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Children in immigrant families and Hispanic children are more likely to live in poverty. The Earned Income Tax Credit
(EITC) is one of the U.S.’s largest anti-poverty programs, but it is denied to many of these children in working families in
which their parents pay taxes without a Social Security number. Specifically, children in immigrant families with an
undocumented family member—who make-up 18% of children in poverty—cannot access the EITC. This restriction has
disproportionate negative effects on Hispanic children, who are more likely to live in mixed-status families and families
with an undocumented member. Building on the National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine landmark
report A Roadmap to Reducing Child Poverty, we offer new simulation results to estimate the poverty reducing effects
of a 40% increase of EITC benefits alongside changes in eligibility rules to include taxpayer families without Social
Security numbers. We find these policy changes would lift 2.09 million children from poverty, reduce poverty for

children with especially high poverty rates, promote work and foster social inclusion of children in immigrant families.

More than 9.12 million children in the United States (more than 12% of the U.S. child population) live in poverty, which
harms their experiences during childhood, their health and education and their prospects as adults (National Academies
of Sciences, 2019). The Biden administration has established policy goals to reduce child poverty (The White House,
2021) and to improve federal policies to advance racial equity (U.S. President, 2021). Both of these goals are achievable:
the temporary expansion of the Child Tax Credit in 2021 demonstrated how quickly child poverty can be reduced when

federal policy is ambitious, expansive and focused on reaching the highest-need children.

The Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC) has the potential to be just as effective as the expanded Child Tax Credit in
reducing child poverty. For decades, the EITC has been one of our most effective anti-poverty programs, with wide
support across the ideological spectrum. As the nation considers policy improvements to reduce child poverty and long-

standing inequities, it is essential that we examine how to make the EITC more effective and equitable.
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INEQUITIES IN CHILIPOVERTY

While poverty and its consequences are damaging for any child to endure, deep inequities exist by nativity and
race/ethnicity. Children in immigrant families and Hispanic children are more likely to grow up without the basic
economic resources they need to thrive. In particular, children in immigrant families (families with at least one foreign-
born family member) have double the poverty rate of children in nonimmigrant families, and Hispanic children have
almost three times the poverty rate of White children. Where these groups intersect, poverty is staggeringly high: for
example, 29% of Hispanic children in mixed-status immigrant families (families in which at least one member is not a

U.S. citizen) live in poverty.’

Despite high poverty rates and high parental work effort, children in immigrant families are denied access to essential
social safety net programs—even though the vast majority of them are U.S. citizens (Acevedo-Garcia, Joshi, Ruskin,
Walters, & Sofer, 2021; Acevedo-Garcia, Joshi, Ruskin, Walters, Sofer, et al., 2021). The Covid-19 pandemic illuminated
and worsened the enormous vulnerabilities these immigrant families experience related to health, social and economic
wellbeing, despite representing a large share of the essential workers who power our economy (Kerwin & Warren,
2020; Zallman et al., 2019; ERS, USDA, 2020).

INEQUITIES IN ACCESBO THE EITC

The EITC is one of the most effective and largest anti-poverty programs in the U.S., providing a low-income working
family with two children with up to $5,980 in refundable tax credits (National Academies of Sciences, 2019; IRS, 2021).
Causal research evidence finds that periodic increases of the EITC improve children’s health and educational outcomes,
including increases in test scores in math and language arts (Chetty et al., 2011; Dahl & Lochner, 2012); increases in high
school graduation (Maxfield, 2015); and increases in college attendance (Manoli & Turner, 2018; Maxfield, 2015).

Paradoxically and unfairly, this powerful anti-poverty tool is denied to many children in poverty. Specifically, children
living with an undocumented family member, who make-up 18% of children in poverty in the U.S., cannot receive the
EITC—even if their family works and pays taxes, and even if the children are U.S. citizens. This exclusion has been in
place since 1996, when the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act (PRWORA) required all
family members to have Social Security numbers (SSNs) to receive the credit. While the explicit intent of this change
was to deny the credit to undocumented workers, it was structured to disqualify the entire family of an undocumented
worker, including legal immigrants and U.S. citizens (Acevedo-Garcia, Joshi, Ruskin, Walters, & Sofer, 2021; Acevedo-
Garcia, Joshi, Ruskin, Walters, Sofer, et al., 2021; Minoff et al., 2021). More than 25 years later, the EITC continues to be
exclusionary of mixed-status families and inequitable by design. Each year at tax time, children in mixed-status
taxpaying families, most of whom are U.S. citizens, lose thousands of dollars in tax credits that their parents could use
to meet their needs and invest in their healthy development—simply because at least one of their parents pays taxes
using an Individual Tax Identification Number (ITIN) instead of an SSN (Exhibit 1).

While on its face this eligibility restriction for immigrants appears race neutral, it is not. It has disproportionate negative
effects on Hispanic children, who are much more likely than other children to live in mixed-status families and families

with undocumented members.

TWe define poverty using the Supplemental Poverty Measure (SPM). Unlike the Official Poverty Measure (OPM) threshold, the SPM
threshold is based on expenditures for food, clothing, shelter and utilities, and calculated based on a family’s cash income and
noncash benefits (like government nutrition assistance) and subtracts necessary expenses such as taxes, health care and child care.
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EXHIBIT 1. Maximum EITC by Number of Qualifying Children and Tax Filing Method, 2021

If one family member does not have a Social Security number,
the entire family is ineligible for the EITC.
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Source: IRS, 2021.

A PROPOSAL TO EXPANDHE EITCTO REDUCE CHILD POYRY EQUITABLY
In 2019, the National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine (NASEM) published the landmark consensus
report A Roadmap to Reducing Child Poverty, outlining policies to cut child poverty in half within ten years. One solution
offered by the report included increasing the EITC benefit amount by 40%, which in 2021, would raise the maximum
credit for a family with two children from $5,980 to $8,372. Though effective, this solution, like many others proposed,
showed inequitable poverty reduction—meaning that although poverty was reduced overall, the reduction was lower for
certain groups, including children in mixed-status immigrant families and Hispanic children (National Academies of
Sciences, 2019).

We offer new simulation results that build on the NASEM report to estimate the poverty reducing effects of a 40%
increase of the EITC benefit amount, with changes in eligibility rules to include families without Social Security numbers
(Exhibit 2; Exhibit 3; Exhibit 4). These policy changes meet the criteria laid out by the NASEM committee in selecting
policy options to reduce child poverty, which included reducing poverty overall, reducing poverty for high-risk groups

and promoting work and social inclusion.

Scenario 1: Increase the EITC by 40% while maintaining current SSN eligibility requirements
Scenario 1 lifts 1.34 million children out of poverty, reducing the overall child poverty rate by 15%. However, that change
would be inequitable. Certain groups would benefit substantially more: children in all-citizen families, White children

and Black children would experience a poverty reduction of 19%, 18% and 19%, respectively. Other groups, however,
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would benefit substantially less: citizen children in mixed-status families (8% poverty reduction), citizen children in

families with an undocumented member (1% poverty reduction) and Hispanic children (11% poverty reduction).

Scenario 2: Increase the EITC by 40% [}

EXHIBIT

Demographic group

Baseline
poverty count

EITC with all SS?
requirements

EITC with no SN
requirements for
parents

EITC with no SSN
requirements for
parents or children

All children
Children in aftitizen families
Citizenship/mixedstatus
Citizen children in mixedtatus
families
Noncitizen children in mixesdtatus
families
Citizen children in mixedtatus
families with undocumented member
Noncitizen children in mixesdtatus
families with undocumented member
Race/ethnicity
White children
Black children
Hispanic children
Asian or Pacific Islander children

Source
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9,118,180
5,693,590

2,789,993

634,598

1,632,810

256,063

2,729,640

1,828,270

3,749,130
453,796

-1,338,830
-1,066,410

-234,189

-38,230

-12,480

-125

-483,080

-353,370

-396,390
-38,880

-2,022,300
-1,051,530

-915,749

-55,021

-688,980

-16,916

-531,700

-369,670

-1,012,350
-53,748

-2,089,940
-1,051,530

-938,050

-100,361

-711,281

-59,128

-538,720

-380,870

-1,056,140
-59,385



