Parental Employment in Low-Income Families (DECEMBER 2004)

With the decline in real wages and increase in under-

employment over the past few years,' the number of

children living in low-income families is on the rise.

Programs that provide income and work supports for

low-income parents can increase employment, income,

and child well-being.

Most children in low-income families have parents

who are employed full-time and year-round.”

55% of all children in low-income® families—14.7
million—have at least one parent who works full-
time and year-round, down from 56% in 2002.

28% of children in low-income families—7.6
million—have at least one parent who works part-
time or full-time, part-year, no change from 2002.

17% of children in low-income families—4.6 mil-

lion—do not have an employed parent, up from
16% in 2002.
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Many low-income parents who work part-year or
part-time are unable to find full-time/year-round
employment.

= Over half (54%) of low-income parents only work-

ing full-time for part of the year reported they could

not find full-year work, up from 53% in 2002.

= 40% of low-income parents working part-time
reported that they did so because they could not
find full-time work,* up from 37% in 2002.

Most low-income parents who did not work at all

last year were either disabled or taking care of their

families.

Almost half (44%) of low-income parents with
no employment reported they were not working
because they were taking care of their families,
down from 45% in 2002.

An additional 30% of low-income parents with

no employment reported they had an illness or dis-
ability that kept them from working, down from
31% in 2002.

Low-income parents who work are more likely

to be employed in service occupations.

Workers in service occupations are not only likely
to have lower earnings and fewer opportunities
for full-time employment, but they are also less
likely to receive benefits such as health insurance,
paid vacation, or holidays.’

Percentage of working parents employed in service occupations,
by income status
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Policy Implications

Public policy can support low-income working parents
—and therefore their children—by making work pay
through providing relief from work-related expenses
(such as child care and transportation), increasing in-
come, and strengthening the safety net for temporary
unemployment spells.

Policy strategies include:®

= Protect and expand the federal EITC. In the
absence of higher wages, low-income parents need
ways to increase the value of their work. The EITC
—FEarned Income Tax Credit—increases the value
of low-wage work, rewards work, and lifts millions
of people out of poverty every year.

= Raise the minimum wage. The current federal
minimum wage of $5.15 an hour has remained
unchanged for six years. Its real value is 25% less
than it was in 1978.7 In response to the declining
value of the federal minimum wage, 12 states
plus the District of Columbia have passed a state
minimum wage that is higher than the federal
one—the highest of which is $7.16 an hour.®

= Help low-income working parents with child care
costs. Despite the expansion of child care subsidies
in the 1990s, coverage rates remain low, especially
for families with incomes above the poverty level.
To maintain employment, working parents need
affordable, stable arrangements for their children.

= Strengthen unemployment insurance for unem-
ployed low-wage workers. The current structure of
unemployment insurance programs disadvantages
low-wage workers, especially those who work part-
time and those who are new to the labor force
(recent wages are not counted in determining
eligibility in the majority of states). Some states
have started to expand access to unemployment
insurance to make it easier for these groups to
qualify, but many others have not.’

Endnotes

This fact sheet is part of the National Center for Children in
Povertys demographic fact sheet series and is updated annually.
Important changes are noted in the text. Estimates were pre-
pared by Ayana Douglas-Hall and Heather Koball of NCCP
based on the Current Population Survey, Annual Social and
Economic Supplement, March 2004.
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