
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Poverty Research: 
Current Trends 

Current Research Findings 

Education: Current trends in education research 

regarding poverty has been focusing on trauma and 
effects on development, punishment, disparities and 
achievement gaps, mentoring interventions, and 
workforce preparedness and adequacy. 

 Out of home placement does not show a causal 
role in school achievement for children involved in 
CPS. CPS involvement and lower academic 
achievement are likely dependent of the child’s 
family context.1  

 Stable families’ help children develop normally and 
help them have educational success.2 

 Students of color experience disproportional 
burden of disciplinary action, resulting in lower 
quality of school experience, less learning 
opportunities, and negative outcomes.3  

Communities: Current research focuses on the 

relationships between poverty in communities and 
neighborhoods, focusing on disparities and trauma, 
segregation, capacity building, assets and economic 
opportunity, civic engagement, social behavior, 
planning and transportation at the community level. 

 Effects of exposure to disadvantaged 
neighborhoods on children have a strong and 
negative impact on high school graduation. The 
effect is compounded by a child’s own family being 
in poverty.4 

 Neighborhood segregation reinforces economic 
inequality; this maintains through generations.5 

 Families experiencing material hardship will 
provide financial assistance to friends and other 
families in need, even when it risks their own 
ability to exit poverty and gain self-sufficiency. 
Their social networks are constructed in low 
income communities that experience their own 
hardships. The community context impacts 
individual families’ prospect to exit poverty.6 

 

Anti-Poverty Program Findings 

Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC) and Supplemental 
Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) have been shown 
to decrease poverty.7, 8 

One study using a field experiment found no desired 
effects from Individual Development Account (IDA)9 

Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) has 
shown mixed results, with beneficial outcomes for 
higher income families and worse outcomes for lowest 
income families. The participation reductions have been 
due to time limits, not reduction in need, harming the 
health of single mothers.10 

Unemployment Insurance (UI) is underutilized, with 
only 2/3 of workers who lose their jobs receiving UI. This 
is impacted by employer behavior and there is disparity 
among income levels. Higher income workers are more 
likely to be supported by employers to access UI.11 

This brief summarizes “What do we know about poverty, right now?” This is in response to a need that 

was identified at the Management Learning Network Retreat, in June 2016, for a better understanding 

of what is known about poverty. To answer this inquiry, Future Services Institute (FSI) conducted a 

comprehensive scan of current research and publications on poverty topics, produced by national and 

local poverty-focused research and advocacy centers between January 2015 and July 2016.  This is a 

summary of the current conversations about poverty among national research.  

Health and Nutrition: Public health and medicine 

have focused on the relationship between poverty and 
health, focusing on program and care costs, healthcare 
utilization, trauma and health outcomes, and disparities. 

 Poor health and poverty are closely tied together.  
There are many disparities within access to care: poor 
people are more likely to delay medical care, avoid 
dental care, forgo needed prescriptions, and live in 
areas where health care facilities and providers are 
limited.12 

 Job insecurity leads to increased healthcare utilization, 
suggesting job insecurity impacts employee health.13 

 Fetal exposure to stress response from events of 
family rupture and unemployment results in increased 
incidence of perinatal hospitalization, later mental 
health problems.14  

 Poverty exacerbates risk of poor mental health and 
development outcomes in young children, even within 

vulnerable groups.15 

 



  

If you wish to share your ideas and inquires on summaries of other emerging topics in poverty research and 
services, please email results@umn.edu with “Understanding Poverty: [insert topic]” in the subject line.   

  

 

Current Research Findings cont’d. 

Income and Economic Security: Research on 

poverty and economic security has focused on 
economic inequality and measurements, intra and 
intergenerational economic mobility, economic 
behavior and social networks. 

 Income inequality in the US has reached pre-Great 
Depression levels, in earning and saving rates.16 

 Inter and Intra-generational economic mobility has 
decreased, while economic inequality has 
increased in three measures – income inequality, 
consumption inequality, and wealth inequality.17 

 Disadvantage in childhood is harmful to 
opportunities in adulthood. Males who 
experienced disadvantaged neighborhoods and 
poverty in childhood are less likely to gain and 
maintain employment in adulthood than female 
peers.18 

 Two-thirds of low-income men are fathers. Major 
issues impacting poor urban men is falling 
employment rates and rising incarceration rates.19 

  The US has higher rates of poverty than all other 
high-income counties, other than Israel. The high 
rates of poverty in the US is affected by the 
minimal poverty reduction programs (transfers 
and taxes), rather than the high market poverty 
rate.20 

Older Adults: Research on older adults in poverty 

has focused on retirement and pension rights and 
sustainability, informed decision making and 
consumer protections, housing, and caregiving. 

 Older workers displaced after the Recession 
regained employment at half the rate of the 
national average.21 

Housing: Housing research is a major issue in 

current knowledge of poverty. This area of research is 
focusing on housing market trends and failures, cost 
reduction practices, market impact on rental and 
ownership, and the impact of renting and ownership 
of financial outcomes. 

 Rents have increased at a faster rate than 
incomes, eviction rates are at their highest rates.22 

 

 

Criminal Justice: A considerable amount of research 

is focused on poverty and criminal justice. These studies 
focus on the relationship between people in poverty and 
incarceration, release and recidivism, sentencing, 
restorative justice practices, trauma, and effects of 
incarceration on the families and communities. 

 Rising incarceration rates are affecting poor men, 
their families, and their communities.19 

 Rural political districts have greater economic need, 
less social mobility and capital than urban. They are 
more likely to have prisons and rely on prisons for 
local economic stability. Elected representatives for 
these district that house prisons are less likely to vote 
for penal reform, regardless of party.  These rural 
communities gain economically and the expense of 
urban and disproportionally minority individuals who 
do not have a political voice.23 

 Upon release, there are high levels of housing 
insecurity that does not meet the definition of 
homelessness necessary to qualify for homelessness 
programing. Income and social supports are found to 
be protective against homelessness and housing 
insecurity.24 

 Blacks are more likely to be socially connected to 
incarcerated individuals, through family, friends, and 
peers, than whites.  The mass incarceration of Blacks 
has deep, disruptive costs to Black communities. 
These costs include burdens placed on families when 
members are incarcerated, neighborhoods with 
absent adults, and stigma experienced by individuals 
socially networked with incarcerated individuals.25 

 Paternal incarceration negatively impacts children’s 
cognitive and social outcomes and therefore, the cycle 
of educational inequality continues.26 

 Having an incarcerated father increases children’s 
chances for being placed in foster care, which then 
has negative impacts on the children’s life chances.27 
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Notes 

Explore Further 

Watch  

 Mia Birdsong: The Story We Tell About Poverty Isn’t True 

 Richard Wilkinson: How Economic Inequality Harms Societies 

 NYT: Retro Report | Welfare and the Politics of Poverty 

Connections to the Field 

 Connecting public managers to good research 

o There is a lot of research on poverty from many sources, some of which is publicly available and some 
behind paywalls. 

o Providing the acumen to sort through and help counties and state agencies make sense of the research 
and inform their work. 

 Sparking new questions and ideas on service provision 

o What role does Human Services play in addressing poverty? 

o What role can Humans Services play be in addressing poverty? 

 Informing future inquiry 

o How do we need to evaluate our program to ensure effectiveness? 

o What specific topics on poverty and service provision should we be investigating? 

https://www.ted.com/talks/mia_birdsong_the_story_we_tell_about_poverty_isn_t_true
https://www.ted.com/talks/richard_wilkinson#t-202365
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Y9lfuqqNA_g&feature=youtu.be
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