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CHAPTER 5
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s we enter the 21st century, the United
A States has just experienced a period of

significant economic growth. Coupled
with changes in public policy (e.g., welfare
reform, tax policy changes), this growth has
translated into significant reductions in the
rate of poverty among children (Bennett &
Lu, 2000). Nonetheless, one in six American
children—more than 12 million children—still
live in families whose incomes fall below the
federal poverty line {U.S. Census Bureau,

2000). Indeed, 34% of all American children t

have spent at least 1 year in an impoverished
household; this rate rises to 81% for children
of single parents and to 63% for children
whose parents did not complete high
school (Rank & Hirschl, 1999). Numbers of

near-poor children (i.e., those in families
with incomes between 100% and 200% of
the poverty threshold) are growing as well,
with the number of children living in near
poverty rising faster than the overall
poverty rate {National Center for Children
in Poverty, 1996).

In this chapter, we consider poverty’s
effects on our nation’s children. We begin by
defining poverty and describing the ways in
which poverty is operationalized. We then
identify the serious toll that poverty takes on
the well-being of many children, particularly
when these children experience deep poverty,
over multiple years, and early on in their
development (Duncan, Brooks-Gunn, &
Klebanov, 1994). As we will see, different
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lines of social science inquiry rely on different
definitions of poverty, and we briefly
consider these different definitions within
our review. Next, we consider developmental
mechanisms through which family economic
hardship may translate into negative conse-
quences for children, so that a template
for different avenues of intervention can be
clearly drawn from important emerging
research. We develop a framework to con-
sider ways in which the United States has
attempted to address poverty’s effects on
children through diverse family- and child-
focused federal programs. We end by identi-
fying several remaining obstacles to effective
child poverty reduction programs.

At the outset, we acknowledge that during
recent years more of the responsibility for
designing poverty reduction programs within
federal mandates has devolved to individual
states. Because no two states are alike in how
they implement federal policies (Cauthen,
Knitzer, & Ripple, 2000; Meyers, Gornick, &
Peck, 2001), we focus herein on federal laws
and programs so as to reflect the national
priorities that guide state- and community-
level programs.

DETERMINING THE SCOPE OF
THE PROBLEM: DEFINING AND
OPERATIONALIZING POVERTY

During recent years, there has been mounting
controversy on the issue of how to define and
measure poverty. The United States uses
what is called an “absolute” measure of
poverty in that there is an imaginary poverty
“line” that demarcates the poor from the
nonpoor. In contrast, European and other
nations use a relative measure by which
families are considered poor only in relation
to the median income for their country.
Complements to both of these standards are
subjective measures that reflect how a given
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family’s standard of living compares with
that of others in their country or region.
Research and policy discussions on
poverty reflect recent discussions regarding
whether to use absolute or relative measures
of poverty and whether to add indexes of
material deprivation or what has been
termed “social exclusion.” Decisions on
these issues influence the design, results, and
interpretation of research studies on the

"number of children who are identified as

poor, on the effects of poverty on children,
and on the effectiveness of poverty reduction
policies. We briefly outline these theoretical
and methodological challenges.

An Absolute Measure of Poverty:
The U.S. Federal Poverty Line

The U.S. federal poverty line (FPL} is an
absolute measure of a predetermined income
threshold adjusted for family size and yearly
cost-of-living increases. For 2001, the FPL
was $17,650 for a family of four (“Annual
Update,” 2001). A family whose gross
income {accounting for family size) falls
below the poverty line is considered “poor.”
The U.S. federal poverty measure has been
sharply criticized during recent years, partic-
ularly for (a) its failure to take into account
the taxes families pay and the in-kind (non-
cash) and cash-like benefits they receive (e.g.,
food stamps, housing subsidies) and for (b) its
reliance on expenditure ratios established
during the 1950s that have not been empiri-
cally confirmed and do not take into account
the fact that families’ housing, medical, and
child care expenses have increased substan-
tially as a proportion of their overall incomes
{Aber, Bennett, Conley, & Li, 1997; Citro &
Michael, 1995; Seccombe, 2000). Further
problems are that regional differences in
costs, particularly for housing, are not
accommodated in current poverty guidelines
(Aber et al., 1997; Citro & Michael, 1995;
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Seccombe, 2000) and that income is generally

" interpreted as an individual- or family-level

measure, a fact that may obscure the extent
to which family income is linked to regional
levels of unemployment, job loss, and eco-
nomic downturns.

The policy importance of such an

~ absolute poverty “line” is that, as will be

seen, a majority of programs targeted to
low-income families with children are linked
to where families’ incomes fall in regard to
this absolute benchmark. Thus, both federal
and state poverty reduction programs are
disbursed according to families’ incomes
regardless of the cost of living for the areas in
which they live. Although an annual income

of 150% of the poverty line (i.c., $26,475 for |

a family of four) may be enough to live on in
some regions of the country (e.g., small
towns and rural areas in the South), it may
fall far short of covering minimum expenses
in others (e.g., large cities in the Northeast
and West). The FPL also poses chalienges
to policymakers themselves: Because the
poverty guidelines are based on taxable
income and do not include in-kind govern-
ment benefits such as food stamps and
housing assistance, the guidelines hamper
attempts to determine the effectiveness of
policy changes on the true economic cir-
cumstances of the poor (Aber et al., 1997,
Citro & Michael, 1995).

Alternative Absolute
Measures of Poverty

These challenges have led a number of
investigators to suggest that the FPL should
be substantially amended or replaced by
more theoretically and empirically meaning-
ful measures. We now turn to a brief review
of these alternative measures of poverty.

The U.S. Census’s “Experimental Poverty
Measure.” Recently, the Census Bureau has
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incorporated suggested changes to the FPL
(Citro & Michael, 1995) into an “experi-
mental poverty measure” that includes the
value of near-money benefits (e.g., food
stamps, tax credits) as well as the costs of
work-related expenses (e.g., child care) and
out-of-pocket medical costs (Iceland &
Short, 1999). With these adjustments, child
poverty rates are somewhat higher with the
experimental measure than with the official
FPL, and the composition of the poor
changes to include more working and two-
parent families (Iceland & Short, 1999). To
date, there are no official plans to adopt the
experimental measure.

The Self-Sufficiency Standard, The self-
sufficiency standard measures the amount of
income a family would need to meet its basic
needs, and thus be independent of subsidies,
in a given locale (Pearce & Brooks, 2000).
The self-sufficiency standard is comprised
of costs for housing, child care, food, trans-
portation, health . care, miscellanecus
expenses (including clothing, medicines, and
household items), and taxes. The standard
takes into account work expenses (including
child care), the ages of children in a family,
regional and local variation in costs, and the
net effect of taxes and tax credits. Self-
sufficiency standards have been calculated
for a number of states around the nation. For
example, calculation of the standard in
New York State revealed that, outside of
New York City, monthly self-sufficiency
wage requirements for a single-parent, two-
child family ranged from $30,012 (Otsego
County) to $60,528 (Nassau and Suffolk
counties) (Pearce & Brooks, 2000). After cal-
culating more than 400 family budgets to
represent all regions and family types in the
United States, researchers at the Economic
Policy Institute determined that moré than
two and a half times the number of families
that are officially poor based on the FPL fall



below estimated family budget levels
(Boushey, Brocht, Gundersen, & Bernstein,
2001). This growing attention to the amount
of money needed by families with children to
meet their basic needs underlies the insuffi-
ciency of the current U.S. FPL and the need
for poverty definitions to be tied to tl}e
income that families require to meet their
basic needs in our society.

A Relative Measure of Poverty:
The European Poverty Line

In contrast to the United States, European
nations tend to use relative definitions of
poverty, which emphasize inequality, rather
than absolute definitions, which emphasize
deprivation. The rationales behind the use of
a relative poverty threshold are that what is
considered an acceptable standard of living
changes with time and that families whose
resources are significantly below other mem-
bers in their society will be unable to partici-
pate fully in that society (Townsend, 1992;
UNICEF Innocentt Research Centre, 2000).
A relative measure of poverty, typically oper-
ationalized as 50% of the median income in
a society, necessarily changes as the median
income in a society changes, This character-
istic of a relative measure is beneficial in that
it is referenced to the entire society at a given
point, yet it is problematic when a recession
makes an entire society worse off and some
families are not considered poor even though
they have very low incomes but are above
half of the median income (Citro & Michael,
1995). The relative poverty measure is often
used in international comparisons and yields
different percentages of poverty; using a
50% of median relative measure of poverty
as a standard, UNICEF recently determined
that the U.S. poverty rate rises substantially
(by 8% of the population) using a relative,
rather than an absolute, approach. With
relative poverty as the standard, the United
States has one of the highest relative child
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poverty rates among the world’s wealthiest
nations {UNICEF Innocenti Research Centre,
2000).

Subjective Measures of Poverty

In the studies reviewed thus far,
researchers have considered poverty in
strictly economic terms, examining the
impact of low family income on child wel-
fare. Yet these studies may underestimate
the toll that material hardship may take on
children by using too narrow a definition of
who is considered poor according to income-
based standards.

Family Financial Hardship. From a devel-
opmental perspective, income-to-needs ratios
{defined as a family’s income divided by
the poverty threshold associated with that
family’s size and structure) do not provide
sufficient information as to whether families
perceive and are adversely affected by finan-
cial hardship such as the extent to which
families are unable to purchase sufficient
food, clothing, and/or shelter (Conger, Ge,
Elder, Lorenz, & Simons, 1994; McLoyd,
Jayaratne, Ceballo, & Borquez, 1994; Sen,
1999). Indeed, up to 65% of nonpoor fami-
lies that fall between 100% and 200% of the
FPL (i.e., with income-to-needs ratios of 1.0
to 2.0) experience one or more serious hard-
ships that include food insecurity, inability to
pay bills, lack of health insurance, and lack
of adequate child care (Boushey et al., 2001;
Children’s Defense Fund, 2000). Previous
studies have suggested that low income takes
a negative toll on child outcomes in part
through the economic pressures on family
life (Elder, Eccles, Ardelt, & Lord, 1995;
McLoyd et al., 1994). Under such pressures,
parents make difficult “choices” about
where to allocate their limited fundsN(Edin &
Lein, 1997). Their choices will be reflected in
several key indicators such as families’ experi-
ences of financial strain (Elder et al., 1995;



Gutman & FEccles, 1999; Mcloyd et al,
1994), food insecurity {Carlson, Andrews, &
Bickel, 1999), residential instability (Boisjoly,
Duncan, & Hofferth, 1994; Leventhal &
Brooks-Gunn, 2000; Pribesh & Downey,
1999), and inadequate medical care {Kenney,
Ko, & Ormond, 2000; Mills, 2000; Office
of Assistant Secretary for Planning and
Evaluation, 1998). For example, 17% of all
households with children under 18 years of
age experiencé deprivation of basic food
needs {Carlson et al.,, 1999; Hamilton et al.,

1997), with those in poverty being 3.5 times .

more likely to experience food insufficiency
than those with incomes above the poverty
threshold (Rose, 1999). It may be these
material hardships in poor families” day-to-
day lives that predict increased levels of

parent stress, isolation, depression, and harsh

parenting, each of which, as is discussed in
what follows, predicts impoverished children’s

deficits in behavioral and psychological func-

tioning (Boisjoly et al.,, 1994; Brody et al,,
1994; Chase-Landsdale, Brooks-Gunn, &
Zamsky, 1994; Elder et al., 1995; Hamelin,
Habicht, & Beaudry, 1999; Kleinman et al.,
1998; lLeventhal & Brooks-Gunn, 2000;
Olson, 1999).

Social Exclusion. Researchers and policy-
makers in the European Union (e.g.,
Burchardt, Le Grand, & Piachaud, 1999,
Mikulic, Linden, Pelsers, & Schiepers, 1999;
Percy-Smith, 2000), and now in the United
States {e.g., Aber, Gershoff, & Brooks-Gunn,
2001), have become increasingly interested
in the notion of “social exclusion” as another
frame through which to understand the effects
of poverty and deprivation on children. In
general, families may be excluded from
normative desirable experiences such as living
i adequate housing, in crime-free neigh-
borhoods, and with formal and informal
social supports as well as from participation in
meaningful work, educational, recreational,
and civic opportunities (Burchardt et al,,
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1999; Percy-Smith, 2000). For example,
working parents whose incomes are poor or
near poor {200% of FPL) might not be able to
afford popular material goods {(e.g., clothes,
shoes, video games) as well as educationally
enriching products and experiences (e.g., qual-
ity child care, visits to museums, computers).
Children who are unable to share in these
experiences may feel excluded, stigmatized,
and discriminated against by their peers
(Duncan & Brooks-Gunn, 1997; Klasen,
1998). Much empirical evidence indicates that
U.S. children’s exclusion from safe neighbor-
hoods, adequate housing, and cognitively
enriching educational systems may jeopardize
their healthy development and limit their
future roles as learners, workers, and citizens.

Dynamic Approaches to
Measuring Poverty

Although there is an extensive literature on
income dynamics (Bradbury, Jenkins, &
Micklewright, 2001), it has not been well
integrated with studies of developmental
dynamics. Economists tend to view multiple
time point measures of permanent income
as more valuable than single point-in-time
measures of current incoine, with permanent
income more strongly related to child devel-
opment than is current income (Blau, 1999;
Brooks-Gunn & Duncan, 1997; Duncan
et al., 1994). Still other researchers {Nolan &
Whelan, 1996) argue that indexes of material
hardship can complement measures of cur-
rent income and more closely approximate
permanent income (with low yearly income
and high levels of material hardship approx-
imating a measure of permanent low
income). Unfortunately, all of these points
of view ignore temporal fluctuations in
income and potential transactional (recipro-
cal) paths of influence between income and
hardship. The timing, variation, and direc-
tionality of income change may influence
family processes over and above mean



income (Brooks-Gunn & Duncan, 1997;
Duncan, Yeung, Brooks-Gunn, & Smith,
1998). One needs only to conduct the mental
experiment of asking which of two families
with mean incomes of $10,000 per year qyer
5 years that one would prefer to live in: Family
A with increasing incomes of $8,000, $9,000,
$10,000, $11,000, and $12,000 per year or
Family B with decreasing incomes of $12,000,
$11,000, $10,000, $9,000, and $8,000.
Although permanent income averaged across
the S-year period remains the same for both
families, it is likely that Family A’s outlook, as
well as its income, improves over time, In con-
trast, Family B’s economic hardship is likely to
be accompanied by increasing psychological
strain, worry, and emotional distress. The
developmental effects of these income patterns
are likely to be very different for the children
in each of these families.

KNOWN EFFECTS OF POVERTY
ON CHILDREN’S DEVELOPMENT

Research on the effects of growing up in
poverty on children’s development has con-
sistently found negative associations between
poverty and three key areas of children’s
lives, namely their physical, cognitive, and
social-emotional development. Most of the
literature on poverty and children’s develop-
ment uses correlational techniques. Some-
times studies control for factors that are
associated with poverty (e.g., parent educa-
tion, parent marital status [Mayer, 1997]),
but often they do not. Even when other
factors are controlled, correlational studies
cannot prove causal links between poverty
and child development outcomes; however,
recent experimental demonstration programs
that provide income supports do allow the
drawing of causal conclusions. Despite these
caveats, we refer to the “effects” of poverty
on children’s development because we
believe that, taken as a whole, the extant
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literature indicates that income poverty and
its cofactors indeed do have significant
causal influences on children’s development.

Effects of Poverty on Children’s
Physical Development

Children who grow up in poor families
are at risk for a range of detrimental physical
outcomes. Being born into a poor family sig-
nificantly increases the chance that a child
will be of low birthweight, which in turn is
associated with high risk of infant mortality
(Gortmaker, 1979) and with later deficits in
physical and cognitive development {Barker,
1994; Bradley et al., 1994; Brooks-Gunn,
Klebanov, & Duncan, 1996), Compared
with their more affluent peers, poor children
are twice as likely to be in bad health, includ-
ing increased rates of diarrhea, colitis,
asthma, and partial or complete blindness or
deafness (Brooks-Gunn & Duncan, 1997).
Children in poor families are three to four
times as likely as their affluent peers to suffer
lead poisoning (Brooks-Gunn & Duncan,
1997; Children’s Defense Fund, 1994,
Klerman, 1991; Seccombe, 2000) and are
much more likely to have oral health prob-
lems, including decayed primary teeth (U.S.
Surgeon General, 2000), and to have an
unmet need for medical care (Klerman, 1991;
Vargas, Crall, & Schneider, 1998). Poor
children are at risk for iron deficiency and
anemia (Children’s Defense Fund, 1994),
both of which have been found to affect
mental, motor, and social behavior through-
out childhood (Klerman, -1991; Lozoff,
Jimenez, & Wolf, 1991). Low family income
has been found to be a significant predictor
of both age-normed stunting {fow height for
age) and wasting (low weight for height)
(Brooks-Gunn & Duncan, 1997; Klerman,
1991; Miller & Korenman, 1994). In addi-
tion, rates of injury from accidents are higher
among poor children than among nonpoor
children (Klerman, 1991).



Given this range of health risks, poor
children unsurprisingly are twice as likely
to make a visit to a hospital as are their non-
poor peers (Brooks-Gunn & Duncan, 1997).
The seriousness of medical problems among
poor children is exacerbated by the fact that,
although recent expansions in government
health insurance coverage have increased
the numbers of children covered by medical
insurance, rates are still relatively low, with
as many as 23% of poor children (families
with incomes below the FPL) and 20% of
near-poor children {(families with "incomes
between 100% and 125% of the FPL)
remaining uninsured (Mills, 2000).

Effects of Poverty on Children’s
Cognitive Development

Poor children are more likely than non-
poor children to experience both develop-
mental delays and learning disabilities
(Brooks-Gunn & Duncan, 1997; Klerman,
1991), tmpairments that will hamper their
abilities in school and beyond. Mild mental
retardation is more prevalent among low-
mcome children than among more affluent
children, while both severe and profound
mental retardation are fairly evenly distrib-
uted across socioeconomic status groups
{Klerman, 1991). Patterns of early childhood
poverty have been found to predict substan-
tive differences in intelligence quotient (IQ}) at
5 years of age (even after controlling for IQ
2 years earlier), with persistent poverty having
a significantly stronger impact on IQ than
does transient poverty {Brooks-Gunn et al.,
1996; Duncan et al., 1994). Family income
differences have been traced directly to dif-
ferences in performance on standardized
tests, with a one-unit improvement in the
income-to-needs ratio translating into a 3.0-
to 3.7-point increase in children’s scores
on cognitive tests (Smith, Brooks-Gunn, &
Klebanov, 1997). Early poverty experiences
pose particular risks for children’s later
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academic performance (Lipman & Offord,
1997}, with socioeconomic differences in
math and reading test scores between the poor
and nonpoor appearing as early as the first
grade (Entwisle & Alexander, 1992). In turn,
poor childfen are twice as likely as nonpoor
children to repeat a grade or to drop out of
school (Brooks-Gunn & Duncan, 1997;
Children’s Defense Fund, 1997).

Effects of Poverty on Children’s
Social-Emotional Development

Although children’s academic success and
cognitive competencies are often key policy
concerns, it is equally important to consider
the negative effects of poverty on children’s
social and emotional adjustment. The limited
social capabilities of young children mean
that they are highly dependent on, and
shaped by, their families, and thus the course
of young children’s development is linked
for good or for ill to their families’ economic
circumstances (Shonkoff & Phillips, 2000).
Children from poor families are at greater
risk for suffering from behavioral or emo-
tional problems (Brooks-Gunn & Duncan,
1997). The experience of poverty, particu-
larly that of long duration, is associated with
increased likelihood that children will evi-
dence externalizing behavior problems, such
as antisocial behavior (Miech, Caspi,
Moffitt, Wright, & Silva, 1999; Takeuchi,
Williams, & Adair, 1991), as well as inter-
nalizing behavior problems, such as depres-
sion and poor self-image (McLeod &
Shanahan, 1996; Miech et al., 1999
Takeuchi et al,, 1991; Weinger, 1998).
Similarly, poor children also show difficul-
ties with aspects of social competence,
including self-regulation and impulsivity
{Takeuchi et al,, 1991), abilities that are
associated with social and emotional compe-
tence throughout childhood (Eisenberg et al.,
1996; Huey & Weisz, 1997; Rothbart &
Bates, 1998).



PROCESSES BY WHICH POVERTY
AFFECTS CHILDREN: TARGETS
FOR POLICY AND PROGRAM
INTERVENTION

Policies or programs aimed at reducing child
poverty or at ameliorating its negative
effects are based on assumiptions about the
processes by which poverty and its cofactors
affect children. Indeed, implicitly or explic-
itly, such processes constitute the potential
targets for policy and program interventions.
" The literature to date has identified several
key factors that predict family income
poverty and financial hardship and that
determine whether and how they in turn
affect children’s development. In this section,
we briefly outline what is known about these
processes, in part to help establish a frame
within which we can discuss antipoverty
policies and programs. We have summarized
the processes identified in the literature in
Figure 5.1.

Family-Level Characteristics as
Predictors of Poverty and Associated
Child Outcomes

As noted previously, a growing debate
among researchers of child poverty has sur-
rounded the assertion that causality may be
incorrectly inferred between family income
at one point and child outcomes at a later
point when the associations between them
may be better explained by a third set of
unobserved variables (Duncan et al., 1998;
Mayer, 1997). Factors such as parents’ level
of education, skills, motivation, and family
structure have been suggested g possible
exogenous predictors of both family income
and child cognitive and social outcomes
(Mayer, 2001). Other researchers have coun-
tered that such an analysis overcontrols for
potential third variable threats (because
many of these characteristics may be caused
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by, rather than causes of, poverty). They argue
that income poverty, especially extreme
poverty during early childhood, does have a
deleterious effect on children’s development
(Duncan et al., 1998). Findings from experi-
mental demonstration projects have done
much to bolster the argument that family
income poverty (see Huston et al., 2001;
Morris, Huston, Duncan, Crosby, & Bos,
2001; Morris & Michalopolous, 2000;
Yoshikawa, 1999) and poor neighborhoods
(see Ludwig, Duncan, & Pinkston, 2000)
causally affect children’s cognitive/academic
and social/femotional development. Future
work is needed to identify the individual and
combined impacts of family-level characteris-
tics and family income on children.

Mechanisms Through Which
Income Poverty May Negatively
Affect Children

Although economic hardship may directly
limit children’s access to important, educa-
tionally enriching, and emotionally reward-
ing goods and services, many studies have
concluded that poverty exerts the bulk of
its influence through parents. There are a
number of mechanisms that investigators
have tested as potential pathways through
which income exerts an effect.

Parent Investment as a Mediator. Observed
differences between poor and mnonpoor
children have been traced in part to differences
in the quality of the home environment provi-
ded by parents for their children (Duncan
et al., 1994). Specifically, lower quality home
environments of poor children account for as
much as half of the gap between test scores
of poor versus nonpoor young children
{(Smith & Brooks-Gunn, 1997). The majority
of studies that examine parent investment in
children do so using the HOME inventory
(Caldwell & Bradley, 1984), which combines
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maternal reports and interviewer ratings of
the quality of emotional support and cogni-
tive stimulation that parents provide {(e.g.,
identifying the number of child-oriented
objects that families own, such as books and
records/CDs, and how often they take their
children to places such as museums and the
library).! Analyses using the HOME inven-
tory in the National Longitudinal Study of
Youth have found significantly Jower levels
of cognitive stimulation among poor families
(especially those headed by single mothers
Miller & Davis, 1997]) and that parents’
‘nvestments in cognitively stimulating materi-
als and activities strongly mediate the effects
of poverty on children’s intellectual develop-
ment (Guo & Harris, 2000). Although the
HOME cognitive stimulation subscale is
now widely used as a proxy for investment,
it will be important to include in future
research other manifestations of parental
investment, particularly in quality early
childhood education.

Parent Bebavior and Stress Levels as
Mediators. Parents undergoing economic
hardship tend to experience high levels of
stress that result from active struggles to
provide for their families and from increases
in negative life events with which they have
fewer resources to cope (Edin & Lein, 1997;
McLeod & Kessler, 1990; McLoyd et al.,
1994), The stress inherent in living with low
incomes may precipitate both marital con-
flict (Conger et al., 1994) and parent depres-
sion (rates of 13%-28% [Lennon, Aber, &
Blum, 1998; Shonkoff & Phillips, 2000]}.
Children whose parents’ marriages are char-
acterized by high conflict or whose parents
have elevated levels of depressive symptoms
are at greater risk for soctal and emotional
behavior problems (Cummings & Davies,
1999; Davies & Cummings, 1994; Downey &
Coyne, 1990), in large part because maritally
distressed or depressed parents are more
likely to withdraw from their children, to
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become hostile with them, or both (Dix,
Gershoff, & Miller, 2001; Jackson, Gyamfi,
Brooks-Gunn, & Blake, 1998;‘McLoyd et al,,
1994; Pinderhughes, Dodge, Bates, Pettit, &
Zelli, 2000; Simons, Lorenz, Wu, &
Conger, 1993; Smith & Brooks-Gunn, 1997;
Tronick & Weinberg, 1997). Levels of mater-
nal depression, generalized distress, social
support, and difficulty in coping have been
found in turn to partially mediate the effects
of poverty on low-income children’s internal-
izing and externalizing behavior problems
(Duncan et al., 1994; Linares et al., 2001).
Because it is associated with increases in
parents’ psychological distress, €cOnNOMmIC
hardship is argued to lead to more frequent
ase of corporal punishment and other nega-
tive parenting behaviors (Elder & Caspi,
1988; McLoyd, 1990; Simons et al., 1993).
Indeed, associations between socioeconomic
status, stress, and corporal punishment have
been found in several studies (Garbarino,
Kostelny, & Barry, 1997; Giles-Sims, Straus, &
Sugarman, 1995; Jackson et al., 1998;
McLeod & Shanahan, 1993; McLoyd et al.,
1994; Pinderhughes et al., 2000; Simons,
Whitbeck, Melby, & Wu, 1994). A series of
meta-analyses has confirmed that parents’
use of corporal punishment in particular is
associated with a range of detrimental child
outcomes, including increased aggression
and delinquency and decreased moral inter-
palization and mental health (Gershoff,
2002). At extreme levels, poor children are
nearly eight times as likely as their nonpoor
peers to experience physical maltreatment
from caregivers (Brooks-Gunn & Duncan,
1997). Incidence of child maltreatment is
higher among low-income families than
among higher income families (Trickett,
Aber, Carlson, & Cicchetti, 1991), and mal-
treatment among low-income families has
been found to predict stronger negative child
outcomes than has maltreatment among
higher income families (Aber, 1994). Indeed,
the form maltreatment takes may depend in






