer services to
meet the multiple needs of low-income people, and work to mobilize efforts for meeting needs
throughout the community tend to have better success and warrant more public support than those that

6

Milano, Brett (2016) Taking the Stigma out of Poverty. Harvard Gazette. Retrieved from
https://news.harvard.edu/gazette/story/2016/11/taking-the-stigma-out-of-poverty/
7

Jacobs, E.; Hacker, J. (2008) “The Rising Instability of American Fmily Incomes, 1969-2004” Economic policy
Institute. Retrieved from: http://www.epi.org/publication/bp213/
8

McElwee, Sean (2014) Why the Voting Gap Matters & How to Reduce the Voting Gap, Policyshop, Demos,
Retrieved from http://www.demos.org/publication/why-voting-gap-matters ; and
http://www.demos.org/blog/10/30/14/how-reduce-voting-gap

5

only account for select needs and limit channels for access to those needs. A program that utilizes ‘home
visits’ and case-management strategies for example, as opposed to offices and transactional welfare
services to improve their staff relationship and understanding of poverty, would be equipping families
with better tools and services for achieving self-sufficiency.
WAGE INEQUALITY
The decline of unionization in the workforce has made it difficult for workers to pressure employers to
keep wages stagnant with inflation. Unionized workers earn an average six dollars more per hour than
non-unionized workers. Between 1978 and 2005, the number of unionized workers decreased by nearly
24%.
The rate of part-time and shift employment has increased drastically compared to full-time employment,
particularly in areas of retail, foodservice, and hospitality. In addition, Jobs that are low-skill and low-wage
tend to be in sectors where upwards mobility and earning potential are limited with inconsistent and
unstable work hours and providing little or no benefits for employees. Employees need a voice in their
workspaces, or in the political/legal sector, to bring attention to livable wages and necessary benefits.
POVERTY & STRESS
Poverty leads to hardship and stress, feeds isolation and exclusion, and has long-term impacts for
children. 12% of Americans have reported not going to the doctor when they needed health care because
of financial concerns. Families in poverty are more likely to see instances of divorce and have harder time
providing quality childcare, often leading to hostile environments for children. People in poverty report
experiencing more “bad stress” equating to lowered quality of living and more health issues.
Those in poverty are about five times as likely to report having poor to fair health compared to those with
incomes at or above the 400% Federal Poverty Level. Stress from poverty can impact school readiness,
social skills, cognitive functioning, and emotional health for children. Neighborhoods should be a concern
for policy-makers. Housing and education have shown to be helpful programs for families. Sustainable
housing is key as it provides a stable environment for families. Head Start programs have shown to be
beneficial to reducing stress in children.
EARLY CHILDHOOD EDUCATON
Early childhood education programs for low-income families have shown life-long impacts enabling
children to better escape intergenerational poverty. Quality ECE affects developing neuro-pathways and
brain structures of children, resulting in overall improvements in social, cognitive, health, and academic
success. However, low quality ECE services are shown to have either no benefit or negative consequences
on child development. While most results of the effects of ECE have been more positive than not in a
child’s development, more long-term studies of outcomes are needed to understand the lasting effects.
Tiered Quality Rating and Improvement Systems (TQRIS) is a recent change to the ECE field in some
states, refocusing standards of Education to measures that take into consideration: responsive adult-child
interactions, staff development for improving quality, parent-accessible safe facilities, consistency of
supervision, classroom sizes that allow for appropriate staff interaction, and appropriate curriculum with
educational content.
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Evidence shows focusing on improving the interactions between children, ECE staff, and other adult
figures in their life, improves communication and cognitive functions for students. Healthy interactions
between staff and parents has also shown to help children develop and increase likelihood for success
outside of school. Stressed teachers and caregivers can lead to negative outcomes for childhood
education. Currently, infant-toddler teachers are in the bottom 3% of all paid professions, while preschool
teachers fall in the 19th percentile. Studies indicate low-paying jobs result in more stress and mental
issues for individuals than higher paying jobs or unemployment. Continual coaching with individualized
support and feedback are vital to prevent overstress and burnout from these positions.
IMMIGRATION
In 2015, 32.2% of immigrants came from Central America and Mexico, a percent which has declined since
2005 due to stricter immigration enforcement. Meanwhile, Asian immigrants from India, China, and the
Philippines have grown to 20.3% of all reported immigrants. 65.2% of immigrants are reported in labor
participation, compared to 62.3% of native-born citizens, and 57.1% of immigrants have only a high
school diploma or less, putting most immigrants in low-wage, low-skill jobs. The poverty rate for longresiding immigrants (avg. 21 years) is 57% higher than for native-born adults.
Only half of the immigrant population is identified as English proficient, and most do not have enough
soft and hard skills training or education to improve their current living conditions. Most immigrants are
in desperate need of resources for obtaining citizenship, lacking any understanding of the processes,
costs, and legalities involved. New legal immigrants often have no form of health insurance, and lack
access to health services. Many immigrants and international refugees in the US require, but do not
receive, the mental or physical help that they need to deal with abuses and traumas from their past. They
also suffer from limited access to other basic services like transportation, safe and affordable housing,
and childcare services.
Legal Immigrants are 10% more likely to start their own businesses than native-born citizens, which they
often need financial support and guidance to initiate. The Immigrant Entrepreneur Development Program
is an example of a program that provides training, financial development, and business planning support
for these individuals. The Small Business Administration also offers microloans for immigrants interested
in starting their own businesses. Microloans are much easier to get access to compared to traditional
loans. Though they make a fraction of the total immigrants coming to the US, undocumented immigrants
are most often seeking asylum from conditions of gang violence and poverty in their home countries, and
while Mexico is often cited as the country of citizenship for these individuals, since 2015 central America
and Asia have represented the majority.
In 2014, five percent of undocumented immigrants accounted for the national labor force in jobs that US
citizens typically wouldn’t want such as agriculture, construction, and manufacturing, often earning less
than a livable wage, and paying billions in taxes. Many undocumented immigrants and workers are
unaware of any processes to change their status for citizenship or become a legal resident. As a result,
they are at risk for being deported back to their country of origin. They thus fall into a cycle of remaining
constricted to their initial conditions when coming to the US, not seeking better employment
opportunities, and thereby remaining in poverty. Programs like DACA and DAPA have helped some
immigrants obtain legal status in the US, however the success of such programs is still debated.

7

Ethnic Community-Based Organizations (ECBO’s) have proven to be very important for helping
communities be more aware and open to immigrants and refugees, establishing connections between
immigrants and local resources, and educating and advocating to the public through their members.
ELDERLY SERVICES
At the 2015 White House Conference on Aging, changing public perceptions of aging was identified as the
‘Ultimate challenge’, and it was concluded that redefining aging as contributing to society would help
change stigma associated with elderly citizens, bringing about positive changes to social services. 14.3%
of the US adult population offered unpaid care to family members aged 50 and older between 2014 &
2015.
Professional caregivers for seniors have a significantly high turn-over rate with 50% of direct service
workers quitting within the first year, citing low-wages, limited or no benefits, and lack of professional
development and advancement as the main causes. A Centers for Medicaid and Medicare Services
summit prioritized expanding training opportunities, increasing economic securities, and advocating for
social security and tax credits for caregivers as recommended programs for helping caregiver families
avoid fiscal hardship.
80% of adults 45 and older prefer to stay in their local communities, but these areas generally lack quality
accessible supports to sustain these individuals. The AARP Network of Age-Friendly Communities is a
collaboration of communities that work together to improve the quality of livability locally through 8
identified domains: outdoor spaces, transportation, housing, social participation, respect and social
inclusion, civic partnership and employment, communication and information, and health/community
services. A 2017 report found that necessary food programs for the elderly could be improved through
better collaboration and intercommunication of efforts.
In 2014 a ‘Road Map’ for responding to elder abuse was established through stakeholders and the
Federal Departments of Justice and HHS. It’s top five priorities are: increased public awareness, research
cognitive and mental health, improve support and training for caregivers, quantify the economic costs of
elder abuse, investing in resources and expanding knowledge to reduce elder abuse.
ENERGY EFFICIENCY
Energy costs are a significant burden to families in deep poverty. According to the Household Energy
Insecurity Scale of the American Community Survey, homes in the Midwest reported financial burdens
from energy and rent costs. 72% of families below 50% of the Federal poverty level identifying these as
high needs. Rural families cited energy as a more significant burden, while metropolitan families focused
more on rent.
Based on demographic statistics of energy cost burdens, it’s been found that, in general, women tend to
conserve more than men, Caucasians tend to conserve more than African Americans, single-parent
female households suffered greater energy insecurity, and smaller families were better at conserving
energy than larger families. However, there is clear correlation between households with high energy
insecurities and low-income households in the US, which is accounted for by poorer housing conditions,
inefficient insulation and appliances, and increased structural flaws.
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Lack of a high school diploma, and the age of housing, are directly correlated to increased energy
insecurities. Senior citizens are more likely to live in energy inefficient homes, due to most being in older
housing units.
A 2015 pilot study of 20 households found that weatherization alone was insufficient to address lowincome household energy issues, and the most common improvements cited by households were
thermal comfort and reduced energy expenses, which were both tied to improved insulation and energy
efficiency investments. Unfortunately, in the cases of landlords investing in these improvements, rental
costs for tenants went up to cover capital improvements.
Researchers have found that 56% of energy insecure households have not received LIHEAP benefits, and
that the LIHEAP program needs to be altered to more effectively target households needing benefits.
Those households would ultimately benefit most from collaborations of both LIHEAP and Weatherization
Assistance.
Policies need to focus on treating energy as a basic need, and should offer debt forgiveness or subsidized
energy costs to protect low income households. Funding for the Weatherization Assistance Program
should be consistent and be able to be utilized more in collaboration with other programs meant to
improve energy efficiency in US households.
On-bill financing for efficiency improvements to low-income homeowners or landlords would minimalize
personal debt and allow capital improvements to be added and maintained.
In Vermont, interviews with policy-makers and planners established 12 policy recommendations for
decreasing the energy cost burdens of Low-income households: 1) Increase LI Weatherization Funding. 2)
Continue supplementing federal programs. 3) Mandate energy efficiency labeling for homes. 4) Provide
and prioritize energy efficiency audits and coaching. 5) Distribute energy conservation materials. 6) Ramp
up educational awareness and outreach programs. 7) Train state agencies in energy efficiency. 8) Focus
on improvements in multi-family housing. 9) Incentivize appropriate fuel switching. 10) Provide extra
assistance for homes at-risk of energy disconnection. 11) Utilize on-bill financing for efficiency
improvements. 12) Diversify fuel dealers into energy service companies.
HOMELESSNESS
The most at-risk populations of homeless in the US include: Veterans without children, chronically
homeless individuals with children, and unaccompanied youth. The main causes of homelessness are
reductions in available affordable housing, and increases in the number of impoverished individuals.
As of 2014, nearly one-in-five Americans lived in multigenerational housing as the result of high costs of
sustainable housing and to avoid homelessness.
Homeless program providers overwhelmingly agree that homeless families and individuals require
services in addition to housing such as childcare, job training, mental and physical health supports, and
education. It’s also recommended that services to address the issues of homelessness be provided
continually to individuals from the point of entering a shelter to the time they obtain permanent housing.
There are clear connections between mental health and homelessness. In female, single-parent families,
trauma is a common cause of homelessness, resulting from childhood or adult experiences of physical
and/or sexual abuse. Mental and physical health issues are also a concern for children experiencing
9

homelessness, which often are unaddressed by school and social support services. In children,
homelessness has led to decreased long-term feelings of safety, negative impacts on long-term physical,
mental, and socioemotional health, decreased self-confidence, and severe difficulty maintaining
relationships. Increasing Permanent Supportive Housing has been shown to significantly reduce chronic
poverty in communities over time.
Public libraries have increasingly been involved in successfully assisting the homeless through engaging
psychiatric social workers in library programming and hiring, distributing information on shelters and
meals, partnering with other non-profit and homeless service agencies, advocating on behalf of homeless
programming, providing free library cards to homeless shelter residents, offering job and tech training to
homeless shelters and patrons, and more.
Some cities have introduced ‘Street Papers’ or non-profit ‘newspaper’ print organizations that are run by
homeless and formerly homeless individuals. Street papers share information about the homeless
conditions in the community and showcase local supports, services, and opportunities available to
homeless people. These papers help individuals seeking affordable housing, job opportunities, and other
local resources, while supporting provider collaborations and shrinking barriers between homeless and
non-homeless individuals.
Community Land Trusts are another innovative strategy being utilized to combat homelessness. People
and agencies come together and invest in properties to be shared by the community, highlighting their
community values and acting as an asset for the community. Regarding homelessness, these focus on
offering affordable homes, in safe and recreationally pleasing spaces.
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Current Theories on the Causes and Conditions of Poverty in the
United States
The War on Poverty: America’s Longest War
In 1964, one in five Americans (almost 26% of the non-institutionalized population and 22% of
families), were classified as poor or near poor9 with incomes at or below the Social Security
Administration’s defined poverty or low-income level. Many of these individuals resided in the South.
Many were either over the age of 65, resided in families without a father or in large intact families with
young children. A large percentage of the poor were minorities. Unemployment was a serious concern,
with many citing long-term illness or disability as a reason for being unemployed. 10
It has now been over 50 years since the War on Poverty was declared, trillions of dollars have
been spent, and over 92 programs have been created to address the most critical needs of individuals
living in poverty: employment, education and job-training, food-aid, and housing.11 However, we are far
from declaring an end to the problem of poverty. We are the world’s richest nation, yet even today,
despite all our efforts, we have one of the highest rates of poverty in the developed world, especially
among our children12, and compared to other developed nations we spend far less on cash transfer
programs to try to help them.13
The Poverty Line: The Measure of What It Means to Be Poor
What it means to be poor is a difficult concept to define, as there is no consensus as to how we should
properly measure it. Sociologists and government policymakers like to view poverty in absolute or relative
terms, creating thresholds or cut-off lines to determine who is in poverty and who is not.14 To them,
poverty is a measure of income and consumption.15
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Poverty is traditionally understood to mean a deprivation in the amount of money or material
resources needed to meet a person’s basic needs such as housing, food, clothing, and transportation. It is
typically based on whether a family’s income is sufficient to meet their basic needs based on a federally
established threshold. According to the World Bank, absolute thresholds are the best way to evaluate
poverty regarding welfare, because it guarantees that the poverty comparisons are consistent and people
on welfare are treated equitably.16 In many cases, governments use an absolute measure of poverty to
determine whether a person is poor. Absolute poverty thresholds establish a fixed standard of what
households should be able to count on to meet their basic needs, regardless of living standards.17 Except
for adjustments in inflation, it generally remains a fixed amount regardless of regional differences in
economy and standards of living.
The United States has been using the Official Poverty Measure (OPM) since 1963. It was
developed by, Mollie Orshansksy, a staff economist in the Social Security Administration. Her research
showed that the typical family in the 60’s spent about one-third of their income on food, which she
reasoned was a basic need for survival. Her threshold standard was therefore based on the cost of a
minimum food diet multiplied times three. Although it has been updated annually to account for inflation
using the Consumer Price Index and is also adjusted for family size, composition, and age of householder,
it remains a fixed amount.18 This threshold is then compared to a family’s pretax cash income, excluding
capital gains and noncash benefits to determine whether they are poor. Until recently it was the only
measure that was used in the U.S. by policymakers, researchers, and advocates to create programs
benefiting the poor and determine eligibility for benefits.19
A lot has changed since the 60’s and life in the 21st Century is far different today, so in 2010,
after assessing the shortcomings of the longstanding OPM, the National Academy of Sciences (NAS)
released the Supplemental Poverty Measure (SPM) to provide another view of poverty in the United
States that better reflected the social and economic conditions of the day. The SPM was not created to
replace the OPM, but was to give policymakers and researchers another way to analyze poverty and
policy priorities. Under the new measure, the definition of family has been broadened, and the
measurement is not based on food consumption alone, but on clothing, shelter, and utilities, as well.
Updates are based on a five-year moving average rather than the CPI, and income includes all cash and
non-cash resources that families used to meet their needs for food, clothing, shelter, and utilities (FCSU),
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minus taxes, work expenses, out-of-pocket medical expenses, and child support.20 It is still a fixed
measurement, but it gives a better perspective on how our country is doing on the War on Poverty. When
the two measures are compared it gives a different picture of what poverty looks like in America.
Absolute poverty thresholds have been criticized as a flawed measure of poverty because they
fail to account for regional differences. As a result, an alternative way of defining the poverty line is
gaining more attention and that is to view poverty in relative terms. It is a subjective-based analysis of
poverty that boils down to a matter of inequality and establishes a threshold in relation to the overall
distribution of income or consumption in a specific economy. In other words, it defines who is poor and
who is not based on whether they have the means to maintain a minimum standard of living within the
community they are living in. For example, you would be considered poor if you earned less than 60% of
the median income. It is a threshold that usually works best within developed nations with a thriving
economy. Several European countries have started using this measure. It is flawed in the sense that if a
national crisis occurred and the standard of living for the general population went down, the poverty
rates of all its citizens would change. 21 22
Theories on the Causes of Poverty
Theories of the causes of poverty are generally broken into 2 fields of thought: that poverty is the
result of individual/behavioral deficiencies or that it is the result of broader structural failings and social
conflicts23. While both these theories diverge into deeper complex subsets with varieties of underlying
perspectives, conditions, and programming strategies, this report will focus primarily on the overarching
views and historical programming utilized in respect to these two broad perspectives.
Poverty as a Personal Failing:
Through most of US History, poverty has primarily been viewed and treated as the result of
failings and attributes of low-income individuals. This theory of poverty as a personal deficiency or failing
is the oldest in recorded history, backed in ancient social and religious ideologies, with clear connections
to biblical times and social perceptions of personal punishments stemming from lacking morality, having
sin, and acting in opposition to ruling divinities.
Conservative views of poverty, primarily utilize the individual deficiency view to explain how those in
poverty are responsible for their own conditions, and argue that working harder, making better life
choices, and having fiscal responsibility could prevent or alleviate people from falling into poverty. This
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theory also attributes poverty for individuals as the result of genetic factors, such as mental or physical
disabilities, or limited intelligence, which though not the fault of the individual still focuses the cause and
necessary treatments for overcoming poverty on individuals.
Based on this view of poverty, programs focused on assisting specific families and individuals are
perceived as being simultaneously beneficial, yet counter to helping people attain self-sustainability.
Though this lens of self-cause, programs focused on education and welfare are necessary for lifting the
impoverished to self-sufficiency. However, this view also gives conservative advocates the perspective
that providing free services and welfare supports to individuals, enables them to avoid overcoming their
conditions, perpetuating a cycle of social reliance, and harming self-improvement.
The ‘self-help’ narrative- a popular fable in US culture, reflecting the values of absolute selfcapability in overcoming adversity- is a testament to this ideology that anti-poverty welfare programs are
a crutch for low-income individuals, providing incentives for being in poverty, which can be theoretically
abused to prevent people from taking personal responsibility and thereby improving their economic
livelihood. By this reasoning, anti-poverty programs do not fail in under-performing, but in over-enabling
conditions of poverty. Unfortunately, these narratives often limit the perspective of poverty to select
instances or individual cases with single solutions, and do not account for the breadth of adversities and
factors which we know influence families in poverty.24
Poverty as a Structural Failing
Though the view of poverty caused by personal failing is traditionally the most accepted in the
US, the theory of poverty stemming from broader systemic deficiencies has gained more support in
recent years. Just as Individual-cause theory has a variety of sub theories and recommendations for
dealing with poverty, the structural perspective, by its very nature, has explanations for poverty that are
still being debated and continually expanding in focus.
One focus of the Structural-Cause Theory is that poverty is caused by economic, political, and social
distortions or discrimination. A social progressive view on poverty, this sub-theory of structural failing
claims existing social systems are purposefully or unintentionally designed to keep people in poverty. By
this view, it is our systems, not the individuals, who require drastic change and transformation to address
and eliminate poverty.
Programs and literature with this view point to low-wages being a significant contributor to the
causes of families experiencing poverty, and claim structural barriers keep these families from earning
enough to reach self-sufficiency, especially single-parent households. Some of these barriers include
limitations in the number of jobs available, lack of growth in job sectors requiring lower skills, the
stagnant and sometimes declining incomes of lower and middle-class workers compared to the upperclass, and inflation of livable expenses. It’s these barriers which prevent the transference of individuals
between classes, and stifle economic growth in communities.
Finally, another case for the structural-cause of poverty is the social stigma often utilized for justifying
groups of people in poverty, going unchecked and having no correlation to personal competency. For
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example, while there are more white individuals in poverty in the US, the rates of minority racial groups in
poverty are significantly higher in comparison, meaning those of minority race have greater odds of
ending up in poverty. In these circumstances of structural discrimination, protecting the rights of
minorities and changing public perceptions and attitudes of these groups are necessary to overcome such
social barriers.
The Face of Poverty
It is easy to draw a line in the sand with respect to whether a household has enough income to
meet their needs for survival. However, income, or the lack of it, is only a symptom of a global problem
that has been a part of the human condition since time began. As the saying goes, “The poor will always
be with us.” But even today we cannot pin down the exact cause of poverty, because we find that there
is not a one size fits all explanation, nor is there a one size fits all solution. The causes and conditions that
lead to poverty are complex and difficult to define and regardless of where you look, the face of poverty
will be different no matter where you go. It is found in the poorest as well as the richest nations in the
world. It resides in big, prosperous cities and in remote rural regions of a country. It includes people who
are employed; those who are eligible to work, but unemployed; and those who are not. It affects the
children and the elderly and everyone in between. It affects men and women. It includes those who own
houses and those who are homeless and those who have material possessions and those who have
nothing.
There are several complex factors within nations, communities, households and even individuals
themselves that all contribute to poverty. As history has proven, it is a multifaceted issue which is the
result of a wide range of political, social, and economic processes that interact in ways that lead people to
some form of deprivation.25 For example, national factors would include political instability, or nations
that suffer from devastating natural disasters. Communities may contribute to an increase in poverty due
to their inability to provide such things as adequate health services, educational opportunities, job
training, employment, healthy water, housing, or good transportation.
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Community factors also include the availability of social institutions and networks which strengthen
families and develop trust and cooperation that helps an economy grow.
Household and individual factors also impact whether a person is at increased risk of poverty.
Demographics such as large
households with young parents,
Main Determinants of Poverty
families with single women as head
Regional characteristics
of household, and households with
• Isolation or remoteness, (less infrastructure and poor access to
markets and services)
many dependents, have statistically
• Poor Resources (land availability and quality)
proven to be a contributing factor.
•

Weather and environmental conditions (typhoons, droughts, or
frequent earthquakes)
• Regional governance and management
• Inequality
Community characteristics
• Infrastructure (quality water, roads)
• Land distribution
• Access to public goods or services (schools, clinics)
• Social structure and social capital
Household characteristics
• Size of household
• Dependency ratio (unemployed old and young relative to orkingage adults)
• Gender of head, or of household adults on average
• Assets (typically including land, tools, and other means of
production; housing; jewelry)
• Employment and income structure (proportion of adults
employed; type of work)
• Health and education of household members
Individual characteristics
• Age
• Education
• Employment status
• Health status
• Ethnicity
Source: World Bank

There are economic characteristics
that play a role, such as
employment of a household or
individual and financial and
material assets. We also find that
social factors of individuals and
households such as health,
education level, and shelter can
make a difference in the success of
whether people can become selfsufficient. 26 27

These are the primary causes and
conditions that contribute to
poverty worldwide, but what
contributes to poverty in Europe or
Africa will not match the face of
poverty in the U.S.
When
addressing poverty in the U.S., it is
important to understand the
unique challenges that contribute
to the problem in our nation,
because
regional
differences
cannot be ignored. This report aims
to highlight the major poverty
issues that are affecting our nation
today.
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Breakdown of the Family: Two are Better than One
Divorce and teen pregnancies are harsh realities in the U.S. Trying to navigate the challenges of
life alone puts you at a greater risk for living in poverty than any other factor in the U.S., especially among
minorities. Households maintained by women with no husband present had a median income of $37,797
in 2015, the lowest in the U.S. of household types. The situation gets worse when you consider risk
factors such as low education,
poor job opportunities, and
children. In 2015, 28.5 % of
households in poverty were
headed by single mothers. The
poverty rate for the children in
these female-headed
households was 52.5 % for
nonmetro children and 44.9 %
for metro children compared to
the poverty rate for children in
married-couple families, which
was only 12.3 % for nonmetro
children and 9.6 % for metro
children.28
Sometimes, even the services
that are available to help single mothers, such as Women, Infants and Children (WIC) and Temporary
Assistance for Needy Families (TANF), become a burden in themselves due to the hassles of applying and
the stigma associated with them. If recipients cannot find a job, they lose cash benefits. And if they do
return to work they face high child care costs, transportation issues, and a risk of losing Medicaid. Even in
the best situation, their circumstances place them in a high risk of unstable employment. Many of these
women become “disconnected” from employment opportunities and services, relying instead on a social
network of family and friends and other services. 29
The Working Poor: Low Wages and High Cost of Living
In 2015, the poverty threshold for a family of four was $24,257 and based on this figure, the
official national poverty rate was 13.5 % with 43.1 million people living in poverty. 30 It is true that people
become poor when they do not work. What is not true is that people are poor because they are lazy and
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do not want to work. Those who are not working often include those who are not in the workforce due to
age, illness, disability, institutionalization, or choice. But most people want to work.
The Economic Statistics Institute reported in 2013 that approximately 64% of poor people
between the ages of 18 and 64 were eligible to work. The remaining 36%, the non-working poor in this
age group, were students, retired individuals or disabled. Of the 64% that were eligible to work, 65% were
employed either full-time or part-time.31 In 2015, the Bureau of Labor Statistics, stated that there were an
estimated 8.6 million individuals who were classified as being among the “working poor.” The “working
poor” are people who spent at least 27 weeks in the labor force (that is, working or actively looking for
work), but whose incomes still fell below the official poverty level.32 Most people who are poor can work
and do find employment, but their incomes are unsustainable and do not lift them out of poverty without
some assistance due to low wages, especially in economies with a high cost of living.
There are many factors that contribute to a disparity in income. Education plays a significant role
in whether an income can keep up with the rising costs of living. In 2015, 16.2 % of individuals with less
than a high school diploma had a higher working-poor rate than high school graduates with no college
(7.6 %). The lowest working-poor rate was among those with a bachelor’s degree or higher at 3.8 % and
1.7 %, respectively. Women were more likely than men to be among the working poor if their education
was high school or below. And regardless of educational attainment, Blacks and Hispanics generally were
more likely to be among the working poor than were Whites and Asians. The type of occupation one
chooses makes a difference, as well. The highest percentage of the working poor were in service
industries which typically require lower levels of education, accounting for 11.6 % of those in the labor
force who were poor in 2015. In the management and professional fields only 1.8 % were poor. And as
mentioned before, married couples had a lower likelihood of living below the poverty line (8.5 %) than
families headed by a single woman who is working (23.9 %). Having dependents increased this risk.
Wages that keep up with the economy and employment opportunities that provide full- time
employment have traditionally been thought to reduce the chances of falling into poverty33 and states
with the lowest wages have typically seen the highest percentage of poverty.34 However, this trend is
changing and in a stagnant economy with increasing costs for housing, transportation, childcare, utilities,
healthcare and food, there is a growing number of full-time employed Americans who do not fall below
the federal poverty line, but are still facing serious financial insecurity. They are struggling to afford the
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necessities to meet their needs. This population group, which United Way has identified by the acronym
A.L.I.C.E. (Asset Limited, Income Constrained, Employed) are hardworking Americans, critical to the
economic infrastructure of our communities, but due to the rising costs of living, they are one crisis away
from falling below the poverty line. 35 Many may have even experienced poverty at one time, and are in
danger of slipping back in.
Extreme Poverty in America
Deep poverty is a complex problem in America. These are people living on less than 50% of the
federal poverty line. In 2015, this meant a subsistence level of about $1,000 a month for a family of
four.36 An estimated 19.4 million people, or 6.1% of the total population and 45% of all people living in
poverty were living in “deep poverty” struggling to survive on what calculates to be no more than $8 a
day per person.37 The Urban Institute analyzed 2012 Census Bureau Data and discovered that many of
the individuals living in “deep poverty” in the U.S. were Black or Hispanic single mothers under the age of
25, and their children. They found that these individuals faced many challenges that contributed to their
situation, such as unstable or unaffordable housing, homelessness, unreliable child care, lack of education
or learning disabilities that limited job opportunities, criminal records, addictions, chronic health
problems, and mental or physical disabilities that prevented them from working, but were not severe
enough to qualify them for benefits. These were the non-working poor and for many they were unable to
hold down a job for more than a year, creating a vicious cycle of unemployability.38 Although anti-poverty
programs served to sustain them, they were rarely found to bring them to a point of self-sufficiency.39
Deep poverty in America is a sobering concept, but it may come as a shock to most Americans that there
are individuals in the United States who are living in what the World Bank describes as absolute poverty.
Absolute poverty occurs when a person lacks the means to satisfy their most basic human needs, such as
food, shelter, and clothing. It is a number that is the same regardless of place and remains fixed over time
with periodic adjustments for inflation.40 This standard of measurement, which was globally established
by the World Bank, was set in 2015 to approximately $2 per day per person,41 a shockingly low figure
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that is most often associated with conditions found only in developing nations. However, in their
groundbreaking study, $2.00 a Day: Living on Almost Nothing in America, social scientists Kathryn Edin
and Luke Shaefer found that America was home to approximately one and a half million households who
were living on less than $2 per person per day, and this figure included about three million children.42
Their data revealed a startling trend. Since 1996, the year Clinton made sweeping welfare reforms that
set time limits on safety net programs, created strict work and training requirements for recipients, and
gave states broad discretion on how the funds were spent,43 far fewer people received welfare
assistance,44 even though extreme poverty appeared to be increasing.
The causes are directly linked to the issues already described above. A stagnant economy, a lack of
employment opportunities with sustainable incomes, a high cost of living (food and shelter) and stress,
which leads to health issues, disability and unemployment. These factors play together to create a cycle
of poverty that is difficult to escape.
Breaking the Cycle of Poverty: A Child’s Hope
Theorists argue that the cause of poverty is due to either individual/behavioral choices or
structural/economic conditions.45 However, it would be fair to say that individual/cultural choices that
lead to poverty can be attributed to some breakdown in the society in which they are living, and these
choices can lead to a culture of poverty that can last for generations. Teen pregnancy or divorce, which
leads to an increased number of single mothers as the head of household; drug and alcohol abuse;
criminal activity; a failing economy; and a lack of educational and employment opportunities can all
contribute to a sense of hopelessness. Hopelessness creates attitudes and behaviors that are passed
down from impoverished adults to future generations through their children. This, in turn, creates a selfperpetuating cycle of poverty that produces further barriers to viable opportunities for success. 46 47
Statistics show that children in impoverished families are at highest risk of suffering from health
problems, engaging in risky activity like drug abuse and early sexual activity. They do poorly in school and
often drop out or fail. They often suffer from mental health problems and depression primarily due to the
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poor environments in which they are raised. 48 These are all conditions that make them vulnerable to the
risk of poverty as adults.
In 2013, the National Center for Children in Poverty (NCCP) found that 44 % of children under age 18 lived
in low-income families earning less than $45,000 per year and half of these children lived in poverty. To
break the cycle, they recommend a two-generation approach through policy reforms that concentrate on
parent-focused service provisions such as vocational, educational, parent training and health coaching,
along with high-quality child-focused programming, such as quality childcare, home visiting, child health,
and adolescent mentoring. 49
Conclusion
Regardless of where one lives, there is one thing that is certain, poverty is not just a lack of income, or
line you cross. Our perception as to who is poor and who is not affects our understanding of the causes
and conditions that create poverty. Without a proper perspective of what it means to be poor and how to
measure it, we will fail in any effort to try to alleviate it. But despite the complexity of it, poverty comes
down to a matter of need that cries out for a helping hand. We must continue to work within our own
local communities to identify needs and look for ways to strengthen families, improve health, encourage
success and provide opportunities for the sake of our children and the future of our society.
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Successful Programs & Strategies for Addressing Poverty
According to the World Bank Organization, “[P]overty is a situation people want to escape. So poverty is a call to action –
for the poor and the wealthy alike – a call to change the world so that many more may have enough to eat, adequate
shelter, access to education and health, protection from violence, and a voice in what happens in their communities.”50 By
this understanding, what should government’s role be in eradicating poverty? The UN posits that “Governments’ main
role should be to deliver inclusive, pro-poor growth. In this approach, both the quantity and quality of a country’s growth
are decisive in empowering poor people, both directly, in terms of liberating them from hunger and want, and indirectly,
by providing them with the means to acquire education, voice and agency.”51
In his article on Theories of Poverty and Anti-Poverty Programs in Community Development (2006) Ted Bradshaw
identifies 5 major theories of the causes of poverty, and examines community development program strategies that
match their defined causes. While each of these theories provide their own explanation for the causes and best treatment
strategies of poverty, the five theories that Bradshaw addresses are: Individual Deficiencies, Cultural Belief Systems, Social
Distortions or Discrimination, Geographical Disparities, and Cumulative & Cyclical Interdependencies.52 This report will
utilize program case studies, and showcase their implementation and success in addressing some of these theorized
causes of poverty in respective communities.
Programs for Poverty from Individual Deficiencies
The first Theory on Individual deficiencies focuses on individuals being in poverty based on their own choices,
disabilities, or even lack of morals. There is much debate on poverty in this theory alone, as advocates of social programs
claim more safety nets are necessary to help these individuals overcome their individual struggles, while conservative
followers tend to believe these programs offer too much incentive keeping people in poverty, and preventing them from
attaining self-sufficiency. At this level, programs traditionally focus on getting individuals back to work, but this fails to
address the 63% of individuals currently identified as “the working poor”. 53 The most successful benefits to those
suffering from poverty at the individual level are those safety nets of food, shelter, energy, and educational supports and
resources to enable them to set a foundation for personal and economic stability.
One conclusion of researchers has been that a key component in improving outcomes for poor people, and in
turn lifting them out of poverty, is by engaging them more in their own communities. Programs focused on getting
individuals involved in opportunities outside the home not only provided them with improved incomes, but also endowed
a sense of purpose, status, and provided a time structure for individuals to manage themselves, as well as opportunities
for improved social engagement, giving them a stake place of value in their community. Still, many critics argue that these
endeavors do not account for the structural limitations and problems that low-income people face in their own
communities, making it far more difficult for them to be engaged.
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If programs expect poor people to be involved in their communities, there are four essential principles they must
follow for the best results. First, residents of poor communities need to feel authenticity in their community engagement.
They need to be affirmed that it is their community which is being impacted and improved by their actions, and have
ownership of the outcomes. Individuals involved need to be innovative in their strategies, and ultimately take on roles
that fit well to their community, which can be a difficult balance to maintain, but is possible through additional supports
from community development experts and leaders. One example of this type of innovation is ‘the Vine City Parent Patrol’
in Atlanta, where ten parent volunteers in low-income neighborhoods, were provided radios, and reflective vests, and
they utilized designated safety routes to help children get home from school or after events. While these parents received
additional equipment and supports, at the start they were all originally parents walking their kids home to school, but now
the impact of their efforts has grown. This program has now gained sustainable funding, becoming a lasting group for
safety and advocacy within that community.
A third principle for community involvement of low-income people is understanding and identifying how ready
individuals in a community are ready to take on opportunities. Their capacity for action is often not as much as middle or
upper-class communities, and therefore it’s important to have those involved at the table and willing to talk about their
limitations and any obstacles they foresee with getting involved. Finally, at the heart of any attempts to successfully
increase individual involvement in communities is collaborations. The best way to improve the capacity of low-income
individuals in their communities is through supports and opportunities from grander institutions such as schools,
churches, libraries, or other local government agencies. Only through these efforts can programs help those in poverty go
beyond their current capacity and transcend their existing state of poverty.54
Programs for Poverty from Cultural Belief Systems and Subcultural Poverty Supports
Poverty as the result of Cultural Belief Systems and Sub-Cultural Supports of Poverty, takes some aspects of the
Individual Deficiency theory, in that individuals maintain their status in poverty, but states they do so without intention,
based on cultural norms and functions passed down through generations, and tends to focus the lens of poverty more on
the subcultures found in ghettos, or poor regions. According to this theory, it is the limited perspective that individuals
develop over time, living in an ongoing state of poverty, and never truly learning to adapt to additional resources or
opportunities. The ultimate tool anti-poverty programs can utilize in this area to be successful is education and policy.
Utilizing education and policy to address and change cultural cycles of poverty, should be implemented across
generations to ensure outcomes at all levels of those embedded in the culture, and they should utilize different agents to
act as educational leaders and guides from helping individuals and groups out of poverty (i.e. parents, teachers, law
enforcement, program staff, and even modern technology). Policy should be used as a means of reinforcing positive
attributes and supporting investments to improve accessibility and utility of resources within a culture of poverty.
Targeted learning programs also show promise. One program piloted in New York called Big Math for Little Kids is
having positive impacts not only in New York, but in Paraguay: “The study found that the program helped narrow learning
gaps between low- and high-performing students, and between students with trained and under-trained teachers.
Moreover, the program improved learning equally among both Guaraní- and Spanish-speaking students.” Children that
have a better educational experience are more likely to be positioned for a successful post-high school transition into the
work force. Besides smaller class sizes, there are other opportunities to enhance students’ educational experience. One
proven approach is through after-school programs. This becomes particularly important as children advance from grade
school into middle school.
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Community partnerships are a huge benefit to changing the lives of families in poverty with education. In
Pennsylvania, Pequea Valley Intermediate school changed its Title I spending formula and partnered with a local faithbased non-profit, The Factory Ministries, to focus and engage parents in their Getting Ahead Program.55 Prior
relationships with these families and the school system were often hostile, with parents seeing Getting Ahead as more of
a punishment required for underperforming students, and so by utilizing the Factory Ministries Program, parents were
given an unbiased scope and were introduced to the opportunities they and their children could have by taking part in
Getting Ahead. Since these changes have occurred, the school has reported decreased rates of absenteeism, better
student behavior, and overall improved engagement of students in the classroom.56
Middle school is a critical time in child development. Middle schoolers are given a higher level of freedom and
more ability to create their own structures and habits. Research has shown that after-school programs can help guide
children in the right direction – especially at-risk children who would otherwise be left unsupervised for the hours
immediately following the school day. “Afterschool programs for middle school students are a prime example of the
multiple benefits youth of all ages can gain through learning experiences outside the classroom. Whether through
supplying middle schoolers with homework help, science learning, opportunities for recreation or paths to higher
education, the potential impact of afterschool programs goes far beyond the widely recognized benefit of providing safe,
supervised environments in the hours after school.” Technology improvements can also create opportunities to reduce
poverty-caused educational gaps (Gulati, 2008): “It is widely suggested that online technologies can help address issues of
educational equity and social exclusion, and open up democratic and accessible educational opportunities.”
Just as requirements change from grade school to middle school, so do they change from middle school to high
school. In high school, effective programming for at-risk youth should shift to mentorship as students approach a
transition to college, trade school, or the work force. “Specifically, after participating in mentoring programs, some youth
have reported improvements in self‐esteem; better parental and peer relationships; greater connectedness to school;
improved academic performance; and reductions in substance use, violence, and other risky behaviors (Cavell et al.,
2009).” One objective of mentoring should be to move children into training or community college programs that allow
for skills development and higher-paying jobs (Haskins, 2015) “There is now a large and growing literature on how skilled
jobs that require a certificate, a license, or a two-year degree, often from a community college, can help young people
from poor and low-income families qualify for good jobs with higher incomes.”
Programs for Poverty from Economic, Political and Social Distortions or Discrimination
Bradshaw’s third theory of poverty is a complete flip from the Individual view, where instead of focusing on how
to improve “the players in a game” this theory focuses on how to “improve the game for the players.” Much of this view
on poverty is backed by evidence showing a lack of correlation between individual competency and poverty, and the clear
connections between factors of race, ethnicity, gender, family status, and additional misrepresentations of groups
entering poverty.
If poverty is in fact the result of deficiencies in overarching systems, then programs utilized to successfully address
these issues need to impact changes in the systems themselves. Bradshaw identifies three levels of programming worth
utilizing for implementing these systemic changes: Grassroots, Institutional, and Policy (2006). Defined by social
movement, the Grassroots approach focuses on unifying and mobilizing individuals or groups to exert mass pressures and
influence those in power to change the system. Movements like the women’s movement, the unionization of workers,
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and the civil rights movement are all examples of successful pushes for community change and equality through a
Grassroots strategy. The second method of implementing alternative Institutional changes requires either the creation of
new institutions or changes to those in existence to provide the opportunities and resources necessary to meet the needs
of low-income people that are going unmet by overall systems. Community development corporations and agencies often
utilize this method, either through direct supports or through partnerships with private organizations.
Finally, policy changes can be implemented for increasing jobs and incentives for higher wages, improving and
expanding low-income access to safety nets and living necessities, increasing accessibility to medical care and childcare
supports, or alternative to enforce greater protections of minorities and civil rights. While policy is often perceived as the
highest level of structural change programs can attempt, these are also the hardest to influence as they require
substantial public interest and engagement with various community sectors and leaders. For that reason, these changes
often come about as the result of existing Grassroots or Institutional efforts, rather than through policy efforts alone.
Since the War on Poverty began, one of its biggest victories has been the expansion of healthcare for the elderly
and those disabled in poverty, through the implementation of Medicare and Medicaid. According to Katherine Swartz of
Harvard University, “The best evidence shows that these programs increased access to health care for America’s elderly
and spurred major social, fiscal, and technological changes, mostly beneficial, in the entire U.S. health system.”57
It was this active change in policy, providing expanded health security to the individuals who needed it most.
Since the enactment of the Patient Protection and Affordable Care Act in 2014, these services have expanded even more
to states who opted for expanding their Medicaid program. Unfortunately, resistance to healthcare expansion has come
in many forms, such as limitations in providers willing to serve as Medicaid beneficiaries, negative opinions of public
insurance programs in conservative regions, and some providers even argue that serving low-income patients could lead
to increased rates of lawsuits by patients desperate to improve their personal incomes.58 While implementing such a
change to improve these systems would be significant outcome for any poverty fighting agency, getting individuals and
community sectors to recognize and work to changing policies is a long and arduous journey, with many small steps along
the way, and the players with the most at stake, are those who also tend to be least involved in the game.
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People in poverty are often highly withdrawn when it comes to the political issues that affect their overall wellbeing and growing need for resources and opportunities. We live in an era, where the disconnect between people in
poverty and those in political office is greater than ever before. According to the Center for Responsive Politics, “For the
first time, more than half of the members of Congress are millionaires.” (2015).59 This showcases a significant mismatch o
representation for the American masses, but it also highlights the deepening divide between those in poverty, and those
in power. Low-income individuals tend to be less involved in politics and political discussions at all levels, they tend to be
the most vulnerable when it comes to their interests being represented, and they have the lowest rates of voters and
membership in political activities (Weeks, 2014).60

So how should programs engage the poor in political discussion? Primarily by focusing on the issues that matter
most to their communities. Catherine Coleman Flowers, an advocate for racial minorities and the impoverished of
Lowndes County, saw and heard people talking about the problems of poor infrastructure, like only 18% of residents
having access to the city sewer systems. She acted and got people involved in speaking-out about these issues and the
impact it had on their lives, and got them involved in community coalitions to help find solutions to the infrastructure
problems- along with other social issues of the area, delivering them with firsthand community supports. 61 Though
Flowers’ and the work of other advocates for engaging the voice of poverty in politics is always a work-in-progress, it’s
worth remembering that the supportive systems they create, or change are the real lasting impact to their cause.
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Programs for Poverty from Geographic Disparities
Observing poverty from a geographical perspective focuses on the “lack the objective resources needed to
generate well-being and income” in select areas of the country and communities (Bradshaw. 2006. Page 12). Based on
what we know of spatial characterizations of poverty, social factors often aligned with poverty can be identified in poorer
regions and communities, as impoverished areas tend to have higher rates of crime, have overall poorer health rates and
diminished expected lifespans, lower education levels, and other disparities compared to wealthier communities. In
addition stigmas and prejudices such as racism or political indifference have significant influences on maintaining and/or
worsening the economic and social sufficiency of these areas.
Just as Catherine Flowers advocated for the improved access to sanitation and changes in infrastructure for the
those oppressed in Lowndes County, bringing the disparities and conditions requiring improvement in the community to
the forefront of public discussion and partnerships is crucial to changing the lives and moving communities to become
self-sustainable for residents. Some of the strategies Bradshaw highlights for sustainable change in these geographic
communities includes: “Improving local industry competitiveness through cluster development, building creative
communities, establish tax based or redevelopment incentives for channeling local private investments, improving
inclusionary zoning through affording housing and similar programs that place conditions development, revitalize
downtowns and civic improvements that increase amenities and make areas more attractive for stimulating revenue and
employment, and investing in infrastructures like highways, parks, schools and other public facilities. (p. 13-14)” Many of
these strategies often require amendments or additions to policy to refocus funding for authentically sustainable
systems.62
When it comes to rural communities in America, the problem of poverty is magnified through the decreasing
investments and industries being brought into the community, diminishing population growth, and directly weakening
local economic growth. Unfortunately, efforts to move low-income individuals from rural to urban environments does
nothing to help personal economic status and conditions, and only weakens the sustainability of shrinking rural
communities further. Instead, investments in new technologies and Social Assistance Programs are providing improved
opportunities and outcomes for rural communities and their inhabitants.
As technology use and capability grows at an exponential rate, its utilization provides a sustainable outlet for new
and improved access to education, inter-regional communication, and industry enhancements across sectors. In Piedmont
City, Alabama the school system there has been working to improve conditions of poverty through providing tech
resources to students and families in the community, 25% who have less than a high school diploma and 9% reporting as
unemployed. The initiative was originally to provide laptops for every child in fourth grade and older through Federal
funding, but after 5 years of implementation and changes, soon students in first through third grade were provided
laptops as well, and the school received grant funds for a “high-speed wireless network over the town”- closing existing
information gaps for students and providing new tools for teachers to deliver materials and engage pupils. While these
resources haven’t changed much of the community’s economic stability yet, it has had positive impacts on how struggling
students are being better identified and equipped with curriculum to meet their cognitive, psychological, and
socioemotional needs, improving their grades and overall learning engagement.63
Technology doesn’t just need to be implemented through schools or for educational purposes. Other
organizations that work with individuals in poverty can utilize wi-fi and other online tools to change the ways traditional
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industries or communications are managed. Unfortunately, these enhancements and their capabilities are often
expensive to start, and require sustainable sources of funding to maintain and manage. Therefore, improving technology
resources in such communities can often be determined through multi-agency collaborations with specific focuses aimed
to help those in the community utilize the most-useful technology for improving the existing limitations and disparities
facing the area or community in poverty.
Additionally, increasing community supports through Social Assistance Programs, and investing in overall community
economic growth have shown to be beneficial practices for the sake of bringing quality resources for communities and
their low-income residents.
Programs for Poverty from Cumulative & Cyclical Interdependencies
Of all Bradshaw’s examined theories on the causes of poverty, that which stems from Cyclical Interdependencies
is the most complex and hardest to attribute successful programming towards. The Cycle of Poverty focuses on the
interdependent relationships between the factors impacting poverty and how a crisis of any of these can lead to an
ongoing cascade of deterioration of individual and community independence and negative consequences. An example of
this at the community level could be illustrated by unemployment leading to emigration from a community, which leads
to business closing, which leads to declining revenues and taxes, which leads to lower incomes for schools, which leads to
reductions in education, which leads to an unskilled/untrained workforce, which leads to businesses being unable to
invest in growth and new technologies, and continues into more job loss. An example at the individual level might look
like a person lacks the income to improve to afford a degree, which they need to improve their job skills, which the need
to earn higher wages, which they need to improve their income. This theory of poverty can be illustrated through diverse
relationships between individual and community characteristics that all have an impact on people’s prosperity, and
that’re influenced by the factors of poverty outlined in the other theories, making the movement to poverty a difficult and
complicated pattern to break away from.
Bradshaw identifies 6 elements of self-sufficiency that need to be established within communities and for individuals to
avoid poverty. By working to protect these elements, and supporting their value in communities, poverty programs could
eliminate the cyclic nature of these elements, making poverty a far more preventable issue. These Elements are:
•
•
•
•
•
•

Income and Economic Assets
Education & Skills
Housing & Surroundings
Access to Healthcare and other necessary services
Close Personal Ties and Networks to others
Personal Resourcefulness & Leadership abilities

Still, there are no clear means to prevent or break the cycle of poverty for everyone. Attempts to do so require
collaborations of private and public agents working together to implement sustainable community infrastructures focused
on effectively preventing and alleviating poverty.
Recently, more and more poverty-fighting and social service programs have moved to address poverty through
collaborative care efforts, working more directly with customers and addressing the cycle of poverty at the community
and individual level. Child First is a ‘home visiting’ program based in Connecticut where case managers visit the homes of
their customers on a regular basis, and work with them directly in their own homes to better understand their conditions
and help them reach self-sufficiency. They do this by first focusing on tangible issues in the household, addressing mental
and physical health issues, and identifying poor housing/living conditions. The case manager then works directly with the
family, focusing on strengthening the relationship between household members- primarily parents and children- all the
while, sharing information on additional local resources and services available to the families for their improvement.
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While they are limited on the number of customers they can serve at a time, the program has shown to have significant
successes for the families it’s helped, and has received bipartisan support from legislators and private donors alike. 64
Conclusion
From what we know of poverty today, there is no one-size-fits-all solution. Whether it stems from the individual, their
culture, their environment, or a mix of factors, the causes of poverty and best strategies for fighting it are still widely
debated and undeniably a mystery. Essentially, the issues associated with poverty are multi-faceted and require
community collaboration and purposeful strategies for developing sustainable systems to eliminate the causes and
negative factors of poverty at multiple levels. Technology has shown to be a useful tool for poverty fighting programs, and
the engagement of customers through political and social engagements has improved these efforts.
The War on Poverty may turn out to be an endless fight, but by focusing on always improving the conditions that lowincome find themselves in, the battles they fight will be easier victories.
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Wage and Income Inequality
Income inequality is not a recent phenomenon; the first half of the 20th century was marked by extensive
inequality infused throughout the economic infrastructure of the United States during an era marked by
substantial industrial development and corresponding advancements in manufacturing and production
technology. Income and wealth inequality, after attenuating in the years following World War II, has
steadily increased and reached an upper limit comparable to the elevated levels occurring late in the
Roaring Twenties.
Peaking in 1928, distributional income inequality was characterized by large gaps between the share of
income received by the wealthiest Americans as opposed to those households at the middle or low end
of the income spectrum. For example, in the late 1920s, the top decile – the top 10% of earners acquired nearly half of all income, while the top 1% obtained 19.6% of the nation’s income.65 Nine
decades later, the trend is recurring; as Saez and Zucman compellingly illustrate, “the share of wealth
owned by the top 1% of families has regularly grown since the late 1970s and reached 42% in 2012. Most
of this increase is driven by the top 0.1%, whose wealth share grew from 7% in 1978 to 22% in 2012, a
level comparable to that of the early 20th century” (p. 520).66
As upper tier income shares have increased substantially throughout the past 30 years, that of
the bottom 90% have concomitantly decreased, contributing to greater wealth inequality and an
economic mobility gap with significant implications for the incidence and prevalence of poverty. Higher
income inequality creates a context of poverty vulnerability for a large proportion of the population, and
hinders poverty reduction.67 Further, while the historical perspective on poverty is that it is a fixed state,
increasingly poverty is understood to be a dynamic condition. Poverty is not static in nature, but rather
reflects a temporally fluid state, with individuals and families entering and exiting poverty across varied
points in time. However, despite this fluidity, research indicates that poverty creates conditions that
increase the probability of recurrence, as longer duration experiences of poverty are associated with
decreased likelihood of permanent exit,68 while the occurrence of a period of poverty for an individual or
family has been found to be associated with re-entry within a four-year timeframe.69
A combination of structural transformations within the United States have critically influenced
the current context and conditions of poverty which include the emergence of significant factors
associated with income inequality. More specifically, key shifts in the economic structure include: 1)
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declines in unionization and union membership,70 2) wage stagnation and wage erosion71 concurrent with
shifts to temporary, contingent, or non-traditional employment characterized by low pay, limited or nonexistent benefits, irregular schedules, and limited job security,72 3) movement from manufacturing-based
employment to the rise of service-sector employment73 4) decreased accessibility and availability of jobs
due to movement of manufacturing from cities to suburbs,74 and 5) technological developments,
including automation and robotics, necessitating increased education and skill levels for workers.75
Further, although poverty is frequently associated with social constructs such as age, race,
gender, ethnicity, geographic location, family structure, and community structure which increases
vulnerability, it should be noted that these variables are also confounded with income inequality, and do
not exist in isolation.76 Additional attributes associated with vulnerability to poverty also include
households with high dependency ratios (i.e., the ratio of young dependent household members to adult
working age household members), minimal household assets, lack of access to sources of income, and
social constraints and disadvantages.77 While the literature does delineate poverty-decreasing factors,
such as educational attainment and income growth, income inequality has been identified as a key
poverty-increasing factor.
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1. Income Inequality as a Function of Declines in Unionization
The decline in union membership and the erosion of union coverage in the United States has had
considerable impacts on wage structure and has been identified as a significant contributor to rapid
increases in income inequality. Unionization offers wage protection for workers, while low unionization
reduces the pressure on employers to increase wages and offer benefits.

Average Employer Costs Per Hour Worked For Workers In Private Industry,
By Union Or Nonunion Status, December 2014
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Figure 1: Bureau of Labor Statistics. (2014) https://www.bls.gov/opub/ted/2015/employer-costs-for-union-and-nonunionworkers-in-december-2014.htm

Unionization provides employees collective bargaining voice to improve working conditions and
opportunity to earn salaries and benefits necessary to help them maintain costs of living. Union workers
receive higher average wages as compared to non-union workers, often to the benefit of workers with
lower education levels, or those individuals from minority populations. However, Mishel, Berstein, and
Allegretto indicate that although the estimated variance between union versus non-union wages range
between 14.7% to 28.1%, the extent of unionization has decreased over a span of almost 30 years from
43.1% of workers unionized in 1978, to 19.2% by the year 2005.
2. Income Inequality as a Function of Wage Stagnation and Wage Erosion
Employed but paid non-living wages; that is the reality facing a large proportion of the individuals
and households vulnerable to poverty and functioning within the constraints of persistent income
inequality. Heathcote, Perri, and Violante observe that: “in the 1980s, unions weakened with the decline
of the manufacturing sector, while the real value of the federal minimum wage was eroded by inflation”
(p. 26). The current federal minimum wage has been calculated to be insufficient to protect a family of
four from poverty. When available jobs are concentrated in low-skill occupations with stagnant or
suppressed wages, less than optimal working conditions, and variable and inconsistent schedules,
employment alone is insufficient to prevent entry into poverty, or permit exit from poverty.78 As Lichter
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and Eggebeen compellingly state: “the problem is not finding a job, but rather a job that pays well enough
to lift the family (and its children) out of poverty.“79
Despite increasing productivity and economy growth, increasing inequality has become the status
quo for the majority of Americans at the middle or low-end of the income distribution, with economic
gains concentrated at the upper end of the income distribution; this inequality has manifested as sluggish
or stagnated hourly pay and wage growth since the late 1970s, and reflects a trend that has remained
unchanged. This persistent and pervasive wage inequality has been described as a function of a
constellation of intentional strategies, which include reductions in collective bargaining, prioritization of
low inflation over low unemployment, and lagging hourly pay rates (Bivens et al., 2014).
3. Income Inequality as a Function of Shifts to Service Sector Employment
The growth of inequality in the United States over the past four decades is also associated with
the proliferation of low-income jobs and positions with low wage ranges concurrent with a decrease in
availability of employment within heavy industry, manual jobs, and manufacturing. Many of these lowerwage positions are within the service sector, and according to Iceland, represents the most conspicuous
and consequential shift in employment occurring in urban areas across the U. S. - with resultant
limitations on upward mobility and earnings potential – and disproportionate impacts on less-skilled
workers. This has been found to be particularly salient in metropolitan or regional areas affected by
substantial deindustrialization.
As job availability and employment opportunities are increasingly distributed within the service
sector (e.g., retail, leisure, hospitality) or are part-time, temporary, contingent, or subcontracted
positions, the results of this tertiary sector employment are most challenging for those individuals and
families at or near poverty; such jobs generally pay within a range proximal to minimum wage, offer few
benefits (e.g., health insurance, sick leave, vacation time), and may have high layoff or rates of turnover,
in addition to fluctuating or irregular schedules that take a toll on households already strained at the
lower end of the income distribution (Hipple, 1998).80

These qualities are consistent with the characteristics Kalleberg, Reskin, and Hudson (2000)
identified with “bad jobs” (p. 26), - i.e., low wages, lack of benefits such as the provision of health
insurance or pension coverage – and a growing body of literature suggests that this greater use of parttime labor in large part reflects a preference among employers, rather than a preference among
employees, for less than full-time employment.81 Golden describes the extent of this issue, reporting that
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6.4 million workers in 2015 indicated wanting full-time employment, and that “involuntary part-time work
is increasing almost five times faster than part-time work and about 18 times faster than all work” (p. 3).82
The resultant effect of this shift in employment from full-time jobs to part-time or temporary
positions has had a deleterious effect on households – particularly those vulnerable to poverty – as
increased income inequality broadens the gap between living expenses and what households can afford
to pay (Burtless, 1999).83 Such costs subsume essentials including transportation, child care, and medical
care, and contribute to housing and food insecurity, to the detriment of poor families, especially those
households with young children.
4. Income Inequality as a Function of Manufacturing Shifts and Geographic Barriers
Job availability is also a function of access and proximity; movement of jobs from metropolitan areas and
urban cores to suburban areas has decreased both the number and quality of jobs available to residents
in concentrated poverty areas – a shift that has been particularly damaging to the opportunities and
economic prospects for workers, especially minority workers in those neighborhoods.84 Ihlanfeldt and
Sjoquist determined that across comparative metropolitan areas (Philadelphia, Chicago, and Los Angeles)
poor job access played a significant role in joblessness and the probability of employment of youth,
irrespective of age, educational enrollment, or housing situation (e.g., living alone or at home).
Compounding the challenges associated with employment proximity are issues related to time and
money; more specifically, jobs that are less proximal (i.e., located in suburban areas as opposed to urban
areas) necessitate higher travel costs in relation to earnings, and are accompanied by increased travel
time to work sites, especially if slower modes of public transportation – such as by bus or train – are
involved, or other modalities are utilized (e.g., walking or bicycling).85
5. Income Inequality as a Function of Technology, Robotics, and Automation
Poverty, within the context of rising inequality and economic polarization between the wealthiest and the
poorest, diminishing or stagnating wages, and the deteriorating accessibility and availability of jobs, is also
influenced by the issue of shifts in the economic structure that favor those with higher levels of education
and technological capacity and skill. Not only is there a dearth of high-wage employment opportunities in
general – or even jobs within a reasonable wage structure – there is a scarcity of well-paying jobs for
those individuals with lower levels of education in particular. As summarized by DiPrete: “The general
pattern is clear: Low-skill workers earn lower wages and have less secure positions than do high-skill
workers.” (p. 613).86
Rapid advances in technology and the computer revolution have been considered key variables in the
shift in job toward skill-biased employment, and predicated the need for higher-levels of education –
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particularly an increased demand for post-secondary degrees, to the detriment of workers with lower
levels of educational attainment.87 Although there have been observable economic and industrial shifts
associated with technology, automation, and robotics that have been advantageous for more skilled or
more highly-educated workers, Mishel, Shierholz, and Schmitt (2013) make the case for overall income
inequality as a driver both within and across educational groupings, stating that “Even among college
graduates, there has been a significant pulling away of the very top. The 50thpercentile wage among
those with a bachelor’s degree has fallen by 3.0% since 2000, while the 95thpercentile wage of those with
a bachelor’s degree rose 40.6% over the same period” (p. 15). It is, in a sense, wage inequality
manifesting not just between education groups, such as those with a high school education in contrast to
workers with college degrees, but rather another expression of extant income inequalities encountered
despite varying levels of education, while the condition of poverty itself poses barriers to education.
Income Inequality and the Gender Wage Gap
Regardless of the nature of the work, wage structure, availability of jobs, and other economic drivers
associated with income inequality, women are much more likely to earn lower wages than men – even
when industry, education, and experience as variables are held constant. Compared to men’s wages, the
median wage among women is nearly 20% lower - $12.82 versus $15.64 – than that of men (Mishel,
Berstein, & Allegretto, 2006), and women are more than 30% more likely to be poor than men (Casey,
2014),88 a circumstance that is further exacerbated for women of color. Further, among female-headed
households, disproportionate levels of lower income, employment constraints due to caregiving
accountabilities, and fewer aggregate hours worked (in households with one adult earner) work in
tandem to create conditions contributing to sustained economic disparities.
While the persistence and extent of the gender wage gap is well documented, Davis and Gould (2015)
observe that this pay inequality between men and women appears to be narrowing, but at a broader
societal cost: “Over 2000-2015, the gender wage gap at the median fell, with median women’s wages
rising from 78.0% to 83.3% of median male wages. Unfortunately, 40% of the closing of the gender wage
gap since 1979 has been because of falling men’s wages” (p. 5).89
Economic disparity lingers as a persistent social issue with profound implications for the quality of life,
health, and well-being of individuals and families across America. Despite declaration of a “War on
Poverty” and calls to action in the service of reducing income inequalities, the reality is that economic
drivers must be acknowledged for their role in fueling the conditions that create poverty. The public
perception and language of poverty tends to focus on individual empowerment, education, and
“bootstrapping,” when in reality the condition of income inequality that underlies the wide gaps in wealth
distribution must be addressed, if poverty is to be meaningfully and sustainably redressed. By focusing
on inequality, it focuses attention on the contribution of the suppression of worker pay to maximize
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profits within the workforce, constrained job creation in the service of optimizing productivity, decreased
worker leverage through diminished collective bargaining, and ever-increasing pay for executives and
shareholder dividends at the expense of line workers, and creates an opportunity for dialogue around the
structures and systems that enable and perpetuate poverty.
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Greatest Stress Factors for Low-Income Households
Income deprivation can be a significant cause of stress in low-income households. Stress, in turn, can
cause problems ranging from health issues, educational disparities, and even issues with cognitive
development. These results can in turn foster behaviors and decision-making that deepens the cycle of
poverty. Anti-poverty policy in the United States should take these stress factors into account and work
to alleviate them to alleviate the cycle of poverty.

Stressors on Low-Income Families
The American Psychiatric Association, in its 2015 study, Stress in America, reported that “Stress about
money and finances appears to have a significant impact on many Americans’ lives. Some are putting
their health care needs on hold because of financial concerns. Nearly 1 in 5 Americans say that they have
either considered skipping (9%) or skipped (12%) going to the doctor when they needed health care
because of financial concerns. Stress about money also impacts relationships: Almost a third of adults
with partners (31%) report that money is a major source of conflict in their relationship.”90
The Family Stress Model:

The Family Stress Model (Conger et al. 2000) is a visual representation often utilized by social workers
and health care providers to explain the relationship between stress, its causes, and impacts such as
depression and family dysfunction. This model also highlights loner-term poverty as a significant factor to
causing family dysfunction, weakening relationships, and resulting in negative outcomes for children.91
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There are three essential impacts that poverty has relating to family stressors:
1. Hardship & Stress
2. Isolation & Exclusion
3. Longer-term impacts for children as adults
Hardship and Stress corresponds to the difficulty families and individuals have in meeting basic needs as a
result of poverty. This includes struggling to pay for food, having safe housing and accommodations,
clothing, accessibility to education and healthcare, reliable energy and utilities, reliable transportation,
and physical and mental recreation. Financial uncertainty, and continually having to fight and juggle
resources to meet basic survival needs pits low-income families against their abilities and opportunities
for meeting psychological and social needs for handling and overcoming stressors, leading to a continual
cycle of hardship and added stress over time.
Families in poverty tend to show internalized feelings of being different and less worthwhile than higher
income-earning families, with higher instances of depression and other emotional traumas. This, and the
elements of hardship impoverished families face, affects relationships both within and outside the
household. Feelings of low self-worth influence weakened engagements with others outside the
household, which in turn reduces opportunities for receiving supports to help alleviate hardships
associated with poverty. More detrimental though is the consequence these feelings have within the
household, resulting in increased instances of divorce, inability to care for other family members, neglect,
and sometimes even abuse. Depending on the intensity of poverty a family experiences, their access to
healthier environments and opportunities will vary, but compared to higher-income families those in
poverty tend to live in poorer quality neighborhoods, be less engaged with friends and social activities,
and stay immobile and unable to experience vacations or expand their personal horizons/experiences.
When it comes to stress in the workplace, low-income workers are often exposed to higher stress-related
environments. Even in cases where the work is physically healthier for the individual, comparisons
between low-income earners and high-income earners show a strong correlation between high
frequencies of chronic stress and low income.92 In a 2017 study of 1,000 participants by the University of
Manchester, it was found that low-income workers reported higher levels of chronic stress and poor
mental health, than those who were unemployed.93
The stressors of poverty tend to be cyclical and have impacts influencing many interdependent elements
of a person’s life and well-being. Parents in poverty tend to have a harder time providing quality care for
children, being unwillingly unable to understand or improve their capabilities for childcare. Children, as a
result, tend to grow up with higher levels of stress and have greater risks for long-lasting health issues,
increasing the likelihood that they be in poverty too as adults. In addition, increased likelihood of abuse or
neglect can have far more serious consequences on the psychological and emotional state of a child,
influencing their behavior and diminishing their chances of economic success (Ahmed, 2005).
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While the Relationship between poverty and stress is becoming clearer and clearer with new research
and perspectives, the need for social programs to prevent and assist in alleviating stress for impoverished
families continues to expand.
Impacts of Stress
The Brookings Institute found that the poor experience more stress, and more “Bad” stress, than other
sectors: “the U.S. poor reporting the highest levels of stress of all cohorts. ‘Stress’ is a complex
phenomenon, however: “Good” stress is associated with the pursuit of goals, while “bad” stress is
associated with struggling to cope. Bad stress, which is associated with an inability to plan ahead, lower
life satisfaction levels, and worse health outcomes, is more common at the bottom of the distribution.”94
One impact of this stress is a shorter lifespan with a lower quality of life due to health issues, as the Urban
Institute discovered: “Poor adults are almost five times as likely to report being in fair or poor health as
adults with family incomes at or above 400 % of the federal poverty level, or FPL, (in 2014, the FPL was
$23,850 for a family of four) and they are more than three times as likely to have activity limitations due
to chronic illness. Low-income American adults also have higher rates of heart disease, diabetes, stroke,
and other chronic disorders than wealthier Americans.”95
While the Brookings study was self-reported, The International Journal of Obesity found instead that”
Although individuals with permanent stress tended to be slightly more obese, there was no overall
independent effect and no evidence that abdominal obesity or its consequences (hypertension, diabetes)
increased with higher levels of stress or depression. This study does not support a causal link between
psychosocial factors and abdominal obesity.”96
Other studies show that health impacts can be seen during infancy, in terms of low birth weight, asthma,
and other health issues: “Rates of low birth weight are highest among infants born to low-income
mothers. Children in poor families are approximately four times as likely to be in poor or fair health as
children in families with incomes at or above 400 % of the FPL. Lower-income children experience higher
rates of asthma, heart conditions, hearing problems, digestive disorders, and elevated blood lead levels.
In 2006–08, the prevalence of asthma was 8.2 % among nonpoor children but 11.7 % among poor
children and 23.3 % among poor Hispanic children. Poor children also have more risk factors for disease,
such as childhood obesity, which is a strong predictor of obesity as an adult.” (Woolf et al, 2015).
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While health issues connected with stress in infancy are significant, it’s perhaps more significant
that poverty-caused stress can impair childhood cognitive development. “Income was logarithmically
associated with brain surface area. Among children from lower income families, small differences in
income were associated with relatively large differences in surface area, whereas, among children from
higher income families, similar income increments were associated with smaller differences in surface
area. These relationships were most prominent in regions supporting language, reading, executive
functions and spatial skills; surface area mediated socioeconomic differences in certain neurocognitive
abilities. These data imply that income relates most strongly to brain structure among the most
disadvantaged children.”97
Building on this, researchers Evans, Brooks-Gunn, and Klebanov researched the effects of
poverty-caused stress on childhood cognitive development and found “…evidence for a new,
complementary pathway that links early childhood poverty to high levels of exposure to multiple risks,
which in turn elevates chronic toxic stress. This cascade can begin very early in life. Even young babies
growing up in low-income neighborhoods already evidence elevated chronic stress. This stress then
accounts for a significant portion of the association between poverty and working memory, a critical
cognitive skill involved in language and reading acquisition.”
The stress factors of poverty can also impact school readiness in children, thus increasing the
chances of the children repeating the cycle: “A child’s home has a particularly strong impact on school
readiness. Children from low-income families often do not receive the stimulation and do not learn the
social skills required to prepare them for school. Typical problems are parental inconsistency (with regard
to daily routines and parenting), frequent changes of primary caregivers, lack of supervision and poor role
modelling.”98
Even one’s surroundings can exacerbate the poverty-caused stress. Many of the neighborhoods
themselves increase stress and perpetuate the cycle of poverty through the reinforcement of behaviors
and habits that can contribute to income disparity.
“It is important to understand the role of neighborhoods in the development of depression for at least
three reasons: (a) People often do not realize that they are affected by the context around them and thus
mistakenly blame themselves for the invisible stressors that affect their well-being; (b) outsiders also fail
to realize that residents of adverse neighborhoods are influenced by their surroundings (high rates of
mental health problems in poor neighborhoods may be blamed on the personal characteristics or race of
residents rather than on the neighborhoods themselves); and (c) when threats to public health are
caused by characteristics of entire communities, it is more efficient to address these threats at the
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community level rather than to treat each affected individual separately. Thus, it is important to raise
public awareness of the mental health risks that accompany adverse neighborhoods.”99
Recommendations for Programs
Alleviating “Neighborhood Effects” should be a key concern of policymakers: “The term
‘neighborhood effects’ is used to describe the simultaneous presence of neighborhood socioeconomic
disadvantage with other social problems, including high rates of unemployment, crime, adolescent
delinquency, teenage childbearing, social and physical disorder, single-parent households, child
maltreatment, high levels of mobility, poor child and adult health and mental health, and poor
developmental outcomes for children and adolescents (Coulton, Korbin, Su & Chow, 1995; Policy Link,
2002; Roosa et al., 2003; Sampson, 2001, Sampson , Morenoff, & Gannon-Rowley, 2002).”100
Programs aimed at helping children alleviate the stress factors included in both housing and
education have been proven to work, and should be enhanced. “In addition, housing assistance
eliminates several factors that can impair children’s academic achievement, such as frequent moves and
school transitions as well as homelessness. Pell Grants reduce the likelihood that low-income students
will drop out of college. Long-term studies that followed children who participated in Head Start have
found that it raises school completion rates and improves other outcomes years later.”101
Public policy should not only aim at providing income support, but also at providing psychological
and social support to reduce stress as much as possible. Policies aimed at enhancing prenatal care,
mental health counseling, and improving the quality of life in low-income neighborhoods, appear to have
an excellent chance of improving outcomes. To do otherwise is to inadvertently continue the cycle of
poverty.
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Early Childhood Education:
Best Practices, Emerging Trends, and Impact
According to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) (2016), early childhood education
(ECE) sets the trajectory for a child’s development. Early childhood experiences impact the structures of
the brain and neurobiological pathways, meaning positive early childhood experiences can have results
that last a lifetime in the areas of overall social and cognitive development, well-being, academic success,
and health.102 Children from disadvantaged backgrounds, such as those experiencing poverty, reap the
largest benefits from early childhood interventions.103 To achieve the maximum benefits from ECE
services for the nation’s children, ECE professionals and administrators in today’s environment must be
prepared to focus on quality, support positive interactions with children, implement effective curricula,
support teachers and staff with professional development, involve parents and families in teaching and
learning, and be prepared for increased scrutiny and research on the outcomes of ECE interventions.

Quality in ECE Programs
Assessing ECE Quality
Not all ECE programs result in positive results for children. While high quality ECE interventions
produce positive benefits for children from disadvantaged circumstances, low quality ECE services are
shown to have either no benefit or worse, negative consequences for children (Melhuish, 2015). Children
in high quality ECE environments enjoy cognitive benefits that can continue through adolescence
(Melhuish, 2015).
The link between quality ECE programs and the benefits for young children has resulted in
significant changes in the ECE field in the last several years, most notably through the revision and
expansion of state Tiered Quality Rating and Improvement Systems (TQRIS) funded through the federal
government’s Race to the Top-Early Learning Challenge (RTT-ELC) grants administered to twenty states.104
A TQRIS allows a state to assess the quality of an ECE program, and consists of tiered program standards
that differentiate levels of quality in ECE programs; monitoring of programs in relation to these standards;
a system of supports to improve quality; and public quality ratings for programs evaluated (U.S.
Department of Education & U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 2016).
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Common markers of quality included in TQRIS’ typically include the following:
1. Adult-child interaction that is responsive, affectionate and readily available
2. Well-trained staff who are committed to their work with children
3. Facilities that are safe and sanitary and accessible to parents
4. Ratios and group sizes that allow staff to interact appropriately with children
5. Supervision that maintains consistency
6. Staff development that ensures continuity, stability and improving quality
7. A developmentally appropriate curriculum with educational content (Melhuish, 2015, p. 4).

Emerging Trends for ECE Programs
Impact of Interaction
Administrators seeking to improve outcomes for children, especially children with high needs or
those from disadvantaged backgrounds, often find themselves focusing on the adults in a child’s life.
Increasingly child care advocates and researchers are moving from a focus on the physical environment of
an ECE program and instead focusing on the interaction between ECE teachers and staff and the children.
Higher levels of communication and responsiveness from teachers in the ECE setting are linked to higher
language development for the children in care (Melhuish, 2015). Phillips et al (2017) note that “serveand-return” interactions between teachers and children, when consistent and responsive, deepen a
child’s ability to focus and deepen his or her learning. They argue that “the use of (1) curricula that are
known to build foundational skills and knowledge, coupled with (2) professional development and
coaching that enable teachers (3) to create organized and engaging classrooms” enable these types of
interactions (p. 23).105
Curricula
Although curricula are commonly cited as one of the most important components of ECE
interventions, there are wide variations amongst professionals and researchers on what types of curricula
lead to positive childhood outcomes. Furthermore, emerging evidence is changing the field’s
understanding of which curricula lead to positive childhood outcomes. ECE programs commonly use
whole-child curricula, such as the Creative Curriculum or HighScope Curriculum, over skill-specific
curriculum.106 Whole-child curriculum is child-centered learning, where children learn by interacting with
the teachers, equipment, materials, and other children in their classroom environment; whereas skillspecific curricula focus on a specific academic or socioemotional skill with sequenced and explicit
teaching. Although whole-child curricula are the most commonly used, recent research indicates it is no
more effective at promoting school readiness than typical ECE activities and less effective than skill105
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specific curricula. Skill-specific curricula do not result in gains or losses in other developmental areas (such
as math lessons increasing socioemotional skills) and thus may be a better investment in ECE classrooms
(Marcus Jenkins & Duncan, 2017).
Professional Support and Development
Positive childhood outcomes are not possible without teachers and classroom support staff.
Positive interactions with children require teachers and staff who are trained and supported. Teachers
who are stressed negatively impact childhood outcomes.107 According to Bustamante et al (2017), “infant
toddler teachers are paid in the bottom 3 % of all workers; preschool teachers are in the 19th percentile”
(para. 6). However, paying teachers and support staff a living wage is not enough to prevent stress and
burnout. Just as the power of individualized instruction is recognized for children, the field must
recognize the power of individualized feedback and support for teachers and support staff. Working with
a coach can improve teacher-child interactions (Bustamante et al., 2017). Offering professional
development and ongoing learning can help teachers and staff implement curricula and classroom
instruction successfully, improving child outcomes (Marcus Jenkins & Duncan, 2017).
Parent and Family Involvement
A child’s outcomes are not only based on what happens in the classroom. Involving parents and
families in the teaching and support of their child can lead to positive and lasting results. Melhuish (2015)
noted high quality childcare with associated home visits appears to be an effective package of services.
According to Bustamante et a. (2017), this is especially true for children aged 0-3; several programs
providing home visits and coaching to parents with low-incomes with children aged 0-3 produced
significant lifelong benefits to those children. Given that a parent or guardian is a child’s primary caregiver
and there is a positive correlation between caregiver attachment and a child’s learning, it only makes
sense to include the parent or guardian in the child’s learning and development (Melhuish, 2015).
Long-Term Impact of ECE Interventions
Although recent studies found evidence that the benefits of ECE programs can dissipate over the
course of elementary school, long-term studies show positive impacts later in life for children served by
quality ECE programs (Bustamante et al., 2017). Long-term impacts of ECE cannot be assessed in
isolation, as subsequent years of school experiences affect a child’s academic and social achievements
(Phillips et al., 2017). ECE interventions prime a child for a successful academic and social school career,
but cannot guarantee it. Looking to the future, focus on early elementary experiences must be included in
the continuum of early care interventions, as these interventions are essential to continued childhood
success (Phillips et al., 2017). Improved alignment (such as by building on the math and literacy skills
gained in ECE settings) between ECE and early elementary reduces the “fade-out” effects often cited
(Bustamante et al., 2017). Research indicates the field of ECE should anticipate further long-term studies
of outcomes as children served in the new generation of ECE programs age and develop into adults.
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Conclusion
ECE services can set the trajectory for a child’s development and success in life. High quality ECE services
are essential, especially for children with low incomes. ECE professionals and administrators in today’s
environment must be prepared to focus on quality, support positive interactions with children,
implement effective curricula, support teachers and staff with professional development, involve parents
and families, and be prepared for increased scrutiny and research on the outcomes of ECE interventions.
Focusing on these vital elements of ECE programming can equip today’s children for tomorrow’s
challenges.
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Relationships Between Immigration Status and Poverty in
America And Emerging, Evidence Informed Practices in
Successfully Combatting or Preventing Poverty Within
Immigrant Populations
The United States has a longstanding history of welcoming immigrants to our shores, primarily because
our founding fathers recognized that we were a nation built by scores of people fleeing their countries
due to persecution, economic hardship, war, poverty, and even starvation, to find a better life. Many of
our nation’s early immigrants came from Europe, but as political and economic circumstances changed,
America has become home to a diverse mix of ethnic groups, religions, languages, and cultures that have
all contributed their hard work and ingenuity toward making this country into the great nation it is
today.108 They are taxpayers and business owners, and many of them are entrepreneurs who have started
major Fortune 500 companies, employing thousands of people.109 110
However, the “land of opportunity” has not been favorable for all people and the issue of immigration
and naturalization has resulted in heated and divisive debate as policymakers and citizens consider how
immigration impacts our economy, national security, educational systems, and our labor force. The
urgency in answering these concerns has recently led to an increased demand for immigration reform.
One pressing issue in the 21st century is whether unabated immigration to the U.S. is contributing toward
an increase in the number of people living in poverty in our nation.111
Changes in immigration policy over the last 50 years have reshaped the ethnic and racial make-up of our
nation’s population and resulted in a dramatic increase in the numbers of immigrants coming to the U.S.
American Community Survey Data shows that there were an estimated 43.3 million immigrants living in
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the U.S. in 2015, representing 13.5% of the nation’s population.112 Of these, 17.3%, or 1 in 5, were living
in poverty, higher than the native-born population at 14.3%.113

Immigration Facts
The 1965 Immigration and Nationality Act, an immigration reform bill that was signed into law by
President Johnson, released national origin quotas which favored immigrants of European descent to one
that opened the door to more Latin Americans and Asians coming into the U.S. With its emphasis on
family reunification, the legislation also allowed for more immigrants to enter based on kinship ties rather
than on skills and education.114 Later, President George Bush passed the Immigration Act of 1990 which
opened the door even further, increasing quotas, giving preference to countries that have had low
admission numbers in the past, and rewriting exclusions that previously prevented entry into our
borders.115 Since that time annual immigration into the U.S. has climbed into the millions.116
Unlike America’s early history, where the immigrant population was mostly from Europe, immigrants
today come from all over the world. Data from the Migration Policy Institute shows that 32.2% of the
immigrants residing in the U.S. in 2015 were from Central America, with Mexico still ranking at the top in
percentage. However, the number of immigrants from Mexico has been steadily decreasing since 2005,
and more immigrants are now coming from Asia with the top three countries of origin being India, China,
and the Philippines. (See the following table)117
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Top Ten Largest U.S. Immigrant Groups, 2015
Country
Number of
Immigrants

Origin
Mexico
Central America

Asia

Latin America
Other Nations

Percentage

11,643,298

26.90%

El Salvador

1,352,357

3.10%

Guatemala

927,593

2.10%

India

2,389,639

5.50%

China (exc. Hong Kong and Taiwan)

2,065,431

4.80%

Philippines

1,982,369

4.60%

Vietnam

1,300,515

3.00%

Korea

1,060,019

2.40%

Cuba

1,210,674

2.80%

Dominican Republic

1,063,239

2.50%

18,294,512

42.30%

Other Nations

Total %

32.20%

20.30%

5.30%
42.30%

Source: Migration Policy Institute (MPI)
Tabulation of data from U.S. Census Bureau, 2010 and 2015 American Community Surveys (ACS)

The decline in Mexican immigrants has been primarily due to stricter immigration enforcement, an
improved Mexican economy and a decreased demand for low wage workers following the Great
Recession, especially in construction, agriculture and other industries that hire many undocumented
workers. At the same time, the U.S. has experienced a greater demand for high-skilled workers in the
information technology industry and other high-skilled occupations which has drawn many immigrants
from India and China.
In 2015, the states with the highest population of immigrants were California (10.7 million), Texas (4.7
million), New York (4.5 million), Florida (4.1 million), New Jersey (close to 2 million) and Illinois (1.8
million).118 The six largest metropolitan areas that immigrants resided in were: New York-Newark-Jersey
City; Los Angeles-Long Beach-Anaheim, CA; Houston-The Woodlands-Sugar Land, TX; Dallas-Fort WorthArlington, TX; Miami-Fort Lauderdale-West Palm Beach, FL; and Chicago-Naperville-Elgin, IL.119

Immigrant Status: Risks for Poverty and Evidence-Based Solutions
According to the Census Bureau, an immigrant (or foreign-born resident) is anyone living in the United
States who was not a U.S. citizen at birth. Immigrants includes naturalized citizens, lawful permanent
residents (LPRs), temporary migrants (e.g., persons on student or work visas), refugee or asylum seekers,
and undocumented persons illegally residing in the United States.120 (see table below) For this report,
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however, we will be focusing on three categories of immigrants who are at the greatest risk for poverty:
Lawful Permanent Residents, Refugees/Asylum Seekers, and Undocumented Immigrants.
Key Terms
Immigrant (also referred to as Foreign-Born Resident) is anyone living in the U.S and not a U.S. Citizen at birth.
Naturalized Citizen A foreign-born resident who has met requirements to become a legal citizen of the U.S.
Non-citizens legally authorized to live and work in the U.S. on a permanent basis. Visas are
Lawful Permanent
primarily granted for three major reasons:
Residents
❖ Family reunification for those meeting certain requirements
(LPR/Green Card
❖ Employment (based on labor need, extraordinary skills, or advanced degrees of the
Holder)
applicants)
❖ Diversity laws as determined by the Attorney General
Temporary
A nonimmigrant who is granted temporary residence in the U.S. usually for educational
Migrants
pursuits, temporary work, or tourism
People fleeing conflict, danger, or persecution and must not be returned to situations
Refugees/Asylum
where their life and freedom are at risk. (Asylum seekers are already in the United States
Seekers:
or are seeking admission at a port of entry.)
Undocumented
An individual who has entered the U.S. illegally and is deportable if apprehended, or who
(Illegal Immigrants) entered the United States legally, but who has fallen "out of status" and is deportable
Source: Association of States and Territorial Health Officials (ASTHOS), 121

Lawful Permanent Residents
In 2015, over 1 million immigrants obtained Lawful Permanent Resident (LPR) status. LPRs are eligible to
sponsor spouses, minor children, and unmarried adult children for permanent residency. And in three to
five years, when they become naturalized citizens, they can sponsor their parents, married adult children,
and siblings. Of the total number of LPRs in 2015 the majority were based on family ties where 44% were
immediate relatives of U.S. citizens and 20% were accepted on a family-sponsored preference. Only a
small percentage (14%) came on an employment-based visa. 122
In 2016, the labor participation rate for immigrants was 65.2 % compared to 62.3 % for native-born
Americans. Most immigrants are employed and are hard-working contributors to the American economy.
However, statistics show that 57.1 % of the foreign-born labor force over 25 only had a high school
diploma (24.7%) or less (22.4%), compared to 30.1 % of natives (4.5% with no high school, 26.1 % with a
high school diploma). Statistics also show that many were employed in low paying jobs in the following
industries: service occupations (23.5 %); production, transportation, and material moving occupations
(14.8 %); and construction and maintenance occupations (13.6 %). 123
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Because it is difficult for immigrants with limited education to work in anything but low paying jobs, it
places them at increased risk of poverty. Language barriers further complicate their situations. In 2015,
only a little more than half of all immigrants were English proficient.124 They were also more likely to lack
health insurance, use welfare, and have lower rates of home ownership. And it is not just an issue of
people who have just arrived, trying to get established and finding their way in a new country. Statistics
show that many of these first-generation immigrants have often lived in the U.S. for an average of 21
years and were unable to close the gap on poverty compared to their native peers. In fact, the poverty
rate for long-residing immigrants is 57 % higher than for adult natives.125
The children of these immigrants are also affected. In 2015, 29.4 million children in the U.S under age 18
lived in poverty (i.e., with family incomes below 200 % of the federal poverty threshold) and almost 9.4
million (or 32 %) were children of immigrants, according to data from the Migration Policy Institute.126
The greatest priority for these immigrants is to help them successfully integrate into their new
surroundings and a major component of this is to help them learn the English language. Not only does
this bridge the cultural barrier by helping them gain a better understanding of how to access services, but
it is a requirement for citizenship which opens many more opportunities for local, state, and federal
assistance. 127 Learning the language not only improves their employment opportunities, but will increase
their educational success not only for themselves, but also for their children.
In addition to English classes, agencies need to make sure they are following local, state, and federal laws
which require them to provide language access services. This includes hiring bilingual employees and
translators and interpreters to provide better methods of communicating with immigrants who are not
yet proficient in English so that they are able to access services.128
Many immigrants also lack health insurance. LPRs under 21 or pregnant qualify for the State Children’s
Health Insurance Program. However, all other lawful permanent residents must wait five years after their
arrival to the U.S. to apply for public health insurance. Due to high health care costs and language barriers
they have limited access to basic health care. The consequences of this can lead to poor health, which
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impacts them socially as well as economically. Poor health impacts one’s ability to work.
Due to limited English proficiency and limitations in education and skills, immigrants often work in low
paying jobs. However, even highly educated, and skilled immigrants face challenges that prevent them
from earning high wages. Approximately 50% of them enter the U.S. with 12 or more years of formal
education, yet face limited job opportunities when their foreign credentials or certifications do not
transfer to their new country. Services are needed to help them get the certifications they need to
continue their careers. In addition to English classes, they also need job training in both hard and soft
skills, and cultural orientation classes to transition successfully into the labor force.
Compared to native born Americans, immigrants are 10% more likely to start businesses, contributing
billions to the national economy and providing jobs that would otherwise not exist.129 However, raising
capital can be difficult. The Small Business Administration (SBA) has a microloan program available for
immigrants which provides small loans, up to $50,000, for small business owners who may not qualify for
traditional loans, which can be used for working capital, or the purchase of furnishings, business supplies
and equipment. Training and technical assistance is also provided to help them successfully start or grow
their business. 130
Successful programs like the Immigrant Entrepreneur Development Program, of the Michigan-based
Access Growth Center, and Minnesota’s Neighborhood Development Center (NDC) serve immigrants and
other low-income individuals who would like to start or expand their own companies by providing
training, financial development, and business planning support for immigrant entrepreneurs. They also
help them identify financial resources and other local business resources and partners. 131
Another important process in helping immigrants successfully integrate is providing resources to help
them become citizens of the U.S. The process is often difficult and expensive, yet there are few resources
available. One program, the Washington New Americans Program, works in partnership with both One
America, a non-profit advocacy group for immigrant and refugee communities, and the American
Immigration Lawyers Association (AILA) to assist immigrants in the naturalization process. They hold
citizenship days across the state and provide free information and services which includes application
assistance, legal help and representation 132
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Successful integration for lawful permanent residents ensures better outcomes for immigrants in the
transition to their new communities. However, unlike refugee programs, there has been limited effort to
establish a formal integration policy for immigrants through federal programs. Yet, despite these
obstacles and limited funding, state, and local efforts to address the needs of immigrants have continued
to improve. 133

Undocumented Immigrants
Despite immigration reforms, many undocumented immigrants began entering the U.S. due to lax border
enforcement and failure to enforce laws that prohibited their employment. In 2015 there were an
estimated 11 million residing in the U.S. Many were entries without inspection (EWI), but in recent years
the vast majority of illegal immigrants have come over on temporary visas and stay past the date they
were required to leave. In 2014, the Center for Migration Studies (CMS) reported that 42% of the total
population of undocumented immigrants were overstays, and of those who had arrived in 2014, 66% of
them were overstays. Although the annual number of undocumented immigrants overall is decreasing,
the number of overstays has been increasing every year since 2007. 134
In the past, many came from Mexico, but today these immigrants crossing our southern border no longer
represent the majority of undocumented immigrants in the U.S, as an increasing number are coming from
Asia and Central America. 135 Many newer arriving migrants are surging across our borders, seeking
asylum from gang violence and poverty in Central America. In 2016, 408,870 undocumented immigrants
were apprehended, and although many of them were individuals (66%), an increasing number of them
are families (mostly women with children) and unaccompanied children.136
In 2014, undocumented workers accounted for 5% of the national labor force, working primarily in jobs
that U.S.-born workers typically don't want, in agriculture, construction, service, and manufacturing.137
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They pay taxes and contribute billions of dollars to the nation’s Gross Domestic Product (GDP). If
immigration reform is passed to deport them, it would adversely affect our nation’s economy, especially
in the agriculture industry where many are employed, and would create labor shortages across our
nation.138
Like many immigrants, they enter the country with little to no education beyond a high school diploma
and have limited English proficiency. As a result, undocumented immigrants and their children are at the
greatest risk for poverty. In 2014, approximately 49% lived at or below 100% of the poverty line.
Approximately 49% of the undocumented immigrants five years and older spoke only a little English or
not at all, with Spanish being the predominant language spoken at home. Approximately 75% only had a
high school education or less.139 Their undocumented status puts them at risk of being exploited and
discriminated against in jobs that often pay wages over 40% lower than those paid to legal workers with
identical characteristics.140
The clear goal for law abiding, hard-working undocumented workers should be to give them permanent
legal status with a green card and ultimately, citizenship. But this is a controversial issue. Opinions are
widely divided on how to handle undocumented immigrants in the U.S. Some states and local jurisdictions
have chosen not to cooperate with federal efforts to deport undocumented immigrants. Many are
becoming what is known as “sanctuary states,” such as California, where undocumented workers can
apply for drivers’ licenses, receive in-state tuition at universities and access benefits that improve their
lives. They are also protected from deportation.141
Under the Obama administration, two immigration policies, the Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals
(DACA) and the Deferred Action for Parents of Americans and Lawful Permanent Residents (DAPA) were
created to defer action against deportation and provide a road for these immigrants to obtain legal
status. Under DACA, undocumented immigrants who entered the country as minors can receive a
renewable two-year period of deferred action from deportation and eligibility for a work permit. DAPA
provides a three-year renewable deferment from deportation for eligible undocumented parents of U.S.
citizens and/or lawful permanent residents. Most of these recipients earn low-wages, have high rates of
poverty and low rates of health insurance, yet many speak English well, have strong family ties, long
tenure in the U.S., and high employment rates. 142
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Studies show that these programs, particularly DACA, have been successful in helping people out of
poverty. In 2014, the Center for Immigration Studies reported on findings from the National
UnDACAmented Research Project which revealed that DACA recipients have strong work ethics, go on to
receive postsecondary education and benefit from an increase in economic opportunities. An estimated
60% obtained new jobs, 45 % increased their earning, 57 % obtained a driver’s license, 21% were
accepted as interns to gain additional training, 21% got health insurance, and 49% were able to open
their first bank account. The program has reduced the challenges that many of these undocumented
immigrants have faced to achieve economic and social stability. Community-based organizations, legal
clinics, schools, and religious organizations must work together to address barriers to accessing benefits,
such as cost, application assistance and access to resources and information.143
DAPA recipients also benefit from deferred action against deportation. In a 2016 report from the
Migration Policy Institute there are almost 10 million undocumented immigrants which includes 4.3
million children under 18 and the majority of their children (85%) are U.S. citizens. The poverty rate for
DAPA households is 36 %, compared to 22 % for all immigrant families and 14 % for household where
both parents are U.S. citizens. The study shows that DAPA could increase the family’s income by as much
as 10%, which can significantly improve their financial situation. The greatest advantage of the program,
however, is that it would prevent the financial burden that deportation of the father would have on the
family and the associated psychological, social, and developmental stress that families of undocumented
parents experience.144
Many undocumented workers are unaware of their eligibility to change their immigration status and do
not have the information to access resources. If they are at risk of deportation, studies show that
undocumented immigrants with representation fared far better in immigration hearings, showing that
there is a need for the establishment of more public defender systems for poor immigrants who are
facing deportation.145
Giving law abiding, undocumented workers the opportunity to gain legal status to work and ultimately to
obtain citizenship would provide more opportunities for immigrants to find better paying jobs with more
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security, access benefits, and receive Social Security when they retire. 146

Refugees and Asylum Seekers
The United Nations Refugee Agency’s (UNHCR) latest statistics show that there are approximately 21.3
million refugees in the world today, yet less than 1% of them are resettled in third countries. The United
States is host to almost two-thirds of those who are resettled, taking in the largest number of all
resettlement countries combined.147 In addition to asylum seekers, those who are either already in the
U.S. (sometimes illegally) or are seeking asylum at a point of entry,148 the number of refugees who were
granted entry into the U.S. has been steadily increasing under the Obama administration.149 The
Refugee Act of 1980 created the Federal Refugee Resettlement Program through the Office of Refugee
Resettlement (ORR), a department of the US Department of Health and Human Services (HHS). It
established the current standard for screening and admitting refugees into the U.S. and since then
approximately 3 million refugees have been resettled in the U.S. In 2016, the U.S. admitted 84,995
refugees, which is the highest since 1999.150
The countries of origin have varied over the years, depending on the political climate of various nations.
Over the past ten years, most refugees came from Burma and Iraq. However, the leading country of origin
for 2016 was from the Democratic Republic of Congo, which accounted for 16,370 refugees, followed by
Syria (12,587), Burma (aka Myanmar, with 12,347), Iraq (9,880) and Somalia (9,020). Asylum Seekers,
coming from China, El Salvador, and Guatemala, accounted for 40 % of the total with numbers coming
from Syria increasing yearly.
Refugees and asylum seekers flee their home countries due to fear of persecution or torture. Many have
experienced such traumatic events as violence, torture, rape, imprisonment, or forced displacement and
many have languished in refugee camps for as many as ten to twenty years without employment or any
type of education. Due to the traumatic stress related to their past experiences, the losses they have
experienced, and the stresses of adjusting to a new culture, they have unique challenges that make
integration into their host country more difficult. Studies have shown that they are at increased risk of
mental health issues, including anxiety, depression, and post-traumatic stress disorder, often for years
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after their arrival in their host community, making it more difficult to maintain long term employment.151
It is critical that refugee programs understand the importance of recognizing, assessing, and treating
mental health disorders in this population. Program staff need to be trained to use culturally appropriate
mental health screening tools and develop referral procedures so that refugees can receive timely and
appropriate services.152
Refugees often face economic insecurity. Many left their homes with little or nothing, leaving behind
assets, property, and capital, as well as basic documentation such as birth certificates, passports,
identification, or proof of educational credentials. Due to their limited English proficiency, discrimination,
and the adjustments to new customs, laws, and languages, they have difficulty navigating the complex
process of attending school, finding work, locating affordable housing, getting transportation, and
accessing services.153 When they are resettled, they often have to start over from nothing.
Assistance to the refugee and asylee populations is provided by the federal Refugee Resettlement
Program through a broad network of over 250 nonprofit programs in over 49 states and the District of
Columbia. In 2016, California, Texas and New York together resettled 20,738 refugees followed by
Michigan, Ohio, Arizona, North Carolina, Washington, Pennsylvania, and Illinois who accepted at least
3,000.
The primary goal of refugee resettlement is to help them become self-sufficient as soon as possible.
Through the Refugee Resettlement Program, the difficult task of adjusting to their new country is
achieved through a three-step process that includes Security Clearance, Reception and Placement
(typically a 30-90 day process that includes cultural orientation classes) and Transition Services. These
services include English classes, and specialized job readiness and employment services,154 as well as cash
and medical assistance through two federal programs, The Refugee Cash Assistance Program (RCA) and
the Refugee Medical Assistance program for period of eight months from their arrival.155

151

R. Ater, (18 Nov. 1998.). Mental Health Issues of Resettled Refugees — EthnoMed. Ethnomed.org. Retrieved
from https://ethnomed.org/clinical/mental-health/mental-health
152

Simmelink, J. and Shannon, P. (16 Aug. 2012.). Evaluating the Mental Health Training Needs of Community-based
Organizations Serving Refugees | Simmelink | Advances in Social Work. Journals.iupui.edu. Retrieved from
https://journals.iupui.edu/index.php/advancesinsocialwork/article/view/1963
153

Heartlandalliance.org (14 Feb. 2017.). Refugees--Fact Sheet . Retrieved from
https://www.heartlandalliance.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/01/Fact-SheetRefugees.pdf?gclid=Cj0KCQjwqvvLBRDIARIsAMYuvBF3vkzp369jR6YwOjeqqQ1GDNMWxhMPyhYb5Wrj7MXIuHvhkxU
HUZcaAvVcEALw_wcB
154

Office of Refugee Resettlement | ACF (n.d.). The U.S. Refugee Resettlement Program – an Overview. Office of
Refugee Resettlement | ACF. Retrieved from https://www.acf.hhs.gov/orr/resource/the-us-refugee-resettlementprogram-an-overview
155

Refugee Cash Assistance | DSHS. (2017). Dshs.wa.gov. Retrieved 31 July 2017, from
https://www.dshs.wa.gov/esa/community-services-offices/refugee-cash-assistance

56

Once the admission process is completed, representatives from local agencies meet them on arrival in
the receiving state and help them with housing and access to resources that can help them get
established in their new community.156 Additional services beyond eight months can be provided as
needed. Mental health services are provided through the Survivors of Torture Program, which includes
rehabilitative, social and legal services to victims of torture157. The Micro-Enterprise Development
Program helps refugees start their own businesses and become financially independent 158 and the
Individual Development Accounts Program matches funds in their savings account to help them with
home purchases, small business development, postsecondary education, or training and/or automobile
purchases (for employment purposes).159
Children often adjust better to the transition than older refugees, as they can learn the English language
quicker and learn new skills to help them adapt. However, in communities with large numbers of
refugees, educators must consider the unique needs these refugees have as they try to integrate into the
school system. Teachers must be trained to address the cultural, behavioral, and language barriers that
they may encounter when working with refugee children and develop programs to work with parents to
improve communication and ensure that students have a successful educational experience.160
Studies have shown that active participation by the refugees themselves is also necessary for successful
integration. That is why community building programs like the Ethnic Community-Based Organizations
(ECBOs) are so important. These are non-profit organizations, funded by the federal Ethnic Community
Self-Help (ECSH) Program, that are founded and led by current or former refugees and whose board
consists of at least 60% current or former refugees.161
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The ECBO goal is to connect new arrivals with established refugees to share information on resources,
ease the cultural adjustment, improve civic participation and educate the public.162 In a 2007 report by
The Migration Policy Institute, “Bridging Divides,” they served as advocates for the refugee community to
successfully address both the short- and long-term goals of the immigrant population. They provided legal
assistance, English classes, support in adjusting to the host community, vocational training and job
placement, and guidance in changing their immigrant status to a legal permanent resident or even
citizenship.163
However, despite the successes, there were still many barriers to upward mobility and self-sufficiency
among refugees. These included limited access to transportation, a lack of affordable childcare services,
and barriers to long-term employment due to limited English proficiency, low education levels, as well as
occupational downgrading. Not only did employers not hire them nor provide training due to not having
a 9th grade education or above, but highly educated refugees that had foreign-earned credentials were
often forced to work in jobs requiring lower skills than they had abroad. Discrimination was another issue
that they faced, with many refugees facing rejection due to either race, gender, or lack of experience.
English classes, that were critical for them to successfully integrate, were often not provided in areas that
were convenient for them to get to, due to issues with transportation, or they were not offered during
hours that corresponded to their work schedules. Housing is another critical issue. Many refugees are
relocated in densely populated cities with high rental costs. Even if they are provided subsidized housing,
many fear that if their income rises above qualifying income levels they would be forced to abandon their
affordable housing situation, making it disadvantageous to advance to higher income levels. Also, they
are often clustered in areas with other refugees like themselves, which makes it less attractive for them
to integrate with the broader community.
There is a shortage of studies examining the success of various interventions in working with refugees and
asylum seekers in the literature. However, evidence supports the current need for holistic, culturally
sensitive programs that address the psychological, educational, financial, and social needs of diverse
refugee groups.164 The overall success of ECBOs will depend on adequate funding not only from federal
programs, but also through state government grants, foundations, corporate
donations, individual donors, and other partners, as well as fee-based services, which ensure the financial
stability of these programs.
ECBOs also must develop and implement effective programs to serve their population and look for
improved methods of educating the broader community about their services. Successful ways these
organizations can achieve this is by using mainstream media; educating the public through cultural
activities, events, and festivals; building boards that included diverse members from the community and
162

About Ethnic Community Self-Help. (2016). Office of Refugee Resettlement | ACF. Retrieved 1 August 2017, from
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/orr/programs/ethnic-community-self-help/about
163

Newland, Tanaka, & Barker (1 Jun. 2007.). Bridging Divides: The Role of Ethnic Community-Based Organizations in
Refugee Integration. migrationpolicy.org. Retrieved from http://www.migrationpolicy.org/research/bridging-dividesrole-ethnic-community-based-organizations-refugee-integration
164

Sm., Weine (30 Jul 2013.). Review of Refugee Mental Health Interventions Following Resettlement: Best Practices
and Recommendations. PubMed Central (PMC). Retrieved from
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3727171/

58

from other ethnicities and backgrounds; as well as working with local universities, schools, and colleges.
Also, studies show that states that encourage the development of nonprofit organizations through
seminars, workshops and technical assistance have helped grassroots refugee organizations like ECBOs
become more successful.
Overall, the success of the Refugee Resettlement Programs can be seen in a 2015 Fact Sheet from the
Migration Policy Institute entitled “Ten Facts About US Refugee Resettlement,” which shows that
refugees, although they start out with nothing and are initially dependent on public assistance, they have
a eventually have a high rate of employment. Within five to ten years after arrival, most of them quickly
achieve self-sufficiency.165

Conclusion
In summary, it is important to remember the vast contributions that our immigrant population has made
to our country. Effective integration policies will require a cooperative effort from local, state, and
federal programs which can effectively address their cultural, financial, social, and psychological needs to
help them reach their goals and become successful, self-sufficient members of our society.
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Anticipating the Social Service Needs of the Growing
Elderly Population
Supporting Family Caregivers
An estimated 34.2 million caregivers, 14.3% of the U.S. adult population, have provided unpaid
care to a family member or friend age 50 or older in the past 12 months.166 Family caregivers may help
with personal needs such as bathing and dressing, household chores, managing finances, arranging for
outside services, and visiting to see how the person is doing. About six in 10 also help with
medical/nursing tasks such as tube feedings and catheter care. One in five caregivers report a high level
of physical strain from caregiving, and about two in five say caregiving is emotionally stressful.
A Centers for Medicare & Medicaid Services summit explored ways to build capacity for both family
caregivers and paid caregivers.167 For family caregivers, one recommendation was to expand training
opportunities, such that family caregivers have the option of getting the training they need when they
need it. A recommendation for both family caregivers and paid caregivers was to enact policies to
increase their economic security. Specific ideas include expanding access to tax credits, health insurance,
opportunities to earn Social Security credit for caregiving work, and hotlines that provide counseling
about social services and supports. Other recommendations included involving caregivers as equal
partners on care teams and expanding peer support opportunities for caregivers to support each other.
Strengthening the Direct Service Workforce
Direct service workers provide older adults and people with disabilities with a range of services,
including assistance with bathing, dressing, medication management, and cooking.168 They also help
people to stay healthy and increase their independence. The Bureau of Labor Statistics reports that by
2024 the nation will need about a million new jobs in direct care, such as home health aides, nursing
assistants, and personal care aides.169
One in two direct service workers leave their job within 12 months, citing low wages as they
primary reason. Other reasons for the high turnover include poor supervision, limited benefits, strenuous
workloads, and few opportunities for career advancement (Espinoza, 2017). The median wage for
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personal care aides in the U.S. was $10.09 in 2015. About one in four (24%) direct care workers were
without health insurance in 2014, compared to 12% of all U.S. workers.170
One approach to strengthening the direct care workforce is to improve training. The Centers for
Medicare & Medicaid Services worked with stakeholders to develop a recommended set of core
competencies for direct service workers.171 U.S. Department of Labor has developed Registered
Apprenticeship programs for four direct service occupations: certified nursing assistant, direct support
professional, health support specialist, and home health aide.172 Another strategy to strengthen the direct
service workforce is to create advanced roles for aides. For example, New York recently passed legislation
to create an Advanced Home Health Aides occupation.173
Livable Communities
With the growth of the older population, many communities are not prepared to meet the
growing need for quality, affordable, and accessible housing that provides the option for people to age in
their homes and communities.174 Eighty % of adults age 45 and older say they would prefer to stay in their
local communities for as long as possible.
One program that can help cities, towns, and other localities to address the housing and other
needs of residents of all ages is the AARP Network of Age-Friendly Communities.175 The program operates
under the World Health Organization's Age-Friendly Cities and Communities Program. Communities that
join the program commit to improvement in eight domains that the World Health Organization has
identified as influencing the health and quality of life of older adults. The “eight domains of livability” are:
1) outdoor spaces and buildings, 2) transportation, 3) housing, 4) social participation, 5) respect and
social inclusion, 6) civic participation and employment, 7) communication and information, and 8)
community support and health services.
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Food and Nutrition Assistance
More than 10 million, or about one in six, older Americans face hunger each year.176 Multiple
programs run by federal agencies, states, and community based organizations provide food assistance.
These include the U.S. Department of Agriculture’s Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program,
congregate meals and home-delivered meals provided through the Older Americans Act Nutrition
Program, food banks, and many others. A recent report found that these programs and advocates could
better meet older adults’ nutrition needs by improving collaboration, communication, and integration
(Lloyd, 2017).
Elder Justice
About 1 in 10, as many as 5 million, Americans age 60+ have experienced some form of elder
abuse.177 Elder abuse takes many forms, including physical abuse, sexual abuse, emotional abuse, neglect,
financial exploitation.
In 2014, a national initiative involving 750 stakeholders developed a “road map” for responding to elder
abuse. The initiative identified many priorities spanning four domains: direct services, education, policy,
and research. The top five priorities were 1) increase public awareness, 2) conduct research and increase
focus on cognitive (in)capacity and mental health, 3) improve support and training for unpaid caregivers
and paid caregivers, 4) quantify the economic costs of elder abuse, and 5) invest more resources in
services, education, research, and expanding knowledge to reduce elder abuse.178
Changing Perceptions of Aging
At the 2015 White House Conference on Aging, which takes place once a decade, changing the
perception of aging arose as “the ultimate challenge and charge” for the next decade. Participants agreed
that we need to re-define aging as contributing to society in a meaningful way, rather than focusing on
the problems of aging. By fostering that cultural change in Americans’ attitudes toward aging, we can
help everyone enjoy longer and better lives.179
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EVIDENCE-INFORMED PRACTICES FOR REDUCING ENERGY
BURDENS OF U.S. LOW-INCOME HOUSEHOLDS
From a variable-based approach, Chen, Zu, and Day (2017) explored the intentions of LIHH’s to conserve
heating and cooling energy. Predicting conservation intent from demographics and climate zones alone
showed that women tend to conserve more than men and that heating is more important than cooling.
The predictive role of demographics and climate zones disappeared after accounting for the theory of
planned behavior and other social-psychological variables, suggesting that energy concern and frugality
attitudes were less important than bill consciousness and thermal comfort. Energy-conservation
campaigns would do well to emphasize a balance between thermal comfort and money-saving.180
Among Native American communities with high degrees of economic and energy poverty, energy
resource management needs to involve a participatory process of integrating cultural values with energy
technology advances by understanding cultural values before developing technological models.181
Importantly, potential economic benefit does not allay concern about the environment. Energy
development must minimize water consumption and land transformation (e.g., pursuing small-scale,
distributed systems instead of large windmill farms).
In a study of resilience during electrical outage, Liévanos and Horn (2017) found that
neighborhoods with a higher portion of disadvantaged Native Americans experienced longer outage. In
the case of U.S. Electric, decision-making rules resulted in not recognizing unequal resilience of electrical
grids for neighborhoods with increased percentages of Native Americans. The authors posit that
“inequalities appear to be due to bureaucratic rule decisions” (p. 208). Blindly following such rules
hinders the ability of organizations and policy-makers to recognize how their behaviors foster
reproduction of systemically-based inequalities. Without recognizing differences among energy poor,
needs and vulnerabilities may remain hidden or neglected in policy formation.182
To explore the impact of energy efficiency upgrades on Long Island, Hernández and Phillips
(2015) conducted a mixed method pilot study among a convenience sample of 20 households. All pilot
participants “had either undergone weatherization and energy efficiency upgrades within the past year,”
or were in the process of having upgrades finalized (p. 57). Surveys and interviews among heads of a
variety of household types and interviews with landlords of recently-upgraded buildings served as sources
of information. Results included direct and indirect benefits, negative consequences, and issues outside
the scope of energy efficiency. Specifically, weatherization alone was insufficient to address all LIHH
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issues. The most common improvement was thermal comfort, followed by decreased energy expenses,
even in the face of increasing state electricity prices.
The relationship between thermal comfort and energy use was found to be close. When heat and
insulation were adequate, homes required less energy through secondary heating equipment or boilers,
which in turn reduced energy bills while increasing health and safety. As a result of upgrades, landlords
experienced significant savings, primarily “due to lower heating fuel prices, even with the 25% up-front
costs” (Hernández & Phillips, 2015, p. 62). One landlord’s monthly fuel bill decreased from $20-$30
thousand dollars to $8-$10 thousand dollars a month after installing a new boiler. However, landlords did
not necessarily pass their savings onto tenants. In fact, landlords may have increased rent to cover capital
improvements, in which case upgrades may have decreased housing affordability and stability. Qualitative
findings showed that low-income home-owners had more ability to control their thermal environment
but also encountered greater cost burdens for “home maintenance, repairs and heating/cooling costs” (p.
63). In contrast, low-income renters did not have the responsibility of maintenance but were at the mercy
of landlords who at times sacrifice[d] tenant comfort to save costs,” by such means as regulating boilers
remotely and automatically (p. 63). In spite of mostly positive effects of energy efficiency upgrades for
both tenants and landlords, elements of relational discord persisted. 183
Fact-Driven Understanding
Crossing fact-driven and human-centered understanding are empirical studies that have considered
topics related to energy burden for various intersecting demographic groups. To estimate the impact of
the Low Income Home Energy Assistance Program (LIHEAP) on levels of energy insecurity, Murray and
Mills (2014) statistically modeled data from LIHHs among a subset of U.S. representative participants
from a 2005 residential energy consumption survey. The authors found that only 44% of households rent
their homes. They also found significantly higher energy insecurity among black than white heads of
household and no significant difference between Hispanic and non-Hispanic heads of household.
As expected, households with larger families were significantly more energy insecure. Contrary to
LIHEAP’s goal of targeting vulnerable populations (i.e., households with young children or elderly
members), such households were no more energy insecure than other households. However, households
headed by single mothers were more energy insecure than other households. Presence of a household
member at home during the day did not impact energy insecurity. Households that lived in a single-family
home were more energy insecure than those that lived in an apartment complex or mobile home,
between which energy insecurity was comparable. Households with air conditioning were more energy
insecure than those without (p.10) and rural households were significantly more insecure (p.10) than
suburban households, perhaps because rural households live in their dwellings for longer periods of time,
“making household energy efficiency improvements less costly on an annualized basis” (p. 820).
Households that needed heat more days per year were significantly more energy insecure than those
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who needed fewer days of heat; however, the number of days on which a household needed to cool their
residence did not increase insecurity.184
Also studying energy insecurity, Hernández (2015) found that economic energy insecurity led to
structural energy insecurity comprised of physical deficiencies such as inefficient appliances, poor
insulation, drafty windows, and faulty heating and cooling systems. Structural insecurity then led to
behavioral energy insecurity, which included “extreme energy conservation, seeking fuel assistance, and
improvisational heating alternatives such as space heaters and ovens” (p. 154). To further understand
energy insecurity, systematic large-scale surveys and more policy recognition are needed.185
Turning from energy insecurity to LIHEAP participation, Murray and Mills (2014) found that race
did not play a statistically significant role in LIHEAP participation, a surprising result given that race did
significantly affect SNAP participation. Although larger residences required more energy for heating and
cooling, this factor did not seem to affect the decision to participate in LIHEAP. Likewise, per kilowatt cost
of electricity did not affect participation. Households living in a less energy efficient residence were 11%
more likely to participate than more energy efficient residences. Both rural and urban households were
less likely than suburban households to apply for LIHEAP benefits.
To understand the joint burden of rent and utilities among multiple sets of demographic groups,
Hernández, Jiang, Carrión, Phillips, and Aratani (2016) applied multivariate analysis and multinomial
logistic regression to such data as the American Community Survey and the Household Energy Insecurity
Scale. They found that the U.S. West inclined toward a rent burden alone whereas the Northeast,
Midwest, and South inclined toward a double burden of rent and energy. Not surprisingly, across the
income spectrum, about six in ten (62%) families with income between 150-200% of the federal poverty
line faced neither rent nor energy burdens; about seven in ten (72%) of families below 50% of the federal
poverty line faced a double burden. Metropolitan families faced more rent burden than did rural families.
Analyzing race and immigration-related variables for rent and energy burdens indicated that foreign-born
immigrants inclined particularly toward rent burden (e.g., foreign-born whites were 66% more likely than
native-born whites to encounter rent burden). Native-born African Americans were more likely to
experience a double rent and energy burden than were other intersections of ethnic/racial and immigrant
status, regardless of urban or rural area. Relative to other groups, native-born Hispanics encountered
similar levels of rent burden & energy insecurity; however, in urban and rural settings, native-born
Hispanics encountered a double burden less often.186
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Although “energy conservation and efficiency retrofit programs” have been successful, lack of
ability to distinguish high consumption from high inefficiency households has halted systemic approaches
to effectively focusing conservation and efficiency programs.187
To more holistically understand residential energy dynamics in Detroit, Bednar et al. (2017) investigated
relationships between “residential energy consumption, efficiency, race/ethnicity and socioeconomic
status” (p. 26). For heating consumption, number of household members, type of housing unit, and
primary heating fuel were statistically significant (p<=.05). For energy use intensity, “housing unit type,
primary heating fuel, number of household members, housing unit size” were statistically significant
(p<=.05; p. 30). Within census block groups, heating consumption increased as median household income
increased (r=.28) and as percentage of homeowners increased (r=.56). Heating consumption decreased
as number of households in poverty increased (r=-.25) and slightly decreased as percentage of adults
without a high school diploma increased (r=-.07). Heating consumption did not relate in a statistically
significant way to race or ethnicity. In contrast, energy use intensity increased as percentage of adults
without a diploma increased (r=.32). Energy use intensity also increased as percentage of African
American (r=.24) and Hispanic household members (r=.16) increased. To summarize these findings,
African American and Hispanic households in Detroit tended to live in areas where homes consumed
energy less efficiently.
Comparing fuel-poor and non-fuel-poor seniors who lived in detached houses heated with
natural gas, Kwon and Jang (2017) showed that, for each increase in the year in which a house was built,
the ratio of heating cost to housing size decreased less among fuel-poor than among non-fuel-poor
households.188
Fuel-poor seniors were more likely to be older, female, widowed, living in single-person households, and
in poorer health. They also tended to live in houses 10 years older, 138 square foot smaller, and with
worse building envelope quality than non-fuel-poor seniors, which in turn impacted heating cost. One of
the main reasons U.S. seniors experience fuel poverty is because their incomes fall just above the
requirements for energy support programs. A Michigan-based study of elderly residents found for that,
among those living alone in homes built before 1960, green space mitigated the effects of extreme
heat.189
Economic and Policy Considerations
By simulating changes in LIHEAP funding and alternative LIHEAP targeting strategies, Murray and Mills
(2014) found that eliminating the program would decrease the number of energy secure households by
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over 17%. Not only would this negatively effect LIHHs but also negatively effect utility companies due to
missed, late, or reduced payments. Considering the opposite scenario, increasing LIHEAP would not
necessarily drastically improve the number of households that are energy insecure because LIHEAP
appears to help marginally-insecure more than severely-insecure households. Without additional
assistance, providing the current level of LIHEAP benefits to only the most severely-insecure households
would not maximize the number of energy-insecure households because current benefit levels are not
enough to sufficiently improve the insecurity of those households.
Among households who received LIHEAP benefits, Murray and Mills (2014) identified some as
energy secure because of those benefits and some who would be secure even without benefits. They also
found that 56% of energy insecure households did not receive LIHEAP benefits. If the LIHEAP program
were able to identify: 1) households that are receiving benefits but were already energy secure without
benefits and 2) those that are not receiving benefits but are energy insecure, funds could be more
effectively redirected. Murray and Mills (2014) also noted that households with less energy efficiency
residences would be more effectively served by participating in the DOE’s Weatherization Assistance
Program than in LIHEAP.
Rather than necessarily targeting LIHEAP to households with young children or elderly members,
the authors suggested that states use a checklist approach. In addition to considering region of the
country, the checklist would include:
•

Head of household is a single-mother

•

Household receives other cash or noncash benefits

•

Household rents or resides in a mobile home rather than in an apartment complex

Murray and Mills (2014) also stress that their models did not identify all unobserved characteristics of
LIHEAP participants.
The split-incentive issue involves the reality that beneficiaries of energy efficiency programs may
not be responsible for paying energy bills.190 Given this, targeting energy efficiency improvements proves
difficult. A program evaluation during the second year of Midwest Energy’s How$mart Program provided
key lessons and challenges from on-bill financing programs. The program was patterned after the Energy
Efficiency Institute’s Pay-As-You-Save® Program and to minimize the gap between tenants and landlords
by encouraging installation of long-term energy efficiency measures. In 2006-2007, Hays, KS experienced
high natural gas prices. Midwest Energy’s franchise tax revenues then became unexpectedly high,
resulting in high residential energy bills. City administrators offered to apply above-budget tax dollars to
help pay utility bills of low-income residents. Residents were required to have an energy audit by Midwest
Energy, often duplicating previous audits for customers who lacked the capital and ability to incorporate
energy efficiency improvements. Midwest Energy was the first company globally to voluntarily take on
the Pay-As-You-Save® concept, which they tailored to fit the unique needs of their service area. Midwest
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Energy also “allowed investment in efficiency measures to result in How$martSM charges” that
amounted to 90% of estimated savings. How$martSM required that efficiency measures be permanently
attached to a foundation, in effect requiring that all improvements relate to space or water conditioning.
Landlords of small multi-family buildings are interested in the program to improve their rental properties
without raising tenant rent. Customers learned about the program when they contacted Midwest Energy
with complaints or concerns. Alternatively, social service agencies or contractors could refer customers
who had encountered challenges with financing high efficiency equipment. The results of auditing the
program led to a Conservation Plan that recommended efficiency improvements, estimated
corresponding costs, and provided energy savings. Customers solicited contractors to provide bids for
recommended improvements. The Conservation Plan then finalized costs, estimated utility savings as well
as the How$martSM charge that will be added to each month’s utility bill.
Findings from the evaluation of Midwest Energy’s program include that about eight of ten (88%)
of applicants had been homeowners rather than landlords or renters. Midwest Energy provided free
walk-thru audits but charged for such analyses as infrared scans or air infiltration tests. Midwest Energy
charged no fee if they find no improvements that would reduce the bill without upfront capital. Midwest
Energy also provided additional funds for energy efficiency improvements. For improvements that may
not have been economic, building owners could contribute to the project cost; in exchange, bill savings
may have reached at least an additional 10%. Lessons learned from the Midwest Energy endeavor
include:
•

keeping the focus on the rental market;

•

keeping the application process simple;

•

allowing programs to be voluntary for flexibility and long-term success; and

•

maintaining strong contractor relationships.

To avoid broad-based policies failing those with greatest need, energy policies need to identify
distinct social inequalities in residential energy efficiency. Spatial concentration of vulnerable Black and
Hispanic block groups called for proactively targeting energy efficiency assistance programs at a
community level rather than relying on self-referral. Energy assistance programs need to target
community-based approaches to overcome socio-cultural barriers to participation and to effectively
deliver services in vulnerable areas. Public health agencies would do well to focus on indoor protection
from the cold for Blacks aged 80 years or older. Modeling intensity of energy use rather than total energy
consumption would allow more meaningful analysis of disparities and would enable “targeting the most
appropriate intervention to the appropriate location” (p. 557).191
In the case of Kansas City’s Green Impact Zone (GIZ) initiative for low-income energy efficiency,
even when financial hindrances to energy efficiency had been accounted for, an array of other barriers to
program participation were present.192 Barriers included public priorities and public distrust (social
191

Reames, T. G. (2016a). Targeting energy justice: Exploring spatial, racial/ethnic and socioeconomic disparities in
urban residential heating energy efficiency. Energy Policy, 97, 549-558. doi:10.1016/j.enpol.2016.07.048
192

Reames, T. G. (2016b). A community-based approach to low-income residential energy efficiency participation
barriers. Local Environment, 21(2), 1449-1466. doi:10.1080/13549839.2015.1136995

68

barriers), “information gap and split incentive” (market barriers) and “pre-weatherization repairs and
previous weatherization ineligibility” (regulatory barriers) (p. 1455). Even after attending to social and
market barriers, bureaucratic realities resulted in trying to “do things in a new way with old rules” (p.
1460). Owners who knew their homes needed maintenance prior to weatherization feared an energy
audit and hence avoided applying for GIZ, not knowing that another program could help with minor
repairs. GIZ’ community-based nature provided the capacity to realize the extent of the barriers’ effects
and to creatively overcome them. A key lesson was that “effective implementation requires a policy
framework flexible enough to allow for the unique physical, social, and institutional environments of
target communities” (p. 1463).
Returning to their mixed methods pilot study on Long Island, Hernández and Phillips (2015)
recommended that policies treat energy as a basic need and that they offer debt forgiveness or
subsidized energy costs to protect LIHHs. They also recommended increasing or maintaining consistent
funding for the Weatherization Assistance Program, even though that program alone is insufficient.
Teller-Ehlsberg, Sovacool, Smith, and Laine (2016) found that allowing low-income homeowners
or landlords to use on-bill financing or Property Assessed Clean Energy (PACE) billing for efficiency
improvements (e.g. improved boilers or thermal efficiency) also minimized personal debt and allowed
“infrastructure or capital improvements that will remain with the house or apartment” (p. 90). Based on
interviews among planners and policy makers, the authors made 12 policy recommendations. The first
three addressed the Vermont legislature:
1. Increase funding for low-income weatherization;
2. Continue supplementing federal programs; and
3. Mandate energy efficiency labeling for homes
For social service agencies and community groups:
1. Provide and prioritize energy efficiency audits and coaching;
2. Distribute energy conservation and efficiency materials; and
3. Ramp up educational awareness and outreach programs
For other state agencies:
1. Train staff in energy efficiency;
2. Focus on improvements in multi-family housing; and
3. Incentivize appropriate fuel-switching, cold climate heat pumps, and heat pump water heaters (p.
89).193
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For Vermont utilities and fuel providers:
1. Provide extra assistance for those about to be disconnected;
2. Utilize on-bill financing or PACE for efficiency improvements; and
3. With regard to fuel dealers, diversify into energy services companies. 194
The following Table provides a preliminary energy justice checklist concerning temporal,
economic, sociopolitical, and technological domains.
Preliminary Energy Justice Checklist (adapted from Sovacool & Dwarkin, 2015)

Domain

Questions

Temporal

•

Does a decision to subsidize a certain energy industry add to the cost of
externalities [social and environmental costs]? (p. 462)

Economic

•
•
•

How does energy affect the distribution of wealth?
Does the mix of electric generation facilities match the actual demand?
Does switching to a more sustainable energy mix disproportionately affect poor
members of the society?
To what extent does the construction of an electrical generation facility account for
a long-term increase in electricity prices? (p. 462)

•
Sociopolitical

•

How transparent is the allocation of energy revenues? (p. 462)

Technological

•

What is the vertical distribution of energy efficiency capacity? [e.g., Do low-income
households spend more on heating due to the age of their homes?]
Does a technological solution intended to improve reliability reach the end user
regardless of her income level?
Do potential accident zones disproportionally affect low-income communities?
Have appropriate consultations taken place … to ensure … acceptance of accident
risk [among vulnerable groups]? (p. 46)195

•
•
•
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Hernández and Phillips (2015) suggested capturing the long-term implications of upgrades. Hernández et
al., (2016) recommend the following:
•

comparing housing/living conditions of low-income immigrant to native-born families;

•

studying the relationship of housing to immigrant behavioral/coping strategies retained from
home countries and transferred to new settings;

•

studying the “influence of age and family structure” (p. 86) on energy insecurity; and

•

further studying the double burden of rent & energy.196
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Homelessness: Its Impact and Ways Forward
As defined by the U.S Department of Housing and Urban Development, a homeless individual is “a person
who lacks a fixed, regular, and adequate nighttime residence.” (U.S. Department of Housing and Urban
Development (HUD), 2016)
According to HUD, on a single night in January 2016, 549,928 people were experiencing
homelessness in the United States. A majority (68%) was staying in emergency shelters, transitional
housing programs, or safe havens, and 32 % were in unsheltered locations. Over one-fifth of people
experiencing homelessness were children (22%), 69 % were over the age of 24, and nine % were between
the ages of 18 and 24. The HUD report further identified the numbers of homeless people by
subpopulation:
On that night
•
•
•

39,471 veterans were experiencing homelessness – with nearly all (97%) homeless in households
without children (as individuals);
77,486 individuals and 8,646 people in families with children with chronic patterns of
homelessness were homeless;
35,686 unaccompanied youth were homeless. Most (89%) were between the ages of 18 and 24.
The remaining 11 % were unaccompanied children, under the age of 18.

The chronically homeless, a population of concern to HUD, to service providers and to the homeless
advocacy community, is defined by HUD as an individual – or the head of a family with a disability who
has been continuously homeless for 1 year or more or has experienced at least four episodes of
homelessness in the last 3 years where the combined length of time homeless in those occasions is at
least 12 months.197
These figures are generally viewed as underestimates by experts in the field, as they are based on
data from one point in time and do not consider people doubling up in housing (“couch surfing), or living
in abandoned housing. It would be very difficult to enumerate the numbers of homeless people living in
their vehicles or in encampments, even if such tabulations are estimated. Exploration of the world of
homelessness is a journey leading in multiple directions as people experiencing homelessness are not a
uniform population – the reasons for their homelessness differ, the duration is varied as is the impact of
homelessness upon them, their nuclear and extended families and their larger communities.
A wide array of typologies exist, some focusing on time aggregation – transitional, episodic or
chronic homelessness – and focusing on frequency and duration of homelessness. This categorization has
been largely applied to Individuals. Family homelessness has been categorized by other/additional
variables encompassing risk factors and family characteristics. Risk factors include: economic
vulnerability, health/social problems, disaster displacement, migration. Family characteristics can be
described as situationally distressed, new homeless, chronically mentally ill. Youth Homelessness
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constitutes a further important category – analyzed, as well, through diverse lenses, variously highlighting
the reasons for leaving home, personal roles and traits.198
Addressing the homelessness experienced by these different populations calls for diverse
responses meeting the special needs presented by the varied groups, as noted below – yet a constant
across the differences is the need for affordable or subsidized housing, employment (and training or
retraining, when needed), and often affordable or subsidized child care.
Shelters are not always accessible to the homeless. The shelters may have reached capacity; they
may have specific restrictions on admission of individuals with alcohol or opioid addictions or with mental
health problems. Shelters may refuse admission to lesbian, gay, bisexual or admit transgender people.199
Individuals housed temporarily in shelters may face unpleasant conditions within the shelter -- little
privacy, assaults, robbery – and may choose to remain on the street or in encampments rather than enter
a shelter.200
But living on the streets brings a host of problems of their own, including the threat of
incarceration. Criminalization of homelessness, a growing phenomenon, has multiple consequences for
individuals and communities. A 2016 report by The National Law Center on Homelessness and Poverty,
surveying the ordinances of 187 cities for the last 10 years, found an increase in the criminalization of the
homeless during this period. Homeless individuals jailed for such actions as camping or sleeping in public
places, living in vehicles, panhandling, or loitering find themselves with criminal records, making it even
more difficult for them to access housing (public or privately owned), and employment. They may well
face abuse in prison, be recruited into criminal activity upon release from incarceration and be unable to
provide assistance to family members or neighbors depending on them. The report finds that since 2006,
citywide bans on loitering, loafing, and vagrancy increased by 88%, on sitting and lying down in certain
public places increased by 52%, on panhandling grew by 43%, on camping increased by 69%, and on
sleeping in public increased by 31%.201
The challenges faced by many homeless families were explored in a national study published in
2015 conducted by the Massachusetts-based Bassuk Center on Homeless and Vulnerable Children and
Youth. Surveying providers who work with homeless families, the researchers found that “[m]ost of the
907 providers who completed the survey agreed that to move into and remain in stable housing,
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homeless families needed services in addition to housing.” The reason for such services, the providers
stated, was as a result of the trauma and mental health conditions prevalent among the homeless
families. Trauma experienced by mothers has been found to be a common cause of homelessness, with
mothers who have experienced physical and/or sexual abuse as children having post-trauma responses as
adults.
More than 90 % of the providers recommended the following services for homeless families:
services should start when families enter an emergency shelter and continue when they are permanently
housed assessments of each family member are needed, assessments should focus on child well-being,
education, job training, and income supports are necessary, and case management to help families
secure housing and benefits is necessary.202
The situation of children in homeless families has received considerable attention from
researchers. A June 2016 report by Civic Enterprises and Hart Research Associates, Hidden in Plain Sight:
Homeless Students in America’s Public Schools, details the scope of mental and physical health challenges
homeless students face issues that are largely unseen and ineffectively addressed by school support
services. The impact of homelessness on children will vary depending on the specific circumstances of
their families (if they were, indeed, with at least one parent and/or siblings) – the causes of their
homelessness, where (and if) they are being sheltered and the duration of their homelessness. The Civic
Enterprises study does provide a powerful testament to the impact of the homeless experience on school
age young people, however it expresses itself.203
44 interviews were conducted with currently homeless youth in cities and in rural areas, and 158
previously homeless 18 to 24-year-olds were also surveyed. Homelessness took a severe toll on the
mental and physical health of the young people who were currently or had previously been homeless.
Some 82 % of formerly homeless youth indicated that being homeless had a big impact on their life
overall. More specifically:
•
•
•
•
•

72 % of the respondents noted the impact of homelessness on their ability to feel safe and
secure;
71 % indicated the impact of homelessness on their mental and emotional health and 62 % on
their physical health;
69 % cited the impact on their self-confidence.
68 % stated that homelessness made it difficult to maintain relationships with their own families;
and 57 % cited the same challenge with friends.

What, then, in the face of the many challenges and obstacles to support for the homeless, are some
promising developments on the road to combatting homelessness?
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Government agencies, social service organizations, faith-based institutions and other entities
active in working with the homeless are increasingly turning toward those they serve to give voice to their
needs and advocate for what best supports them in exiting homelessness. Homeless and formerly
homeless men, women and youth are now specifically sought to serve on governing bodies and advisory
councils of provider organizations.
Providers of services to homeless individuals and families have increasingly moved to a model of
Housing First – looking to minimize the stay of the homeless in shelters and in other transitional
arrangements so as to reduce the impact of continuing dislocation and instability. To this end, Rapid
Rehousing is an important tool, providing diverse forms of assistance to enable individuals or families to
access housing as rapidly as possible so that recipients can focus on securing employment, address health
concerns and meet other pressing concerns. In a break with previous practice, some providers are no
longer requiring individuals to be free of their addictions prior to being admitted to housing. For those
individuals with particular vulnerabilities, be it alcohol or opioid addiction or significant mental health
needs, Permanent Supportive Housing is now viewed as optimal. Through this approach, case
management through a social worker, addiction counselor and other specialists is provided, while
simultaneously meeting the individual’s pressing housing needs. Resource constraints, however,
significantly limit the availability of this opportunity.204
A study by a team of researchers affiliated with the University of Pennsylvania, published in 2014,
demonstrating the impact of increasing investment in Permanent Supportive Housing (PSH) on decreasing
chronic homelessness has been widely viewed as providing definitive evidence of the efficacy of this
approach. Using data from 372 Continua of Care areas between 2007 and 2012, the research team found
a statistically significant reduction in the number of chronically homeless people as communities invest in
additional PSH units. This relationship is more pronounced over time. When controlling for shelter
availability and community characteristics, the study predicted that an increase of one PSH unit per
10,000 adults can be associated with a 2% decrease in the unsheltered rate of chronically homeless
people in the initial year, with a stronger effect on decreasing homelessness over time. While the study
only examined individuals, not chronically homeless families, it has served as a national catalyst in
expanding Permanent Supportive Housing.205
More encompassing support for the homeless has been coming, as well, from the U.S Interagency
Council on Homelessness (USICH) -- which brings together the heads of 19 federal agencies each of which
has programs that in some way addresses homelessness. In December 2015, the Council determined that
going forward, it would focus its efforts on better coordinating homeless services systems with
mainstream programs, such as early childhood, education, and welfare programs, to meet the broad
array of housing and service needs of families experiencing homelessness. Toward this end, USICH and its
member agencies agreed to increase mainstream programs awareness and understanding of families
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experiencing homelessness, provide federal guidance and technical assistance to improve coordination
between homelessness assistance and mainstream programs, and ensure local communities have the
capacity to provide the appropriate level of services tailored to meet the specific needs of families.206
Public libraries are increasingly aiding homeless patrons, as well as special services geared to their
needs. In 2008, the San Francisco Public Library became the nation’s first public library to hire its own,
full-time psychiatric social worker. The library then went on to hire four health and safety advocates,
formerly homeless themselves, who reach out to homeless patrons in the library and distribute
information on where to find shelter, showers and hot meals. The library also organizes a resource fair
that it hosts in partnership with Project Homeless Connect.
Public libraries in other cities, including San José, Madison, Philadelphia, and Salt Lake City, also
have social workers in-house, often helping patrons find housing and jobs and apply for food stamps, as
well as providing more general support. Some libraries, such as the Atlanta-Fulton Public Library allow
patrons to use a shelter address when applying for a library card. The Baltimore County (MD) Public
Library in cooperation with the Baltimore County Communities for the Homeless, through its Street Card
provides information on employment, food and emergency assistance, health, financial support, legal
issues, and shelter. Information is available in print and online. A number of public libraries such as the
Denver (CO) Public library and the Queens (NY) Pubic Library provide outreach services to homeless
shelters, offering technology training, job interviewing techniques schedule and in the case of the
Traverse (MI) Area Library District an on-site book group.207
The American Library Association, the field’s premier professional organization, has been
addressing the special needs of homeless library patrons and has published a toolkit “Extending Our
Reach: Reducing Homelessness through Library Engagement.” This resource is meant to enhance
librarians’ abilities to advise homeless library users on the diverse array of services available to them, such
as rental assistance, help applying for government benefits, and health programs.208
Innovative programs have developed across the U.S. (and internationally, as well) combining
earning opportunities for the currently or formerly homeless, along with education and training
programs, often supplemented by an array of cultural events. In Washington, DC, Street Sense, a twicemonthly newspaper –often termed a “street paper” -- provides both economic opportunities for vendors
who sell the newspaper, as well as opportunities to serve as writers, editors and artists for the paper. In
addition, Street Sense provides literacy training, writing workshops, computer training and courses in
wellness for the vendors of is papers. The organization’s Digital Hope program teaches students a core
competency in a digital area with a certificate and client based project work to help build their profile and
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work experience. The areas of digital focus are based on top skills demanded in the current and future job
market such as online marketing and web development.209
Papers like Street Sense, focusing on homelessness, and poverty, more generally, are published
across the United States in many of America’s major cities – Philadelphia, Los Angeles, Chicago, and
Detroit all have street papers, as do Oklahoma City, Denver, Charlotte and Toledo. The exact number of
the street papers is hard to pin down, as papers do come and go. Estimates have gone as high as 48
(Personal Communication, M. Hustings, 2017); 23 street papers based in the US are members of the
International Network of Street Papers (described below) – with other papers active in their communities
but not members of the network.
Street papers are published internationally in 35 countries and in more than 600 town and cities.
Some 110 street papers are members of a global association – the International Network of Street
Papers. Indeed, there is an annual Global Street Paper Summit– in 2017, it took place in Manchester, UK
from August 22-24. The INSP, with its headquarters in Glasgow, Scotland, supports new street papers to
help them get started and through a team of 119 volunteer translators who work in 24 languages,
provides international content on homelessness and poverty issues to its member newsletters across the
world. For street papers to become members of the Network, they must meet a number of criteria. For
example, “they must empower vendors and marginalized people to help themselves and re-integrate into
society” and that “any profit made: must be reinvested back into the street paper and or associated
projects that work for the benefit of the vendors and marginalized people.”210
An initiative with a broader reach and the potential to significantly affect the provision of
affordable housing for the homeless and those at risk of homelessness due to unaffordable rents for
decent housing is the movement toward the development of community land trusts (CLTs).
Picture the Homeless, a New York City-based organization advocating on behalf of the homeless,
has played a leading role in promoting the development of (CLTs) to meet the housing needs of homeless
individuals and families. Picture the Homeless defines a CLT as “a nonprofit corporation that develops and
stewards affordable housing, community gardens, civic buildings, commercial spaces and other
community assets on behalf of a community. CLTs balance the needs of individuals to access land and
maintain security of tenure with a community’s need to maintain affordability, economic diversity and
local access to essential services.” An activist with Picture the Homeless, Althea York, observed, “This will
help curb spiraling rent increases that tenants face every year, because CLTs won’t have rent increases
every year like we see in NYC. The communities will have more control over land, and landlords won’t
profit from us anymore.”
A promising development, worth monitoring and potentially replicating in other localities, was
the allocation by New York City’s Department of Housing Preservation and Development in July 2017 of
$1.65 million to expand permanently affordable housing via community land trusts. Two of the groups
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receiving funding were co-founded by Picture the Homeless: the New York City Community Land Initiative
and the East Harlem/Barrio Community Land Trust.211
Through a broad array of local, state, regional, national and international networks researchers,
advocates for the homeless (with an increasing number of homeless and formerly homeless in their
ranks), service providers, philanthropists and government officials, are increasingly sharing information,
research findings, news of best practices and fast-breaking developments. Prominent US national nongovernmental organizations active in this arena include: The National Alliance to End Homelessness, The
National Coalition on the Homeless, the Low-Income Housing Coalition, and the National Law Center on
Homelessness and Poverty.
International exchanges, such as the Transatlantic Practices Exchange Program, sponsored by the
U.S. Oak Foundation, seed new program ideas for U.S. homeless advocates and service providers. Recent
exchange participants learned of a British pilot e- mentoring program, InterAKT, for LGBTQ youth which
enables young people in need of services to go online and choose a trained mentor from a list of Website
profiles. They can then contact mentors electronically or by phone and find guidance in locating food,
temporary shelter and clothing (Giraud, 2017). These international linkages, catalyzed by information
technologies, as well as through conferences and exchanges, provide promising opportunities for
diffusion of innovative approaches and strategies for combating homelessness.
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