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B. Racial Minorities

1. Income is maldistributed by race.

2. 8.2% of Whites were poor in 2003; 11.8% of Asian Americans; 22.5% of Latinos; 24.4% of African Americans; and 23.2% of Native American and Alaskan Natives.

3. Statistics don’t tell the differences within each racial/ethnic category.

a. Latinos of Cuban descent have relatively low poverty rates.
b. Puerto Ricans, Mexicans, and Central Americans have disproportionate high poverty rates.

c. Japanese Americans are much less likely to be poor than Asians from Cambodia, Laos, and Vietnam.

C. Nativity

1. In 2003, 5.9 million foreign-born individuals in the U.S. were poor.

2. This was 17.2% of all foreign-born.

3. There are approximately 11 million undocumented immigrants.

D. Gender

1. Women are more likely to be poor than men.

2. Marital disruption and unwed mothers have resulted in the “feminization of poverty.”

a. The gender disparity has resulted in the high probability of single women who head households of being poor—28% in 2003 compared to 13.5% of single male householders.

b. The probability of women who head families being poor is affected by the high frequency of divorce and the number of never-married women with children.

3. The “feminization of poverty”

a. Implies the relatively large proportion of poor women is a new phenomenon in U.S. society.

b. Obscures the fact that women have always been more economically vulnerable than men, especially older women and women of color.

c. The plight of women’s poverty became a visible problem when the numbers of poor White women increased rapidly in the past decade or so with rising marital disruption.

d. The issue of poverty is not only gender but class and race as well.

D. Children

1. The nation’s poverty rate was 12.5% in2003, but the rate for children was 17.6%.

2. Children under age 6 living in a female-headed household with no husband present had a poverty rate of 53%.

3. There are more White children in poverty; however, children of color are disproportionately poor.

4. White children in poverty were 13.5%; Latin children, 30.3%; African American children, 33.1%.

5. The United States has the highest youth poverty of any Western nation.

6. Poor children are more likely than their fortunate counterparts to:

a. Suffer from stunted growth.

b. Score lower on tests and be held back in school.

c. Suffer from lead poisoning, which may lead to mental retardation.

E. Elderly

1. The elderly as a category have a lower poverty rate (10.2% in 2003) than the general population (12.5%).

2. There are four times as many children as elderly people living in poverty in the U.S.

3. Programs for the elderly are indexed for inflation whereas many welfare programs targeted for the young have been reduced or eliminated since 1980.

4. Elderly African American women (age 75 or older) have a 29% poverty rate; Latino women, 27.4%; and White women, 12.1%.

F. Geography of Poverty

1. The South has the highest poverty (14.1%) followed by the West (12.6%), Northeast (11.3%), and the Midwest (10.7%).

2. New Mexico, Arkansas, and Mississippi have the highest poverty rates (2003) while New Hampshire, Minnesota, and Maryland have the lowest.

3. In metropolitan areas, the poverty rate is higher in central cities (17.5%) than in suburban areas (9.1%).

a. The proportion of the poor is increasing in the central cities.

b. Poverty is more and more concentrated, meaning that the poor are more and more likely to be living in already poor neighborhoods.

4. Differences exist between the rural and the urban poor. 

a. The rural poor have some advantages (low-cost housing, raising their own food) and many disadvantages (low-paid work, higher prices for many products, fewer social services and welfare benefits).

b. The highest concentrations of poverty exists in four rural regions: the Mississippi Delta, the Rio Grande Valley/Texas Gulf Coast/U.S.-Mexico border, the Native American reservations of the Southwest and Plains states, and Appalachia.

5. Poverty is greatest among those who lack an established residence; migrant farm workers and homeless.

6. Compared to other major industrialized democracies, the U.S. has more poverty, more severe poverty, and supports its poor the least.

G. The Severely Poor

1. Use of the poverty line designates all people below it as poor whether they are a few dollars short of the threshold or far below it.

2. 5.3% of the population (15.3 million) was severely poor in 2003.

a. The severely poor are those living at or below half the poverty line.

b. The severely poor must use 50% or more of their meager income for housing.

3. The severely poor have almost doubled since 1979 because:

a. Many of them live in economically depressed rural areas.

b. A decline in marriage.

c. A decline in public assistance, especially in the South, since 1980.

VI. Myths About Poverty

A. Much of the debate about the government’s role in caring for the less fortunate is based on 4

erroneous assumptions and misperceptions.

B. The Refusal to Work

1. 1 in 4 workers worked at or below the poverty wage.

a. They are in menial, dead-end jobs with no benefits that pay the minimum wage or less.

b. Low wages are the problem.

1) Today, about 2.1 million workers make the minimum wage.

2) A full-time minimum-wage worker earns only 76% of the poverty level for a family of three.

2. Many of the poor who do not work are too young, are too old, or have a work disability.

3. People of color are more likely to be poor than Whites in the same working category.

4. The main increase in the number of poor since 1979 has been among the working poor. They are poor because of:

a. Declining wages.

b. An increase in working women who head households.

c. A very low minimum wage ($5.15) that has not kept up with inflation.

d. Dirty work with low pay and no benefits.

e. Ineligibility for many government supports such as subsidized housing, medical care, and food stamps.

C. Welfare Dependency

1. The 1996 Personal Responsibility and Work Responsibility Act:

a. Reformed the welfare system.

b. Shifted the Aid to Families with Dependent Children welfare program from the federal government to the states.

c. Mandated that welfare recipients find work within 2 years.

d. Limited welfare assistance to five years.

e. Cut (by $54.5 billion over 6 years) various federal assistance programs target for the poor.

2. Assumption was that welfare was too generous, making it easier to stay on welfare than leave for work, and that welfare encouraged unmarried women to have children.

3. Government welfare before the 1996 welfare reform:

a. Welfare accounted for about ¼ of the income of poor adults; nearly half their income came from some form of work.

b. About ¾ of the poor received some type of non-cash benefit (Medicaid, food stamps, or housing assistance) but only about 40% received cash benefits.

c. The poverty population changes—people move in an out of poverty every year.

1) The average welfare recipient stayed on welfare less than 2 years.

2) Only 12% of the poor remain poor for 5 or more consecutive years.

d. Although the pre-reform benefits were more generous than now, welfare income was much below the poverty line.

e. Contrary to the common assertion that welfare mothers keep having babies to get more welfare benefits and escape work, research shows that most welfare recipients earn extra money from various work activities like house cleaning, laundry, child care, and selling items they have.

4. There is a fundamental misunderstanding about where most governmental benefits are directed.

a. We tend to assume that government monies and services to mostly to the poor in the form of welfare (the receipt of financial aid and/or services from the government) for the poor.

b. Most (about ¾ ) governmental benefits go to the non-poor in the form of wealthfare, which is the receipt by the non-poor of financial aid and/or services from the government.  Wealthfare includes:

1) Aid to all children in the form of education programs.

2) Assistance to the elderly through Social Security benefits and Medicare.

3) Benefits to the two hidden welfare systems;

a) Through tax loopholes, called tax expenditures, the government permits certain individuals and corporations to pay lower or no taxes.

i. A major tax expenditure programs is the money that homeowners deduct from taxes for real estate taxes and mortgage interest.

ii. Government tax breaks to homeowners ($32.1 billion).

b) The second hidden welfare system to the non-poor is the direct subsidies and credit to corporations, banks, agribusiness, and defense industries amounting to

$815 billion a year. Some examples are:

i. Tax avoidance by transnational corporations ($137.2 billion a year).

ii. Lower taxes on capital gains ($89.9 billion a year).

iii. The savings and loan bailout ($32 billion a year).

iv. Agribusiness subsidies ($30.5 billion a year).

4) The amount spent on wealthfare is four times that spent on welfare.

D. The Poor Get Special Advantages

1. The common belief is that the poor get handouts for commodities for which other Americans have to work—food stamps, Medicaid, housing subsidies, etc.

2. Subsidies to the poor amount to much less than the benefits the more affluent receive, and recent legislation has reduced them more and more.

3. Two facts help explain why some poor people have difficulty getting out of poverty

a. The poor pay more than the non-poor for many services.

1) Low wages makes it difficult to get out of poverty.

2) The poor pay a large proportion of their income for housing.

3) The poor often lack transportation to go to supermarkets and warehouse stores where prices are lower; thus, they must buy from nearby stores.

4) Hospitals routinely charge more for serves to patients without health insurance, compared to those covered by a health plan.

5) The “payday loan” industry offers an advance on a person’s paycheck, with interest rates ranging from 500 to 2,000%.

b. When the poor pay sales tax on the items they purchase, the tax takes more of their resources than it does from the nonpoor, making sales tax a regressive tax.

c. As a result of these conditions, efforts to move federal programs to the states (called devolution) will cost the poor more since state taxes tend to be regressive while federal taxes (income tax, for instance) tend to be progressive.

E. Welfare is an African American and Latino Program.

1. The myth is that most welfare goes to African Americans and Latinos.

2. While poverty rates are higher for Blacks and Hispanics than for other racial/ethnic groups, they don’t make up the majority of the poor.

a. Whites make up 44.3% of the poor.

b. 16 million Whites are in poverty compared to 9 million African Americans and 9 million Latinos.

c. Whites take a majority of the welfare budget and when you consider Social Security and other benefits, whites receive almost twice as much per capita than African Americans.
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