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Several factors explain why the poverty rate 

among U.S. children is high compared with that 

of older U.S. residents. For one thing, family 

structure is closely related to child poverty. The 

poverty rate for families headed by single moth-

ers is 30.6%, compared with 15.7% for families 

headed by single fathers and 6.2% for married-

couple families (DeNavas-Walt & Proctor, 2015). 

In addition, government spending on programs 

for the elderly (Medicare, Social Security) 

has increased dramatically over the past four 

decades (Mishel et al., 2013), while spending on 

families and children (cash assistance, health 

care, food and nutritional aid, etc.) has dropped 

and will continue to drop into the foreseeable 

future (Davey, 2011; Steuerle, 2007). Not sur-

prisingly, young families with children are six 

times more likely to be poor than elderly fam-

ilies (cited in Tavernise, 2011b).

The Consequences of Poverty
Poverty isn’t just about rates, trends, and official 

definitions. It is a never-ending burden borne on 

the shoulders of those who are least equipped to 

endure it. Being poor clearly influences people’s 

physical and intellectual well-being.

Poverty and Health  With each step down the 

income ladder comes increased risk of head-

aches, varicose veins, respiratory infection, 

hypertension, stress-related illness, low–birth 

weight babies, stroke, diabetes, and heart dis-

ease (Krugman, 2008; Pérez-Peña, 2003; 

Shweder, 1997). Among children, decades of 

research show that rates of chronic illness, 

injury, ear disease, asthma, and physical inac-

tivity all increase as socioeconomic status 

decreases (Chen, Matthews, & Boyce, 2002). 

Some researchers point out that poverty begins 

to affect a child’s health even before he or she 

is born. Poor pregnant women are less likely 

to receive quality prenatal care and more likely 

to be exposed to environmental toxins that can 

harm fetal development than wealthier women 

(Furstenberg, 2011).

Even after controlling for age, sex, race, fam-

ily size, and education, the risk of death steadily 

increases as income goes down (Marmot, 2004). 
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SOURCES: 1970–1999 data from United States Bureau of the Census, 2000; 2001 data from Proctor & Dalaker, 2002; 2003 data from 
DeNavas-Walt, Proctor, & Lee, 2006; 2006–2007 data from DeNavas-Walt, Proctor, & Smith, 2008; 2008–2009 data from DeNavas-Walt, 
Proctor, & Smith, 2010; 2010 data from DeNavas-Walt, Proctor, & Smith, 2011; 2013 data from DeNavas-Walt & Proctor, 2014.

Exhibit 10.4 Historical Trends in Poverty by Age 


