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Figure 1.1 /  Google Books N-Grams of Mentions of Poverty

Source: Authors’ tabulations using http://books.google.com/ngrams.
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the academic brainchild of the CEA into a controversial and enduring legacy of his 
presidency (see, for example, Gettleman and Mermelstein 1966; Levitan 1969; 
Ginzberg and Solow 1974; Davies 1996; Gillette 1996; Alston and Ferrie 1999; 
O’Connor 2001; Germany 2007; Orleck and Hazirjian 2011; Caro 2012).3

After Johnson’s State of the Union declaration, he promoted the War on Poverty 
agenda in a public relations tour. In April 1964, he visited unemployed coal miner 
Tom Fletcher, his wife, and eight children who lived in Appalachia. The Fletchers 
had been chosen by the White House as the face of the hardworking Americans 
who lived in poverty. Johnson is said to have remarked to a reporter, “I don’t 
know if I’ll pass a single law or get a single dollar appropriated, but before I’m 
through, no community in America will be able to ignore poverty in its midst” 
(Jordan and Rostow 1986, 16). Indeed, Walter Bennett’s iconic Time magazine photo 
of Johnson’s chat with the Fletchers on their front porch (printed on the front of 
this volume) achieved just that.4

WhaT WaS ThE WaR oN PovERTY?

The War on Poverty—what it was and what it wasn’t—has been defined and rede-
fined by contemporaries, politicians, and social scientists. Some accounts define it 
as a single piece of legislation (for example, only the 1964 Economic Opportunity 
Act; Gillette 1996), and others primarily as the “welfare programs” (for example, 
Ronald Reagan’s 1988 State of the Union Address or Charles Murray’s 1984 Losing 
Ground).

Defining the War on Poverty is also complicated because of differences of opin-
ion within the administration. Johnson is reported to have told Sargent Shriver, 
head of the OEO, “no doles,” and to have rejected proposals both to expand wel-
fare and to provide jobs for the long- term unemployed. Robert Haveman describes 
Johnson’s strategy as being
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ChaLLENgES To PRioR EvaLuaTioNS

One reason for the War on Poverty’s controversial political legacy is the difficulty 
of measuring success. The most simplistic evaluations of the War on Poverty com-
pare the official poverty rate today with the official poverty rate in 1964 and attri-
bute changes in the poverty rate to the War on Poverty’s programs and policies. 
As shown in figure 1.2, this comparison yields disappointing results. Researchers 
have long noted the inadequacy of the official rate. For instance, the official pov-
erty measure is based only on money income before taxes and thus misses impor-
tant changes in federal in- kind programs, such as food stamps or housing assis-
tance, and changes in the tax code, such as the earned income tax credit.9

Figure 1.2 /  U.S. Poverty Rates

Source: Authors’ calculations based on U.S. Census Bureau (2012a, 2012b). Pre-1960 estimates are 
taken from the 1964 Economic Report of the President, chapter 2, table 3.
Note: Before 1959 (or the first solid line), estimates for poverty rates are the share of individuals 
in the group in households earning less than $3,000 per year in 1960 dollars, roughly Mollie Or-
shansky’s poverty line for a family of four. These numbers are not directly comparable to modern 
poverty lines. Ross, Danziger, and Smolensky (1987) estimate overall earnings poverty rate at 
40.5 percent using 1950 census.
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to an end. Since the 1970s, economic growth has tended to benefit the most- 
educated and highest earners. Both the slowing rate of overall earnings growth 
and the periodic contraction of wages for the lowest earners tended to increase 
poverty rates, all else equal.

Countervailing demographic and institutional changes also worked against at-
tempts to reduce poverty and to increase children’s economic opportunities. Slow 
earnings growth in the lower end of the skill distribution has coincided with the 
growth in male incarceration rates; the rise in nonmarital childbearing; and the 
growth of female- headed households.

After remaining fairly stable from 1925 to 1975, male incarceration rates more 
than quadrupled from 1975 to 2004. Steven Raphael and Michael Stoll (2009) con-

Figure 1.3 /  Changes in Hourly Wage Earnings Among Full-Time Men at Various 
Percentiles in the Distribution

Source: All calculations from the March Current Population Surveys (1963–2003) except for the 
1949 to 1959 series, which is from the decennial census, and the 2003 to 2009 series, which is from 
the American Community Survey.
Note: See text and data appendix for detailed notes on the construction of series
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clude that the causes of these trends are changes in public policies relating to sen-
tencing and punishment—not changes in underlying criminal behavior. These 
changes began almost a decade after the War on Poverty and have contributed to 
reductions in the employment and earnings of the increasing numbers of ex- 
offenders, because many employers are reluctant to hire them (Holzer 2009). This 
trend tends to increase poverty, as removing workers from the labor market re-
duces their human capital and removing breadwinners from poor families reduces 
family resources.

Figure 1.4 shows that nonmarital childbearing increased almost linearly from 
1960 to 2010—including the five years before the War on Poverty began. Although 
the rates of nonmarital childbearing are higher among African American women, 
the trends have been similar across racial- ethnic groups. The causes of these trends 
are multifaceted. But, it is difficult to argue that they were caused or even jump-
started by the War on Poverty (Murray 1984, 2012). Analyses by Robert Moffitt 
(1998) and David Ellwood and Christopher Jencks (2004) conclude that only a 
small fraction of the overall increase is explained by changes in the generosity of 
welfare programs.

Together, increased incarceration and nonmarital childbearing, along with the 

Figure 1.4 /  Nonmarital Births as a Percentage of All Births
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Table 1.1 /  War on Poverty’s Major Legislation and Events

November 22, 1963 President Kennedy assassinated; Vice President Lyndon B. Johnson 
assumes the U.S. Presidency

January 8, 1964 President Johnson’s State of the Union Address declares War on 
Poverty

February 26, 1964 The Revenue Act of 1964 (P.L. 88-272) dramatically lowers 
individual income tax rates and slightly lowers corporate tax rates

July 2, 1964 Civil Rights Act of 1964 (P.L. 88-352) signed into law by President 
Johnson

August 20, 1964 The Economic Opportunity Act of 1964 (P.L. 88-452) created 
Community Action Agencies to coordinate local antipoverty 
efforts and funds programs such as Head Start, Job Corps, 
Community Health Centers, Upward Bound, the Work Experience 
Program, Neighborhood Youth Corps, Volunteers in Service to 
America (VISTA), Legal Services, and federal work study 
programs.

August 31, 1964 The Food Stamp Act of 1964 (P.L. 88-525) creates a permanent, 
national program out of the food stamps pilot program begun in 
1961

November 3, 1964 Lyndon Johnson wins landslide victory in Presidential Election; 
Democrats win two-thirds majority in both the Senate and House— 
the most Democratic Congress since the New Deal

April 11, 1965 The Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 1965 (P.L. 89-10) 
signed into law. Title I distributes funding to schools and districts 
with high percentages of students from low-income families

April 26, 1965 The Manpower Act of 1965 (P.L. 89-15) expanded funding under 
the 1962 Manpower Development and Training Act to retrain 
displaced workers

July 14, 1965 The Older Americans Act of 1965 (P.L. 89-73) provides for grants to 
help fund various support services such as caregiver support, 
nutritional services, and social services

July 30, 1965 Medicare and Medicaid are signed into law as part of the 1965 
Amendments to the Social Security Act (P.L. 89-97)

August 6, 1965 The Voting Rights Act (P.L. 89-110) abolished literacy tests and 
other barriers used by state and local governments to 
disenfranchise voters (especially African Americans) 

August 10, 1965 The Housing and Urban Development Act (P.L. 89-117) created the 
Department of Housing and Urban Development

November 8, 1965 The Higher Education Act of 1965 (P.L. 89-329) created federal loan 
programs including the Educational Opportunity Grant and 
Guaranteed Student Loan. It also created the college preparatory 
program, Talent Search. 

September 30, 1966 The 1966 Amendments to the Fair Labor Standards Acts increased 
minimum wage from $1.25 to $1.60 by 1968 and extended 
coverage to public schools, nursing homes, laundries, and 
construction and farm workers and large farms 

continued
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Economic Advisers 1964) leveraged federal funds to push for desegregation. Iconic 
depictions of forced desegregation and heroic narratives of activism shape the col-
lective memory of the 1960s. A less-  remembered aspect of the War on Poverty is 
the Johnson administration’s decision to withhold federal money in cases where 
local organizations failed to desegregate. The War on Poverty’s expansion of fed-
eral funding gave the Johnson administration the ability to apply pressure to local 
governments and private organizations to reduce racial discrimination and segre-
gation, making compliance with the CRA a pocketbook issue.1

The War on Poverty initiated a new era of direct federal involvement in schools, 
hospitals, labor markets, and neighborhoods. This involvement engendered con-
siderable controversy but has left a large footprint on the conceptualization, de-
sign, and implementation of antipoverty, social, and health policies; American 
politics; racial inequalities; and social science research. The chapters in this volume 
document many of the War on Poverty’s lasting legacies. Programs and policies 
enacted during this era influenced antipoverty legislation well into the 1970s when 
two major antipoverty programs, Supplemental Security Income (SSI) and the 
Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC), were enacted. This era’s programs and policies 
continue to define the social and health safety net today.

The War on Poverty’s expansive legislative changes have been compared with 
those of Franklin D. Roosevelt’s New Deal. But whereas the New Deal was devel-
oped in response to high unemployment and the grave economic crisis of the 
Great Depression, the War on Poverty was launched during a long period of 
widely shared prosperity. Indeed, one of Johnson’s rationales in declaring War on 
Poverty was that the country could afford to pay for the mission. In his annual 
message to Congress for the release of the Economic Report of the President on Janu-
ary 20, 1964, Johnson declared,

Americans today enjoy the highest standard of living in the history of mankind. 
But for nearly a fifth of our fellow citizens, this is a hollow achievement. . . . We 
cannot and need not wait for the gradual growth of the economy to lift this forgot-

Table 1.1 /  Continued

October 11, 1966 The Child Nutrition Act of 1966 (P.L. 89–642) increased funding for 
school lunches and created a school breakfast program. 

November 3, 1966 The Demonstration Cities and Metropolitan Development Act (P.L. 
89-754) initiated the Model Cities Program 

January 2, 1968 1967 Social Security Amendments (P.L. 90-248) dramatically 
increased Social Security benefits, mandated work incentive 
programs for AFDC recipients

April 11, 1968 Title VIII of the Civil Rights Act of 1968 (known as the Fair Housing 
Act), prohibited discrimination in the sale, financing, or leasing of 
housing

Source: Authors’ compilation.
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rise in divorce rates and the growth in women’s earnings power, have increased 
the share of all children living in female- headed households. Sara McLanahan 
(2004) concludes that these forces have resulted in “diverging destinies” for poor 
children, as growing income inequality and changing family structure have re-
duced children’s current economic resources and future opportunities.

These changes (and others) have combined to change both the composition of 
the population and the face of America’s poor. Table 1.2 shows that today’s non- 
elderly poor, compared with 1960, are increasingly Latino, foreign born, and 
single- household heads with children. In 1960, more than 50 percent of the non- 
elderly poor were children, whereas that number fell to 38 percent in 2010 and 
2011. In 1960, 64 percent of the non- elderly poor were white, whereas today only 
42 percent are. Similarly, the share of non- elderly poor who are black also fell. In 
contrast, the share of the non- elderly poor who are Latino or foreign born rose 
dramatically. In 1960, 77 percent of the non- elderly poor were married and only 15 
percent were single with children. In 2010 and 2011, only 32 percent of the non- 
elderly poor were married and 39 percent were single heads with children. Finally, 
the percentage of non- elderly poor who had less than a high school degree de-
creased from 80 to 27 percent from 1960 to 2011.

Table 1.2 /  Characteristics of the Non-Elderly Poor 

1960 Census 2010 Census 2011 ACS

Poor 
persons

All 
persons

Poor 
persons

All 
persons

Poor 
persons

All 
persons

Age less than eighteen 0.510 0.403 0.383 0.282 0.379 0.279
Male 0.468 0.490 0.459 0.496 0.459 0.497
Female 0.532 0.510 0.541 0.504 0.541 0.503
Black 0.288 0.108 0.222 0.129 0.219 0.129
Hispanic 0.064 0.034 0.278 0.179 0.285 0.182
White 0.635 0.849 0.427 0.614 0.420 0.609
Native-born 0.965 0.954 0.831 0.855 0.829 0.854
Immigrant 0.035 0.046 0.169 0.145 0.171 0.146
Head married 0.767 0.879 0.324 0.628 0.322 0.622
Head single with children 0.149 0.066 0.386 0.189 0.388 0.193
Head single no children 0.084 0.056 0.291 0.184 0.291 0.185
Head education less than high 
 school 0.801 0.572 0.274 0.120 0.271 0.117
Head worked in previous year 0.301 0.442 0.306 0.565 0.304 0.563

Source: Authors’ calculations based on 1960 Census 1% Sample, 2010 ACS Sample, and 2011 ACS 
Sample, and Ruggles et al. (2010).
Note: The numbers represent the fraction of individuals with particular characteristics among the 
non-elderly poor or all non-elderly. Age, ethnicity, and immigrant status are assigned based on 
individual characteristics. Family composition, education, and employment are assigned based on 
characteristics of the family head. For the primary family in each household, family head is the 
head of household. For secondary families, the oldest adult is considered the family head. For sec-
ondary families with no adult members, family head is assumed to be the head of household. Indi-
viduals are considered non-elderly if they are sixty-four or younger. Excludes institutional inmates. 
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serving 20,000 children in the initial year and 160,000 in 1966 (Vinovskis 2005). 
Although summer programs made up the majority of enrollment in Head Start’s 
early years, these programs were phased out in the 1970s. Figure 2.1 shows the 
growth in number of children served by Head Start over time, and also plots the 
program’s appropriation in constant 2009 dollars in the same years. When sum-
mer programs were phased out in the early 1970s, enrollment numbers dropped, 
reflecting the program’s new focus on serving year- round participants. In the mid- 
1970s, Head Start served approximately 350,000 children, a number that had 
grown to more than 900,000 in the 2009 program year. Current enrollment levels 
are equal to about one- half the total number of three-  and four- year- olds living 
below the poverty line (Haskins and Barnett 2010).

Other than the programmatic shift from summer to year- round provision in the 
early 1970s, the program was also marked by an expansion in 1990, resulting in 
substantial increases in both the number of children served and congressional ap-
propriations. In 1990, Congress passed the Head Start Expansion and Quality Im-
provement Act, and in 1994 authorized the creation of a new companion program, 
Early Head Start, intended to serve low- income families with children younger 
than Head Start age (birth to three years old). The 1990 legislation reauthorized 
Head Start and also allocated funds to strengthening and enhancing program 
quality (U.S. General Accounting Office 1997).

Figure 2.1 /  Growth in Head Start 
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1968, the mortality rate for children ages one through four living in the poorest 
one- quarter of counties in the United States was fully 129 per 100,000, more than 
twice the rate among children in the least- poor quartile of counties in 1968 (sixty- 
one per 100,000) and nearly twice as high as the mortality rate in the poorest coun-
ties today. Figure 2.2 also makes it clear that much of the decline in child mortality 
and convergence by county poverty rates occurred before 1980. The largest de-
clines occurred among black children, who historically have had higher mortality 
rates than white children living in the same county poverty categories, and in the 
South. Child mortality rates have tended to be higher in the South than in the rest 
of the country, but differences at the time Head Start began were not large, hold-
ing county poverty constant.1

Another important change over the course of Head Start’s existence is the over-
all level of preschool enrollment among young children in the United States and 
the preschool alternatives to Head Start. In 1964, very few children were enrolled 
in nursery school settings, and the majority of those attended private rather than 
public schools. In this year, when data were first collected on three-  and four- year 
old school enrollment, 9 percent of white children and 11 percent of black children 

Figure 2.2 /  Childhood Mortality
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were enrolled in school. Figure 2.3 illustrates the increases over time in enrollment 
by race. In 2010, fully 52 percent of white children and 56 percent of black children 
in this age group were enrolled in school with most of this increase explained by 
increases in preschool, or nursery school, participation.2 More than 4.8 million chil-
dren were enrolled in nursery school in 2010, 2.8 million in public programs, and 
the remaining 2 million in private offerings. Much of the growth in preschool or 
nursery school enrollments occurred in public-  rather than private- sector settings, 
as evidenced in figure 2.4.

Besides growing considerably in total enrollment and funding over the past fifty 
years, the Head Start program itself has changed in a number of ways. The pro-
gram population has changed somewhat; although one- quarter of Head Start chil-
dren are white (about the same as in the earliest years of the program), around 
one- third are black (down from the 1960s) and a growing share—now more than 
one- third—are Hispanic (Hulsey et al. 2011). As is true for all children in the 
United States, the share of Head Start participants living with two parents has 
been declining over time as well (Hulsey et al. 2011).

Figure 2.3 /  Three- and Four-Year-Old Population in School

Source: Authors’ compilation based on U.S. Census Bureau (2011).
Note: Numbers in percentages.
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In 1969, the Nixon administration transferred Head Start from OEO to what was 
then the Department of Health, Education, and Welfare, and the program now sits 
in the Department of Health and Human Services (HHS). The program continues 
to focus on multiple aspects of children’s well- being, but increasing attention has 
been paid to strengthening the academic mission of the program, and indeed pe-
riodic proposals have been made to shift Head Start from HHS to the Department 
of Education.3 The program’s origins as part of CAP meant that in the beginning, 
many Head Start teachers were the parents of Head Start children. Over time, and 
especially since 2000, the program has become more professionalized, which has 
led to increased schooling levels of Head Start teachers and efforts to improve 
program quality and develop a system of performance standards. For example, 
the share of Head Start teachers with an associate’s degree or more increased 
from 57 percent in 2000 to 82 percent in 2009, and the share of Head Start teachers 
with a bachelor’s degree or more increased from 39 to 49 percent (Hulsey et al. 
2011). Nonetheless concerns remain about the fact that around half of Head Start 
teachers still do not have a bachelor’s degree, and about the variability in pro-

Figure 2.4 /  Students in Nursery School in Public Settings

Source: Authors’ compilation based on U.S. Census Bureau (2011).
Note: Numbers in percentages.
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reported in the executive summary for the first- year findings of the experiment 
(Puma et al. 2005),9 as well as the TOT effects that come from rescaling the ITT ef-
fects by the difference in the treatment and control groups’ Head Start enrollment 
rates. If the Head Start programs that treatment- group children attend are better 
than those the control group attends, this TOT estimate will somewhat overstate the 
effects of participating in Head Start. Point estimates and standard errors have been 
divided by the control group standard deviation for the relevant outcome measure 
so that they can be compared to other studies reporting results as “effect sizes.”

Table 2.1 shows that, at least for cognitive skills, all of the Head Start impact 
estimates point in the direction consistent with beneficial program impacts, al-
though many point estimates are not statistically significant and in general are 
somewhat larger for three- year- olds than four- year- olds. For vocabulary, pre- 
reading, and pre- writing skills, Head Start’s effects (TOT impacts) range from 0.15 
to 0.35 standard deviations. Parent- reported literacy skills show larger impacts, 
equal to 0.5 and 0.4 standard deviations for three-  and four- year- olds, respectively. 
Impacts on the Woodcock- Johnson applied math problems test are equal to 0.18 
and 0.15 standard deviations, respectively, but are not statistically significant. Jens 
Ludwig and Deborah Phillips (2007a) note that if one pooled the three-  and four- 
year- old cohorts in the NHSIS and analyzed them together, rather than separately, 
Head Start impacts would be statistically significant for every outcome shown in 
table 2.1 except for oral comprehension.

Table 2.1 /  Effect Sizes from the National Head Start Impact Study

Outcome

Three-Year-Olds Four-Year-Olds

ITT TOT ITT TOT

Woodock-Johnson letter identification .235* (.074) .346* (.109) .215* (.099) .319* (.147)
Letter naming .196* (.080) .288* (.117) .243* (.085) .359* (.126)
McCarthy draw-a-design .134* (.051) .197* (.075) .111* (.067) .164* (.100)
Woodcock-Johnson spelling .090* (.066) .132* (.096) .161* (.065) .239* (.097)
PPVT vocabulary .120* (.052) .170* (.077) .051* (.052) .075* (.076)
Color naming .098* (.043) .144* (.064) .108* (.071) .159* (.107)
Parent-reported literacy skills .340* (.066) .499* (.097) .293* (.075) .435* (.112)
Oral comprehension .025* (.062) .036* (.091) –.058* (.052) –.086* (.077)
Woodcock-Johnson applied problems .124* (.083) .182* (.122) .100* (.070) .147* (.103)

Source: Recreated with permission from Ludwig and Phillips (2007a, table 1; 2007b, table 1).
Note: First and third columns reproduce ITT impact estimates for all cognitive outcomes reported 
in Westat’s executive summary of the first-year findings report from the National Head Start 
Impact Study, reported as effect sizes, that is, program impacts divided by the control group 
standard deviation (Puma et al. 2005). Standard errors are shown in parentheses also in effect-
size terms; these were not included in the Westat report but were generously shared by Ronna 
Cook of Westat. Second and fourth columns are our estimates for the effects of treatment on the 
treated (TOT) derived using the approach of Bloom (1984), which divides the ITT point estimates 
and standard errors by the treatment-control difference in Head Start enrollment rates. For three-
year-olds the adjustment is to divide ITT by (.894 – .213) = .681, for four-year-olds adjustment is 
to divide ITT by (.856 – .181) = .675 (see Puma et al. 2005, 3–7, exhibit 3.3).
*p ≤ .05
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dence of long- term benefits despite fade- out of test score impacts. Although we 
cannot provide direct evidence about whether children who were in Head Start in 
recent years experience similar long- term benefits, we can at least see how the size 
of Head Start’s short- term impacts on test scores have changed over time—assum-
ing that the size of short- term test score impacts are proportional to long- term 
benefits.

The initial impacts of Head Start found in the NHSIS for recent cohorts of 
program participants are about the same size as those estimated for children 
who participated in the program in the 1960s through 1980s. For those cohorts 
of Head Start participants, the program seems to have produced long- term ben-
efits large enough to outweigh program costs—despite fade- out of initial test 
score impacts (Garces, Thomas, and Currie 2002; Ludwig and Miller 2007; Dem-
ing 2009).

The surprise from the NHSIS is not that Head Start’s initial impacts on children 
are too small, nor that they attenuate over time, but rather that they seem to at-
tenuate more rapidly compared with the rate of fade- out observed for previous 
cohorts of program participants. For cohorts of children who were in Head Start in 
the 1960s through 1980s, the program’s impacts on test scores seemed to persist at 
least through early elementary school (Currie and Thomas 1995; Deming 2009). In 
contrast, for the NHSIS study sample of children who were three to four years old 
in 2002 the initial Head Start impacts on test scores are no longer significant one 
year after children leave the program.

This pattern is illustrated in table 2.2, which compares Head Start impacts by 
age for the four- year- old cohort in the NHSIS with the estimated Head Start im-
pacts by age from Deming (2009), who as noted studied children who would have 
been in Head Start no later than around 1990. Head Start impacts measured around 
age five are fairly similar for the recent cohort of children studied in the NHSIS 
and the earlier cohorts of children examined by Deming. But the table shows that 
the impacts attenuate quite rapidly in the NHSIS, and by the end of first grade are 

Table 2.2 /  Cognitive Outcomes for Head Start Participants

Cohort and group

Age

5.5 6 7 8.5 12.5

Pre-1990 Head Start cohort (Deming)
 All 0.145 0.133 0.055
 White (including Hispanic) –0.057 0.111 0.156
 Black 0.287 0.127 0.031
2002 Head Start four-year-old cohort (NHSIS)
 All 0.021 –0.025 0.058
 White 0.261 0.177 0.231
 Black 0.093 –0.115 0.009
 Hispanic 0.214 –0.058 –0.013

Source: Authors’ compilation based on Deming (2009) and Puma et al. (2010).
Note: Impact estimates for cognitive outcomes are reported as effect sites.
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the case more recently, but was also true at Title I’s inception, when it reached only 
10.2 percent of overall K- 12 spending.10 More directly, consider the statistic John-
son gave in his January 1965 address: the five richest states spent more than twice 
as much per pupil on education as the five poorest states. Using data from the 
1963–1964 school year, we calculate that this spending differential amounted to (at 
least) $1,850 per student (in real 2009 dollars). By contrast, the analogous differ-
ence in Title I funding was only $194 per pupil—one- tenth of this figure.

Thus, instead of infusing lots of funds into those “particular urban neighbor-
hoods” and “rural areas” with the highest concentrations of poverty, the Title I 
funding formula allocated a poor child the same amount of funding regardless of 
whether he lived in a richer or poorer community in a given state, and poor chil-
dren in poorer states tended to receive less. This formula was likely a strategy that 
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Figure 3.1 /  Child Poverty and Per-Pupil Federal Revenue, Before Title I, 1963–1964 
School Year 

Source: Authors’ calculations based on U.S. Congress (1965); Minnesota Population Center (2011); 
U.S. Department of Health, Education, and Welfare (1965, 1967).
Note: Per-pupil federal revenue for K-12 education is expressed in real 2009 dollars. The slope 
estimate gives the slope coefficient (standard error) on the fitted line. Slope coefficients are the 
predicted difference in per-pupil federal revenue for K-12 education between a state with only 
poor children and a state with no poor children. Regressions give each state equal weight.
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fostered passage of the ESEA—it allocated funds to nearly every legislative district 
in the country (Cohen and Moffitt 2009)—but is one reason why Title I may have 
proven less effective than hoped.

Statutory intent

Congress intended Title I funds be used for supplemental academic programs for 
“educationally deprived” poor children, and required districts to submit plans to 
state education agencies (SEAs) for how they would use the funds. On the books, 
most Title I programs have been implemented as “pull out” programs, whereby 
eligible students are taken out of their regular classrooms to participate; the re-
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Source: Authors’ calculations based on U.S. Congress (1965); Minnesota Population Center (2011); 
U.S. Department of Health, Education, and Welfare (1970b, 1973a).
Note: Per-pupil federal revenue for K-12 education is expressed in real 2009 dollars. The slope 
estimate gives the slope coefficient (standard error) on the fitted line. Slope coefficients are the 
predicted difference in per-pupil federal revenue for K-12 education between a state with only 
poor children and a state with no poor children. Regressions give each state equal weight.
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mainder have been implemented at the class level, in preschool, after school, or 
during the summer.

It has been difficult, however, to ensure that Title I funds are used in practice as 
they are on paper. This was particularly the case at the program’s origins. Aside 
from the described contingencies on Title I receipt, the program respected state and 
local control—yet another strategy that likely fostered the ESEA’s passage, and yet 
another reason the program may have been less effective than hoped. In part, this 
was true by default: the program was large relative to the federal staff available to 
administer it. It was also true by design: although LEAs were required to submit 
proposals to SEAs to receive Title I funds, they in principle could design programs 
to best suit their needs. To the extent that school districts are better than the federal 
government at developing programs for their students, such discretion might have 
promoted effective use of the funds, as emphasized in the economic theory of fiscal 
federalism (Oates 1972). On the other hand, it could mean that Title I funds have 
not been spent on supplemental programs for poor children as intended.

Figure 3.3 /  Trends in Per-Pupil School Spending and Federal Revenue
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Figure 3.4 /  Child Poverty and Per-Pupil School Spending, 1963–1964 School Year

Source: Author’s calculations based on U.S. Congress (1965); Minnesota Population Center (2011); 
U.S. Department of Health, Education, and Welfare (1965).
Note: The slope estimate gives the slope coefficient (standard error) on the fitted line. Slope coeffi-
cients are the predicted difference in log per-pupil spending on K-12 education between a state 
with only poor children and a state with no poor children. Regressions give each state equal weight.

Figure 3.5 /  Child Poverty and Per-Pupil School Spending, 2006–2007 School Year

Source: Author’s calculations based on U.S. Congress (1965); Minnesota Population Center (2011); 
U.S. Department of Education (2011).
Note: The slope estimate gives the slope coefficient (standard error) on the fitted line. Slope coeffi-
cients are the predicted difference in log per-pupil spending on K-12 education between a state 
with only poor children and a state with no poor children. Regressions give each state equal weight.
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and lower- poverty states by only about 15 percent, assuming no state or local 
crowd- out of federal funding.23 Thus, all else constant, the Title I program would 
have had to have been nearly seven times as large as it was to close the then exist-
ing poverty gap in per- pupil current school spending across states. This would 
have required almost $50 billion (2009 dollars) at Title I’s inception, and even more 
if some of the funds would have been crowded out by states and school districts. 
Even today, Title I is only a $14 billion program.

Educational attainment

School spending per student has long been lower in poorer states, but the relation-
ship between poverty and spending has weakened over the past sixty years. 

Figure 3.6 /  Child Poverty and Per-Pupil School Spending Over Time
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ing cohorts under observation. Thus the relationship between state- level rates of 
poverty and high school completion across cohorts with different levels of expo-
sure to Title I provides no evidence of a trend break. The evidence is somewhat 
more compelling for college attendance rates: poverty- related attainment gaps 
increased between the 1929 to 1933 and 1939 to 1943 cohorts, but sharply reversed 
for cohorts exposed to Title I. Although, like the trends shown in figure 3.7, this 
pattern is consistent with a role for Title I, it would be surprising if Title I had im-
proved college attendance rates without improving high school graduation rates.

All in all, we view the data and our methodology as providing at best tentative 
evidence of an effect of Title I on gaps in educational attainment across richer and 
poorer states. On the one hand, the suggestion that Title I–induced spending did 
not dramatically affect educational attainment would appear to be consistent with 
the weak relationship between school spending and educational outcomes in ob-

Figure 3.7 /  Trends in High School Graduation and College Attendance

Source: Authors’ calculations based on Ruggles et al. (2010).
Note: Age twenty-six to thirty. Data were collapsed to the (five-year) birth cohort by birth state by 
race level using person weights provided in the census and American Community Survey. 
Means weighted by cell size.
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exclude home equity, thereby allowing many more middle- class families to qual-
ify for need- based support (Schenet 1993). The emphasis on helping middle- class 
families continued in 1997, when higher education tax credits were introduced. At 
the time, families had to have tax liability to receive the tax credit, and few families 
with incomes under $30,000 qualified. As a result, most beneficiaries had family 
incomes over $50,000 (Long 2004). These tax credits are now refundable, thereby 
making them available to lower- income families.

The same is true of the tax benefits associated with college savings plans. Jen-

Figure 4.1 /  Student Aid Used to Finance Postsecondary Education Expenses
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had enrolled in college the October immediately following high school graduation 
in 1975, versus 68.1 percent in 2010. These numbers suggest that the goals of the 
War on Poverty were at least partially realized in the decades afterward, though it 
is debatable what proportion of the credit is due to financial aid programs and 
what to the increasing return to higher education.

However, beyond aiming to increase college enrollment, the War on Poverty 
attempted both to improve the opportunities available to low- income students to 
bring them out of poverty and to reduce gaps in college access by race and income. 
There is less evidence to suggest these goals have been met. Although the percent-
age of low- income students who attend college has increased over time, as shown 
in figure 4.3, the percentage of high school graduates enrolled in college the Octo-
ber immediately after high school continues to vary widely by family income level. 
By 2010, 82.2 percent of students from high- income families attended college, ver-
sus only 52.3 percent of those from low- income families. The gap between the 
high-  and low- income families has not lessened during the last thirty- five years 
(29.7 percentage points in 1975 and 29.9 percentage points in 2010), and at times, it 
has grown. For instance, in 1995, students from high- income families were 41.4 
percentage points more likely to enroll in college than their counterparts from low- 
income families (U.S. Census Bureau 2011).6 Therefore, despite some progress in 

Figure 4.2 /  Average Aid Per Full-Time Equivalent (FTE) Student
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terms of increasing the proportion of low- income students who enter higher edu-
cation overall, low- income students still face greater barriers to college access than 
other groups, and the programs and policies created by and since the War on 
Poverty have not been successful in decreasing inequality in college attendance 
rates by income.

Similar gaps in enrollment by race are also evident. As shown in figure 4.4, the 
college enrollment rates of eighteen-  to twenty- four- year- olds differ by race. De-
spite an upward trend for the three groups from 1955 to 2010, white students still 
attend college at rates higher than those for black and Hispanic students, and the 
size of the gap persists. Focusing on eighteen to twenty- four- year- old high school 
graduates attending degree- granting institutions, the data suggest recent progress 
in closing the gaps between black and white students, but that those between His-
panic and white students have been widening. For example, in 1967, the black- 
white college enrollment gap was 13.9 percentage points; in 2009, it was 7.3 points. 
For Hispanics, the gap increased from 13.8 percentage points in 1972 to 17.5 points 
in 2009 (National Center for Education Statistics 2010). Trends in the white- 
Hispanic gap may reflect changes in the flow of Latino immigrants from different 
countries with varying amounts of social capital.

Figure 4.3 /  High School Graduates in College the October Immediately Following 
High School Completion Within Six Months
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Following college enrollment trends, baccalaureate degrees by background also 
reflect major racial- ethnic gaps. Only 36 percent of low- income students who were 
college- qualified completed a bachelor’s degree within eight years, versus 81 per-
cent of high- income students (Adelman 2006).7 Stark differences also exist by race. 
Graduation rates at four- year institutions among first- time, full- time, degree- seeking 
undergraduates were highest for Asian–Pacific Islander students (65 percent) fol-
lowed by white, non- Hispanic students (58 percent) for cohorts entering in fall of 
1998. Black and Hispanic students in this cohort graduated at much lower rates, 40 
percent and 46 percent, respectively (Knapp, Kelly- Reid, and Whitmore 2006).

The remaining inequality in college access and completion are not that surpris-
ing. Even if financial aid programs are effective, substantial costs remain. Bridget 
Long and Erin Riley (2007) document the unmet financial need faced by many, 
particularly students from low- income backgrounds and students of color. After 
accounting for the family’s contribution, the Expected Family Contribution (EFC), 
and the receipt of all grants, dependent students in the 2003–2004 school year 
faced an average unmet need of $7,195. For full- time, full- year students, unmet 
need was even greater ($8,323).8 Increasingly, students have acquired loans to 

Figure 4.4 /  Percentage of Those Age Eighteen to Twenty-Four in College
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1963–
1964

1970–
1971

1971–
1972

1972–
1973

1973–
1974

1983–
1984

1993–
1994

2003–
2004

2010–
2011

Total federal aid $1,643 $18,092 $21,126 $24,324 $26,154 $28,832 $42,598 $87,724 $169,061

Total federal grants $836 $10,426 $11,499 $15,241 $17,354 $10,774 $12,228 $20,711 $49,065
 EOG or SEOG — $920 $950 $1,094 $1,035 $770 $881 $901 $758
 BEOG or Pell Grants — — — — $234 $6,104 $8,537 $15,065 $34,762
 Veterans and military grants $772 $6,627 $7,389 $10,359 $11,523 $3,153 $2,412 $4,221 $12,152
 Other grant programs $64 $2,879 $3,160 $3,788 $4,562 $746 $399 $524 $1,394

Total federal loans $807 $6,547 $7,920 $7,701 $7,343 $16,566 $29,205 $58,842 $103,995
 NDSL or Perkins loans $807 $1,344 $1,671 $2,070 $2,131 $1,488 $1,387 $1,942 $971
 Subsidized Stafford $0 $4,968 $5,975 $5,335 $4,908 $13,873 $18,715 $26,127 $39,692
 Unsubsidized Stafford and other loans $0 $234 $273 $297 $304 $1,205 $9,103 $30,772 $63,332

Federal work study — $1,120 $1,707 $1,382 $1,457 $1,491 $1,165 $1,312 $1,171
Education tax benefits — — — — — — — $6,860 $14,830

State grants $398 $1,319 $1,441 $1,639 $1,791 $2,413 $3,585 $7,103 $9,207
Institutional grants $1,910 $4,700 $5,040 $5,100 $4,970 $4,970 $13,360 $23,480 $38,110
Private and employer grants — — — — — — $4,260 $9,130 $10,840

Total federal, state, institutional, and 
  private aid $3,951 $24,112 $27,606 $31,063 $32,915 $36,215 $63,803 $140,257 $235,089

Source: Author’s compilation of data from College Board (2011).
Note: Constant 2010 dollars in millions. Components may not sum to totals because of rounding. Other grant programs include Social Security 
Student Benefit Program, LEAP, SMART grants, Academic Competitiveness grants, and other federal grants. Unsubsidized Stafford and other 
loans includes PLUS, SLS, and other federal loans. Other aid includes state grant programs, institutional grants, private and employer grants, 
and nonfederal loans. Federal loan dollars reflect disbursements beginning 1995–1996. Before 1995–1996 the data reflect gross loan commitments. 
These amounts are approximately 11 percent higher than disbursements. The Ford Direct Student Loan Program (FDSLP) began in 1992–1993. 
From that year, Federal Family Education Loan (FFEL) and FDSL volumes are reported separately. Private and employer grants are estimated 
based on NPSAS data and surveys conducted by the National Scholarship Providers Association. Data for these programs were not estimated 
before 1993–1994, even though funds were available from these sources. Where precise data are not available, the division of aid between under-
graduate and graduate students is based on the NPSAS.
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and women. College completion was at much lower levels. Eight percent and 3 
percent of white and black individuals age twenty- five and older, respectively, 
had completed four or more years of college by 1960 (U.S. Census Bureau 2013). 
Around the time of the War on Poverty, differences in enrollment by race were 
pronounced. Among high school graduates who were eighteen to twenty- four 
years old in 1967, 34.5 percent of white students but only 23.3 percent of black 
students were enrolled in degree- granting institutions (National Center for Educa-
tion Statistics 2008).

Financial concerns were one barrier to college access both overall and for minor-
ity students specifically. A comparison of family incomes and college tuition levels 
in 1965 illustrates how expensive higher education was for the average family. As 
shown in table 4.2, for white families at the median, the total cost of a public four- 
year university for tuition and room and board for one student was about 14.5 
percent of annual income; for a private university, the figure was 30 percent. Af-

Table 4.2 /  Median Family Income 1965 and Average College 
Tuition 1964–1965

Whites Blacks

Median family income $7,251 $3,993
Public institutions
 Total tuition and R&B
  Universities 14.5% 26.3%
  Other four-year 12.0% 21.7%
  Two-year  8.8% 16.0%
 Tuition and required fees
  Universities  4.1%  7.5%
  Other four-year  3.1%  5.6%
  Two-year  1.4%  2.5%
Private institutions
 Total tuition and R&B
  Universities 30.4% 55.1%
  Other four-year 25.0% 45.3%
  Two-year 20.1% 36.4%
 Tuition and required fees
  Universities 17.9% 32.5%
  Other four-year 14.1% 25.6%
  Two-year  9.7% 17.6%

Source: Author’s calculations based on U.S. Bureau of the Census (1977, 
1987a, 1987b, 1991); National Center for Education Statistics 2008.
Note: The figures for black families include other races. These figures are not 
precisely comparable with data for later years. The tuition data are for the 
entire academic year and are average total charges for full-time attendance. 
Tuition and fees were weighted by the number of full-time-equivalent under-
graduates to calculate the national average. Room and board were based on 
full-time students. Tuition and required fees are in-state charges for public 
institutions. Detail may not sum to totals because of rounding. 



Workforce Development Programs

/  125

labor force activity and earnings than men as gender discrimination declined (Blau 
and Kahn 1997), female work experience and education levels grew, and the struc-
ture of the economy shifted from manufacturing industries to services. Rising 
earnings and labor force activity were especially pronounced among highly edu-
cated women. Fourth, gaps in hourly earnings between whites and blacks dimin-
ished somewhat after passage of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and the implementa-
tion of affirmative action programs thereafter (Heckman and Payner 1989; 
Heckman and Donohue 1991; Holzer and Neumark 2000);4 but this progress 
stalled after 1980 as industrial jobs disappeared and racial gaps in education grew 
more important (Bound and Freeman 1992).5 Employment declines for black men 
were especially pronounced over the entire period.

As a result of all of these economic and labor market changes, low- income work-
ers with relatively weak education and skills enjoyed less earnings growth after 

Figure 5.1 /  Mean Hourly Wages for Men
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1970 than before, and declines in the measured poverty rate stalled. Less- educated 
men tended to work substantially less over time as their real wages stagnated or 
declined. Among black men, not only did employment rates drop substantially, 
their marriage rates declined as well, even as crime, incarceration, and childbear-
ing outside marriage all grew. Indeed, the trends that so concerned Pat Moynihan 
in 1965 grew much worse, in part because of changes in the structure of the labor 
market (in terms of occupations, industries, and relative wages that are described 
more fully below) that neither he nor anyone else could have foreseen.6 

These economic developments had strong implications for antipoverty policy. 
The growing importance of education and academic “achievement” in determin-
ing earnings levels in America would lead to a reduced focus on job training as an 
appropriate remedy for the skill deficiencies of the poor. Policies that strengthened 
work incentives among the poor, rather than skill training and job creation, would 
also grow more important over time. 

Figure 5.2 /  Labor Force Participation for Men, Education
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CETa: high- Water Mark

The incorporation and subsequent expansion of PSE into CETA began as a coun-
tercyclical measure.7 The years 1974 and 1975, in which CETA was first imple-
mented, coincided with what was at that time the most serious recession since the 
1930s. PSE was viewed as a useful tool in combating high unemployment rates, 
which reached nearly 10 percent in 1975.

As the economy recovered from this recession, the focus of PSE shifted from 
countercyclical efforts to an attempt to create jobs for the disadvantaged and espe-
cially minorities. By 1978, PSE was funding year- round jobs for nearly 1 million 
adults and youth, and summer jobs for another 1 million youth (Gottschalk 1998). 
Funds were allocated either to state- local agencies or to nonprofit organizations to 
generate new jobs for the poor.

In addition, the Carter administration used tax credits to private employers to 

Figure 5.3 /  Labor Force Participation for Men, Race
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expand job opportunities. The New Jobs Tax Credit in 1977 and 1978 was a broad 
marginal tax credit for companies expanding their payrolls above some base level. 
The Targeted Jobs Tax Credit (TJTC) that same year generated tax credits for em-
ployers hiring certain categories of disadvantaged workers.8 Job training for dis-
advantaged adults under CETA was also expanded, and now included approaches 
such as classroom training, on- the- job training (OJT), and subsidized work. 

Disadvantaged youth received particular attention in the late 1970s when aware-
ness of high youth unemployment rates was growing. In 1977, in addition to ex-
panded Job Corps funding, the Carter administration passed the Youth Employ-
ment Demonstration Projects Act (YEDPA), which funded pilot projects and eval-
uation efforts. One notable job creation program was the Youth Incentive Entitle-
ment Pilot Project (YIEPP). This program guaranteed public sector jobs at the 
minimum wage, part- time during the school year and full- time in the summer, to 
urban youth who remained in school.

CETA also began a longer- term process of decentralizing and devolving respon-
sibility for the development and implementation of employment and training pro-
grams to states and localities. Unlike MDTA, in which all funds were spent by 
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federal authorities, most funds under CETA were distributed to state agencies, 
which had considerable discretion over their distribution across localities and 
types of training or job creation.

Funding for CETA in program year 1979 reached over $18 billion, the high- 
water mark for federal expenditures on employment and training.

JTPa and Wia: Devolving Programs and 
Shrinking Funding

Beginning in 1981, the Reagan administration reduced funding for many domestic 
discretionary programs, CETA in particular. PSE funding was eliminated, and 
funds for job training shrank as well. 

What accounted for this sudden change in funding and interest? Part of the 
story is political. A much more conservative administration, along with a newly 

Figure 5.5 /  Labor Force Participation for Women, Education

0.9

0.8

0.7

0.6

0.5

0.4

0.3
1940 1950 1960 1970 1980 1990 2000 2010 2020

Year

Sixteen or more
years of education

Exactly twelve years
of education

Less than twelve
years of education

Source: Author’s calculations based on U.S. Bureau of the Census (1950–2010).



Legacies of the War on Poverty

130  /

Republican Senate, brought a more skeptical eye to publicly funded programs in 
general and to efforts for the poor in particular. But skepticism about cost- 
effectiveness extended beyond the Reagan administration, as accounts of wasteful 
spending under CETA and especially PSE appeared frequently in the media 
(Ellwood and Welty 2000). Economists argued that public employment likely gen-
erated fiscal substitution, in which local governments and nonprofits at least partly 
use public funding to replace their own funds instead of generating new jobs. 
Concern also grew that these programs might substitute public for private- sector 
employment that would otherwise exist (Haveman and Palmer 1982; Ellwood and 
Welty 2000). As a result, net new job creation by PSE was likely to be smaller than 
the gross numbers of jobs funded. And the extent to which such employment cre-
ated goods and services valued by the public, as well as useful work experience 
and skills for the disadvantaged, was debated as well. 

In addition, skepticism about the value and cost- effectiveness of job training for 
the disadvantaged emerged. Beginning in the late 1970s, economists began to use 
newer methods of program evaluation to estimate the public and private benefits 

Figure 5.6 /  Labor Force Participation for Women, Race

0.8

0.75

0.7

0.65

0.6

0.55

0.5

0.45

0.4

0.35

0.3
1940 1950 1960 1970 1980 1990 2000 2010 2020

Year

Black

Hispanic (CPS only)

White

Source: Author’s calculations based on U.S. Bureau of the Census (1950–2010).



The Safety Net for Families with Children

/  161

1935. Even at its inception, concerns surfaced that a cash welfare program might 
induce long- term dependency. President Franklin Delano Roosevelt, in his 1935 
State of the Union speech, issued a memorable warning: “Continued dependence 
upon relief induces a spiritual and moral disintegration fundamentally destructive 
to the national fiber. To dole out relief in this way is to administer a narcotic, a 
subtle destroyer of the human spirit” (1935).

In spite of these concerns, Roosevelt and the New Deal reformers felt that 
“mothers’ pensions” were warranted to enable women—who through no fault of 
their own found themselves without a male breadwinner—to support their chil-
dren without having to work in the labor market. The recipient that they had in 
mind was a deserving widow (Skocpol 1995). Over time, however, the profile of 
ADC recipients changed. By the 1950s, the majority of recipients were women who 
had become single parents through divorce, desertion, or out- of- wedlock child-
bearing (Davies 1996), and roughly 40 percent were African American (Chappell 
2010). In addition, the number of recipients and the associated costs were growing 
rapidly. By 1957, ADC had become the largest public assistance program, surpass-
ing even the old- age assistance program (Davies 1996). The combination of a 
growing welfare caseload and a growing share of African Americans within the 

Figure 6.1 /  Poverty Rates by Age

Po
ve

rt
y 

ra
te

 (p
er

ce
nt

)
40.0

35.0

30.0

25.0

20.0

15.0

10.0

5.0

0.0

19
59

19
62

19
65

19
68 19

71 19
74

19
77 19

80
19

83
19

86
19

89 19
92

19
95

19
98

20
01

20
04

20
07 20

10

Year

Children (less than eighteen), 21.5
Total, 15.1
Adults (eighteen to sixty-four), 13.7
Seniors (sixty-five plus), 9.0

Source: Author’s calculations based on U.S. Census Bureau (2012).
Note: Numbers in the labels above refer to the poverty rate in the latest year shown in the figure.



Legacies of the War on Poverty

162  /

caseload led War on Poverty policymakers to feel that the program needed reform 
(Chappell 2010; Lynn 1977).

Against this background and in keeping with Johnson’s preference for opportu-
nities rather than handouts, the War on Poverty did not increase the generosity of 
the program, which in 1962 had been renamed Aid to Families with Dependent 
Children (AFDC). Instead, Title V of the 1964 Economic Opportunity Act intro-
duced a work- oriented reform: setting up the Work Experience and Training Pro-
gram to encourage welfare recipients to move into employment. Title V was a pilot 
program and served as the forerunner of the Social Security amendments of 1967, 
which mandated that welfare departments establish Work Incentive (WIN) pro-
grams and provide employment support, including child care. Title V and the 
WIN programs were offered on a voluntary basis to single mothers, but were man-
datory for participants in the AFDC- unemployed parent program, which had been 
established in 1962 and served a small number of two- parent families. As a result, 
about half of those enrolled in Title V programs were men (Stats 1970). These early 
work incentive programs had many of the hallmarks of later welfare- to- work pro-

Figure 6.2 /  Poverty Rates by Race and Hispanic Origin
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grams, including individual employability plans, job counseling and placement, 
and help locating and paying for child care.

The new programs did not address the long- standing problems of low benefits, 
and inequitable access to benefits, within the AFDC program. In the wake of riots 
in Watts and other urban areas, and in conjunction with the civil rights movement, 
these problems were drawing increasing attention. At the same time, the burgeon-
ing civil rights movement was challenging discrimination in a host of areas, in-
cluding welfare policy. Legal services lawyers and advocates successfully chal-
lenged discriminatory welfare policies that denied benefits to African American 
women or subjected them to greater scrutiny, and won new rights to fair hearings 
and appeals processes (Chappell 2010). The result was a dramatic expansion in 
welfare eligibility and receipt, with particularly large increases among low- income 
African American women who had previously been underserved (Patterson 2000).

To address the problem of low benefits, key figures within the Johnson admin-

Figure 6.3 /  Poverty Rates by Family Structure

Po
ve

rt
y 

ra
te

 (p
er

ce
nt

)
70.0

60.0

50.0

40.0

30.0

20.0

10.0

0.0

19
59

19
62

19
65

19
68 19

71 19
74

19
77 19

80
19

83
19

86
19

89 19
92

19
95

19
98

20
01

20
04

20
07 20

10

Year

Single mother families, 40.7
Single father families, 24.2
Single women, 13.1
All families, 11.7
Married-couple with children, 8.8
Single men, 7.6
Married-couple without children, 4.2

Source: Author’s calculations based on U.S. Census Bureau (2012).
Note: Numbers in the labels above refer to the poverty rate in the latest year shown in the figure.



Legacies of the War on Poverty

170  /

Table 6.A1 /  Social Safety Net Caseloads 

Year
Food 

Stamps
School 

Breakfast
School 
Lunch WIC

AFDC-
TANF

SSI - 
Child EITC

1970 4,340 450 22,400 7,415
1971 9,368 800 24,100 9,557
1972 11,109 1,040 24,400 10,632
1973 12,166 1,190 24,700 11,038
1974 12,862 1,370 24,600 88 10,845 71
1975 17,064 1,820 24,900 344 11,067 107 6,215
1976 18,549 2,200 25,600 520 11,386 125 6,473
1977 17,077 2,490 26,200 848 11,130 147 5,627
1978 16,001 2,800 26,700 1,181 10,672 166 5,192
1979 17,653 3,320 27,000 1,483 10,318 177 7,135
1980 21,082 3,600 26,600 1,914 10,597 190 6,954
1981 22,430 3,810 25,800 2,119 11,160 195 6,717
1982 21,717 3,320 22,900 2,189 10,431 192 6,395
1983 21,625 3,360 23,000 2,537 10,659 198 7,368
1984 20,854 3,430 23,400 3,045 10,866 212 6,376
1985 19,899 3,440 23,600 3,138 10,813 227 7,432
1986 19,429 3,500 23,700 3,312 10,997 241 7,156
1987 19,113 3,610 23,900 3,429 11,065 251 8,738
1988 18,645 3,680 24,200 3,593 10,920 255 11,148
1989 18,806 3,810 24,200 4,119 10,934 265 11,696
1990 20,049 4,070 24,100 4,517 11,460 309 12,542
1991 22,625 4,440 24,200 4,893 12,592 397 13,665
1992 25,407 4,920 24,600 5,403 13,625 556 14,097
1993 26,987 5,360 24,900 5,921 14,143 723 15,117
1994 27,474 5,830 25,300 6,477 14,226 841 19,017
1995 26,619 6,320 25,700 6,894 13,660 917 19,334
1996 25,543 6,580 25,900 7,186 12,645 955 19,464
1997 22,858 6,920 26,300 7,407 10,935 880 19,391
1998 19,791 7,140 26,600 7,367 8,790 887 20,273
1999 18,183 7,370 27,000 7,311 7,188 847 19,259
2000 17,194 7,550 27,300 7,192 6,324 847 19,277
2001 17,318 7,790 27,500 7,306 5,761 882 19,593
2002 19,096 8,150 28,000 7,491 5,656 915 21,703
2003 21,250 8,430 28,400 7,631 5,518 959 22,024
2004 23,811 8,900 29,000 7,904 5,376 993 22,270
2005 25,628 9,360 29,600 8,023 5,118 1,036 22,752
2006 26,549 9,770 30,100 8,088 4,742 1,079 23,042
2007 26,316 10,120 30,600 8,285 4,138 1,121 24,584
2008 28,223 10,610 31,000 8,705 3,993 1,154 24,757
2009 33,490 11,080 31,300 9,121 1,200
2010 40,302 11,670 31,800 9,175 1,239

Source: Author’s compilation based on Ben-Shalom, Moffitt, and Scholz (2011); 
Social Security Administration (2012a, 2012b).
Note: Number of recipients, in thousands.
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Table 6.A2 /  Trends in Expenditures on the Social Safety Net

Year
Food 

Stamps

School 
Food 

Programs WIC
AFDC-
TANF

SSI - 
Child EITC

1970 550 679 4,963
1971 1,523 920 6,002
1972 1,797 1,166 7,035
1973 2,131 1,339 7,613
1974 2,718 1,510 10 8,111 40
1975 4,386 1,922 89 9,494 128 1,250
1976 5,327 2,162 143 10,745 176 1,295
1977 5,067 2,410 256 11,565 227 1,127
1978 5,139 2,668 380 11,869 302 1,048
1979 6,480 3,093 525 12,129 340 2,052
1980 8,721 3,617 728 13,435 397 1,986
1981 10,630 3,708 872 14,493 458 1,912
1982 10,208 3,278 949 14,613 512 1,775
1983 11,152 3,564 1,126 15,437 574 1,795
1984 10,696 3,715 1,388 16,069 659 1,638
1985 10,744 3,775 1,489 16,359 736 2,088
1986 10,605 3,958 1,583 17,195 831 2,009
1987 10,500 4,148 1,680 18,456 900 3,391
1988 11,149 4,231 1,798 19,016 955 5,896
1989 11,670 4,301 1,911 19,657 1,025 6,595
1990 14,143 4,447 2,122 21,200 1,201 7,542
1991 17,316 4,928 2,301 23,029 1,678 11,105
1992 20,906 5,365 2,601 25,087 3,158 13,028
1993 22,006 5,637 2,829 25,242 3,909 15,537
1994 22,749 5,993 3,169 26,098 4,067 21,105
1995 22,764 6,225 3,436 25,553 4,657 25,956
1996 22,440 6,490 3,695 23,677 4,947 28,825
1997 19,549 6,785 3,844 19,918 4,920 30,389
1998 16,891 7,119 3,890 16,873 4,965 32,340
1999 15,769 7,381 3,938 15,740 4,835 31,901
2000 14,983 7,557 3,982 13,482 4,789 32,296
2001 15,547 7,941 4,153 12,802 5,104 33,376
2002 18,256 8,436 4,340 12,025 5,353 38,199
2003 21,404 8,855 4,524 12,670 5,686 38,657
2004 24,619 9,416 4,887 12,668 6,036 40,024
2005 28,568 9,974 4,993 13,116 6,488 42,410
2006 30,187 10,247 5,073 12,317 6,948 44,388
2007 30,373 10,916 5,409 11,624 7,346 48,540
2008 34,608 11,699 6,190 11,226 7,831 50,669
2009 50,360 12,588 6,471 11,806 8,635
2010 64,705 13,745 6,703 9,020

Source: Author’s compilation based on Ben-Shalom, Moffitt, and 
Scholz (2011); Social Security Administration (2012a, 2012b).
Note: Current dollars, in millions.
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imum benefit. In signing the 1967 amendment, Johnson noted that “this means 
that 9 million people will have risen above the poverty line since the beginning of 
1964,” thus clearly demonstrating his intent to use Social Security as an important 
weapon in his War on Poverty (Johnson 1968).

This reliance on Social Security to improve the economic well- being of older 
Americans accelerated in the years following the Johnson administration. The Tax 
Reform Act of 1969 increased Social Security benefits by 15 percent and a second 
increase, of 10 percent, was added in 1971. Finally, Congress increased benefits once 
again in 1972, this time by 20 percent, for a total of nearly 52 percent (compounded) 
over the three years between 1969 and 1972. This sharp rise is readily apparent in 
figure 7.1 and represents an increase of nearly 100 percent from 1964 to 1972.

Partially in response to these continued ad hoc increases, Congress passed the 
Social Security Amendments of 1972, indexing benefits to the consumer price 
index (Myers 1985).8 Retired workers were thus protected against an erosion of 
benefits due to inflation and not dependent on Congress to implement ad hoc in-
creases, increases that may have been difficult to enact in times of economic down-
turn or when the Social Security trust fund came under financial pressure, as it 
soon did. Other changes enacted in 1972 included an increase in the widows’ ben-
efit, and the establishment of a special minimum benefit to provide assistance to 
those with low earnings but significant attachment to the labor force. These last 
two changes directly targeted those who were often near or below the poverty line 

Figure 7.1 /  Average Monthly Social Security Benefit for Retired Workers
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doubling in real terms from 1967 to 2010. Income for married couples increased 
from $22,021 to $44,718 while that for unmarried individuals increased from $8,526 
to $17,261 (in 2010 dollars). In contrast, median household income for the country 
as a whole rose by just 21 percent. As noted, Social Security played a key role in 
this rise as it made up nearly 40 percent of income over much of this period (Social 
Security Administration 2012b). In contrast, the importance of SSI and other public 
assistance has fallen dramatically over time from 2.7 percent of aggregate income 
in 1968 to just 0.6 percent in 2008 (Purcell 2009). However, among those receiving 
benefits from SSI, the amounts were significant, averaging $4,488 in 2008 dollars 
suggesting that few could have afforded to live independently absent the program 
(Purcell 2009).

Most striking is the difference in the importance of the various components 
across portions of the income distribution. As shown in figures 7.3 and 7.4, those 
in the bottom 25 percent of the income distribution relied on Social Security for 84 
percent of income in 2008, but for those in the top quartile, it constituted just 20 
percent (Purcell 2009). In fact, the Social Security Administration estimates that in 
2008 benefits accounted for more than half of the income of 52 percent of couples 
receiving benefits and for 73 percent of unmarried individuals, and an astounding 
90 percent of income for 43 percent of unmarried beneficiaries (Social Security 
Administration 2010). Public assistance payments were obviously restricted to 

Figure 7.2 /  Poverty Rates by Age
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Figure 7.4 /  Components of Income 2008, Highest Quartile
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Figure 7.3 /  Components of Income 2008, Lowest Quartile
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those with the very lowest incomes, and thus even in the bottom quartile they 
make up only 6.5 percent of aggregate income—far lower than in earlier years 
(Purcell 2009).

The sharp declines in poverty for the elderly appear across racial and ethnic 
groups, but the initial difference by race persists, whites having a distinct advan-
tage. Figure 7.5 shows the trends in poverty rates from 1965 to 2010 for whites, 
blacks, and Hispanics.19 Although the differences across groups have narrowed 
greatly over time in absolute terms, they have changed little in relative terms; the 
poverty rate for blacks has remained at more than twice that of whites throughout 
the period. Trends in median incomes by race show a similar pattern (figure 7.6): 
the median income for elderly whites rose from $12,417 (2010 dollars) in 1967 to 
$27,214 in 2010, an increase of nearly 120 percent. Income for blacks rose from 
$8,774 to $16,463, or a change of just 88 percent (Social Security Administration 
2012b). Thus, although income for both groups improved dramatically, blacks fell 
further behind whites. Differences by race in the components of income are impor-
tant. For 19 percent of whites, Social Security was the only source of income; 31 
percent relied on it for at least 90 percent of their income. For blacks, the percent-
ages were 36 and 42 percent. The numbers for Hispanics were similarly high, at 36 
and 38 percent. In contrast, blacks and Hispanic relied far less on income from 

Figure 7.5 /  Poverty Rates, Age Sixty-Five and Older
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assets, perhaps attesting to lower lifetime incomes and thus lower levels of savings 
(Social Security Administration 2012d).

Not shown here, because data are available only intermittently, are the shock-
ingly high rates of poverty for some groups, such as unmarried elderly black and 
Hispanic women, who in 1999 had poverty rates of 26.4 and 25.4 percent respec-
tively, and particularly among the subgroups of these women who were living 
alone, for whom the rates were 44 and 58 percent (Dalaker and Proctor 2000).20 

Thus, despite the amazing gains realized by the elderly since the inception of the 
War on Poverty, the composition of the poor remains largely unchanged: poverty 
is still more likely among elderly women relative to men, among blacks relative to 
whites, and among unmarried relative to married individuals.

Redistribution

Because it is such an important part of the income for the elderly and because ben-
efits have increased enormously over time, Social Security has the potential to play 
a significant role in not just the level of income but also in the distribution of in-

Figure 7.6 /  Median Income by Race
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segregation. In March 1964, fully 72 percent of public housing projects were inhab-
ited by people of a single race (Bonastia 2006, 74). Indices of black- white segrega-
tion and black isolation in public housing projects were quite high in most metro-
politan areas.2

The high levels of racial segregation in public housing at the start of the War on 
Poverty resulted in part from explicit policies of some local housing authorities to 
assign blacks to some projects and whites to others. It also resulted in part from 
the location of projects in mostly white or mostly black neighborhoods combined 
with the preferences of potential residents concerning the race of their neighbors. 
For all practical purposes, local political bodies had veto power over site selec-
tion.3 Because community opposition to building public housing projects was 
lowest in neighborhoods with the worst housing, it is not surprising that many 
public housing projects were built in the poorest neighborhoods and the neigh-
borhoods with the highest minority concentrations. Many residents in these 

Table 8.1 /  Johnson’s Urban Housing Programs, Predecessors, and Descendants

Predecessors
 1937 Public Housing: subsidized construction, publicly owned projects, 

project-based assistance 
 1959 Section 202 Elderly: subsidized construction, privately owned projects, 

project-based assistance, elderly, and disabled only
 1961 Section 221(d)(3) BMIR: subsidized construction, privately owned 

projects, project-based assistance
New programs
 1965 Rent Supplements: subsidized construction, privately owned projects, 

project-based assistance
 1965 Section 23 Leased Existing: existing privately owned units, some project-

based and some tenant-based assistance
 1965 Section 23 Leased New: subsidized construction, privately owned 

projects, project-based assistance
 1968 Section 235 Homeownership New: subsidized construction, privately 

owned units, project-based assistance
 1968 Section 235 Homeownership Existing: existing privately owned units, 

assistance neither purely project- nor tenant-based
 1968 Section 236 Rental: subsidized construction, privately owned projects, 

project-based assistance 
Descendants
 1974 Section 8 Existing: existing privately owned units, tenant-based assistance
 1974 Section 8 New: subsidized construction, privately owned projects, 

project-based assistance

Source: Authors’ compilation.
Note: Unless otherwise specified, programs provided assistance for renting, and served families 
with children as well as elderly and disabled, though not necessarily in the same buildings. All 
subsidized construction programs provide subsidies to selected suppliers, and almost all funded 
some projects that involved substantial rehabilitation rather than new construction. Project-
based assistance requires occupancy of particular dwelling unit offered. Tenant-based assistance 
allows the recipient to receive subsidy in any unit meeting the program’s standards. 
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lower rents and hence increased their consumption of other goods. Based on data 
from the mid- 1960s through the mid- 1970s for various combinations of large met-
ropolitan areas, nine studies estimated that public housing tenants increased their 
consumption of housing services by between 22 and 82 percent on average, with a 
median of 58 percent across the studies (Olsen 2003, table 6.18). Their estimates of 
increased consumption of other goods ranged from 5 to 19 percent, with a median 
of 16 percent. The mean net benefit of these changes in consumption patterns was 
substantial. For example, Edgar Olsen and David Barton (1983) estimate that the 
mean annual net benefit to public housing tenants in New York City in the late 
1960s was about $8,000 (in 2012 dollars). Michael Murray’s (1975) estimate for 
seven unidentified cities during the same period is about $6,300 (in 2012 dollars).11 
Furthermore, net benefits are greatest for the poorest households (Olsen 2003, 
table 6.18). Therefore, Johnson’s expansion of the public housing program signifi-
cantly improved the material well- being of the poorest families lucky enough to be 
served by it. The limited evidence on Johnson’s leased housing and rent supple-
ment programs and his signature homeownership and rental programs (Section 
235 and Section 236) indicate that they had similar effects (Mayo et al. 1980a, chap. 
3; Reid 1989; HUD 1974a, chapter 4).

Because low- income housing assistance is not limited to the poor, the effect of a 
housing program on poverty alleviation also depends importantly on the incomes 
of the families served. The upper income limits for eligibility for low- income hous-
ing assistance have usually been well above the relevant poverty threshold. Table 
8.2 reveals that the majority of public housing tenants around the time of the John-
son administration were reasonably poor: 61 percent of recipients had annual in-
comes below $3,000. Johnson’s rent supplement program targeted the poorest 
households to an even greater extent: 76 percent had incomes below $3,000. In 
contrast, Johnson’s signature housing programs and his expansion of the BMIR 
program served few poor families (see table 8.2). Only 11 percent of recipients of 
assistance from his signature rental program (Section 236) and 1 percent of recipi-
ents of assistance from his homeownership program (Section 235) had annual in-
comes below $3,000, roughly the lowest quintile of the income distribution. John-

Table 8.2 /  Families in Low-Income Housing Programs

Annual Income Bracket

Public 
Housing 

(1970)

Section 
221(d)(3) 

BMIR 
(1968)

Rent 
Supplements 

(1969)

Section 
235 

(1971)

Section 
236 

(1970)

All 
Households 

(1970)

Less than $3,000 61.3  7.5 76.1  1.1 10.7 17.8
$3,000 to $5,999 30.3 49.7 23.9 45.1 62.6 17.9
$6,000 to $8,999  8.4 39.4  0.0 49.4 26.1 18.1
More than $8,999  0.0  3.4  0.0  4.3  0.6 46.1

Source: Authors’ compilation of data from Aaron (1972, tables 7-1, 8-1); U.S. Bureau of the Census 
(1971, table 7).
Note: All numbers in percentages.



Legacies of the War on Poverty

218  /

Johnson’s Signature Programs and Their 
visible Shortcomings

Before the Johnson administration, no federal housing program provided deep 
subsidies for homeownership to poor households. To receive a large subsidy, a 
family had to live in a rental housing project. Johnson wanted to encourage home-
ownership for the poor and embraced a homeownership program that had been 
developed by Senators Walter Mondale and Charles Percy (Wolman 1971, 72–80). 
The Section 235 Homeownership Program provided substantial subsidies on be-
half of low- income families to buy a house. The larger component of this program 
authorized selected developers to build houses and sell them to eligible families. 
The smaller existing housing component provided subsidies to low- income buy-
ers of existing houses on a first- come, first- served basis. This program was unique 
in that it left the responsibility for informing the public of its existence to the real 
estate industry. Local Federal Housing Administration (FHA) offices did not ad-
vertise the program nor seek out eligible buyers (U.S. Commission on Civil Rights 
1971, 45). The program placed an upper limit on the amount of the mortgage that 
varied with location and family size, and its regulations required that units meet 
HUD’s minimum property standards. The FHA insured the mortgage. Under the 
original program, the buyer had to put up a small down payment about equal to 
the security deposit on a similar rental unit. The poorest recipients made fixed 
mortgage payments based on a below- market interest rate, and the government 
paid the balance of the payment amount. Recipients with higher incomes contrib-
uted 20 percent of their adjusted income toward the mortgage payment and re-
ceived a smaller subsidy. The income limits for the program were 135 percent of 
the public housing limits in most places and higher in others.

The 1968 Housing Act also created the Section 236 Rental Program as the pri-
mary vehicle for delivering rental housing assistance to additional low- income 
families. Under this program, the federal government contracted with selected 
private organizations to build, or substantially rehabilitate, and operate rental 

Table 8.3 /  Households Served by HUD Low-Income Rental 
Programs

Year Public Housing Private Projects Housing Vouchers

1964 98  2  0
1978 45 38 17
1988 33 43 24
2008 23 33 44

Source: Authors’ compilation. Data for 1964 are based on HUD (1973, 
tables 152, 156) and Aaron (1972, table D.8); data for 1978 and 1988 are 
based on Olsen (2003, table 6.5); data for 2008 are based on HUD’s Pic-
ture of Subsidized Households available at: http://www.huduser.org/
portal/picture2008/index.html (accessed June 14, 2013).
Note: All numbers in percentages.
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pened under a simple expansion of public housing. The best evidence on cost- 
effectiveness comes from the Experimental Housing Allowance Program (EHAP) 
of the 1970s, a large social experiment.19 Stephen Mayo and his colleagues (1980b) 
study the cost- effectiveness of public housing (conventional and turnkey), Section 
236 (new construction and substantial rehab), Section 23 Existing (Johnson’s pre-
cursor to the housing voucher program), and housing allowances (minimum con-
dition type used in EHAP and in a national housing voucher program in effect 
between 1983 and 1999) in Pittsburgh and Phoenix. To measure cost- effectiveness, 
the study compares the total cost of providing the housing under each program 
with the market rents of the units. Within a housing market, market rent is an 
index of the overall desirability of the unit including its size, quality, and ameni-
ties, the attractiveness and amenities of its neighborhood, and the convenience of 
its location. The predictions of the market rents of subsidized units were based on 
the rents of unsubsidized units in the same localities and unusually detailed infor-
mation on their housing and neighborhood characteristics.

Table 8.4 reports their basic results on the ratios of total cost to the market rent 
of the housing provided under the programs. The results indicate that it was much 
less expensive to provide equally good housing in Section 236 projects than in 
public housing, Johnson’s Leased Existing Program was even more cost- effective, 
and the housing allowance program in which the tenants located their own units 
was, by far, the most cost- effective.20

Another study with excellent data on the housing and neighborhood character-
istics of the subsidized units produced cost- effectiveness results for the direct de-
scendants of Johnson’s programs consistent with the results for the earlier pro-
grams. James Wallace and his colleagues (1981) estimated the excessive cost of 
Section 8 New Construction compared with the tenant- based housing voucher 
program to be between 44 percent and 78 percent.

The shift that Johnson’s policies helped initiate from public housing to housing 
vouchers also helped improve the lives of poor families in other ways such as im-
proved health and overall well- being. For example, data from HUD’s Moving to 
Opportunity (MTO) randomized mobility experiment found that relative to public 
housing, receipt of a regular housing voucher generates a decline in extreme obe-
sity that is just below the usual thresholds for statistical significance but are very 
large—one- quarter to one- third—of the control group prevalence (Ludwig et al. 
2011, supplemental table 3). Relative to public housing, receipt of a regular hous-
ing voucher also reduces prevalence of clinical depression or anxiety disorder by 

Table 8.4 /  Estimated Ratio of Total Cost to Market Rent

Program Pittsburgh Phoenix

Public housing 2.20 1.79
Section 236 2.01 1.47
Section 23 existing 1.67 1.11
Housing allowances 1.15 1.09

Source: Adapted from Mayo et al. (1980b, table 5.1).
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resources. However, as Medicaid expenditures continued to rise, reaching $271 
billion and 17.1 percent of all personal health- care expenditures in 2004, Secretary 
Michael Leavitt of the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services established 
an advisory Medicaid Commission. The commission was to submit two reports. 
The first was to outline recommendations to achieve $10 billion in savings during 
the next five years and ways to begin meaningful long- term enhancements that 
better serve beneficiaries. The second was to provide recommendations to help 
ensure the long- term sustainability of Medicaid.

Figure 9.1 shows the tremendous growth of Medicaid in terms of its share of 
personal health- care expenditures (PHCE) beginning in 1960 at zero and continu-
ing to 2009. Over the entire period, total PHCE increased by 9.6 percent annually 
in current dollars, from 4.4 percent to 14.8 percent of GDP (Centers for Medicare 
and Medicaid Services 2010). Medicaid increased at a greater rate than PHCE, 
from 8 percent of PHCE in 1970 to more than 17 percent in 2004. In comparison, 
between 1970 and 2009, Medicare increased from 11.5 percent of PHCE in 1970 to 
19 percent in 2004 (not shown); private coverage rose from 22 percent of PHCE to 
35 percent—both increasing at lower rates than Medicaid.

Medicaid provides health coverage to people who need it most and would not 
have it on their own. In the United States, most individuals with private health 
insurance are covered through employer- sponsored plans. Individuals or their 
parents who cannot work because of a long- term health condition, whose em-
ployer does not offer a company plan (because the worker is a part- time employee 
or because the firm is a small business, for example), or who are simply unem-

Figure 9.1 /  Personal Health-Care Expenditures
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have implemented an enrollment freeze. This reached seven states in July of 2004 
and seventeen from 2003 to January 2011 (Heberlein, Brooks, and Guyer 2011, 
table A, 27).

Literature on the Effectiveness of ChiP

Margo Rosenbach and her colleagues find that CHIP has been successful in “con-
tributing to recent improvements in children’s health insurance coverage, includ-
ing substantial reductions in both the number and rate of uninsured children” 
(2007, 70). The authors estimate that from 1997 to 2003 lack of insurance among 
children fell from 11.7 to 9.9 million. This drop occurred among children below 
250 percent of the FPL, but non- elderly adults saw an increase, of 2 percentage 
points.

Several studies examine the effects of CHIP enrollment on the use patterns of 
program enrollees. Genevieve Kenney (2007) finds improvement in the likelihood 
of office visit, preventive care, dental care, and specialty care among children 
enrolled in CHIP. Laura Shone and her colleagues (2005) document a CHIP- 

Figure 9.2 /  Children Ever Enrolled in CHIP

9

8

7

6

5

4

3

2

1

0

19
98

19
99

20
00

20
01

20
02

20
03

20
04

20
05

20
06

20
07

20
08

20
09

20
10

Year

N
um

be
r e

nr
ol

le
d 

(m
ill

io
ns

)

0.66

1.97

3.37

4.58

5.34
5.98 6.10 6.16

6.75
7.10

7.36
7.70 7.71

Source: Author’s illustration based on Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services (2011).



health Programs for Non-Elderly adults and Children

/  253

two racial groups. Clearly, more progress was made for nonwhites than for those 
with very low incomes (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services 1964, 
1972). By 1974, when Medicaid and CHCs were established, more people had 
some form of coverage; overall, the proportion without any coverage was about 20 
percent. Children and those younger than twenty- five were more likely to be un-
insured than adults; by 1974 this percentage was just above 24 percent. Big differ-
ences by income remained, however, though those defined by race declined. 
About 60 percent of the lowest income group were without coverage, versus fewer 
than 8 percent among the highest income group; by race the rate of no coverage 
was about 17 percent for whites and 39 percent for nonwhites (U.S. Department of 
Health and Human Services 1977). Figure 9.3 provides an overall picture on the 
proportion without coverage from 1982 onward. Official records of the uninsured 
were not kept earlier; rather, data were kept on numbers with policies and as-
sumptions having to be made on overlap to estimate those without coverage.

In figure 9.3, two things become clear: many remain uninsured even today, and 
the proportion uninsured increases during recession periods. In 1982, 34 percent 
of those in families below the poverty line were uninsured, as were 10 percent of 
those in higher- income families. In 1987, 12.9 percent of the overall population was 
uninsured—the lowest rate over the entire period. But even then, more than 30 

Figure 9.3 /  Rate of Uninsured
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coverage, especially children in low- income families, are enrolled in neither Med-
icaid nor SCHIP even though they are eligible. In 2010, 27 percent of families with 
incomes below $25,000 were not covered, nor were 22 percent of families with in-
comes between $25,000 and $50,000. By contrast, only 8 percent of those with in-
comes over $75,000 were not covered (U.S. Census Bureau 2011, table 8).

Thus those with low incomes are much more likely to not have coverage even 
after the expansion of War on Poverty- tied programs, particularly working- age 
adults. Empirical evidence is strong of a link between insurance coverage and use 
of health care. Those with insurance use more care, controlling for health, age, and 
location, than those without coverage; those with more extensive coverage tend to 
use more care than those with more limited coverage (see, for example, Newhouse 
and the Insurance Experiment Group 1993).

Coverage is one objective measure of the success of the War on Poverty medical 
programs, but it is also important to ask, did they increase and equalize use of 
care? As shown in figure 9.4, improvement in use of medical care by those in low- 
income families has been dramatic. In 1963, only 60 percent of low- income family 
members had visited a doctor in the previous year. But others in the population 
also did not do well: 67 percent of moderate-  or middle- income families had vis-
ited a doctor, meaning that 33 percent had not, and nearly 75 percent of those in 

Figure 9.4 /  Visited a Doctor in Previous Year
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high- income families had done so, meaning that 25 percent had not. Still, the poor 
had less access.

Since the implementation of the War on Poverty programs, access to care has 
improved, especially for those in low- income families. As early as 1973, the rate of 
having had a doctor visit in the previous year was nearly identical for the low-  and 
middle- income families.

Coverage and use are direct measures of success of the War on Poverty pro-
grams, but what about the core objective of improving and equalizing health? Our 
first measure is of infant mortality, depicted in figure 9.5, and life expectancy, de-
picted in figure 9.6. By both measures, health has improved substantially overall, 
as we can see from the trend of decreasing twenty- eight- day infant mortality and 
increased life expectancy for both sexes and both races. Both figures also show that 
the gaps have decreased across the races. This suggests that the War on Poverty 
programs, including many beyond those studied in this chapter, may have re-
duced these gaps and led to improvements in health. One explanation for these 
changes has to do with the civil rights component of the War on Poverty. Accord-
ing to Douglas Almond, Kenneth Chay, and Michael Greenstone (2006), the rapid 
decline in post- neonatal mortality rates for blacks in the rural South beginning in 
1966 is tied to the passage of Title VI of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, which prohib-
ited discrimination and segregation in institutions receiving federal funds. When 
combined with the new Medicare program implemented in 1966, this meant that 

Figure 9.5 /  Twenty-Eight-Day Infant Mortality
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hospitals had to eliminate discrimination in order to receive payment, so hospitals 
in the South opened up to nonwhites. This end of white- only hospitals improved 
medical care access to southern blacks and led to a major decrease in black infant 
mortality rates. In contrast, these authors suggest that the initial decline in post- 
neonatality mortality among black infants is not tied to Medicaid, because the de-
cline occurred before Medicaid was introduced in Mississippi.

Beyond mortality, health was unequally distributed in 1963, before the War on 
Poverty and the start of these programs, as shown in figure 9.A1. Among those in 
the lowest annual income group, 14.7 percent reported having four or more condi-
tions, versus 4.7 percent of those in the highest income group. If we use another 
indicator of health, those who report being bedridden for fourteen or more days in 
the previous year, the figure is 1.8 percent for the lowest income group and 0.7 
percent for the highest, as shown in figure 9.A2. Twenty years later, with the War 
on Poverty programs in effect, among those in the lowest income group, a much 
lower 8.3 percent, versus 14.7 percent in 1963, reported having four or more condi-
tions, compared with 1.9 percent of those in the highest income group. Clearly, the 
health of those in the lowest income groups improved over this period even 
though a measure of relative inequality, the ratio—now 4 to 1—grew.

As of 1996, the last date for which we have this measure, 1.2 percent of the low- 
income population reported more than fourteen days bedridden, evidence that 
health clearly improved for the low- income population. Bedridden days also were 
improved among the other income groups, 0.5 and 0.4 percent—middle and high 
income, respectively—reporting fourteen or more days by 1973. Here, too, how-
ever, our relative measure of inequality increased, from 2.5 in 1963 to 3.3 in 1973. 

Figure 9.6 /  Life Expectancy at Birth
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By both measures, then, absolute health improved among those with the lowest 
incomes as it did for those with higher incomes. By 1996, thirteen years later, and 
with changes in the categories marking income groups, the proportion of the low-
est income group reporting more than four conditions remained relatively con-
stant, at 8.85 percent in 2010. Again, the proportion in the highest income groups 
dropped slightly. For those reporting fourteen or more days bedridden, health ap-
pears to have improved, “only” 1.2 percent of the lowest income group reporting 
so many days bedridden versus 0.2 percent of those in the highest income group, 
again suggesting improved health though greater relative inequality in health. The 
relative measure will increase as the denominator decreases even if the absolute 
decline is equal across the income groups, or somewhat greater among the low- 
income group. For this reason, we pay more attention to the absolute declines.

Other related trends in health by income to 2010 shown in figure 9.7 suggest a 
reduction in the income gap in health, a trend that is likely attributable in part to 
these War on Poverty health programs. The figure shows little change in self- 
reports of poor health for those above or below the FPL since 1996. However, the 
pattern also suggests a slight decrease in the income- health gap as captured by the 
proportion reporting excellent health (a lower proportion of the nonpoor report 
excellent health) perhaps due to the aging of the population, a change in the com-
position of those poor and not poor, and the recent recession.

Figure 9.7 /  Health Status and Poverty Threshold
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Figure 9.A1 /  Four or More Health Conditions
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Figure 9.A2 /  Bedridden for Fourteen Days 
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Table 9.A1  Medicaid’s Milestones 

July 30, 
 1965

The Medicaid program, authorized under Title XIX of the Social Security Act, was enacted to provide health-care services to 
low-income children deprived of parental support and their caretaker relatives, the elderly, the blind, and individuals with 
disabilities. 

1967 The Early and Periodic Screening, Diagnostic, and Treatment (EPSDT) comprehensive health services benefit for all 
Medicaid children under age twenty-one was established. 

1972 The newly enacted federal Supplemental Security Income (SSI) program provided states with the opportunity to link to 
Medicaid eligibility for elderly, blind, and disabled residents. 

1981 Freedom of choice waivers (1915b) and home and community-based care waivers (1915c) were mandated. States were 
required to pay hospitals treating a disproportionate share of low-income patients—called disproportionate share hospitals 
(DSH)—additional payments. 

1986 Medicaid coverage for pregnant women and infants (age one year or under) whose family income was at or below 100 
percent of the federal poverty line (FPL) was established as a state option. 

1988 The Qualified Medicare Beneficiary (QMB) eligibility rule required states to provide Medicaid coverage for pregnant 
women and infants whose family income was at or below 100 percent of the FPL. The criteria established special eligibility 
rules for institutionalized persons whose spouse remained in the community to prevent “spousal impoverishment.”

1989 EPSDT requirements were expanded. Medicaid coverage of pregnant women and children under age six whose family 
income was at or below 133 percent of the FPL was mandated. 

1990 The Medicaid prescription drug rebate program was enacted. The Specified Low-Income Medicare Beneficiary (SLMB) 
eligibility group was established to provide Medicaid coverage for children ages six through eighteen whose family 
income was at or below 100 percent of the FPL. 

1991 DSH spending controls were established, provider donations were banned, and provider taxes were capped. 
1996 The Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC) entitlement program was replaced by the Temporary Assistance for 

Needy Families (TANF) block grant. The welfare link to Medicaid was severed and enrollment (or termination) of 
Medicaid was no longer automatic with the receipt (or loss) of welfare cash assistance. 

1997 The Balanced Budget Act of 1997 (BBA) created the State Children’s Health Insurance Program (SCHIP). Under this new 
state-based program, new managed care options were established. DSH payment limits were revised.

1999 The Ticket to Work and Work Incentives Improvement Act of 1999 (TWWIIA) expanded the availability of Medicare and 
Medicaid for certain disabled beneficiaries who return to work. The Medicare, Medicaid, and SCHIP Balanced Budget 
Refinement Act of 1999 stabilized the SCHIP allotment formula and modified the Medicaid DSH program. 

continued



Table 9.A1  Continued

2000 The Benefits Improvement and Protection Act of 2000 (BIPA) modified the DSH program and modified SCHIP allotments. 
The Breast and Cervical Cancer Treatment and Prevention Act of 2000 allowed states to cover uninsured women with 
breast or cervical cancer regardless of income or resources at enhanced SCHIP federal matching rate. The Medicare, 
Medicaid, and SCHIP Benefits Improvement and Protection Act directs the Secretary of the U.S. Department of Health and 
Human Services (HHS) to issue regulations tightening upper payment limits (UPLs). This continued a trend of the federal 
government clamping down on state financing practices.

2001 The Bush administration announces the section 1115 waiver initiative, Health Insurance Flexibility and Accountability 
(HIFA), allowing states to demonstrate comprehensive state approaches that would increase the number of individuals 
with health insurance coverage using current-level Medicaid and SCHIP resources.

2003 The Jobs and Growth Tax Relief Reconciliation Act of 2003 raises all state Medicaid matching rates by 2.95 percentage points 
for the period April 2003 through June 2004 tied to the downturn in the economy. Congress recognized that state revenue 
collection had declined just when Medicaid programs were facing increased enrollment by low-income families. Medicaid 
drug coverage for dual eligibles, those who qualify for both Medicaid and Medicare, is transferred to Medicare effective 
January 1, 2006. Congress raises state-specific DSH allotments by 16 percent for FY 2004 for all states, through FY 2009 for 
low-DSH states (states that historically had not been large users of DSH).

2005  Congress passes a budget resolution requiring $10 billion in cost savings from the Medicaid program. 
2009 The Children’s Health Insurance Program (CHIP) reauthorized through FY 2013 under Children’s Health Insurance 

Program Reauthorization Act, phases out coverage for parents by 2014.
2010 The Patient Protection and Affordable Care Act (PPACA) expands Medicaid to nearly all individuals under age sixty-five 

with incomes up to 133 percent of the federal poverty line (FPL). It is due to go into effect in 2014. As originally passed, 
PPACA expected to increase enrollment in Medicaid by 15.9 million. It also increases payments for primary care services to 
100 percent of the Medicare payment rates for 2013 and 2014, and requires all states to extend levels of CHIP coverage 
eligibility in place at the time of the Affordable Care Act passage through 2019.

2012 The Supreme Court ruled that the federal government could not use the threat of loss of all federal funding to force states to 
expand Medicaid, saying this threat was too coercive. This leaves a substantial likelihood of continued inequality in 
eligibility for coverage.

Source: Author’s compilation based on Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services n.d. and Medicaid and CHIP Payment and Access Commis-
sion (2011).
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