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Children	  by	  Family	  Income	  	  
in	  the	  United	  States	  
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Current Population Survey, 2010 



There is special concern for young children in poverty because of its 
prevalence and long-term consequences . . . 

•  more than 40% of all births in the U.S. are Medicaid supported 

•  a child who is born in poverty is less likely to finish high school, 
more likely to be poor as a young adult, less likely to be working 
between the ages of 25 and 29, and more likely to report health 
problems compared with other children who are not in poverty 

•  the longer that children are poor during the early years, the 
worse are adult outcomes 

•  compared to children who experience poverty at later ages, 
young children living in poverty (prenatal to age 5) are likely to 
complete less school, work less as adults, earn less, and depend 
more on food stamps 

Why can account for these consequences? 



Family	  Stress	  
	  

• 	  marital	  difficulty	  
• 	  maternal	  depression	  

Economic stresses 
•  housing instability 
•  lower school quality 
•  poor health care 
•  risky neighborhoods 

Emotional stresses 
•  social isolation 
•  parental stress 
•  substance abuse risk 
•  legal problems 

	  
ParenAng	  Quality	  	  

	  

• 	  low	  investment	  
• 	  low	  nurturance	  /	  involvement	  

• 	  greater	  puniAveness	  
Child	  FuncAoning	  

• 	  poorer	  cogniAve	  growth	  &	  
	  educaAonal	  achievement	  

• 	  behavioral	  and	  emoAonal	  problems	  
• 	  poorer	  health	  outcomes	  
• 	  poorer	  adult	  employment	  &	  income	  
• 	  stress	  neurobiology	  
• 	  neurocogniAve	  development	  

RelaAonal	  Influences	  
	  

• 	  security	  of	  aLachment	  
• 	  stress	  buffering	  support	  
• 	  parental	  competence	  

Consequences 
of Poverty for 
Children 



Early Impact on Cognitive and Learning Skills 
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Source: Hart & Risley (1995)  
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Recognizing letters 

Beginning word sounds 

Counting and basic shapes 

Relative size 

Ordinality, sequence 
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Rates of academic proficiencies in kindergarten for poor, near poor, and 
middle class children 

Middle class Near poor Poor 



Toxic 
Prolonged activation of stress response systems  

in the absence of protective relationships. 

Three Levels of Stress 

Tolerable 
Serious, temporary stress responses,  
buffered by supportive relationships. 

Positive 
Brief increases in heart rate,  

mild elevations in stress hormone levels. 





 
Emotion 

understanding 
 

3 ½ years 

Secure 
attachment 
with mother 

 
2 ½ years 

Mother-child 
emotion conversation 

quality 
 

3 ½ years 

From Raikes, H. A., & Thompson, R. A. (2006).  Family emotional climate, attachment security, and young children's emotion 
understanding in a high-risk sample.  British Journal of Developmental Psychology, 24(1), 89-104, and Raikes, H. A., &  
Thompson, R. A. (2008).  Conversations about emotion in high-risk dyads.  Attachment & Human Development, 10(4), 359-377.  
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Social-emotional 
correlates  

of child poverty 
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Neurobiological correlates of child poverty 

•  children age 7-12 from families with income ~150% FPL score lower on 
measures of prefrontal functioning, especially with respect to working 
memory, visual attention, and language, compared to children from 
middle-income homes 

•  infants and young children experiencing chronic stress develop altered 
systems of stress neurobiology (L-HPA axis) that can make them 
hyperreactive to cues of threat and less capable of adaptive coping 



Other biological consequences . . .  

•  allostatic load – the progressive “wear and tear” on biological systems 
attributable to the long-term effects of chronic stress 

•  stress hormones affect cortical systems (including the prefrontal cortex) 
and limbic systems (including the hippocampus and hypothalamus) that 
are associated with self-regulation, emotion, memory, and cognitive 
functioning 

•  chronic stress contributes to immune suppression: it increases the sensitivity 
of the immune system to infectious challenges, increases cytokine 
response, and embeds “proinflammatory tendencies” into biological 
functioning 

•  children in poverty also encounter the biological challenges of poor nutrition 
and exposure to environmental toxins that can contribute to chronic health 
problems (e.g., asthma) 

•  new evidence for the causal association of chronic stress and epigenetic 
changes in gene expression  



Health correlates of child poverty 

•  children growing up poor are likely to have worse health outcomes 
and poorer life expectancy  

•  the US safety net for families in poverty has changed significantly: 
 --  less assistance through traditional cash welfare 
 --  more assistance through in-kind support (Medicaid; SCHIP;  
  food stamps) and taxes (Earned Income Tax Credit) 

•  in 2011, almost 1 in 7 people in the US received food stamps 
 --  food stamps raise 5.2 million people out of poverty  
 --  pregnant women with access to food stamps have healthier 
  babies 
 --  children whose families received food stamps early in life  
  have better adult health outcomes 
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Improving nutrition 
through age 6 
generates long run 
health improvements. 

Adult health outcomes by age when food stamp program (FSP) was first 
available to the family 



the policy context . . .  

•  evidence-based intervention studies together with 
experimental welfare reform evaluations provide a significantly 
improved understanding of what strategies work to help 
children in poverty and their families 

•  developmental research on early brain plasticity provides a 
scientific justification for focusing on effective early 
interventions for children at risk 

•  animal and human research on the social buffering of early 
stress reactivity provides a justification for two-generation 
interventions to assist at-risk children in poverty 

•  poverty is absent from the current political debate, even 
though the economy is not absent from this debate 

•  developmental research shows how children's growth is 
cumulative and “cascading”, underscoring the biological and 
economic costs of failing to intervene early 
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Ross A. Thompson, Ph.D. 
Department of Psychology 
rathompson@ucdavis.edu 



for the future . . .  

•  To what extent are the biological consequences associated with 
"fetal programming" reversible? 

•  Families frequently shift in and out of poverty.  Does chronic 
poverty warrant greatest concern for child outcomes, or do shifts 
in family income have unique consequences for children? 

•  Are there buffers and sources of resilience in the face of the 
"developmental cascade" of developmental challenges owing to 
family poverty? 



Understanding child poverty and its intergenerational consequences 
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