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 Despite low levels of unemployment,1 average household income has declined since 2000.2 
The number of children living in low-income families has continued to rise. Programs that 
provide supports for low-income, working parents can increase income and child well-being.

The majority of children in low-income families have parents who are employed full-time and year-
round.3

 n 56% of children in low-income4 families – 16.0 million – have at least one parent who 
works full-time and year-round.

 n 25% of children in low-income families – 7.0 million – have at least one parent who 
works part-time, or full-time, part-year.

 n 19% of children in low-income families – 5.5 million – do not have an employed parent.

Many low-income parents who work part-year or part-time are unable to find full-time, year round 
employment.

 n The majority (57%) of low-income parents working full-time for only part of the year 
reported they could not find year-round work.

 n 33% of low-income parents working part-time reported they did so because they could 
not find full-time work.5
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Low-income children, by parents’ work status, 2006

Note: Employment level of parent who worked the most in the previous year.
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More than two thirds of low-income parents who did not work at all last year were either disabled or 
taking care of their families.

 n Forty-two percent of low-income parents with no employment reported they were not 
working because they were taking care of their families.

 n An additional 35% of low-income parents with no employment reported they were not 
working because they had an illness or disability that kept them from working.

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 opportu-
nities for full-time employment, but they are also less likely to receive benefits such as health 
insurance, paid vacation, or holidays.6

Policy Implications

 Public policy can support low-income working parents - and therefore their children – by 
providing relief from work-related expenses (such as child care and transportation), increas-
ing income, and strengthening the safety net for temporary unemployment spells.

 Policy strategies include:7

 n Increase wages. Almost one in three employed, low-income parents works in the service 
industry – jobs that often pay the minimum wage. research shows that a single parent 
with two children typically needs to earn $16.50 an hour full-time – or about $34,000 a 
year – to provide for the family’s basic needs. Yet the highest state minimum wage is under 
$8 an hour, and the federal minimum wage is only $5.85, even with the recent increase.8 
In the absence of higher wages, the federal earned Income Tax Credit (eITC) increases the 
value of low-wage work and lifts millions of people out of poverty every year.

 n 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 
child care arrangements for their children.

Working parents employed in service occupations, by income level, 2006

Note: Includes occupation for both parents in families with two employed parents.

Percent (%)

0

5

10

15

20

25

30

Above low incomeLow income

0

5

10

15

20

25

30

Above low incomeLow income

12%

28%



National Center for Children in Poverty     3
Most Low-Income Parents Are Employed

For state-level demographic data, see the National Center for Children in Poverty web site: 

www.nccp.org

 n Maintain support for Social Security and Supplemental Security Income (SSI). 
Providing insurance for families who experience the disability or death of a primary 
breadwinner can provide a safety net for low-income parents and their children. In the 
Social Security program alone, over 5 million children benefit as dependents of individuals 
who have died or become disabled, or as members of households that rely on Social 
Security.9 For those who do not qualify for Social Security, SSI provides means-tested 
assistance for disabled adults and children.
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