
CHAPTER 4

Poverty

CHAPTER OBJECTIVES

• Explain the difference between absolute and relative poverty.

• Describe how poverty is measured in the United States.

• Describe the major consequences of poverty.

• Describe the difficulties of the working poor.

• Explain major points of view on the causes of poverty.
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MANY AMERICANS ARE THE DESCENDANTS of people who 
came to the United States to escape poverty. The vast majority 
were poor not because they were lazy, or had no ambition, or 
lacked moral standards. Millions of immigrants from Germany, 
Ireland, Mexico, Italy, Poland, and other nations had virtually no 
hope of escaping poverty if they remained in their homelands no 
matter how hard they worked or how morally upright they were. It 
was the economic and political structures of those societies that 
kept them poor. Their welcome to the United States is enshrined 
in the words on the base of the Statue of Liberty: “Give me 
your tired, your poor, your huddled masses yearning to breathe 
free, the wretched refuse of your teeming shore. Send these, the 
homeless, tempest-tost to me, I lift my lamp beside the golden 
door.”

Does contemporary America welcome the poor? Or do gov-
ernment officials today really want only the highly educated and 
those with outstanding talents to become part of our nation? As dis-
cussed in Chapter 3, the United States has higher income inequality 
and wealth gaps and lower social mobility than other advanced 
countries. One in every seven Americans, including one in every 
five American children, lives in poverty. Even more troubling, for 
many Americans hard work does not seem to result in an escape 
from  poverty. Millions work at minimum- or near-minimum wage 
jobs forty hours a week but remain poor. What do most Americans 
today think are the primary causes of poverty? Is it mainly individual 
 limitations and personal moral failings? Or do economic and politi-
cal factors play major roles?

WHAT IS POVERTY?
Poverty can be viewed in either absolute or relative terms. Absolute 
poverty means a person or family does not have access to basic things, 
including food, clean water, clothing, housing, sanitation, health care, 
and education, needed to survive and maintain health and well-being. 
Relative poverty, in contrast, refers to people having so much less in 
material goods and style of life than others that they are seen as “poor” 
in terms of social standards even if they do not suffer absolute poverty. 
For example, if you live in a $300,000 condominium in Greenwich, 
Connecticut, where the average price of homes for sale in June 2017 was 
about $4 million (Trulia 2017), you might well be seen as or feel poor in 
a relative sense compared to your neighbors.

absolute poverty Not 
having access to basic 
things, including food, 
clean water, clothing, hous-
ing, sanitation, health care, 
and education, needed to 
survive and maintain health 
and well-being.

relative poverty Having 
so much less in material 
goods and style of life than 
others that people are 
seen as “poor” in terms 
of social standards even if 
they do not suffer absolute 
poverty.

• Describe the structural-functional, conflict, and symbolic-interactionist perspectives 
on poverty.

• Describe the proposed solutions to poverty and the programs developed to reduce 
poverty and its effects.
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Definition and Measurement of Poverty  
in the United States
The federal government defines and measures poverty using the con-
cept of absolute poverty. During 1963–1964 Mollie Orshansky of the 
Social Security Administration developed what became the basis for 
the “poverty threshold,” which has been used by the government to 
count the number of poor people in the country (Fisher 1997). This 
threshold delineates the income level needed to purchase the min-
imum resources necessary for survival. Anyone whose income falls 
below it is considered to be in poverty. Orshanky based the threshold 
on data from the Department of Agriculture, which indicated that 
families typically spent about one third of their income on food at 
that time. She calculated the poverty threshold by simply multiply-
ing by three the amount of money required to purchase the cheapest 
food plan developed by the Department, the “emergency” program 
for minimal-required nutrition. Dozens of separate poverty thresholds 
are calculated for households of different sizes and composition. For 
example, the federal poverty income threshold for a household with 
two adults and two children in 2016 was $24,339 and $24,858 in 2017 
(U.S. Census 2018c). The thresholds are adjusted annually according to 
changes in the consumer price index (CPI). This absolute measurement 
of poverty, though, has several problems. Since the early 1960s, when 
Orshansky developed the formula for the poverty line, the portion of 
family income spent on food has steadily decreased while costs for 
housing, child care, health care, and transportation became much more 
expensive. In other words, families spend less than one third of their 
income on food these days but have to spend more on other neces-
sary items. This likely results in an underestimate of absolute poverty. 
Another limitation is that the official federal measurement of poverty 
does not consider different costs of living in different geographic areas. 
This means that poverty is underestimated in areas where the cost of 
living is high and overestimated in places where the cost of living is low. 
Table 4.1 displays federal poverty thresholds for 2017 by size of family 
and number of related children.

A Profile of the Poor
The percent living in poverty has changed over time. In 1960 about 
22 percent of Americans were estimated to be poor (DeNavas-Walt, 
Proctor, and Smith 2011). Then the poverty rate significantly decreased 
to about 12 percent in 1969 due to President Lyndon Johnson’s “War 
on Poverty.” The poverty rate has since increased in part due to the 
recession that began in 2008 reaching 15.9 percent of the population in 
2011 (48.5 million people) and 2012 (48.8 million people) (U.S. Census 
2013). One in three Americans had at least one spell of poverty lasting 
two or more months during the period of 2009–2011 (Mangahas 2013). 
In 2016, about 12.7 percent of Americans (40.6 million people) had 
incomes below the poverty thresholds (U.S. Census 2017a). The risk 
of being poor varies by region, race and ethnicity, gender, family type, 
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Size of Family Unit

Related Children under 18 Years

None One Two Three Four Five Six Seven Eight or 
More

One Person (Unrelated Individual)

Under Age 65 12,752

Age 65 and Older 11,756

Two People

Householder Under 
Age 65

16,414 16,895

Householder Age 65 
and Older

14,816 16,831

Three People 19,173 19,730 19,749

Four People 25,283 25,696 24,858 24,944

Five People 30,490 30,933 29,986 29,253 28,805

Six People 35,069 35,208 34,482 33,787 32,753 32,140

Seven People 40,351 40,603 39,734 39,129 38,001 36,685 35,242

Eight People 45,129 45,528 44,708 43,990 42,971 41,678 40,332 39,990

Nine People or More 54,287 54,550 53,825 53,216 52,216 50,840 49,595 49,287 47,389

Source: U.S. Census 2018c.

TABLE 4.1  |  
 Poverty Thresholds for 2017 by Size of Family and Number of Related 
Children under 18 Years (in Dollars)

and age. Northeastern states have the lowest poverty rates,  followed 
by the Midwest and the West. Generally, Southern states have higher 
poverty levels. During 2015–2016 New Hampshire had the  lowest 
state poverty rate, about 6.8 percent (U.S. Census 2017a).  Kentucky, 
Louisiana, Mississippi, and New Mexico all had over 17  percent in 
 poverty. White non-Hispanic persons, and Asians had below-average 
poverty rates in 2016 of 8.8 percent and 10.1 percent, respectively. 
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Blacks and  Hispanics had above-average  poverty rates, 22.0 percent 
and 19.4   percent,  respectively. Only 5.1 percent of families with two 
married parents present were poor. In comparison, for single parent 
male-headed families the poverty rate was 13.1 percent and for single 
parent female-headed families it was 26.6 percent.

The most disturbing aspect of this social problem is the enormous 
number of children (persons under eighteen) growing up in poverty. 
In 2016, 13.3 million children, 18 percent of all children, were living in 
poverty (U.S. Census 2017a). The U.S. Census American Community 
Survey (2016b) indicated that in ten states, Alabama, Arizona, Arkansas, 
Georgia, Kentucky, Louisiana, Mississippi, New Mexico, South Carolina, 
and Tennessee, as well as the District of Colombia, more than one in four 
children was poor.

The United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) collects data to 
measure child poverty internationally. UNICEF defines “child rela-
tive income poverty” as the percentage of children (0–17) in house-
holds with income less than 60 percent of the median household 
income in a nation, a method different from that used to define 
poverty in the United States (UNICEF 2017b). Table 4.2 shows, that 
among technologically developed nations, the United States has had 
one of the highest levels of children living in “child relative income 
poverty.”

Many people have stereotypes of poor Americans as people who 
are lazy and unwilling to work and therefore deserve to live in poverty. 
But this view is inaccurate for most of the poor. Over one-third of the 
poor are children. Further, more than one-third of the poor adults 
are working, but despite their labor they earn incomes that are below 
the poverty level. These persons and other workers whose incomes  
are above but close to the poverty threshold are referred to as the 
 working poor described earlier in Chapter 3.

U.S. children in poverty

working poor People 
who work and earn a 
wage, but whose earnings 
are near or below the 
 poverty level. 
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CONSEQUENCES OF POVERTY
People in poverty are less likely to be able to provide themselves and their 
children with a safe environment and a hopeful future. Poverty increases 
the likelihood of poor health, exposure to environmental toxins, limited 
educational opportunities, family troubles, poor housing, homelessness, 
political apathy, and crime victimization.

Health
Living in poverty increases the risks of health problems and engaging 
in health-damaging behaviors. One problem is poor nutrition. Millions 
of low-income people experience “food insecurity,” the lack of reliable 
access to enough nutritious food to lead healthy and productive lives. 

TABLE 4.2  |  
 Child Relative Income Poverty in Technologically 
Advanced Nations

Country 2014 Child Relative
Income Poverty

Country 2014 Child Relative
Income Poverty

Denmark 9.2 Austria 18.2

Norway 10.2 Belgium 18.8

Finland 10.9 United Kingdom 19.7

South Korea 11.5 New Zealand 19.8

Netherlands 13.7 Canada 22.2

Czech Republic 14.7 Poland 22.3

Switzerland 14.8 Hungary 25.0

Sweden 15.1 Italy 25.1

Germany 15.1 Greece 25.5

Australia 17.5 Portugal 25.6

France 17.7 United States 29.4

Japan 18.2 Spain 30.5

Source: UNICEF 2017.
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Research shows that food-insecure adults and children are more likely 
to be overweight or obese because those who eat less or skip meals to 
meet food budgets may overeat when food becomes available (Food 
Research and Action Center 2011). Children who come to school hun-
gry often have difficulty concentrating on their work. Even if the school 
provides free lunches for all students, learning ability can be impaired 
during the morning hours. Nutrition-based learning problems early in 
life can rob young people of the intellectual foundation they need for 
success in later schooling.

Poverty and economic insecurity generate anxiety. Partly as a result, 
poor people are more likely to use tobacco and to seek relief through 
drug and alcohol abuse. Because many lack health insurance, they often 
delay seeking medical assistance until an illness that could have been 
successfully treated at an early stage (or even prevented) is far advanced. 
Eventually they may go to a hospital emergency room where treatment 
must be provided whether or not a patient can pay for it. All these factors 
contribute to a relatively high infant mortality rate (the number of chil-
dren who die in the first year of life per 1,000 births) among the poor. The 
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (2018) reported that infant 
mortality has been about 60 percent higher for infants in poverty house-
holds than those in non-poverty households. The U.S. infant mortality 
rate was 5.8 in 2017, significantly higher than those of the large majority 
of Organization of Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) 
advanced industrialized nations (Central Intelligence Agency 2018a).

Poverty also makes people more vulnerable to natural disasters, 
where having a car and emergency equipment and supplies can affect 
survival. The over 1,800 who perished when Hurricane Katrina struck 
in 2005 were disproportionately low-income persons.

Family Troubles
Lack of income can cause stress that leads to conflict between part-
ners, divorce, and child or elderly neglect or mistreatment. Low-income 
parents are more likely to use physical punishment on their children, 
increasing the likelihood that discipline turns into physical abuse. Poor 
parents are often unable to afford child care when they are working or 
searching for employment. This can make children more vulnerable to 
accidents, predators, or the influences of gangs.

Growing up in poverty also increases the likelihood of teenage preg-
nancy (Harding 2003). Having a child early in life is related to dropping 
out of high school before graduation. This in turn can seriously limit 
future income opportunities.

Limited Education
Children growing up in poverty tend to be at greater risk of lacking 
family resources and support to do well in school, have high academic 
and job aspirations, or develop confidence in their academic abili-
ties ( American Psychological Association 2018). Many children from 
low-income households go to schools with serious limitations, such as 
overcrowded classrooms, shortages of educational equipment, supplies 
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and up-to-date textbooks, and less-experienced or less-qualified faculty 
(Kozol 1991, 2005, 2013). According to the National Center for Educa-
tional Statistics (2016e), students from households with incomes in the 
lower 25 percent were more than four times more likely to drop out of 
high school in 2015 than students from households with incomes in 
the top 25 percent. High schools with low graduation rates tend to be 
located in areas with high levels of poverty, unemployment, and crime.

Poor Housing Conditions
The poor typically live in dilapidated houses or apartments in older 
buildings. These often have faulty plumbing and heating systems, pest 
infestation, and lead paint that causes lead poisoning, especially of young 
children. Public housing projects have helped, but the supply is limited. 
Poor families typically spend a high proportion of their incomes on rent. 
In urban areas, the housing affordable to the poor often has higher lev-
els of air pollution because of nearby industries or heavy motor vehicle 
traffic. In many areas near low-rent housing there are old shut down 
factories and the contaminated land they sit on, another source of toxic 
pollution. Rather than pay for the costly clean-up of the sites, some cor-
porations chose to continue paying taxes on them and leave them as is.

Homelessness
Hundreds of thousands of Americans spend nights in homeless shel-
ters, on the streets, or in makeshift shelters made of various discarded 
materials. On a surveyed night in January in 2014 about 578,424 people 
were homeless throughout the United States, including about 50,000 
military veterans. Most homeless persons (401,051, or about 70 percent) 
were in emergency shelters or transitional housing, with 177,373 unshel-
tered (U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development 2014). This 
represents a 10 percent reduction in the overall number 
of homeless people since 2010. The National Alliance to 
End Homelessness (2016) reported a further decline of 
people homeless on a January night in 2015 to 564,708. It’s 
estimated that each year about 3.5 million people, includ-
ing over 2 million children, experience at least temporary 
homelessness (National Student Campaign against Hun-
ger and Homelessness 2016). Besides military veterans and 
poor families, the homeless population includes victims 
of domestic violence, substance abusers, released prison 
or jail inmates, and physically ill or severely mentally ill 
persons.

Without free universal health care, many homeless 
people are unable to get help for mental illness or sub-
stance abuse, making it impossible for them to hold jobs 
even when employment is available. Still, research suggests 
that between 40 and 45 percent of homeless adults work at 
least part time (U.S. Department of Housing and Urban 
Development 2013a). But their income is still too low for 
them to afford rent.

Homelessness

homelessness Not having 
a home to call your own 
and instead having to 
spend nights in homeless 
shelters, on the streets, 
or in makeshift shelters 
made of various discarded 
materials.
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Crime
If you watch TV shows on real crimes such as homicide, you may observe 
that the perpetrators and victims are overwhelmingly low- income 
 persons. In fact, many crimes involving person-to-person violence or 
theft, so-called street crimes like assault and robbery, disproportionately 
involve lower-income persons. Limited economic opportunity increases 
the likelihood that a poor person will commit violent crime.

But people of all social classes engage in serious exploitive or crimi-
nal behavior. Often upper-class perpetrators of such acts go unpunished 
because people in their social class have disproportionately had the 
power to write laws that define their damaging behavior as lawful. If 
they do break laws, their access to extensive legal resources often helps 
them avoid conviction or prison. In Chapter 10, “Crime and Criminal 
Justice,” we will discuss street crime as well as harmful behaviors perpe-
trated by middle- or upper-income persons.

The police and criminal justice system, following public opinion and 
the dictates of existing legal codes, focus primarily on street crimes. It 
is therefore much more likely that low-income persons will go to prison 
than higher-income individuals. Another factor affecting the class focus 
of criminal punishment is that thousands of people living in urban areas 
that have been stripped of their industries have turned to drug traf-
ficking. America’s federal and state prisons are bulging with poor and 
minority inmates convicted of drug-related offenses. But it’s much less 
likely that affluent persons using drugs will spend any time in prison.

The higher criminal punishment rates for the poor are not just due 
to greater involvement in certain forms of crime. It also reflects quality 
of legal representation. Most lower-income persons accused of crimes 
are represented by overburdened attorneys paid by the state. These pub-
lic defenders often lack access to resources like private detectives or 
funds to hire expert witnesses or pay for DNA testing that might aid 
their clients. The vast majority of accused low-income persons are under 
great pressure from both the prosecution, intent on avoiding spending 
taxpayers’ money on trials, and their own defense attorneys to plead 
guilty to charges and accept a prison sentence rather than go to trial 
and risk a much harsher punishment if convicted. Around 90 percent 
or more of both federal and state court cases are resolved through plea 
bargains rather than criminal trials (Bureau of Justice Assistance 2011; 
Jackson 2017; Mangino 2014). Once low-income persons have a crim-
inal record, opportunities for getting a job with a decent wage decline, 
and they are more likely to remain poor. In almost all states they also 
lose the right to vote while in prison and in most states for some period 
after release (New York Times 2009, 2012).

Barriers to Political Participation
You might think, more than any other group in society, the poor would 
be motivated to make use of their one way to influence politics and 
government, the ballot box. But as noted in Chapter 3, the lower one’s 
income, the less likely a person is to vote. Part of the problem is the link 
between poverty and conviction for street crimes.

9781442221543_CH04.indd   86 05/02/19   9:40 AM



Poverty  /  87  

In the 2016 election, between five and six million mostly  low- income 
people were barred from voting because of their criminal records 
 (Chalabi 2017; Uggen, Larson, and Shannon 2016). In Alabama,  Florida, 
Kentucky, Mississippi, Tennessee, and Virginia, the states with the stron-
gest restrictions on former inmates participating in elections, more than 
7 percent of adults were banned from voting (Uggen et al. 2016).

Another problem is that many poor people believe that elected 
officials are not really interested or able to help them get access to jobs 
with livable wages. Why get your hopes up when the government gives 
corporate CEOs exclusive power to decide whether jobs will exist or not 
in your community?

POWERLESSNESS OF THE WORKING POOR
Wages paid for different jobs are supposedly set by the marketplace. 
In reality, power or lack of it also affects what people get paid. The 
wealthy have so much influence over lawmaking and tax policies that 
they ensure very high incomes for the positions they hold. This occurs 
even when their performance is disastrous, as in the behavior of corpo-
rate executives leading up to the economic recession of 2008. As analyst 
Nate Silver (2012) points out, top securities rating companies, whom 
investors look to for unbiased evaluations of the soundness of invest-
ments, gave dangerously insecure investment funds some of their top 
ratings. Executives were making lots of money. To disclose the real level 
of risk would have lowered their incomes. When the crash came, the 
government provided hundreds of millions of tax payer dollars to “bail 
out” large corporations. Then once the economic recovery began, many 
of the same executives resumed making enormous incomes.

In comparison, many working people have little or no power to 
compel employers to pay livable wages. The federal minimum wage in 
2017 was $7.25 per hour (Minimum-Wage.org 2018). A worker with a 
full-time forty-hour work week receiving this wage makes $15,080. This 

We all know that Martin Luther King Jr. was 
a towering leader of the civil rights move-
ment. But many of us are not aware that he 
was also a major leader of the multiethnic, 
multiracial Poor People’s movement and the 
anti-Vietnam war movement (Carson 2001; 
Wright 2007). King was willing to confront 
any type of social injustice, regardless of 
the political consequences. He opposed all 
racial discrimination and economic injus-
tice worldwide. King believed that African 
Americans should not take part in what he 

Special Topics: Martin Luther King Jr., the Working Poor, and 
the Memphis Sanitation Workers’ Strike

Memphis sanitation workers strike

(continued )
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viewed as an unjust war in Vietnam or partic-
ipate in the economic exploitation of poor 
people in other countries just to win bene-
fits for themselves at home from powerful 
politicians. King was also distinctive among 
major civil rights leaders in his calling for 
change to the U.S. economic system and 
criticizing its excessive emphasis on profit 
making.

King and other progressive social activists 
made plans to launch a new social movement, 
the multiracial Poor People’s Campaign. King 
told members of the Southern Christian Lead-
ership Conference’s May 1967 meeting in 
Frogmore, South Carolina, that the American 
civil rights movement was turning into a much 
broader human rights movement (Wright 
2007), including economic human rights. 
He also asserted that the era of reform was 
transforming into one of revolution. A huge 
Poor People’s march was set for May 1968 in 
Washington, D.C.

In the meantime, King lent support to 
working poor people in Memphis, Tennes-
see. He believed that their struggle exempli-
fied the need for social justice that the Poor 
People’s Campaign would draw attention to 
nationally (Educator Resources 2013; Global 
Freedom Struggle 2013; Honey 2007). San-
itation workers in Memphis received pay so 
low that many had to rely on welfare and 
food stamps to survive. They were often 
denied overtime pay for late-night shifts and 
had to use old trucks that were frequently 
in poor condition. When it rained, African 
American sanitation workers could not take 
shelter anywhere except in the back of the 
garbage trucks with the trash. Seeking to 
improve their situation, sanitation workers 
formed a labor union and were granted a 
charter by the American Federation of State, 
County, and Municipal Workers (AFSCME) as 
Local 1733 in 1964.

During a February 1, 1968 rainstorm, 
two workers, Echol Cole and Robert Walker, 
climbed into the trash compartment of their 
truck to stay dry and were crushed to death 

by the accidentally triggered compactor 
mechanism. In response to this tragedy, and 
to win safer working conditions and higher 
wages, over 1,100 Memphis Department of 
Public Works employees, led by Local 1733 
president T. O. Jones, went on strike. The 
national AFSCME leadership gave support 
once the strike was underway.

Martin Luther King Jr. came to Memphis 
to help call national attention to the strikers’ 
cause and participate in their protests. On 
the night of April 3, King gave his famous 
 “Promised Land” speech to a crowd of enthu-
siastic sanitation workers. The next evening, as 
King was on the balcony of his Lorraine Motel 
room preparing to go to dinner, he was shot 
and killed.

Four days later, on April 8, his wife Coretta 
Scott King, union leaders, and other activists 
led 42,000 people in a silent march through 
the streets of Memphis to honor him and 
convince the city government to agree to the 
strikers’ goals. The national AFSCME leader-
ship pledged continued support for the strik-
ing workers. On April 16, the Memphis city 
council agreed to recognize the local union 
as the representative of the sanitation work-
ers and to raise workers’ wages.

Coretta Scott King and other move-
ment leaders worked hard to launch the 
Poor People’s Campaign on May 12. They 
demanded an Economic Bill of Rights that 
would ensure jobs with adequate pay to all 
those able to work, sufficient support for 
those unable to work, and access to land 
and capital for poor people to use in start-
ing farms or other businesses. They also 
wanted poor people to be able to effec-
tively participate in government (Wright 
2007). Black, white, Hispanic, and Native 
American activists engaged in weeks of pro-
tests in the nation’s capital. But absent the 
leadership of the assassinated Martin Luther 
King Jr., the Poor People’s Campaign ulti-
mately achieved  little. The economic human 
rights revolution King envisioned remains 
for a new generation to achieve.

Special Topics (continued )
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is about $9,778 below the poverty threshold, $24,858, for a family of 
two adults and two children under eighteen years of age in 2017 (U.S. 
Census 2018c). Some states such as Texas had the same minimum wage 
as the federal government. But other states had higher minimum wages. 
In Delaware, Florida, and Illinois, for instance, the minimum wage in 
2017 was $8.25 per hour (National Conference of State Legislatures 
2018). That’s an income of $17,160 per year, still about $7,698 below 
the federal poverty threshold for the same type of family. The state of 
Washington had the highest state minimum wage in 2017, $11.50 per 
hour. This would yield an annual income of $23,920, still $938 short 
of the federal poverty threshold. This means that many of the working 
poor throughout the country often do not make enough to pay for all 
their basic necessities, let alone save money for an emergency. A large 
proportion continually falls into debt on a regular basis. They work 
as farm laborers, fast food servers, unskilled industrial employees, or 
at other low-skill, nonunionized jobs. These types of jobs usually lack 
health insurance, parental leave, vacation days, or sick days (Seccombe 
2007; U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics 2012). Many of the working poor 
are single mothers who attempt to join the labor force but find that the 
jobs available to them often lack the pay levels or benefits they need to 
support their families and pay for child care while working. Faced with 
expenses and debts they cannot pay, many of these women leave the 
work force and apply for welfare assistance to help feed and shelter their 
children and obtain necessary medical care.

CAUSES OF POVERTY
Shipler (2005) argues that there are multiple, often interlocking causes 
for why particular persons or families are poor. Poverty can be due to 
social background, like being born into a family without the resources 
to provide a good education. Growing up in a neglectful or abusive 
household can impact children in ways that interfere with their abil-
ity to trust others or accept the authority of teachers. Even where a 
single parent sets a great example, and works multiple jobs to pro-
vide for her or his children, lack of proper supervision may leave 
 children vulnerable to victimization or expose them to negative role 
 models. This in turn can lead to bad behavior and decision making that 
 damage a child’s future. There are also cultural, economic, and political  
components to poverty. Understanding them and their interrelation-
ships can point the way to comprehensive approaches to dealing with 
this social problem. Social scientists, as well as the public in general, 
speak of three broad causes: people’s individual characteristics, social 
structure, and cultural factors.

Individual Characteristics
American culture is filled with stories of people like Abraham Lincoln 
who used their wits, talents, and hard work to pull themselves out of 
poverty and become enormously successful. This is the cultural theme 
of rugged individualism. Many believe that personal characteristics 
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like high aspirations, a strong work ethic, a positive moral code, and 
 persistent effort are sufficient to overcome any family or class disadvan-
tages. The corresponding view of the poor is that they are responsible 
for their own situation by being lazy, lacking ambition and good moral 
values, and always looking for the government to take care of them.

Interestingly, these ideas are widespread. For example, the “Poverty 
in America” study conducted by NPR, Harvard University’s Kennedy 
School of Government, and the Kaiser Foundation (NPR 2001), based 
on a 2001 national survey of almost two thousand persons eighteen 
years or older, asked respondents: “In your opinion, which is the bigger 
cause of poverty today – that people are not doing enough to help them-
selves out of poverty, or that circumstances beyond their control cause 
them to be poor?” Forty-five percent chose “circumstances beyond their 
control cause them to be poor,” but 48 percent chose “people are not 
doing enough to help themselves out of  poverty.”

Additional research, however, indicates that low-income persons 
tend to assert that their own situation results from things beyond their 
control (Seccombe 2007) like physical disability, injury, illness, or 
child-rearing responsibilities that prevent holding a job, or a scarcity of 
jobs with sufficient income to escape poverty. The individualistic view 
of the poor in the United States contrasts with how European Union 
citizens perceive the cause of poverty. According to a 2010 survey of 
twenty seven European Union member countries, only 15 percent of 
respondents view “laziness and lack of willpower” as the cause of pov-
erty, whereas 48 percent attribute the cause to “injustice in society,” 14 
percent to being “unlucky,” and 16 percent to “an inevitable part of prog-
ress” (7 percent responded “don’t know” or gave no response) (European 
Commission 2010).

Social Structure
Many people believe that characteristics of social structure cause pov-
erty. In the “Poverty in America” survey referenced above (NPR 2001), 
27 percent of respondents with incomes more than twice the federal 
poverty level blamed poverty on “a shortage of jobs,” compared to 47 
percent with incomes between the poverty level and twice the level, and 
62 percent below the poverty line. Corresponding percentages for “too 
many jobs being part time or low wage” are 50 percent, 61 percent, and 
70 percent, and for “medical bills” 54 percent, 68 percent, and 71 per-
cent. In addition, about 46 percent of respondents in each of the three 
income categories blamed “poor quality public schools” and “the welfare 
system.”

There are three distinctive approaches to explaining how social 
structure generates poverty. One centers on the nature of the capitalist 
economic system, another on economic change, and a third on the wel-
fare system (Seccombe 2007).

Capitalism Although capitalism has been a very productive economic 
system, many believe it inherently causes poverty for a large segment 
of the population. As noted in Chapter 3, Marx argued that the capital-
ist class uses its influence over government to enact laws that serve its 
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profit-making and wealth-accumulation interests rather than those of 
lower-income people. He believed that many workers do not receive what 
they really deserve for their labor. The capitalist class is able to maintain 
this situation in part because they make sure there is a “reserve labor 
force” of unemployed people. Thus, those that have jobs can be forced to 
accept low wages because of the threat of being replaced by the unem-
ployed. To ensure high profits, capitalism needs a sizeable proportion of 
people in poverty.

Economic Change This explanation holds that poverty is due to shifts 
in economic activity. Technological advances have led to the elimination 
of millions of good-paying U.S. manufacturing jobs either through the 
increased use of automated machinery or the improved ability to set 
up new industrial plants in developing countries where labor costs are 
extremely low. As a result, millions of Americans lost the opportunity to 
climb out of poverty into the middle class (Wilson 2009).

The Welfare System Political conservatives believe that certain  social 
programs intended to help poor people instead foster dependency on 
government handouts. Rather than encouraging people to gain job 
skills, seek employment, and support themselves, they argue that welfare 
assistance motivates behavior that ensures continued government aid. 
According to this view, women growing up in low-income households 
get pregnant, and have babies outside of marriage in order to qualify 
for welfare benefits. This increases the number of poor children and 
the percentage of children growing up in one-parent households, where 
they are less likely to develop the moral traits and cognitive skills to 
become productive members of society.

But some researchers view the current welfare system as a cause 
of poverty not because it provides too much aid to poor people, but 
in certain ways too little. Seccombe (2007) reported that most of the 
women in her study of families receiving welfare believed that the exist-
ing welfare system actually discouraged them from working. They felt 
that the types of jobs they could get, often minimum or near minimum 
wage jobs, typically lacked the pay and types of benefits, like health care 
coverage, that could make them economically self-sufficient. Instead, 
working at such jobs deprives them of health care coverage and other 
assistance provided by welfare programs and endangers the well-being 
of their children. Seccombe’s data indicated that rather than reacting 
to a mother’s employment by cutting crucial benefits and potentially 
harming her children, the welfare system could facilitate mothers join-
ing the work force by assisting with health care, child care, housing, and 
transportation needs.

Cultural Factors
Oscar Lewis (1966) introduced the culture of poverty concept in 1966. 
It states that in response to long-term structural conditions like unem-
ployment, minimum wage jobs, and poor-quality schools, poor people 
develop a subculture of values, norms, beliefs, attitudes, and behaviors 
that help them adapt to their situation. Seccombe (2007) argues that the 

culture of poverty The 
concept that in response 
to long-term structural 
conditions like unemploy-
ment, minimum wage jobs, 
and poor-quality schools, 
poor people develop 
a subculture of values, 
norms, beliefs,  attitudes, 
and behaviors that help 
them adapt to their 
 situation.
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culture of poverty concept combines aspects of the individual character-
istics and the social structure explanations. The poverty subculture leads 
to individual traits seen as deviant and self-defeating by society. People 
influenced by the culture of poverty are said to view relying on gov-
ernment aid, involvement in gangs, and activities such as selling drugs, 
substance abuse, early sexual intercourse, and unmarried parenting as 
normal in their social world. The subculture of poverty is transmitted 
from one generation to the next, blinding people to opportunities to 
escape poverty. Thus, the subculture of poverty becomes another cause 
of poverty independent of structural conditions.

Wilson (1987, 1996, 2009) thinks poverty subculture can be elim-
inated by changing structural conditions. He blames economic factors 
and social and geographic isolation, rather than race, as the causes of 
poverty among urban African Americans. Wilson argues the removal of 
good-paying manufacturing jobs had catastrophic impacts on people in 
inner cities. Increases in male unemployment drastically decreased the 
number of men whose incomes could support a family. What followed 
was growth in the percentage of children born outside marriage and 
then raised in single-parent households. Many of these children grew 
up with little direct interaction with successful male role models and 
with severely limited economic opportunities. Wilson’s work implies 
that the culture of poverty can be overcome by job opportunities. Sec-
combe (2007) claims her research shows that the culture of poverty can 
be penetrated because people raised in it often respond positively to 
educational opportunities.

SOCIOLOGICAL PERSPECTIVES ON POVERTY

Structural-Functional Perspective
The structural-functional perspective holds that since economic 
inequality and poverty have existed in most societies, they must fulfill 
a necessary positive function (Davis and Moore 1945). This function 
is that they help in the recruitment of people for important jobs, like 
computer engineer, medical doctor, and nuclear physicist, that can only 
be performed by highly intelligent, talented people who undergo exten-
sive education. Only very high pay levels for these jobs can motivate 
the small number of gifted people to spend the time and effort for the 
required training. Other jobs that are far less important can be done 
by almost anyone, and require much less training. So differences in 
pay for different jobs (income inequality) makes sure society functions 
properly and produces benefits for everyone. Just as a good income is 
an  incentive to study and work hard, poverty is the unpleasant fate that 
awaits those who don’t.

Criticisms have been leveled at the structural-functional explana-
tion for inequality and poverty. Pay levels for certain jobs do not reflect 
their importance to society, or the intelligence, or the length of training 
necessary to do them. For example, the pay of many athletes is far above 
that of child care workers. But which is more important to society? Sci-
entists, often brilliant people with PhDs in chemistry, physics, or  biology, 
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who spent many years in training and whose work steadily advances 
knowledge and technology, typically make far less than  corporate CEOs. 
And speaking of CEOs, how many of them failed miserably in the years 
leading up to the great recession of 2008 but continued to enjoy enor-
mous paychecks? This indicates that differences in rewards for different 
occupations are based as much or more on who controls power rather 
than on the importance of jobs.

Another problem with the structural-functional justification of eco-
nomic inequality is that it permits individuals to build up huge fortunes. 
This eventually interferes with the basic mechanism the theory claims is 
necessary for recruiting talented people to perform the economic roles 
requiring the highest levels of intelligence and training. The problem 
is that as the cost of advanced education climbs higher and higher and 
the income and wealth gaps widen, many talented children born into 
low-income families are simply unable to access the educations that 
could prepare them for occupations they could perform better than 
others fortunate enough to grow up in affluent families. Thus, over 
time, increasing economic inequality becomes dysfunctional for the 
operation of society.

Symbolic-Interactionist Perspective
The symbolic-interactionist approach focuses on how the problem of 
poverty is socially constructed and portrayed through communication. 
This process helps determine people’s views on what causes poverty 
and what they think about poor people. One description of the poor is 
that they are responsible for their own poverty. Therefore the only way 
to deal with poverty is to “reform” those poor people capable of being 
changed into hardworking citizens. In contrast, other people promote 
the idea that poverty is caused mainly by how a society is organized. 
Thus, changing society could reduce poverty. The symbolic-interaction-
ist perspective attempts to analyze the methods each side uses to win 
support for its views.

The symbolic-interactionist perspective has been criticized for pro-
moting the view that poverty is a problem only when some people 
define an economic environment as harmful. It tends to neglect con-
sideration of the factors – individual, structural, or cultural – that may 
cause desperate economic conditions.

Conflict Perspective
The social conflict approach asserts that poverty is only inevitable in 
certain types of societies. Most people are poor not because of personal 
characteristics but rather because the society in which they live makes 
them poor.

Marxist Perspective As described earlier, Marxists believe that cap-
italism thrives on maintaining a “reserve labor force” of poor people. 
This pressures many workers to accept low wages. At the international 
level, corporate executives increase profits by eliminating millions of 
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U.S. jobs and shipping them to countries where extreme poverty causes 
people to work for very low pay. This leaves many Americans either 
jobless or with access to only low-paying jobs and in poverty.

Racial/Ethnic-Conflict Perspective This perspective argues that 
poverty is linked to discrimination on the basis of skin color and 
ethnic heritage. Many people still harbor negative attitudes toward 
members of other racial and ethnic groups. This prejudice helps ex-
plain why it is about three times more likely that African American 
children and Hispanic children grow up in poverty than non-Hispanic 
white children.

Feminist-Conflict Perspective The feminist- conflict perspective 
focuses on how gender inequality affects poverty. In 2016, the per-
centage of families in poverty with two married parents present was 
only 5.1 (U.S. Census 2017a). But the poverty rate for single-parent 
female-headed families was 26.6 percent, about twice the rate for 
single-parent male-headed families, 13.1 percent. What accounts for 
the very high rate of poverty for female-headed families? The feminist 
perspective identifies two factors. The first is that in our patriar-
chal society the responsibility for child care falls mainly to women. 
Fulfilling that role prevents many women from earning a wage high 
enough to avoid poverty. The second is that the occupations most 
open to women typically pay considerably less than those dominated 
by men and that when in the same occupations women often earn less 
than men anyway.

Intersectional View The intersectional view emphasizes that economic 
factors, race/ethnicity, and gender each independently affect the proba-
bility that a person will live in poverty. Thus those at the intersection of 
the disadvantaged positions in regard to class, race/ethnicity, and gender, 
like unskilled, African American or Hispanic women (along with their 
children), have the highest poverty rates.

The conflict perspective on poverty is criticized in part for tend-
ing to neglect the important role that material incentives can play in 
economic development. Critics note, for example, that the economies 
of China and Vietnam began to increase in productivity more rapidly 
once they abandoned strict socialist policies and allowed for expanded 
profit-making opportunities and enterprises.

PROPOSED SOLUTIONS TO POVERTY

Encourage Personal Reliance
Conservatives assert that there are very few people on the verge of starv-
ing to death in the United States. They believe that almost all Americans 
labeled as poor are poor only in a relative sense. Most low-income 
Americans would not be considered poor in many other countries 
because they have things like televisions, refrigerators, and air condi-
tioning (U.S. Energy Information Administration 2018).
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Social Movements: The U.S. Labor Union Movement

Wealthy individuals typically oppose eco-
nomically oriented social movements among 
lower-income people. They have viewed 
these movements as threatening their free-
dom of action, profit levels, and sometimes 
the capitalist system itself. A major example 
is the U.S. labor union movement.

During the colonial period, workers 
were often required to labor twelve-hour 
days, six days a week. Some workers came 
up with the idea of cooperating with one 
another and agreeing that everyone at their 
place of employment would refuse to work 
unless their demands for fair wages, shorter 
hours, and better and safer working condi-
tions were met. In the early United States, 
courts consistently ruled that such efforts by 
workers were illegal criminal conspiracies. 
But this trend was broken in 1836 when a 
Connecticut court ruled in favor of striking 
union leaders and in 1842 when a Massa-
chusetts court ruled that labor unions were 
basically legal.

Major labor conflicts at times brought 
some cities and regions to near-civil war con-
ditions, such as the American Railway Union 
strike of 1894 that began in Pullman, Illinois, 
and spread to many other states; the Ludlow, 
Colorado, coal strike of 1913–1914; the 1921 
Battle of Blair Mountain in the coal country 
of southern West Virginia; the Minneapolis 
Teamsters strike of 1934; and the 1936–1937 
United Auto Workers strike in Flint, Michigan.

As workers organized into labor unions in 
the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, 
several distinct union movement strategies 
and ideologies emerged. The first American 
unions were typically craft unions such as the 
United Cigar Wrappers Union led by Sam-
uel Gompers. These were unions of highly 
skilled workers whose labor could not be eas-
ily replaced because it required long peri-
ods of training. Craft unions tended to limit 
membership so as to control the training and 
supply of highly skilled workers. This helped 
ensure both the power of the union and rel-
atively high wages for members. A  number 
of craft unions banded together in 1886 to 
form a federation, the American Federation 
of Labor (AFL), also led by Gompers (AFL-
CIO 2017). Another type of union was formed 
on the basis of a whole industry rather than 
a particular skill. Major examples of these 
industrial unions are the United Steel Work-
ers, the United Auto Workers, and the United 
Mine Workers. When industrial unions were 
formed, they typically included some skilled, 
but mostly semiskilled and unskilled workers 
who were relatively easy to replace. It was in 
the interest of industrial unions to allow all 
ethnic and racial groups into the union so that 
none of these groups was hostile to the union. 
Otherwise it would be easier for employers 
to recruit members of an excluded group as 
strikebreakers. Industrial unions grew dramat-
ically in membership in the 1930s under the 
pro-union president Franklin Delano Roos-
evelt. These unions formed their own federa-
tion, the Congress of Industrial Organizations 
(CIO), in 1938. In 1956, the two great union 
federations united to form the AFL-CIO.

Unions also differed in terms of ideology. 
“Business unionism” became the dominant 
union ideology and was best represented 
in the craft unions of the AFL, such as the 
United Carpenters and Joiners Union. 
 Business unionism is the view that the main 
purpose of unions is to serve as the busi-
ness organization of their members, function-
ing to improve their well-being within the 

Achievements of the U.S. labor union movement

(continued )
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Many conservatives also believe that character flaws like laziness 
and lack of morals are mostly to blame for poverty. They argue that 
aid to low-income people will simply encourage dependency on gov-
ernment, so severely limiting welfare assistance is the best way to fight 
poverty. This would force poor people to develop skills to support them-
selves through their own labor. Welfare aid should be provided only to 
those who lack income through no fault of their own, like very young 
children and severely disabled persons. If government assistance is given 
to any able-bodied Americans, like returning military veterans, it should 
be extremely short term.

More Effective Government Programs
Many political leaders view poverty as a significant problem. Being poor 
may not always mean being on the verge of starvation, but it does typi-
cally mean a lack of ability to pay for important services like health care, 
education, and transportation. Being locked out of what America has 
to offer to those born into more affluent circumstances can be stressful 
and depressing.

While personal characteristics can contribute to poverty, liberals see 
the major cause as the economy. Outsourcing jobs increases poverty by 
forcing workers to accept lower wages and by weakening or destroying 
labor unions that helped protect workers in the past.

Liberals advocate a wider range of aid. More comprehensive assis-
tance would include free technical training to make individuals more 
attractive as prospective employees. Free preschool and day care would 
make it more feasible for a single parent to hold a job while ensuring the 
welfare of her or his children.

Supporters of the living wage movement argue that there should be a 
minimum living wage set for each local area. This would take into account 
geographic differences in the costs of essential goods and services (Nadeau 
and Glasmeier 2016). Researchers at the Massachusetts Institute of Tech-
nology have developed a living wage calculator for counties and cities to 
serve as a guide for citizens and lawmakers (Living Wage Calculator 2016).

 capitalist system. “Revolutionary unionism,” 
in contrast, asserts that the long-range aim 
of workers should be to replace the capital-
ist economy with a socialist economy. One 
major revolutionary union movement was 
the Industrial Workers of the World (IWW), 
founded in 1905 (Zinn 2003). Many IWW 
members were imprisoned for opposing U.S. 
participation in World War I, and member-
ship declined after 1918.

Collectively, workers’ strikes and threats of 
strikes helped increase the wages and  benefits 

of labor union members, improve their work-
ing conditions, and those of millions of other 
Americans. This contributed to the huge 
expansion of the nation’s middle class. The 
union movement’s achievements included, for 
example, reducing the work day from twelve 
to ten hours and then to eight hours. Although 
the steady loss of manufacturing jobs to other 
countries and other factors described in Chap-
ter 3 and this chapter led to a decline in union 
membership, unions are still a significant eco-
nomic and political force.

Social Movements (continued )
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Change Social Structure
Some politicians advocate reducing economic inequality so that people 
have a better chance of escaping poverty. Another structural approach 
is to provide tax breaks and other advantages for those who create jobs 
in the United States. Any benefits the government gives corporations for 
moving jobs to other countries, like low-cost loans, must be ended. Cor-
porations would have to prove that any proposed overseas investment 
would not result in a net loss of U.S. jobs.

EXISTING ASSISTANCE PROGRAMS

The Great Depression and Social Welfare
The Great Depression of the 1930s provided the impetus for the first 
major federal welfare programs during the administration of President 
Franklin D. Roosevelt. The Social Security Act of 1935 is possibly the 
single biggest anti-poverty legislation in the country’s history. Before 
that act, millions of elderly Americans lived in poverty; because of 
Social Security, relatively few retired Americans fell below the poverty 
line during the great recession that began in 2008. Social Security, like 
federal unemployment assistance and Medicare (health care for persons 
aged sixty-five and over), is a social insurance program into which pay-
ments are made while a person is working. Then at some specified time 
the person is eligible to receive benefits from the program.

Another type of federal assistance is an entitlement program, also 
called a categorical program. Eligibility is based not on paying into the 
program but on simply being in a certain “category” of persons. One of 
the most important and ultimately controversial categorical entitlement 
program began in 1935 under the title Aid to Dependent Children, later 
renamed in 1962 Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC). 
AFDC provided single parents and their children with monthly income. 
It was criticized, however, for several reasons. One was that it encour-
aged dependency on welfare rather than working for a living. Another 
was that women were more likely to qualify for AFDC if they were not 
married. And the amount they received was higher the more children 
they had. Critics argued that AFDC encouraged single-parent, female-
headed families (Whittington and Alm 2003) and having more children 
outside of marriage to increase AFDC benefits. The number of people 
on AFDC increased over the years, as did the length of time recipients 
stayed in the program.

Welfare Reform of 1996
Criticisms of AFDC led to the welfare reform legislation of 1996, backed 
both by many Republicans and Democratic members of Congress, the Per-
sonal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act (PRWORA). 
PRWORA was intended to make it clear that federal assistance to adults 
was only temporary and that its purpose was to help people become 
self-sufficient by getting and keeping a job. AFDC was replaced with the 
Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) program. Unlike AFDC, 
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the federal government limits TANF assistance for adults with children to 
only sixty months of a person’s entire life and for adults without children 
to twenty-four months. The federal government made individual states 
responsible for determining eligibility for TANF and for ensuring that 
recipients seek and obtain a job. To receive TANF a person must enroll in 
job training, search for a job, or actually work at a job.

The number of families receiving AFDC had begun to decline after 
1994 (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services 2012), two years 
before PRWORA was enacted. The number of families receiving the 
new federal assistance (TANF) fell at a more rapid rate between 1996 
(when PRWORA became law) and 2000, and more slowly after that until 
the devastating economic recession of 2008. Then the numbers began 
to increase. The employment rate for adult AFDC/TANF recipients rose 
from 6.6 percent in 1992 to 38.3 percent in 1999, and then declined to 29 
percent in 2010 before rising to 51.9 percent in 2016 (U.S. Department 
of Health and Human Services 2017).

The proportion of children born to unmarried women rose steadily 
from 5 percent in 1960 to 32 percent in 1995 (Child Trends Data Bank 
2018). One aim of PRWORA was to reverse this trend. The percentage 
of children born outside of marriage briefly stabilized in the mid-1990s 
but then rose from 32 percent in 1997 to 41 percent in 2008. This was 
followed by a decline to 39.8 percent in 2016 (Centers for Disease Con-
trol and Prevention 2017f).

Several other major federal government programs that help low- 
income persons are described below. It is important to keep in mind that 
individual states have their own programs to assist poor persons. There 
are also aid projects run by religious and other private organizations.

Other Assistance Programs
Medicaid Medicaid ensures medical care for disabled and poor per-
sons by sending government payments to health care providers. Since 
the 1996 welfare reform, individual states are allowed to determine 
their own eligibility rules and qualifying income levels for this program. 
Partly as a result, many poor people have failed to receive Medicaid. 
However, the Patient Protection and Affordable Health Care Act 
 attempted to remedy this situation by stating that beginning in 2014, 
most individual adults under the age of sixty-five with incomes under 
about $15,000 should be allowed by the states to qualify for Medicaid 
(Healthcare.gov 2016).

Supplemental Nutritional Assistance Program The Supplemental 
Nutritional Assistance Program (SNAP), formerly called the Food Stamp 
Program, provides federal assistance to low-income people to pur-
chase prepackaged food. While administered by the U.S. Department 
of Agriculture, SNAP benefits are distributed by the individual states. In 
the past, recipients were given paper coupons (stamps) to use in stores 
to pay for food. The stores would then receive money payments from the 
government when they turned in the stamps. Now a number of states 
provide SNAP recipients with electronic debit cards instead of paper 
coupons. The debit cards allow for assigned benefits to be  transmitted 
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almost instantaneously to the recipients’ cards. The cards also facilitate 
stores’ reimbursements from the government. Since the SNAP debit 
card functions similarly to a bank card, other people purchasing grocer-
ies may be totally unaware when a SNAP card is used, protecting users 
from feeling stigmatized for receiving assistance (U.S. Department of 
Agriculture 2017).

Housing Assistance The federal government has established several 
programs to help people obtain or maintain housing. These range from 
promoting the building or revitalization of low-cost housing, to helping 
homeowners avoid foreclosure, to assisting low-income people in pay-
ing rent.

Education Aid Federal and state governments assist low-income 
 people in getting an education. Some programs aid a child’s intellectual 
and emotional development and physical well-being. Others provide 
financial assistance for academically qualified low-income persons to 
pay for their educations. The Head Start Program, begun in 1965, is 
aimed at providing preschool education for children born into low- 
income families. Initially children three to five years old could enter the 
program. Later in the 1990s, after research indicated the importance 
of a child’s  experiences in the first few years of life, a new program, 
called Early Head Start and covering children from birth to age three, 
was established. To be eligible for Head Start/Early Head Start a child’s 
family  income must generally be below the poverty level set by federal 
government guidelines (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services 
2018a; 2018b;, 2018c). Children from homeless families, foster families, 
and families receiving public assistance such as TANF are also eligible. 
Enrolled children get health and dental care and meals.

Research shows that children who participate in Head Start perform 
better in school and are more likely to graduate high school and attend 

Children in a Head Start 
program
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college than children from similar low-income families who did not 
(Deming 2009; Garces, Thomas Duncan, and Currie 2002). But some 
studies suggest that for many children the benefits tend to fade away after 
a few years (Lee and Loeb 1995). What determines whether the positive 
effects of Head Start are lasting appears to be the types of schools chil-
dren attend after Head Start. When Head Start children attend schools 
in areas of concentrated poverty where schools are deficient and most 
other students are from poor families, the benefits of Head Start tend to 
disappear.

At the other end of the educational process, the federal govern-
ment provides Pell grants to low-income students to attend college 
(Federal Student Aid 2017). Other forms of federal college assistance 
include teach grants (where the recipient agrees to become a teacher) 
and low-interest loans.

Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC) EITC is a federal income tax credit 
for working heads of families based on the number of children and the 
earned income of the family (IRS 2017). It is a refundable tax credit for 
low- to moderate-income working families enacted in 1975 in part to 
offset required Social Security contributions and to act as an incentive 
for people to work. Llobrera and Zahradnik (2004) estimate that the 
EITC lifted 2.7 million children out of poverty in 2002, as well as 2.2 
million adults. In 2016, twenty-five states and the District of Columbia 
also provided their own versions of EITC (IRS 2016b).

Childbirth-Related Leave Policies and Publicly 
Supported Child Care
Some 183 countries of the 185 for which information is available pro-
vide paid leave for at least some working women (Addati, Cassirer, and 
Gilchrist 2014). And at least 79 countries out of 167 for which data 
are available provide paid leave for at least some working fathers. In 
comparison, the U.S federal government does not guarantee any paid 
maternity leave, although several states do, including California, Hawaii, 
New Jersey, New York, and Rhode Island. In addition, some women 
in the United States may receive paid maternity leave through their 
employer. The other country with no paid maternity leave is Papua New 
Guinea (Addati et al. 2014; Bernard 2013; Gibson 2016). It’s important 
to note, however, that the percentage of women workers covered by 
national paid maternity leave laws varies greatly around the world. In 
less- developed countries, under 20 percent of working women may be 
covered; in some European countries more than 90 percent are covered. 
Worldwide it is estimated that less than 41 percent of women workers 
are legally entitled to maternity leave (Addati et al. 2014; Bernard 2013; 
Gibson 2016). Categories excluded from coverage are typically workers 
at small businesses, agricultural workers, or domestic workers. Another 
significant issue is that many women who are legally entitled to paid 
maternity leave do not actually get it for reasons such as lack of effective 
enforcement of the maternity leave law, lack of awareness of it, dis-
criminatory practices, or reluctance to rely on a government assistance 
program. In Japan, for example, although 66 to 89 percent of working 
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women are estimated to be covered by the maternity leave law, only 
somewhere between 33 and 65 percent actually use it. Table 4.3 shows 
the characteristics of maternity leave laws for the United States and 
nine other technologically advanced nations according to a global study 
conducted by the International Labor Organization (Addati et al. 2014).

The U.S. Family and Medical Leave Act (FMLA), passed in 1993, 
provided the possibility of twelve weeks of job-protected unpaid 

Country
Length of  
Maternity Leave

Amount of  
Maternity Leave 
Cash Benefits 
(% of previous 
earnings)

Estimate of  
Maternity Leave 
Law Coverage 
(% of working 
women legally 
covered)

Source of Funding 
of Maternity 
Leave Cash  
Benefits

United States 12 weeks (federal) Unpaid 33%–65% No federal pro-
gram for payments

Canada 17 weeks (federal) 55% for 15 weeks 
up to a ceiling

66%–89% Social insurance

France 16 weeks 100% up to a 
ceiling

90%–100% Social insurance

Germany 14 weeks 100% 66%–89% Social insurance 
and employers

Italy 22 weeks 80% 66%–89% Social insurance

Japan 14 weeks 66.7% 66%–89% Social insurance 
and public funds

Russian  
Federation

20 weeks 100% up to a 
ceiling

90%–100% Social insurance

Sweden 14 weeks 80% 90%–100% Social insurance

Spain 16 weeks 100% 66%–89% Social insurance

United Kingdom 52 weeks 6 weeks paid at 
90%; lower of 
90%/flat rate for 
weeks 7–39; weeks 
40–52 unpaid

66%–89% Public funds and 
employers

Source: Addati et al. 2014.

TABLE 4.3  |  
 Maternity Leave in the United States and Other Selected  
Technologically Advanced Countries
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maternity or paternity leave for some working parents. To qualify a 
person must be employed by a business with at least fifty employees 
and have worked there at least 1,250 hours during the previous year 
(Waldfogel 2001). About 40 percent of U.S. working parents did not 
qualify for unpaid leave (Bernard 2013). And many parents cannot 
afford weeks without pay and do not take the leave, or take less than 
twelve weeks.

Europeans have access to more extensive 
social welfare than people in the United 
States (Moller et al. 2003). This includes 
health care that is essentially free, govern-
ment provided day care and preschool ser-
vices, lengthy parental leave, longer annual 
vacations, and low-cost public university edu-
cations. Visitors from countries like Sweden 
often wonder why the United States lacks a 
social welfare system like theirs.

One reason is that throughout much of 
U.S. history, when severe economic reces-
sions occurred in eastern cities millions of 
poor people headed west to settle land in 
lightly populated territories that would later 
become states. Alleviating economic hard-
ship through acquiring free frontier land and 
developing it into privately owned produc-
tive farms and ranches helped foster a tradi-
tion of “rugged individualism,” especially in 
much of the Midwest and West.

The social safety valve of emigration from 
crowded eastern cities to the frontier meant 
that many Americans were much less recep-
tive to collective solutions to poverty like 
socialist political movements. In contrast, 
Europeans often supported socialist ideas 
and participated in massive political move-
ments that threatened upper-class wealth. In 
response, European leaders like Germany’s 
Otto von Bismarck enacted social welfare 
reforms to calm socialist-oriented workers.

After the 1917 Russian Revolution, 
increased fear of workers’ revolutions moti-
vated European governments to create more 
comprehensive education, health care, and 
pension programs. But the distant Russian 
Revolution did not have a similar effect on 

American political leaders until the Great 
Depression of the 1930s.

An additional factor limiting the devel-
opment of the social welfare system was 
the country’s heterogeneous population. 
Because the United States is a nation 
formed from waves of foreign immigrants 
and was linguistically, religiously, culturally, 
and racially divided, it was more difficult for 
Americans to communicate and cooperate 
with one another in political movements. 
It also delayed Americans identifying with 
one another as equal members of the same 
national family. To provide some collective 
security against unexpected hardships, the 
tendency in the United States was for each 
group to form its own mutual aid or insur-
ance arrangements rather than working all 
together for one universal system. In com-
parison, most European societies were much 
more ethnically and religiously homoge-
neous. This facilitated workers’ movements; 
it also made it more likely that wealthier peo-
ple would view all fellow citizens as members 
of their own national family and consent to 
social welfare programs.

But now there is no frontier for economi-
cally distressed Americans to settle. In addi-
tion, social surveys indicate that racial, ethnic, 
and other group-centered prejudices have 
declined significantly. Americans today are 
much more likely to see their fellow citizens 
as members of a common national family 
whose well-being should be a universal goal. 
Also, admiration of other nations’ social wel-
fare systems has become more widespread. 
These factors contributed to the U.S. move-
ment for federal health care insurance.

Special Topics: Why Did European Nations Develop More 
Extensive Social Welfare Systems?
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What Is Poverty?
Poverty can be viewed in either absolute 
or relative terms. Absolute poverty means 
a person or family does not have access to 
basic things, including food, clean water, 
clothing, housing, sanitation, health care, 
and education, needed to survive and main-
tain health and well-being. Relative poverty, 
in contrast, refers to people having so much 
less in material goods and style of life than 
others that they are seen as “poor” in terms 
of social standards even if they do not suffer 
absolute poverty.

Consequences of Poverty
People in poverty are less likely to be able to 
provide themselves and their children with a 
safe environment and a hopeful future. Pov-
erty increases the likelihood of poor health, 
exposure to environmental toxins, limited 
educational opportunities, family troubles, 
poor housing, homelessness, political apa-
thy, and crime victimization.

Powerlessness of the Working Poor
Many working Americans do not earn 
enough to pay for basic necessities, save for 
an emergency, or lift themselves out of pov-
erty. They work as farm laborers, fast food 
servers, unskilled industrial employees, or 
at other low-skill, nonunionized jobs. These 
types of jobs usually lack health insurance, 
parental leave, vacation days, and sick days.

The federal minimum wage in 2017 was 
$7.25 per hour. A worker with a full-time 
forty-hour workweek receiving this wage 
makes $15,080. This is about $9,778 below 
the poverty threshold, $24,858, for a family 
of two adults and two children under eigh-
teen years of age in 2017.

Causes of Poverty
There are three broad explanations for what 
causes poverty. The individual characteris-
tics view holds that most people are poor 
because of personal limitations such as low 
intelligence or faulty personality traits. The 
structural view blames aspects of social struc-
ture. The Marxist version claims that capital-
ism concentrates wealth in a small minority, 

resulting in high inequality. Keeping a sig-
nificant proportion of the population poor 
helps capitalists keep wages low and profits 
high. The cultural view asserts that struc-
tural conditions like unemployment, low 
income, and poor living conditions cause 
the development of an adaptive subculture 
of poverty. The deviant values and norms of 
the poverty subculture become a separate 
cause for poverty independent of structural 
factors.

Sociological Perspectives on Poverty
The structural-functional perspective holds 
that economic inequality and poverty can 
have positive functions for society. High 
rewards motivate people to study and work 
hard to become qualified to fulfill society’s 
most important roles. And the unpleasant-
ness of poverty is a deterrent for those who 
would otherwise be lazy. The symbolic-inter-
actionist approach focuses on understand-
ing how people’s views of poverty and poor 
people are socially constructed by various 
interest groups through communication. 
This process helps determine what, if any-
thing, people think should be done about 
poverty. The conflict approach asserts that 
poverty is only inevitable in certain types of 
societies. Most people are poor not because 
of personal characteristics but because their 
being poor serves someone else’s interests 
or is the result of corporations’ excessive 
pursuit of profits.

Proposed Solutions to Poverty
Many believe that poverty can be reduced 
if more people are taught to develop a 
strong work ethic and pride in taking per-
sonal responsibility for themselves. Another 
view is that more intelligently designed 
and effective government programs, like 
providing free child and day care services, 
can help people get and keep jobs that will 
allow them and their families to escape pov-
erty. Some believe that extensive structural 
changes to the economic system and gov-
ernment, like forcing corporations to create 
millions of jobs in the United States, would 
alleviate poverty.

CHAPTER REVIEW
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Existing Assistance Programs
In 1935, in the midst of the Great Depres-
sion, the federal government created huge 
social welfare programs like Social  Security 
to provide income after retirement and 
Aid  to Families with Dependent Children 
(AFDC) to ensure the basic needs of low- 
income children. The 1996 welfare reform 
replaced AFDC with Temporary Assistance 
for Needy Families, which emphasizes that 
assistance for adults has a time limit and 
requires efforts to obtain employment. Other   

important  programs to help low-income 
persons include Medicaid, the Supplemen-
tal Nutritional Assistance Program, and 
Head Start, as well as the Earned Income 
Tax Credit that has helped lift several million 
working families above the poverty line.

Other advanced industrial countries 
developed more extensive social welfare 
systems than the United States. Debate 
continues regarding possible approaches to 
dealing with poverty and whether it can be 
eliminated.

KEY TERMS

absolute poverty, p. 79
culture of poverty, p. 91
homelessness, p. 85

relative poverty, p. 79
working poor, p. 82

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

1. Why do you think the United States has a 
higher percentage of children in poverty 
than many other highly developed nations?

2. In your opinion, which sociological per-
spective best explains why a lot of pov-
erty exists in the United States? What are 
the reasons for your choice?

3. What do you think should be done to 
improve the situation for working poor 
people in the United States?

4. Which existing government program 
do you think has been most effective in 
reducing poverty in the United States? 
What are the reasons for your choice?

5. Why have existing government programs 
been unable to eliminate poverty in the 
United States?

6. What do you think would be the best way 
or ways to reduce poverty in the United 
States?
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