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Section One: The Promise of Opportunity, p.4

Å The future of Massachusetts depends upon the success of our children. When our 1.4 million children are healthy, when they 
receive a great education, when their parents and caretakers have well-paying jobs, and when they live in flourishing communities, 
they have the best chance to thrive, and we all have the best chance at a bright future. Public policies play a crucial role in creating 
these essential conditions for the best opportunity for every child. 

Å From the late 1940s to the 1970s, incomes for most working people grew at about the same rate as the U.S. economy grew. But 
there were still barriers keeping prosperity from reaching some people, even during a time of broadly-shared growth. In 1964, a 
ά²ŀǊ ƻƴ tƻǾŜǊǘȅέ ŎƻƴŦǊƻƴǘŜŘ ƘŜŀŘ-on the obstacles faced by those left behind by post-war prosperity. This War on Poverty and 
ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳǎ ŎǊŜŀǘŜŘ ŀǎ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǿƘŀǘ ǿŀǎ ƪƴƻǿƴ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ άDǊŜŀǘ {ƻŎƛŜǘȅέ ǳǎŜŘ ŀ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ-based approach to address those obstacles 
to opportunity. Poverty dropped initially, but has persisted despite the documented success of these initiatives..

Section Two:  Obstacles Blocking the Road, p.12

Å While effective public programs can help remove obstacles along the road to opportunity, good jobs play a central role in paving
ǘƘŀǘ ǊƻŀŘΦ .ǳǘ ǘƻƻ Ƴŀƴȅ Ƨƻōǎ ƛƴ ǘƻŘŀȅΩǎ ŜŎƻƴƻƳȅ Řƻ ƴƻǘ Ǉŀȅ ŜƴƻǳƎƘ ŦƻǊ ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ ŦŀƳƛƭƛŜǎ ǘƻ ƪŜŜǇ ŦƻƻŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǘŀōƭŜΣ ƪŜŜǇ ŀ ǊƻƻŦ
overhead, save for college, and put money aside for retirement.

Å ²Ƙȅ ŘƻŜǎ ŀ ŦŀƳƛƭȅΩǎ ƘŀǊŘ ǿƻǊƪ ƴƻ ƭƻƴƎŜǊ ǇŀǾŜ ǘƘŜ ǊƻŀŘ ǘƻ ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘȅΚ ¢ƘŜ ŜŎƻƴƻƳȅ Ƙŀǎ ŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŜŘ ǘƻ ƎǊƻǿ ƛƴ ǊŜŎŜƴǘ ŘŜŎŀŘŜǎΣ 
but unlike in the post-World War II era, this growth has not translated into increased wages for low- and moderate-income 
families. In fact, over the past several decades, national economic policies stopped emphasizing wage growth, Congress allowed 
the real value of the minimum wage to decline, and labor law enforcement agencies weakened protections for workers.

Section Three:  Communities and Opportunity, p. 18

Å Well-resourced communities can lower barriers to opportunity for children and families, and public policy can help build stable and 
ǘƘǊƛǾƛƴƎ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘƛŜǎΦ .ǳǘ ǿƘŜƴ ǿŀƎŜǎ ŀǊŜ ƭƻǿΣ ŀƴŘ ŦŀƳƛƭƛŜǎ ŦƛƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƛƴŎƻƳŜǎ ŀǊŜƴΩǘ ŜƴƻǳƎƘ ǘƻ ŀŦŦƻǊŘ ǘƘŜ ōŀǎƛŎǎΣ ŎƘƛƭŘǊen 
face significant obstacles to opportunity right from the start.

Å In some communities in Massachusetts, more than one out of every four children lives below the official federal poverty line. 
Chronically under-resourced communities with more concentrated poverty create additional obstacles to opportunity for children. 
!ƴŘ ŜǾŜƴ ŦŀƳƛƭƛŜǎ ǿƘƻ ŀǊŜ άƴŜŀǊ ǇƻƻǊέτliving with incomes above poverty and up to twice the official poverty lineτstruggle to 
make ends meet in a high-cost state like Massachusetts.

This research was also funded in part by the Annie E. Casey Foundation. We thank them for their support but acknowledge that the findings 
and conclusions presented in this report are those of MassBudget alone, and do not necessarily reflect the opinions of the Foundation. 
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Section Four: Removing Obstacles, p. 31 

Å Effective state and federal policies can help stabilize communities and remove obstacles to opportunity for families and children. 
When the state provides work supports for low-income families, or resources that help shore up families encountering difficult 
times, it is making investments that are crucial to family well-being.

Å Policies that help make work payτsuch as the minimum wage and the earned income tax creditτand those that help people 
balance the demands of work and familyτsuch as paid family and medical leave, earned paid sick days, and affordable child careτ
help working families find a way forward.

Å Policies that help families make ends meetτsuch as those that help put food on the table or provide other income supportsτcan 
help families through hard times. Policies that help communities thriveτsuch as those that support safe, healthy, and affordable
housing, and that support high quality local education from the earliest days and into young adulthoodτhelp give every child the
best chance at a bright future.

Section Five:  New and Emerging Roadblocks, p. 49

Å New federal tax cuts for the wealthy and corporations will lead to a deep hole in the federal budget. To make up for that revenue 
loss, Congress and the Administration are proposing cuts to spending on programs benefiting low-income families. Cuts to federal 
funding would have an impact on a variety of state-provided services and supports, as many of the state agencies that administer
these programs rely heavily on federal funds. 

Appendix A:  The Supplemental Poverty Measure, p. 55
Appendix B:   The Anchored Supplemental Poverty Rate, p. 56
Appendix C:   The Changing Economy, p. 57
Data Sources for Charts, Graphs, and Images, p. 58
Endnotes, p.65
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THE PROMISE OF OPPORTUNITY: Children need economic security today to 
have a bright future tomorrow.

The future of Massachusetts depends upon the success of our children. There are 1.6 million families in Massachusetts 
and 1.4 million children. When children are healthy, when they receive a great education, when their parents and 
caretakers have well-paying jobs, and when they live in flourishing communities, children have the best chance to 
thrive, and we all have the best chance at a bright future. Public policies play a crucial role in creating these essential 
conditions for the best opportunity for every child.

But the road to that opportunity is not always smooth. Although everyone experiences bumps along the way, 
sometimes there are real barriers that present obstacles to success. Just as some public policies create conditions for 
success, other policies have created obstacles to opportunity for some, or allowed those obstacles to persist.

Over fifty years ago, the country committed to waging a War on Poverty and creating a Great Society focused on 
removing the barriers blocking too many families from getting ahead. Yet child and family poverty persist. Why?

First of all, our economy is out of balanceτtilting opportunity towards those with the highest incomes. In an economy 
that offers opportunity for everyone, parents would be able to find jobs that provide enough to keep a roof overhead, 
ŦŜŜŘ ŀ ŦŀƳƛƭȅΣ ŀƴŘ ǎŀǾŜ ŦƻǊ ŎƻƭƭŜƎŜ ŀƴŘ ǊŜǘƛǊŜƳŜƴǘΦ ¢ƻŘŀȅΩǎ ŜŎƻƴƻƳȅ does not create opportunity for everyone.

Second, our public investments are falling short, leaving children, families, and communities with unmet needs. At the 
federal level, Congress is considering dismantling income and work supports and other effective initiatives that for 
decades have been successful at removing obstacles along the road to opportunity for children and families.
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From the late 1940s to the 1970s, the U.S. economy grew, as did incomes for 
most working people.

After World War II ended, the country experienced a 
period of rapid economic growth, referred to as the 
άǇƻǎǘ-ǿŀǊ ōƻƻƳΦέ

From the late 1940s and into the 1970s, the standard of 
living doubled for people across the income spectrum. 
The economy was growing rapidly and ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜǎΩ 
incomes were growing as well. This growth was widely-
shared and consistent across all income levels. (See 
graph and Data Sources.)

During this period, incomes grew because wages grew, 
and they both grew right alongside economic 
productivity (see aŀǎǎ.ǳŘƎŜǘΩǎ State of Working 
Massachusettsfor more).1 Productivity gains translated 
into hourly wage increases for workers.

During this period, the economy seemed to offer a 
promise of growing prosperity for anyone who had 
access to opportunity and a good job. 

However, even in the post-war economic boom, there 
were still some families who were not yet benefitting 
from this broadly-shared economic prosperity. 

1950 Ford Motor 
Company 
advertisement
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There were still barriers keeping prosperity from reaching some people, even 
during a time of broadly-shared growth. 

The post-World War II economic boom did not touch all 
communities equally. There was deep poverty affecting 
many communities in rural America, as farming methods 
and industries changed.2 And while access to generous 
ǾŜǘŜǊŀƴǎΩ ōŜƴŜŦƛǘǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ǎǳōǎƛŘƛȊŜŘ ƘƛƎƘŜǊ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴΣ 
home loans, job training, and small business support 
brought new-found prosperity to many, these benefits 
were not even equally available to all veterans, 
particularly African-American veterans.3

MoreoverΣ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎ ƪƴƻǿƴ ŀǎ άǊŜŘ-ƭƛƴƛƴƎέ explicitly 
denied access for people of color to certain 
communities, which meant that not all prospering 

IƻƳŜ hǿƴŜǊǎΩ [ƻŀƴ /ƻǊǇƻǊŀǘƛƻƴΣ 
Map of Brockton, 1936

communities were equally 
accessible to all residents 
(see map).4

Education also was not  
equally accessible. In spite 
of the national 
commitment to universal 
public education for every 
child, schools were not the 
same in all communities. 

As an important step in addressing this inequity, the 
landmark 1954 Supreme Court decision in Brown v. 
Board of Education determined the centrality of high-
quality education for all children, regardless of race.5

Massachusetts, although relatively better off than many 
other states in 1960 (see illustration), was a state that 
had gone through a transition. During what is known as 
ǘƘŜ ά{ŜŎƻƴŘ DǊŜŀǘ aƛƎǊŀǘƛƻƴΣέ thousands of African-
Americans came north to the cities, presumably for 
better educational opportunities for their children and 
ŦƻǊ ŜƳǇƭƻȅƳŜƴǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀǘŜΩǎ manufacturing centers.6

From the U.S. Census, 1960
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In 1964, a ά²ŀǊ ƻƴ tƻǾŜǊǘȅέ confronted head-on the obstacles faced by those 
left behind by post-war prosperity.

In 1964, President Lyndon B. Johnson and the Congress declared a 
ά²ŀǊ ƻƴ tƻǾŜǊǘȅέ ǘƻ ōǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ōŜƴŜŦƛǘǎ ƻŦ Ǉƻǎǘ-World War 
II America to those whom post-war prosperity had not yet reached. 
The Great Society legislation of the 1960s addressed a variety of 
obstacles to opportunity faced by low-income families and children 
so that more Americans would have access to jobs, thriving 
communities, and a good education (see list). 

Recognizing the central importance of early education for low-
income children who faced extra barriers to opportunity right from 
the start, Congress created Head Start for the youngest children, 
funded additional assistance for reading instruction in low-income 
communities, provided supports for teachers, and more.

To boost the incomes of people with low-wage jobs, Congress 
increased the minimum wage and funded extensive job training. 
President WƻƘƴǎƻƴ ŀƭǎƻ ŘŜŎƭŀǊŜŘ ŀ άǿŀǊ ƻƴ ƘǳƴƎŜǊΣέ broadly 
expanding Food Stamps (now called SNAP) and the school meals 
program.8

SELECTED GREAT SOCIETY LEGISLATION
(Linked)

Å Civil Rights Act 1964
Å Economic Opportunity Act 1964
Å Food Stamp Act 1964
Å Elementary and Secondary Education Act 

1965
ÅManpower Act of 1965
ÅOlder Americans Act 1965
Å Social Security Amendments of 1965 ς

Medicare/Medicaid
Å Community Health Centers Act 1965
Å Housing and Urban Development Act 1965
Å Voting Rights Act 1965
Å National Foundation for the Arts and 

Humanities 1965
Å Child Nutrition Act 1966

ά¢ƘƛǎadministrationΧdeclaresunconditionalwar on poverty in AmericaΧ.The program I shall
proposewill emphasizethis cooperativeapproachto help that one-fifth of all Americanfamilies
with incomestoo small to evenmeet their basicneeds. Our chief weaponsin a more pinpointed
attack will be better schools,and better health,and better homes,and better training, and better
job opportunities....έ

Lyndon B. Johnson: "Annual Message to the Congress on the State of the Union," January 8, 19647

7

https://www.gpo.gov/fdsys/pkg/STATUTE-78/pdf/STATUTE-78-Pg241.pdf
https://www.gpo.gov/fdsys/pkg/STATUTE-78/pdf/STATUTE-78-Pg508.pdf
https://fns-prod.azureedge.net/sites/default/files/PL_88-525.pdf
https://www.gpo.gov/fdsys/pkg/STATUTE-79/pdf/STATUTE-79-Pg27.pdf
https://www.gpo.gov/fdsys/pkg/STATUTE-79/pdf/STATUTE-79-Pg75.pdf
https://www.gpo.gov/fdsys/pkg/STATUTE-79/pdf/STATUTE-79-Pg218.pdf
https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/STATUTE-79/pdf/STATUTE-79-Pg286.pdf
https://www.gpo.gov/fdsys/pkg/STATUTE-79/pdf/STATUTE-79-Pg427-3.pdf
https://www.gpo.gov/fdsys/pkg/STATUTE-79/pdf/STATUTE-79-Pg451.pdf
https://www.gpo.gov/fdsys/pkg/STATUTE-79/pdf/STATUTE-79-Pg437.pdf
https://www.gpo.gov/fdsys/pkg/STATUTE-79/pdf/STATUTE-79-Pg845.pdf
https://www.gpo.gov/fdsys/pkg/STATUTE-80/pdf/STATUTE-80-Pg885.pdf
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The War on Poverty and Great Society programs used a community-based 
approach to address obstacles to opportunity.

To implement programs and support community 
development, Congress created networks of community-
based programs (see map below) that provided services 
to the low-income communities in which they were 
located. They also employed residents of their local 
communities. As ǎǘŀǘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ άŘŜŎƭŀǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǇǳǊǇƻǎŜέ 
of the Economic Opportunity Act:

The United States can achieve its full economic and social 
potential . . . only if every individual has the opportunity 
to contribute to the full extent of his [sic] capabilities and 
to participate in the workings of our society. It is, 
therefore, the policy of the United States to eliminate the 
paradox of poverty in the midst of plenty in this Nation by 
opening to everyone the opportunity for education and 

22.1%

13.7%

1960 Census 1970 Census

Poverty Rate:
United States

12.2%

8.6%

1960 Census 1970 Census

Poverty Rate: 
Massachusetts

training, the 
opportunity to 
work, and the 
opportunity to 
live in decency 
and dignity.9

Along with creating an anti-poverty network, the federal 
government also created a formal definition of poverty. 
This provided an opportunity to measure poverty, and 
determine whether the anti-poverty programs were 
working.10

In Massachusetts between 1960 and 1970, the 
combination of continually rising wages and the 
introduction of these anti-poverty initiatives together 
cut the poverty rate by about one-third, from 12.2 
percent to 8.6 percent (see graphs and Data Sources).

Current Anti-Poverty Network Created By The 
Economic Opportunity Act of 1964
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Rising wages and the War on Poverty led to a dramatic drop in poverty right 
from the start, but this progress slowed since the 1970s.

During the first decade of the War on Poverty, poverty 
overall and for children in particular dropped 
dramatically (see charts and Data Sources), but since 
then poverty rates overall and for children have not 
continued to drop based on the official poverty measure.

If anti-poverty and community-building programs have 
been successful, why would poverty persist as those 
programs became better established?

First, the official poverty measure is not the only or most 
accurate way to track economic well-being, and in 
particular the way it is measured does not account for 
the impact of these Great Society programs. The Census 
Bureau has recently developed an alternative poverty 
ƳŜŀǎǳǊŜΣ ǘƘŜ ά{ǳǇǇƭŜƳŜƴǘŀƭ tƻǾŜǊǘȅ aŜŀǎǳǊŜΦέ ¢Ƙƛǎ 
new measure does tell an important story about the 
legacy of the Great Society programs in combatting 
poverty.

Second, many families are still economically insecure, 
and the policies that regulate the economy still create 
obstacles to opportunity or allow existing obstacles to 
persist.

U.S.
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The Supplemental Poverty Measure is a better poverty measure, and it 
documents the impact of Great Society programs on poverty.

The Supplemental Poverty Measure shows the dramatic 
impact of public programs in keeping both adults and 
children out of poverty.12

According to the SPM, without benefits such as SNAP, 
child tax credits, housing assistance, school meals, and 
more, more than one-quarter of children across the 
country would be in dire economic straits. Yet when 
counting the value of these benefits, this poverty 
measure drops by more than nine percentage points to 
15.6 ǇŜǊŎŜƴǘΦ ¢ƘŀǘΩǎ ŀƴ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ŘǊƻǇΣ ōǳǘ ǎǘƛƭƭ ŦŀǊ ǘƻƻ 
high(see graph and Data Sources).

The official poverty measure has limitations as it does 
not account for the actual costs of basic living expenses, 
and does not account for a variety of non-cash and tax 
benefits.

The Supplemental Poverty Measure (SPM) is a more 
accurate way of measuring poverty. The SPM poverty 
threshold is different, because it estimates household 
costs covering a variety of basic needs, such as the costs 
of food, clothing, shelter, and utilities. It also calculates 
income differently, by including the value of non-cash 
public benefits such as SNAP (formerly ƪƴƻǿƴ ŀǎ άŦƻƻŘ 
ǎǘŀƳǇǎέύ ŀƴŘ ƘƻǳǎƛƴƎ ŀǎǎƛǎǘŀƴŎŜΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǾŀƭǳŜ ƻŦ ǘŀȄ 
credits such as the Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC). The 
SPM also deducts the costs of child care for working 
parents or out-of-pocket medical expenses. Finally, the 
SPM adjusts for differences in the cost of living across 
the country. (See Appendix Aand Appendix Bfor more 
detailed explanations of these poverty measures.)

Unlike for the nation as a whole (see chart and Data 
Sources) and in some other parts of the country, the 
Massachusetts SPM is HIGHER than the official poverty 
ǊŀǘŜΣ ƛƴ ƭŀǊƎŜ ǇŀǊǘ ŘǳŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀǘŜΩǎ ƘƛƎƘ ƘƻǳǎƛƴƎ ŎƻǎǘǎΦ11

19.5%

15.6%

25.1%

Official Rate Alternative
Rate (SPM)

Alternative Rate
Without Counting

Benefits

U.S. Child Poverty Rates
2016

impact 
of 
benefits
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Although not visible in official poverty measures, thanks to benefits such as 
SNAP, housing assistance, and more, poverty has been cut in half.

The άŀƭǘŜǊƴŀǘƛǾŜέ ǇƻǾŜǊǘȅ ƳŜŀǎǳǊŜτthe Supplemental Poverty 
Measure (SPM)τdocuments that public benefit programs are 
responsible for helping hundreds of thousands of people in 
Massachusetts make ends meet. The official poverty measure 
cannot track this.

Programs like SNAP (the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance 
tǊƻƎǊŀƳǎ ƻǊ άŦƻƻŘ ǎǘŀƳǇǎέύΣ {ƻŎƛŀƭ {ŜŎǳǊƛǘȅΣ ƘƻǳǎƛƴƎ ŀǎǎƛǎǘŀƴŎŜΣ 
child tax credits, school meals, the Women, Infants, and Children 
nutrition program (WIC), and fuel assistance have all been vital 
ǘƻ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ǎŜŎǳǊƛǘȅΦ

These benefits, many of which were created as part of the War 
on Poverty, have provided the resources for approximately 
920,000 people in Massachusetts (including close to 200,000 
children) that move them over this poverty line. (See graphs and 
Data Sources.)

These public programs have essentially cut poverty in half, and 
have cut child poverty by more than half, based on the SPM. 
(The poverty rates for elders are even more dramatic. Social 
Security alone cuts the elder poverty rate from 53.1 percent to 
15.1 percent based on the SPM.)13

But public programs alone cannot completely eliminate poverty. 
People need good jobs with good wages that grow over time.

People in 
poverty

People Kept 
Out of 

Poverty by 
Public 

Benefits

All Others

Public Programs Cut Poverty Just About in 
Half In Massachusetts

Kids Kept 
Out of 

Poverty by 
Public 

Benefits

Kids in 
Poverty

All Other 
Kids

Public Programs More Than Cut Child Poverty 
in Half In Massachusetts
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