
 

 

 
 
 
 
 

The link between poverty  

and child welfare is clear.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

In Massachusetts… 

of the allegations 
reported to DCF 
are for suspected 
neglect 

of supported 
allegations are 
for neglect 

Across the nation, families facing poverty 
are disproportionately touched by the 
child welfare system. 

of families investigated by 
child protective services 
have incomes below 200% 
of the federal poverty line 

$49,729 for a family of 3 (2023) 

NEARLY 

85% 

the increased likelihood a 
family living below the 
poverty line has a report of 
child maltreatment 
substantiated 

Counties with more families below the poverty line have 
higher rates of child maltreatment investigations — and the 
opposite is true in more affluent counties. 

https://www.mass.gov/doc/fy-2022/download
https://www.chapinhall.org/wp-content/uploads/Economic-Supports-deck.pdf
https://www.chapinhall.org/research/economic-supports-child-welfare/
https://www.hrw.org/report/2022/11/17/if-i-wasnt-poor-i-wouldnt-be-unfit/family-separation-crisis-us-child-welfare
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Living in poverty impedes parents’ ability to provide for their children.  

Many caregivers experiencing poverty are forced to choose between using their constrained 

resources to maintain their home, buy food, or pay for essential utilities, such as power and water. 

Material hardships are associated with child welfare involvement beyond caregiver psychological 

distress and parenting factors — and the association between maltreatment and individual factors 

(such as substance abuse or mental health) is reduced after accounting for poverty. Simply put, 
poverty alone is the driving factor. 

Economic hardships increase family stress and instability. 

The family stress model demonstrates the connection between unmet economic needs and 

psychological distress, increased conflict and hostility, less responsive parenting, and higher risk 

for child welfare involvement. Family stress can be significantly alleviated through concrete 

economic support. A large body of research on guaranteed income programs and other 

substantial economic support has found positive impacts on child and parent mental health, child 

well-being, educational attainment, and parental substance use and psychiatric health. 

Families of color are 

disproportionately impacted. 

Structural racism and decades of 

disinvestment in communities of color, 

including here in the Commonwealth, 

has resulted in many families of color 

lacking the resources and supports 

their children need to thrive. Families 

and children of color are 

overrepresented in our child welfare 

system. Systemic racism leads to 

families of color being subjected to 

oversurveillance and disproportionate 

punishment for poverty. 
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Review of MA Child Welfare 
Disproportionality Data 

Percentage of MA Child Population
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What does research tell us about  
the problem? 

https://theconversation.com/us-child-welfare-system-is-falling-short-because-of-persistent-child-poverty-180543
https://familypolicynyc.org/2022/09/15/economic-hardships-research/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4742411/#:%7E:text=The%20FSM%20proposes%20that%20economic,et%20al.%2C%202012).
https://familypolicynyc.org/2022/09/15/economic-hardships-research/
https://www.chapinhall.org/wp-content/uploads/Economic-Supports-deck.pdf
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Start with investment in Massachusetts families. 

The research is overwhelming — when safety net programs are underfunded or restricted, the 
result is children from low-income families entering the child welfare system. Conversely, 
investment in, and availability/accessibility of sufficient public benefits significantly reduce 
involvement in the child welfare system. Examples include: cash assistance, housing assistance, 
childcare assistance, refundable Earned Income Tax Credits, and medical assistance programs. 

For every $1,000 spent by states on benefits per person living in poverty, we see: 

 
8% 

 
4% 

 
4% 

 
2% 

reduction in child  
fatalities due to  
maltreatment 

reduction in child 
maltreatment 

reports 

reduction in 
substantiated child 

maltreatment 

reduction in 
foster care 
placements 

In the long run, every additional 13.3% states invest annually in public benefit programs results in a 
3x reduction in maltreatment-related costs — meaning that $46.5 billion invested nationally could 
save up to $153 billion in long-term costs. 

Increased access to economic support is associated with decreased risk of physical abuse and 
neglect and decreased involvement in the child welfare system. 

 Data on the expanded Child Tax Credit (which delivered six monthly payments to families 
in 2021) showed a reduction in child poverty, food insufficiency, financial stress, and other 
hardships. 

 Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) caseload increases are associated with 
significant reductions in the number of children experiencing neglect, as well as foster 
care placements. 

Focus on decreasing poverty as part of a strategy for addressing disparities and 

disproportionalities within the child welfare system. 

National research shows that increasing household income could reduce child welfare involvement 
by 11% to 20% annually, resulting in more than 385,000 fewer families investigated each year. The 
impacts of implementing anti-poverty efforts are particularly significant for Black and 
Hispanic/Latino children: 

 19% to 29% reduction in investigations involving Black children 

 13% to 24% reduction in investigations involving Hispanic/Latino children 

What does research tell us about  
the solution? 

https://www.chapinhall.org/wp-content/uploads/Economic-Supports-deck.pdf
https://publications.aap.org/pediatrics/article/148/5/e2021050685/181348/State-Spending-on-Public-Benefit-Programs-and?autologincheck=redirected
https://www.chapinhall.org/wp-content/uploads/Economic-Supports-deck.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/610831a16c95260dbd68934a/t/61f946b1cb0bb75fd2ca03ad/1643726515657/Child-Tax-Credit-Research-Roundup-CPSP-2021.pdf
https://www.healthaffairs.org/doi/full/10.1377/hlthaff.2022.00743
https://www.chapinhall.org/wp-content/uploads/Economic-Supports-deck.pdf
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Together, we should shift to more concrete and meaningful supports for children 

and families living in poverty. Let’s build reliable, evidence-based infrastructure to 

improve the well-being of children across our communities.  

PROPOSED LEGISLATION 

An Act to Lift Kids Out of Deep Poverty 

H. 214     /    S.118  

This bill would raise the amount of Transitional Aid to Families with Dependent Children (TAFDC) 

and the Emergency Aid to the Elderly, Disabled, and Children (EAEDC) benefits available to very 

low-income families, elders, and people with disabilities. 

 

 
 

  

What is Massachusetts doing to 
address the relationship between 
poverty and involvement in the 
child welfare system? 

https://malegislature.gov/Bills/194/H214
https://malegislature.gov/Bills/194/S118

