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INCOME SECURITY

PUBLIC PROGRAMS LIFT
MILLIONS OF WOMEN AND
CHILDREN OUT OF POVERTY
BRANDIE TEMPLE, JASMINE TUCKER, JULIE VOGTMAN

Programs like Social Security, the EITC, SNAP, unemployment
insurance, and SSI work, moving millions of women and
children out of poverty and improving the economic security
of millions more. We must protect and strengthen these
effective anti-poverty vehicles—not block grant or otherwise
cut them.

• Social Security is a social insurance program that protects
Public social insurance and safety net programs are critical to
workers and their families when income is lost due to a
the economic security of women and families.1 Some of these
worker’s retirement, disability, or death. It covers nearly
programs are counted in the official poverty measure and lift
all workers and their families, and while it is not just for
millions of people out of poverty. Others, primarily non-cash
those with low incomes, it is the nation’s most successful
benefits like the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program
anti-poverty program. In 2015, Social Security lifted nearly
(SNAP, formerly Food Stamps) and tax credits like the Earned
22.1 million people out of poverty, including:
Income Tax Credit (EITC), are not counted in the official
		
o Nearly 15.1 million people 65 and older, including
poverty measure but boost the incomes of millions above the
2
more than 8.9 million older women;
poverty line.
Social Security, the EITC, SNAP, unemployment insurance, and
Supplemental Security Income (SSI) are five key programs
that lifted families’ incomes above the official poverty line in
2015.3 Together, these programs lift millions of people out of
poverty every year.
Notably, funding for all of these programs is designed
to adjust automatically when eligibility increases. During
economic downturns, programs like SNAP and unemployment
insurance expand to meet greater need; these programs
served as critical lifelines for millions of families during and
following the Great Recession.4 In contrast, funding for block
grant programs like Temporary Assistance for Needy Families
(TANF) typically falls over time, even when need rises.5 Core
funding for the TANF block grant has been frozen since its
enactment in 1996, and TANF failed to serve as an adequate
safety net during the recession or its aftermath.6 Today, TANF
serves only 23 of every 100 families with children that live
below the poverty line.7

		

o More than 5.9 million adults 18-64, including nearly
3.1 million women; and

		

o Nearly 1.1 million children.

• The EITC supplements wages for low- and moderateincome working families. If counted in the official poverty
measure, the EITC would have lifted the incomes of nearly
5 million people above the poverty line in 2015, including:
		

o Nearly 2.3 million adults 18 and older, including more
than 1.4 million women; and

		

o More than 2.7 million children.

• SNAP benefits help millions of families put food on the
table. If counted in the official poverty measure, SNAP
would have lifted the incomes of more than 3.3 million
people above the poverty line in 2015, including:
		

o Nearly 336,000 people 65 and older, including
nearly 221,000 older women;

		

o More than 1.6 million adults 18-64, including nearly
960,000 women; and

		

o Nearly 1.4 million children.
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• SSI provides income support for low-income individuals
who are elderly or living with disabilities. SSI lifted more
than 2.2 million people out of poverty, including:

• Unemployment insurance benefits provide temporary
income support to eligible jobless workers who have lost
employment through no fault of their own. Unemployment
insurance kept more than 488,000 people from falling into
poverty in 2015, including:
		

o Nearly 353,000 adults 18 and older, including
nearly 181,000 women; and

		

o More than 135,000 children.

		

o Nearly 467,000 people 65 and older, including
more than 261,000 women;

		

o Almost 1.4 million adults 18-64, including more than
720,000 women; and

		

o More than 337,000 children.

Number of People Whose Incomes Were Lifted Above
the Poverty Line in 2015, by Program (in millions)
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See generally NWLC, Cutting Programs for Low-Income People Especially Hurts Women and Their Families (Feb. 2015), available at http://
www.nwlc.org/resource/cutting-programs-low-income-people-especially-hurts-women-and-their-families.
2 See NWLC, FAQs about the Census Bureau’s Official Poverty Measure (Sept. 2015), available at http://www.nwlc.org/resource/faqs-aboutcensus-bureau%E2%80%99s-poverty-measures.
3	All data on poverty are NWLC calculations based on U.S. Census Bureau, Current Population Survey (CPS), Annual Social and Economic
Supplement 2016, using CPS Table Creator, http://www.census.gov/cps/data/cpstablecreator.html (last visited Jan. 31, 2016).
4	
See, e.g., Arloc Sherman, Ctr. on Budget & Policy Priorities (CBPP), Poverty and Financial Distress Would Have Been Substantially Worse in
2010 Without Government Action, New Census Data Show, at 3-4 (Nov. 2011), available at http://www.cbpp.org/sites/default/files/atoms/
files/11-7-11pov.pdf.
5	See Isaac Shapiro et al., CBPP, Funding for Housing, Health, and Social Services Block Grants Has Fallen Markedly Over Time (Updated Mar.
2016), available at http://www.cbpp.org/sites/default/files/atoms/files/11-19-15bud.pdf.
6 See generally CBPP, Chart Book: TANF at 20 (Updated Aug. 2016), available at http://www.cbpp.org/sites/default/files/atoms/files/8-2212tanf_0.pdf.
7 Id. at 3.
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