Economic Security in Good Times and Bad:
COVID-19 Demonstrates Why We Need a Child Allowance
The United States needs a child allowance—
now and always.
In order for children to thrive, their families must have
enough income to meet their basic needs. But even when
the economy is strong, millions of American children live
in families that cannot afford basic necessities.1 Children
are being denied what they need to lead happy and
healthy lives because of our policy choices.
Over the past two and a half decades, policymakers
have tied a growing number of our social supports to
parent’s work in the wage labor force.2 While policies
like the Earned Income Tax Credit and the Child Tax
Credit provide meaningful cash assistance to millions
of working families, they provide less assistance to the
lowest income families, and no assistance to the families
who need it most.3 Temporary Assistance for Needy
Families (TANF), the block grant to states to provide cash
assistance to families with children, is beset with harsh
and cumbersome work reporting requirements and time
limits. Only 22 out of every 100 families living in poverty
get any cash assistance through TANF, and because
of the way the program is designed and implemented,
immigrant families and families of color are systematically
and disproportionately denied the assistance they need.4
Most other higher-income countries provide an income
floor to families with children to ensure that all families
can meet their basic needs. Many—including the UK,
Australia, Ireland, and Canada—do so in the form of a child
allowance.5

A child allowance is a regular cash payment that goes
to families based on the number of children in the
household. As a universal benefit tied directly to children,
it is not conditioned upon parental employment, or any
other parental actions. It is often designed as a universal
or near-universal benefit to help defray the costs of
raising the next generation—costs that are otherwise
born by individual families, but from which society as
a whole benefits.6 Canada’s child benefit now pays a
maximum monthly benefit of CA$553.25 per child under
the age of six, and CA$466.83 per child aged six to 17
(approximately $381.40 and $321.83 USD respectively).7
The international evidence is clear that families spend
this additional income on items to meet their children’s
basic needs.8 Research has shown that child allowances
reduce child poverty, and are associated with improved
educational outcomes for children, and improved physical
and mental health for children and their parents.9 A
landmark report from National Academy of Sciences in
2019 found that if a child allowance were adopted in the
United States, it would do more than any other policy to
reduce child poverty.10
If the United States adopted a child allowance, it
would ensure that families with children always have
a minimum income on which they can rely, whatever
the circumstances. A child allowance would not
replace existing supports,* but in combination with
these supports—including unemployment insurance,
Supplemental Nutritional Assistance Program (SNAP),
TANF, housing assistance, and child care assistance—as
well as other much-needed supports such as paid family

* A child allowance could replace the child tax credit, but should not replace other existing supports. The United States should follow the example
of other countries and not count the child allowance as income for purposes of eligibility for other means tested programs—to further ensure that
it complements, and does not supplant, existing supports.
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and medical leave, it would ensure that families with
children can meet their basic needs, so that children have
what they need to grow and thrive.

American Family Act of 2019, introduced by Senators
Michael Bennet and Sherrod Brown, creates a child
allowance of $300 per month per child under age six,
$3,600 annually, and $250 per month per child ages
six to 16, or, $3,000 annually. For a family of three,
with one adult and two children, a child allowance at
this level would put them just under 30 percent of the
Federal Poverty Line in 2020, so there is good reason
to set the allowance substantially higher. Whatever
the value of the child allowance, however, it should
include an automatic annual adjustment to keep pace
with the cost of living.

A child allowance would help us respond quickly
and effectively at times of crisis—like today.
Because child allowances are dispersed on a regular basis,
they would provide a ready mechanism to increase support
for families as circumstances change, and boost consumer
spending during economic downturns. Typically, child
allowances are distributed monthly, though they could
be designed to be distributed weekly or biweekly. They
can be directly deposited into families’ bank accounts, or
onto electronic benefit transfer (EBT) cards—the debit
cards that states currently use to distribute food and
cash assistance to families. They could also be designed
to be picked up in cash at an easily accessible location,
such as a post office. Because child allowances create the
infrastructure to give cash to families on a regular basis,
they can also be quickly and easily increased in response
to unanticipated needs. In the current COVID-19 crisis,
for example, as childcare centers and schools close
across the country and families are suddenly confronted
with feeding and educating their children at home, a child
allowance could be increased to cover these additional
costs. Increasing a child allowance in moments like these
would also boost consumer spending, and help mitigate
an economic downturn. Canada has recently announced
that it is temporarily increasing its child allowance as one
of a number of measures of fiscal stimulus in response to
the COVID-19 crisis.11
If a child allowance is structured to advance equity, any
additional funding during economic downturns would
go to the very families who need it the most and are
most likely to spend it, ensuring that the funding has the
intended stimulative effect.

•

Provide more support to families who need it most.
•

A child allowance should support families across
the economic spectrum, but should be structured
to provide more support for families with the lowest
incomes. This could be done in one of two ways. The
child allowance itself could be universal, but it could be
progressively taxed back for families with the highest
incomes. Alternatively, a child allowance could be
means tested, so that lower middle, and even upper
income families get the full benefit, but the benefit
phases out gradually for the highest income families.
However, means testing a child allowance would
significantly increase the administrative costs and
complexity of the benefit and likely reduce uptake.

•

A child allowance should reflect families’ expenses.
Families with young children bear significant
expenses, ranging from diapers and formula to
childcare and early learning activities. As children
approach adolescence, costs increase once again.
There is evidence to suggest the merit of a higher
child allowance for different stages of childhood, such
as early childhood and adolescence, when costs are
high for families. A child allowance that varies by the
age of the child, however, might be more difficult and
costly to administer, and more difficult for families to
understand. For this reason, it may be better policy
to institute a consistently higher benefit across age
groups.

•

A child allowance should support children in large
families. Children living in large families are more
likely to experience poverty and economic insecurity,
but social policy too often reduces and even
eliminates benefits for children in families with over

A child allowance can and should be designed
to advance equity.
The United States’ failure to establish a national income
floor, and administer it federally, is rooted in a long history
of excluding families of color and immigrant families from
the most basic supports.12 The result has hurt all families.
Establishing a child allowance would be a significant step
toward providing all families the support they need, and
if properly designed can also advance equity. A child
allowance should:
Provide a national income floor to all families with
children.
•

Benefit levels for a child allowance should be set
nationally, provide meaningful support to families,
and be administered by the federal government. The

The child allowance should be available to all children,
including children in immigrant families. More than
a quarter of all children in the US are children of
immigrants, and almost a third of poor children are
children of immigrants. All children in immigrant
families should have access to a child allowance,
regardless of legal status, on the same terms as
children born in the United States.
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a threshold number of children. In the United States,
these policies have been fueled by racist myths about
women of color. The per-child child allowance should
not decrease in value for subsequent children.
In the policymaking community, there is a growing
consensus that a child allowance is an effective way to
provide income support for families with children. Now
is the time to establish a child allowance, to ensure that
families have the resources they need to weather this
immediate crisis, and to thrive in the future.

Acknowledgements
Center for the Study of Social Policy Senior Policy Analyst
Elisa Minoff authored this brief. She is grateful for the
thoughtful feedback from her colleagues Megan Martin
at CSSP, and Megan Curran at the Center on Poverty and
Social Policy at Columbia University. This report is in the
public domain. Permission to reproduce is not necessary.
Published March 2020.
Suggested citation: Minoff, Elisa. “Cash for Families with
Children: Covid-19 is demonstrating why we need a child
allowance.” Center for the Study of Social Policy, March
2020.

Endnotes
On the importance of income to children’s outcomes, and
the harmful effects of child poverty see National Academy
of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine. A Roadmap to
Reducing Child Poverty. National Academies Press, 2019.
Available at: https://www.nap.edu/read/25246/chapter/5.
1

Tach, Laura and Kathryn Edin. “The Social Safety Net
After Welfare Reform: Recent Developments and
Consequences for Household Dynamics.” Annual Review
of Sociology May 5, 2017. Available at: https://doi.
org/10.1146/annurev-soc-060116-053300.
2

Collyer, Sophie et al. “Left Behind: The One-Third of
Children in Families Who Earn Too Little to Get the Full
Child Tax Credit.” Center on Poverty and Social Policy,
May 13, 2019. Available at: https://static1.squarespace.
com/static/5743308460b5e922a25a6dc7/t/5c
da0024be4e5b0001c6bdc7/1557790757313/
Poverty+%26+Social+Policy+Brief_
Who+Is+Left+Behind+in+the+Federal+CTC.pdf.
Maag,
Elaine. “Who Benefits from Expanding the EITC or CTC?
Understanding the Intersection of the EITC and CTC at
the Household Level.” Urban Institute, July 30, 2018.
Available at: https://www.urban.org/sites/default/files/
publication/98829/who-benefits-from-expanding-theeitc-or-ctc_understanding-the-intersection-of-theeitc_0.pdf.
3

Floyd, Ife. “Cash Assistance Should Reach Millions
More Families.” Center on Budget and Policy Priorities,
4

Updated March 4, 2020. Available at: https://www.cbpp.
org/research/family-income-support/cash-assistanceshould-reach-millions-more-families. Hahn, Heather
et al. “Why Does Cash Welfare Depend on Where You
Live? How and Why State TANF Programs Vary.” Urban
Institute, June 2017. Available at: https://www.urban.
org/sites/default/files/publication/90761/tanf_cash_
welfare_final2_1.pdf. McDaniel, Marla et al. “Identifying
Racial and Ethnic Disparities in Human Services: A
Conceptual Framework and Literature Review.” Urban
Institute, November 28, 2017. Available at: https://www.
urban.org/research/publication/identifying-racial-andethnic-disparities-human-services. Parolin, Zachary.
“Temporary Assistance for Needy Families and the BlackWhite Child Poverty Gap in the United States.” SocioEconomic Review, May 14, 2019. Available at: https://doi.
org/10.1093/ser/mwz025. Trisi, Danilo and Matt Saenz.
“Deep Poverty Among Children Rose in TANF’s First
Decade, Then Fell as Other Programs Strengthened.”
Center on Budget and Policy Priorities, February 27, 2020.
Available at: https://www.cbpp.org/research/povertyand-inequality/deep-poverty-among-children-rose-intanfs-first-decade-then-fell-as.
Curran, Megan. “Catching Up on the Cost of Raising
Children: Creating an American Child Allowance.” First
Focus, March, 2015. Available at: https://firstfocus.org/
wp-content/uploads/2015/03/Catching-Up-on-theCost-of-Raising-Children.pdf.
5

Bradshaw, Jonathan. “Child Benefits in the European
Union.” Child Poverty Action Group. Available at: https://
cpag.org.uk/sites/default/files/CPAG_Poverty139_
ChildBenefitsEU.pdf. Matthews, Dylan. “Sweden pays
parents for having kids—and it reaps huge benefits. Why
doesn’t the US?” Vox, May 23, 2016. Available at: https://
www.vox.com/2016/5/23/11440638/child-benefitchild-allowance. Shaefer, H. Luke et al. “A Universal
Child Allowance: A Plan to Reduce Poverty and Income
Instability among Children in the United States.” Russell
Sage Foundation Journal of the Social Sciences, vol. 4,
no. 2 (February 2018). Available at: https://www.jstor.org/
stable/10.7758/rsf.2018.4.2.02.
6

“Canada child benefit—How we calculate your CCB.”
“Government of Canada. Available at: https://www.
canada.ca/en/revenue-agency/services/child-familybenefits/canada-child-benefit-overview/canada-childbenefit-we-calculate-your-ccb.html.
7

For a summary of how child allowances and other cash
transfers effect families’ expenditures, see Curran,
Megan. “A Child-Centered Reform of Children’s Social
Security.” Child Poverty Action Group, December 2019.
Available at: https://cpag.org.uk/policy-and-campaigns/
briefing/child-centred-reform-childrens-social-security.
8

1575 Eye Street, NW #500, Washington, DC 20005
202.371.1565 | info@CSSP.org | www.CSSP.org

On the UK experience see Waldfogel, Jane. “Tackling
Child Poverty & Improving Child Well-Being: Lessons
from Britain.” First Focus and Foundation for Child
Development, December 2010. Available at: https://
www.fcd-us.org/assets/2016/04/First-Focus-TacklingChild-Poverty.pdf. For more detail on other elements of
their initiative see Minoff, Elisa. “The UK Commitment to
End Child Poverty.” CLASP, 2006. Available at: https://
www.clasp.org/sites/default/files/public/resourcesand-publications/files/0272.pdf. Bennett, Fran and
Paul Dornan. “Child Benefit: Fit for the Future: 60 years
of support for children.” Child Poverty Action Group,
August 2006. Available at: https://cpag.org.uk/sites/
default/files/CPAG-Child-Benefit-Fit-Future-0806.pdf.
Statistics Canada. “Canadian Income Survey, 2017.”
Available at: https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/dailyquotidien/190226/dq190226b-eng.htm.
“Canada’s
first poverty reduction target met three years ahead
of schedule.” Statistics Canada, February 26, 2019.
Available at: https://www.canada.ca/en/employmentsocial-development/news/2019/02/canadas-firstpoverty-reduction-target-met-three-years-ahead-ofschedule.html. Decreases in maternal depression were
especially strong. Milligan, Keith and Mark Stabile. “Do
Child Tax Benefits Affect the Well-Being of Children?
Evidence from Canadian Child Benefit Expansions.”
American Economic Journal: Economic Policy, vol. 3,
no. 3, August 2011. Available at: https://www.aeaweb.
org/articles?id=10.1257/pol.3.3.175. Milligan, Keith and
Mark Stabile. “Child Benefits, Maternal Employment, and
Children’s Health: Evidence from Canadian Child Benefit
Expansions.” The American Economic Review, vol. 99,
no. 2, May 2009. Available at: https://www.jstor.org/
stable/25592387.
9

National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and
Medicine. A Roadmap to Reducing Child Poverty.
10

“Prime Minister announces more support for workers
and businesses through Canada’s Covid-19 Economic
Response Plan.” Justin Trudeau, Prime Minister of Canada,
March 18, 2020. Available at: https://pm.gc.ca/en/news/
news-releases/2020/03/18/prime-minister-announcesmore-support-workers-and-businesses-through.
11

Katnelson, Ira. Fear Itself: The New Deal and the
Origins of Our Time. Liveright, 2013. Cybelle Fox. Three
Worlds of Relief: Race, Immigration, and the American
Welfare State from the Progressive Era to the New Deal.
Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2012. Cybelle
Fox. “Unauthorized Welfare: The Origins of Immigrant
Status Restrictions in American Social Policy.” Journal of
American History 102, no. 4 (2016):1051-1074.
12

HHS Poverty Guidelines for 2020. Available at: https://
aspe.hhs.gov/poverty-guidelines.
14

Greenberg, Mark. “Reducing Poverty for Children of
Immigrants.” Migration Policy Institute, November 22,
2019. Available at: https://sites.nationalacademies.
org/cs/groups/dbassesite/documents/webpage/
dbasse_197270.pdf.
15

On the costs of raising a child, see Lino, Mark.
“Expenditures on Children by Families, 2015.” US
Department of Agriculture, March 8, 2017. Available at:
https://www.usda.gov/media/blog/2017/01/13/costraising-child.
16

Curran, Megan and Sophie Collyer. “Children Left
Behind in Larger Families: The Uneven Receipt of the
Federal Child Tax Credit by Children’s Family Size.” Center
on Poverty and Social Policy, March 4, 2020. Available at:
https://www.povertycenter.columbia.edu/news-internal/
losingout-ctc-largerfamilies. For a comparative analysis
of economic insecurity in large families, see Curran,
Megan. “Large Family, Poor Family? The Family Resources
of Children in Large Families in the United States, United
Kingdom, and Ireland. Ph.D. Thesis, University College
Dublin. September 2019.
17

Gutiérrez, Elena R. “BRINGING FAMILIES OUT OF
‘CAP’TIVITY: THE NEED TO REPEAL THE CALWORKS
MAXIMUM FAMILY GRANT RULE” Brekely Law, Center
on Reproductive Rights and Justice, April 2013. Available
at: https://www.law.berkeley.edu/files/bccj/CRRJ_Issue_
Brief_MFG_Rule_FINAL.pdf. Bouie, Jamelle. “The Most
Discriminatory Law in the Law: It was based on a racist
stereotype of unfit black mothers. Today, family cap laws
do nothing but punish the poor for being poor.” Slate,
June 17, 2014. Available at: https://slate.com/newsand-politics/2014/06/the-maximum-family-grant-andfamily-caps-a-racist-law-that-punishes-the-poor.html.
18

See, for example, National Academy of Sciences,
Engineering, and Medicine. A Roadmap to Reducing Child
Poverty. Parolin, Zach and David Harris. “The Case for Cash
Allowances for Children during Economic Crises.” Center
on Poverty and Social Policy, March 15, 2020. Available at:
https://www.povertycenter.columbia.edu/news-internal/
coronavirus-cash-allowance. Fremstad, Shawn. “Covid-19
and the Importance of Minimum-Income Systems.”
Center for Economic Policy and Research, March 16,
2020. Available at: https://cepr.net/covid-19-and-theimportance-of-minimum-income-systems/.
19

S. 690 American Family Act of 2019, Sen. Michael
Bennet, introduced 3/6/2019. Available at: https://www.
congress.gov/116/bills/s690/BILLS-116s690is.pdf.
13

1575 Eye Street, NW #500, Washington, DC 20005
202.371.1565 | info@CSSP.org | www.CSSP.org

