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WELFARE BENEFITS AND CHILD POVERTY: A CROSS-COUNTR Y COMPARISON

All high income countries have established saasalistance (“welfare”) programs to help
prevent and alleviate child poverty by providingltassistance to families with little or no income.
However, there are substantial differences in begeherosity. Social assistance benefits are
relatively much lower and child poverty rates miadher in the U.S. than in other high income

countries.
Table One
FAMILY SOCIAL ASSISTANCE BENEFITS AND CHILD POVERTY RATES IN THE
U.S. AND IN 16 OTHER HIGH INCOME COUNTRIES IN THE E ARLY 2000'S
Social Assistance (Plus Any
Supplemental) Benefit For A Family Of
Three As A Percent Of Home Country National Child
Median Household Income Poverty Rate
Germany 56% 9%
Switzerland 54% 9%
Italy 53% 18%
Finland 51% 4%
Sweden 50% 5%
Netherlands 48% 6%
Denmark 47% 4%
Norway 43% 5%
UK 42% 14%
Belgium 41% 7%
Canada 38% 17%
Ireland 37% 16%
France 36% 8%
Austria 35% 8%
Australia 35% 14%
Spain 26% 16%
16 country averaqt 43% 10%
u.S. 14% - 22% 21%

The second column in Table One shows the soc#tasce benefit for a lone parent with
two children and no private income as a percentdgpg@me country median income (adjusted for
household size) in the U.S. and sixteen other imgbme countries. The figures are for 2004 for
the U.S., and for the most recent year, rangingn @99 to 2004, for which data were available for
the other countries. The figures are based ondheined benefit from social assistance and any
supplemental benefit that would typically be reeeivwy a family receiving social assistance, such
as Food Stamps in the United States and child alee in other countries.
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Except for the U.S., the social assistance as@ptage of median income figures are from
the Social Assistance and Minimum Income Protedierim Dataset (SAMIP), available for free
download at http://www2.sofi.su.se/~kreFor the U.S., Legal Momentum calculated two
percentage of median income figures, one basebdeooambined Temporary Assistance for Needy
Families (TANF) and Food Stamp benefit in Missipsiphe state with the lowest TANF benefit,
and the other based on the combined TANF and FeadSbenefit in Californid the state with
the second highest TANF benéfit.

While there is no universally agreed poverty staddcross-national comparisons often use
50% of median income (adjusted for household sizdhe poverty standard, with households
considered to be poor if their income is less thalfi the median income in their country. In the
sixteen high income countries other than the Ulk®. social assistance benefit ranged from 26% to
56% of median income and averaged 43% of mediaymec¢and exceeded the 50% of median
income poverty standard in five of the countri&y. contrast, the TANF plus Food Stamp benefit in
Mississippi equaled only 14% of national mediarome, and in California only 23%.

We used TANF and Food Stamp benefits in 2004 &old One because 2004 was the most
recent year for which data were available for afhthe other countries. Current U.S. benefits may
be even further below the levels in other high meacountries, as TANF benefits have declined in
real value in many states since 2004. In July 28G8e TANF benefit levels ranged from 12% to
50% of the official U.S. poverty line and equalé@®2of the U.S. poverty line in the state with the
median benefit levé!.

The third column in Table One shows child poveatgs for the U.S. and for the sixteen
other high income countries. The rates are basede50% of median income (adjusted for
household size) poverty standard and were calaulztegng an income definition that includes near
cash benefits such as Food Stamps. Each courgtg'ss for the most recent year for which
country data are available, ranging from 1999 t0520All the rates are from the Luxembourg
Income Study (LIS) “Inequality and Poverty Key Higs” data set, available for free download at
http://www.lisproject.org/key-figures/kf-workbooks¢

In the sixteen high income countries other thaUlsS., child poverty rates ranged from a
low of 4% to a high or 19% and averaged 10%. &UlsS., the child poverty rate was 21%, higher
than the rate in any other country and more thacetthe 10% average rate for the other high
income countrie§.

The rate at which theoretically eligible famili@stually participate in the social assistance
program also affects the program’s impact on ghdderty. The social assistance participation rate
has declined sharply in the U.S. since TANF rema8EDC as the national social assistance
program in 1996, falling from 84% of eligible fam# in 1995, AFDC's last full year, to 40% in
2005, the most recent year for which the eligiblmiy participation rate is availableSome other
countries may also have low participation ratesuggjested by the discrepancy between Italy's
relatively high child poverty rate and relativelgry generous social assistance benefit.

The social assistance system is only one of ttterfathat contribute to variance in national
child poverty rates. Other factors include empleytrates, wage rates, family demographics, and



the relative generosity of social insurance (e&igemployment benefits), universal (e.g., family
allowance) and other forms of social welfare berd#.g., EITC}

In sum, TANF does less to alleviate child povehign social assistance programs in other
high income countries. Since the number of famMdo look to TANF for assistance is largely a
function of parental unemployment rates, the dagptif the unemployment rate over the past two
years to 10.2% overall and to 12.9% for women wiaintain families (October 2009) bodes ill for
child and family well-being.
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(November 25, 2009. Contact Timothy Casey, tcageg@momentum.org, for further
information)

ENDNOTES

! The SAMIP data base was created by social scidfgisheth Nelson. For a similar but broader angédee
analysis than that presented here, see KennetlomN&ldequacy of Social Minimums: Workfare, Gender and
Poverty Alleviation in Welfare Democracjg¢Bebruary 2008), LIS Working Paper 474, availatile
http://www.lisproject.org/publications/liswps/47 dlfp

2 While the TANF benefit was higher in Alaska ($923n in California ($704), we chose California floe
analysis because California accounts for thirtyceet of the national TANF caseload compared to islas

less than one fifth of one percent, and becausskala benefit was an extreme outlier.

% In July 2004, Mississippi’s combined TANF ($170$Food Stamp ($371) benefit was $541, and
California’s combined TANF ($704) plus Food Sta(Bg00) benefit was $924. For the purpose of
calculating the Food Stamp benefit, it was assutimetdhousehold shelter costs equaled half the TANF
benefit amount.

* See the Legal Momentum repdvteager And Diminishing Welfare Benefits Perpetilidespread
Material Hardship For Poor Women And Childrgduly 2009), available at
http://www.legalmomentum.org/assets/pdfs/tanf-medgaefits.pdf.

® The Luxembourg Income Study is a cross-nationt dechive and a research institute located in
Luxembourg with a database that includes incomeamata from a large number of countries at mutipl
points in time. The LIS database has been usédiufodreds of cross-national studies.

®In 2004, 17.8% was the official U.S. child povertye based on the official U.S. poverty standafde
official U.S. poverty standard is significantly $ethan the 50% of median income standard, decigasin
measured poverty compared to the 50% of mediarmacstandard. However, Food Stamps are not counted
when calculating the official poverty rate, incregsmeasured poverty compared to the measurement
procedure used in LIS and in SAMIP when applying36% of median income standard,

" See the Legal Momentum repdFhe Bitter Fruit Of Welfare Reform: A Sharp DrapThe Percentage Of
Eligible Women And Children Receiving Welfddeine 2009), available at
http://www.legalmomentum.org/assets/pdfs/Im-tanteoifruit.pdf.

® For a detailed analysis of the factors contritwtimvariance in national child poverty rates, 3aeet C.
Gornick and Markus Janttchild Poverty in Upper-Income Countries: Lessomsrfithe Luxembourg
Income Study(January 2009, revised May 2009), LIS WorkingétdgD9, available at
http://www.lisproject.org/publications/liswps/508fp

° Bureau of Labor Statistics News Release USDL-08t13The Employment Situation — October 20G8
Table A-7, (November 2009) availabletditp://stats.bls.gov/news.release/pdf/empsit.pdf




