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Poverty is Sixth Largest County, but Investments Make a Difference 

Poverty remains a daily challenge for many in our communities. In fact, if the estimated 594,000 

Marylanders living below the federal poverty line were their own county it would be the sixth largest, 

with a population larger than that of Maryland’s eleven smallest counties combined. But poverty would 

be a much bigger problem without our state safety net. 
 

 The Census Bureau’s Supplemental Poverty Measure (SPM) shows that safety net programs and 
other public benefits for the working poor lift millions of people out of poverty. Viewing poverty 
through the SPM suggests that the current national poverty rate of 16 percent would balloon to 
29 percent if transfers through the safety net like nutrition assistance and child tax credits were 
not taken into account. These programs kept 41 million people, including 9 million children, out 
of poverty nationwide in 2012.i  

 

 The SPM shows how our safety net helped blunt the impact of the Great Recession. Looking at 
income alone, the child poverty rate would have risen substantially between 2007 and 2012. But 
poverty remained relatively flat thanks to services like nutrition assistance and unemployment 
insurance, which helped shield millions of families from the worst of the recession.ii 

 

 Together, the Earned Income Tax Credit and the Child Tax Credit kept 10.1 million people 
nationwide— including 5.3 million children — out of poverty in 2012.iii This success is amplified 
in Maryland, which offers its own state EITC. Also in 2012, the Supplemental Nutrition 
Assistance Program, formerly known as food stamps, kept 4.9 million people — including 2.2 
million children — out of poverty nationwide.iv   

 

 Besides the immediate relief they provide in terms of income and food assistance, programs 
such as SNAP and the EITC also make long-term improvements in the lives of individuals and 
families. A study of food stamp expansion in the 1960s and 1970s found that when pregnant 
mothers and disadvantaged children have access to food stamps, they become healthier, better 
educated adults.v Specifically, children with access to food stamps are more likely to graduate 
from high school and are less likely in adulthood to have stunted growth and heart disease. They 
also have lower levels of obesity than those without access to food stamps.vi   

 

 The additional income that safety net programs provide low-income families also helps children 
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in these families perform better in school.vii One study found that children in families that 
benefited from refundable tax credits such as the EITC were more likely to attend college and 
have higher earnings as adults. These higher earnings then translate into lower costs and higher 
revenues for the state over the long-term.viii 

 

 Safety net programs also help recipients return to work.. In 2012, unemployment benefits kept 
2.5 million people (including 600,000 children) out of poverty nationwide.ix In Maryland, 
studies of those who received Temporary Cash Assistance show that most families that leave the 
program do not return, and earnings for former recipients increase.x 

 

 Results are similar for public health programs such as Medicaid. Maryland has been a leader in 
expanding access to health care for low-income residents, while saving money and improving 
people’s health in the process. Beginning this year, Maryland expanded Medicaid eligibility to all 
individuals at or below 138 percent of the federal poverty level, or $32,499 for a family of four. 
According to the Center on Budget and Policy Priorities, 167,000 uninsured adults in Maryland 
will be eligible for Medicaid under expansion this year, while the Maryland Health Connection 
estimates that expansion will cover an additional 190,000 Marylanders by 2020.  

 

 Providing families with health coverage through Medicaid leads to important long-term 
improvements in   public health. Medicaid links families to a usual source of care, which helps to 
increase the quality and continuity of health care and improves the health of enrollees.xi 
Compared with the uninsured, children on Medicaid or CHIP are more likely to have received 
preventive care, such as check-ups or flu shots, which is critical for optimal growth and 
development. Compared with uninsured adults, those with Medicaid were much less likely to 
delay seeking medical attention or go without.xii  

 

 Finally, these programs not only improve the lives of the low income residents that they are 
designed to help, they boost state’s entire economy. For example, unemployment insurance also 
allows those looking for work to continue to buy food, clothing and other necessities, which 
benefits the employed as well. After Congress allowed emergency unemployment benefits to 
expire at the end of 2013, the maximum length of time for receiving unemployment insurance 
benefits went from 63 weeks to just 26 weeks in Maryland. An estimated 28,881 Marylanders 
lost their benefits immediately, and a total of 82,600 Marylanders will lose their benefits this 
year.xiii xiv Nationally, the result of this Congressional decision will be a $37.8 billion reduction in 
GDP and an estimated 310,000 fewer jobs in 2014, including 3,462 fewer jobs in Marylandxv xvi 

 

Safety net programs in Maryland not only immediately alleviate poverty for low- income residents, but 
also have long-term benefits for the health and well-being of recipients and their children, and improve 
the state’s economy overall.  
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