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Special points of interest:

- Most poor children come
from single parent fami-
lies and most single par-
ent families are headed by
women.

- Kentucky women in year-
round, full-time jobs earn
just 63 cents for every
dollar earned by their
male counterparts, rank-
ing Kentucky 44th in the
nation.

- Half of households headed
by women in Kentucky
have annual incomes of
less than $15,000.
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“A MOUNTAIN OF NEW TROUBLE”
FOR WOMEN AND CHILDREN

The purpose of this paper is to help the
reader understand that helping women
achieve economic selfsufficiency is a
critical step toward eliminating child
poverty.

Child poverty is once again on the rise in
Kentucky. Nearly one in four children
lives below the poverty line, up from one
in five since the 2000 Census. 1

Children living in poverty are more
likely to die in infancy, be born at low
birth weight, and have serious mental
and physical disabilities. They are more
likely to need special education services,
fall behind their grade level, and drop
out of high school.

Child poverty is a women’s issue as well
as a societal issue:

- Most poor children come from single
parent families and most single parent
families are headed by women.

- Kentucky women in year-round, full-
time jobs earn just 63 cents for every
dollar earned by their male counter-
parts, ranking Kentucky 44th in the
nation.2

- 89% of Kentucky Transitional Assis-
tance (KTAP) recipients are women.

- Single-parent families are twice as
likely to rely on public assistance to
meet all their expenses as two-parent
families.

- Most welfare recipients who leave
the program earn very low wages.

- Average hourly earnings for women
in Kentucky are $13.56 per hour as
compared to $20.26 per hour for Ken-
tucky men and $14.31 for U.S.
women. 3

- Half of households headed by
women in Kentucky have annual in-
comes of less than $15,0004

Programs to help children living in
poverty must support women in their
single-parent role. To do this legislators
need to understand and address the
real barriers to economic self
sufficiency for women.

Instead, what we currently find is that
many programs designed to help work-
ing families meet the needs of their
children are under attack. Last year
Kentucky cut the eligibility level for
child care subsidies for working par-
ents. Pending funding shortfalls in
2003 to the child care assistance pro-
gram placed 10,000 children in Ken-
tucky on a waiting list. Parents were
forced to either quit work to care for
their children or leave children in tenu-
ous care situations.

Due in part to the efforts of child advo-
cates (KYA issued a report titled “Left
in the Cold? Childcare Subsidy Enroll-
ment Freeze,” illustrating how families
were affected by the waiting list), $5
million dollars was added to the pro-
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gram at the close of FY 2003. There has
even been legislative movement to ex-
pand the family co-pay scale so that all
families are forced to make co-payments
regardless of how little their incomes are.

Legislators continue to scale back sup-
ports for low-income families with chil-
dren. The state now requires some low-
income parents to pay a premium to ac-
cess KCHIP health coverage for their chil-
dren. Kentucky continues to have the
dubious recognition of having one of the
lowest tax thresholds in the nation, taxing
families at just $5,500 income and placing
yet an additional burden on low-income
working families with children.

Women are most hurt by the withdrawal
of support to low-income families with
children. One political columnist recently
wrote:

“Since women are disproportionately poorer
than men, the constant erosion of programs
that help poor people hurt women more than
men. Child-care, early-learning, and after-
school programs are particularly critical for
women trying to get off welfare.

Meanwhile, the [Federal Government] want(s)
to impose new work requirements on families
who receive welfare. Add in cuts to housing
subsidies, to prenatal and early childhood nu-
trition programs, to college grants, to career
education, to domestic violence programs, and
lower federal grants that result in cuts to pub-
lic schools, and it all adds up to a mountain of
new trouble for low- and moderate-income
women and their families.” 5

Setting the Standard for Economic Self-
Sufficiency

Part of the problem in understanding
child poverty (or the lack of adequate
public policies to alleviate it) has to do
with how poverty is measured. The stan-
dards by which the federal government
measures poverty are not a true reflection
of what it takes to support a family with -
out public assistance. The federal pov-
erty standard does not take into account
expenses such as health care and child

care, for example.

It is not an accurate measure, yet eligi-
bility for many programs designed to
assist low-income families are based on
this standard.

KYA, in conjunction with Wider Op-
portunities for Women (WOW), created
a self-sufficiency standard in 2001 that
gives a more accurate picture of what it
takes to raise a family without subsi-
dies of any kind. Unlike the federal
poverty standard, the SelfSufficiency
Standard accounts for the costs of liv-
ing and working as they vary by family
size and composition and by geo-
graphic location.

The Self- Sufficiency Standard defines
the amount of income necessary to
meet basic needs (including paying
taxes) in the regular "marketplace”
without public subsidies—such as pub-
lic housing, food stamps, Medicaid or
child care—or private/informal subsi-
dies—such as free babysitting by a rela-
tive or friend, food provided by
churches or local food banks, or shared
housing. The Self- Sufficiency Stan-
dard, therefore, estimates the level of
income necessary for a given family
type—whether working now or mak-
ing the transition to work—to be inde-
pendent of welfare and/or other public
and private subsidies. 6

The Self-Sufficiency Standard provides
important guidance for policymakers
and program providers when it comes
to allocating education, job training,
workforce development, and welfare-
to-work resources to help bring about a
real pathway out of poverty and true
economic independence. It also shows
policymakers how subsidizing child
care, transportation or health care im-
pacts the wages necessary for working
families to make ends meet.

“Benefit Ceilings”

The following chart illustrates the
income eligibility criteria for critical
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Benefit Ceilings by Family Size, Annual Income, KY
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support programs serving low-income
working families with children.” The
highest orange line is theSelf-Sufficiency
Standard, or what a family needs to
earn per year to be independent of pub-
lic or private subsidies. The chartre-
veals several things:

Contrary to popular belief, cash assis-
tance and Medicaid are reserved for
only the “poorest of the poor.” A Jeffer-
son County family of four earning
$13,153 per year, for example, would
NOT be considered poor enough for
cash assistance, even though they
would have to make $43,217 per year to
be considered economically self-
sufficient. Even if a family meets the
income eligibility criteria for cash assis-
tance, there are strict limits on the maxi-
mum amount that can be drawn as well
as limits on assets. (The average
monthly KTAP grant is only $244. The
average monthly food stamp benefit is
$197).

If a Jefferson County family of three
earns $30,523 or more, they are not
eligible for any benefits whatsoever,
but are still not considered economi-
cally self-sufficient, meaning they are
not able to meet all of their needs
without outside assistance. They
would need to earn at least $36,284 to
do this, according to the Self-
Sufficiency Standard.

Even though many income support
programs are designed to alleviate
poverty, they fall short in filling in the
gap between what the federal govern-
ment considers to be poverty and the
Self-Sufficiency Standard. These sup-
ports help low-income working fami-
lies meet their basic necessities, but
they are currently under attack. If lost,
families will then have to choose be-
tween paying medical bills or buying
food, or quitting a job versus working
to avoid the high cost of child care
(frequently around 25% of a family’s

A Jefferson County
family of four earning
$13,153 per year would
NOT be considered
poor enough for cash
assistance, even though
they would have to
make $43,217 per year
to be considered
economically self-
sufficient.
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match on deposits, allowing low-
income families to develop assets.
Supportive legislation to provide tax
incentives for match contributions to
these programs has been introduced
in three consecutive legislative ses-
sions in Frankfort, but never passed.
Twenty-nine states that have already
passed supportive IDA legislation.

- Adopting a state Earned Income Tax
Credit to provide additional relief to
low-income working women, and all
low-income families, so that they can
support their children. 8

- Targeting higher wage employment
in the development and design of
education, employment and training
programs and in the provision of ca-
reer counseling.9

- Raising the minimum wage.
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“The test of our progress is not whether we
add more to the abundance of those who
have ; it is whether we provide enough for
those who have too little.”

Franklin D. Roosevelt




