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Funded in part by a National Governor’s Association grant to support state-level 
poverty reduction planning, the Task Force formed in early 2009 and worked through 
the year evaluating ideas for recommendations. The Task Force was comprised of 
31 individuals with diverse professional backgrounds and strong expertise in their 
respective fields. Additionally, over 1,200 Virginians participated in statewide Act 
on Poverty public input sessions or contributed through the Task Force’s website 
survey. This report is the culmination of intensive analysis of poverty in Virginia, its 
causes and potential solutions.

More than 10 percent of Virginians currently live below the poverty level. They are 
highly concentrated in inner cities and along the state’s southern and southwest borders, with growing clusters in suburban areas. Analysts believe that the 
rate will increase rapidly in the next few years because of the recession, and then gradually rebound to current levels around 2022. Virginia’s most vulnerable 
populations are children (13.8 percent poverty rate) – especially those in female-headed households, those over age 85 (27 percent poverty rate) and those 
with disabilities (19 percent poverty rate). The factors that most influence whether one is likely to live in poverty are educational attainment, household type, 
and the number of full-time employment incomes in the household. 

The first section of this report offers a geographic and demographic overview of poverty in Virginia, the factors that influence the state’s poverty rate, 
a discussion of the merits of various poverty measures, and the challenges to reducing poverty. The second section details the Task Force’s goals and 
recommendations. The goals are organized by their primary area of focus: children and education, workforce readiness, returns on work, and the public safety 
net. The specific recommendations follow themes that address expanding existing programs to statewide availability, linking programs across agencies and 
revising outdated program policy. The recommendations also represent a mix of short, mid, and long-term time horizons for demonstrating results. Potentially, 
those results could net as much as a 50 percent reduction in poverty while boosting Virginia’s economic development competitiveness by improving the 
quality of jobs in the Commonwealth. There also are opportunities for public-private partnerships to reduce the burden on state and local government.

The Task Force focused its work on the necessary role of government in assisting those who are the least equipped among us as they strive to achieve their 
greatest potential for self-sufficiency. The Task Force believes that this plan recommends a balanced course of action that is consistent with the research on 
successful policy and program practice.

A MESSAGE FROM THE TASK FORCE
Virginia’s Poverty Reduction Task force was initiated by the Commonwealth’s keen interest in advancing 
strategies that lessen the burden of poverty for over 750,000 Virginians and buffer thousands more who live 
on the economic margin.

POVERT Y IN VIRGINIA
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More than 750,000 
Virginians, including over 
250,000 children, live in 
poverty. 

750,000

Report of the Poverty Reduction Taskforce

1. Introduction

Virginia is fortunate to have a poverty rate lower 
than the national average; however, the facts about 
poverty in the Commonwealth are no less disturbing 
than elsewhere. More than 750,000 Virginians, 
including 250,000 children, live in poverty. Poverty 
persists in concentrated pockets within cities and 
broad geographic areas in Southside and southwest 
Virginia. While other parts of the state might enjoy 
lower poverty rates, they aren’t insulated from the 
presence of families that live on the low end of the 
economic margin, one crisis away from falling into 
the ranks of the poor. 

The current economic recession compounds 
the challenges. As unemployment rises and the 
recession lingers, more families are pushed into 
poverty, while others find themselves edging sharply 
closer. 

Poverty isolates people and communities from the 
economic and social mainstream. Children who grow 
up poor, compared to those raised in higher income 
families, face a greater likelihood of lifelong health 
challenges, less education, lower earnings, and are 
at greater risk of becoming a teen parent - thereby 
repeating the cycle with their own offspring.  

The Poverty Reduction Task Force examined 
Virginia’s poverty data and carefully deliberated the 
role that government, communities, and businesses 
play in improving outcomes for Virginians living in 
poverty or in low-income working families. The Task 
Force organized community conversations on poverty 
and invited input through an online survey posted to 
its website.

Through this report, the Task Force highlights key 
data gathered in its work and outlines more than 

40 recommendations that, when implemented, will 
improve the economic well-being of economically 
disadvantaged Virginians in the short and long term. 

The Task Force organized its 
recommendations into the 
following goals:

The Task Force found that Virginia’s position below 
the national poverty rate was due in large part to an 
array of strengths in economic diversity, policy, and 
programs that support economic and social well-
being. The Task Force also found policy and program 
areas in need of revision to meet present-day needs 
and realities. The Task Force recognized that strong 
programs operating in some communities need to 
be expanded to full scale in order to the benefit all 
communities and capitalize on their remarkable 
outcomes.

Finally, the Task Force found that the current federal 
poverty measure does not adequately capture 
the extent to which some Virginians struggle with 
economic self-sufficiency. The existing measure 
fails to recognize the difference in the cost of living 
between Northern Virginia and other parts of the 
state. Some combination of alternate measures 
is necessary to improve our understanding of self-
sufficiency thresholds across the state. 

Goal 1  Invest In Young Children and  
Strengthen Family Relationships

Goal 2
Enhance Workforce Readiness by 
Expanding Access to Career Development 
Programs and Employment Supports

Goal 3 Increase the Returns On Work
Goal 4 Promote Savings and Asset Accumulation

Goal 5 Expand Safety-Net Opportunities  
for Families In Crisis 
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1 in 10
About one in ten Virginians 
lived below the federal 
poverty threshold in 2008. 

2.  An Overview Of Poverty In Virginia: What 
Does The Research Show?

This section provides an overview of poverty 
in Virginia: the poverty rate and whether it is 
measured accurately, where poverty is concentrated, 
demographic characteristics of being in poverty and 
leaving poverty, and the direct effect of government 
assistance on poverty. 

2.1  The Official Poverty Rate: Current And 
Trends

Virginia’s poverty rate increased in 2008, 
and is likely to continue to increase over the 
next few years.

About one in 10 Virginians (768,000) lived below 
the federal poverty threshold in 2008, according to 
the most recent data from the U.S. Census Bureau. 
Virginia’s poverty rate increased slightly, from 9.9 
percent in 2007 to 10.2 percent in 2008, and 
analysts believe the poverty rate will continue to 
increase in subsequent years.1 Recent research by 
the Brookings Institution predicts that, nationally, 
“the poverty rate will increase rapidly through 2011 
or 2012” and will not return to its 2007 level for 
more than 10 years.2 

As in other states, children in Virginia are more likely 
than adults to live in poverty. In 2008, 13.8 percent 
of all children statewide, or about one in seven 
children, lived in households below the poverty line. 
The 2008 rate increased from the prior year and, 
as with the overall rate, will continue to increase 
over the next several years as the full effects of the 
recession are felt. One reason why children are more 
likely than adults to live in poverty is that parents of 
young children tend to be younger than other adults, 
and therefore have less work experience and earn 
less.

More recent indicators of the current recession 
include the unemployment rate, and the number of 
Virginians participating in the federal Supplemental 
Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP, formerly 
known as the Food Stamp program). The state 
unemployment rate more than doubled during the 
recession, from 2.8 percent in November 2007 to 
7.3 percent in June 2009. The number of SNAP 
recipients statewide increased 24 percent over the 
same period, and as of November 2009 was at an 
all-time record of 753,000 individuals, or nearly one 
in 10 Virginians, and more than one in six children.

Virginia’s poverty rate has not 
decreased substantially over 
the last 30 years.
Although the poverty rate fluctuates with the 
unemployment rate, over the longer term, Virginia’s 
official poverty rate has not substantially declined, 
as shown in Exhibit 1. During the last 30 years, on 
average, more than one in 10 Virginians lived below 
the poverty threshold.3

Exhibit 1 also shows that Virginia’s poverty rate has 
been consistently below the national rate, reflecting 
the state’s above-average levels of income and 
education. 

Virginia has, in recent years, implemented other 
measures that will bolster its position against the 
national average. Advances in access to early 
childhood education and the integration of career 
and workforce development programs into the 
community college system are significant steps 
toward refining the state’s anti-poverty infrastructure. 
It is far too early to assess the impact of these 
changes; however, the research consistently 
indicates that they are essential to any broad 
strategy focused on improving community economic 
well-being.
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13.8%
In 2008, 13.8 percent of all children statewide, or 
about one in seven children, lived in households 
below the poverty line.
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2.2 Are We Measuring Poverty Correctly?

Although this report uses the official poverty rate as 
the primary measure of poverty, it is important to 
be aware of its limitations and the usefulness of a 
broader understanding of economic well-being.

The official poverty threshold 
understates basic living 
costs, and the poverty rate 
does not measure the impact 
of government assistance in 
reducing poverty.
 
The poverty threshold formula was developed in 
1963, based on a subsistence food budget and 
multiplied by three, but since then food costs 
have declined relative to other costs (for example, 
shelter), so that the multiplier underestimates 
basic living costs. The poverty threshold for a family 
of four has consequently declined from about 50 
percent of median income in 1963 to close to 
25 percent of median income today. Other things 
equal, a poverty threshold that is too low means 
the poverty rate underestimates the percentage of 
people who cannot meet basic economic needs.

The official poverty rate also counts only cash 
income, ignoring the effect on income of taxes 
and tax credits (including the Earned Income Tax 
Credit (EITC), a major antipoverty program) and 
government assistance (including SNAP, formerly 
Food Stamps, and in-kind benefits such as 
Medicaid). Including government assistance and 
the net effect of federal taxes in resources tends to 
reduce the measured poverty rate, and also shows 
how antipoverty programs have reduced poverty 
rates. Rebecca Blank, a preeminent scholar of 
poverty, has noted this shortcoming: 

“The public dollars that we put into antipoverty 
programs have grown enormously since the 
mid-1960s. But we have had an official poverty 
statistic that did not measure the impact of these 
changes on the economic resources of the poor. 
Although the poverty measure was designed to 
measure cash income, most public assistance has 
come in the form of noncash transfers… In a very 
fundamental way, our poverty statistics failed us 
and made it easy to claim that public spending on 
the poor had little effect.”4

 
Alternative poverty thresholds address 
these flaws and tend to be higher than the 
official poverty threshold.

The most widely used alternative poverty 
thresholds, recommended by the National Academy 
of Sciences (NAS) and reported by the Census 
Bureau, directly account for the cost of shelter and 
other necessities, rather than using a multiplier. 
Further, these measures generally account for 
taxes, tax credits, and government assistance 
(both cash and in-kind), and include geographic 
adjustments. The net effect of these measurement 
improvements over the official poverty rate is 
generally a higher estimated poverty rate.5 For 
example, an NAS measure that accounts for 
government assistance, income and payroll taxes, 
medical out-of-pocket expenses, work-related 
expenses, and geographic adjustments yields a U.S. 
poverty rate in 2007 of 15.3 percent, compared to 
an official poverty rate of 12.5 percent.6 Virginia’s 
poverty rate increases about two percentage points 
using an NAS measure.7 

One of the main benefits of an improved poverty 
measure is that it would show how policy affects 
poverty, by taking into account both taxes and 
government assistance programs. A bill in 
Congress, the Measuring American Poverty Act, 
would require the Census Bureau to report an NAS-
style poverty threshold and poverty rates annually.  
The Census Bureau has a web page that allows 
users to calculate alternative poverty thresholds 
and rates at the national and state level.8 New York 
City has recently implemented an NAS-style poverty 
measure.9
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7.3%
The state unemployment rate more than doubled 
during the recession, from 2.8 percent in November 
2007 to 7.3 percent in June 2009.

Self-sufficiency standards, another alternative 
poverty threshold, address one of the limitations of 
the NAS-style measures, that they are based on an 
arbitrary cutoff. Specifically, the NAS recommended 
setting the poverty threshold at the 30th to 35th 
percentile of household spending on basics (food, 
housing, clothing, and a little bit more), an arbitrary 
line. In contrast, self-sufficiency standards include 
in their threshold the full cost of basic needs, which 
include food, housing, clothing, transportation, 
health care, child care, and taxes and tax credits.10 
Self-sufficiency standards tend to be higher than 
either the official or NAS poverty thresholds, roughly 
50 to 80 percent of median income.11 For example, 
the official U.S. poverty threshold for a family 
of four (two parents, two children) in 2006 was 
$20,444, compared to a self-sufficiency standard 
in Richmond City of $35,430, and a median income 
for married-couple families in the Richmond area of 
$82,383.

No single measure can fully 
capture economic need or 
material deprivation. 

Any income-based measure of poverty is limited 
because it does not show non-financial aspects of 
poverty such as material hardship (for example, 
hunger, inadequate medical care, homelessness) 
or basic quality of life (for example, safety, literacy, 
quality education). Although the amount of a 
family’s income is important, it does not show the 
extent to which a family is connected to the social 
mainstream and has equal opportunities to improve 
their quality of life. Although income may be the 
most important single measure of economic need, 
no single measure can provide a complete picture. 
As Rebecca Blank has argued:

“It is a heroic assumption to believe that a single 
poverty measure can reflect most aspects of 
economic need. Indeed, part of the argument over 
the U.S. measure has occurred because different 
people want it to reflect different things. This 
has been most obvious in the debate over how 
to account for health care coverage in the NAS 
measure. Having information on a family’s access to 
health insurance … is an important indicator of the 
economic risks the family might be facing. Looking 
at measures of both health care coverage and 
income poverty tells us more than looking at either 
measure alone.”

Furthermore, multiple measures of economic 
deprivation may avoid some of the intense 
debates about measurement that are inevitable 
when everything comes down to a single number. 
Providing multiple measures of need, including 
measures that indicate how many people actually 
have access to certain types of commodities 
or services, allows for a much more nuanced 
discussion of economic need and how it might be 
changing. 12

Beyond income, a more complete understanding 
of economic deprivation or quality of life might 
examine measures in the following areas:

■  Hunger, homelessness, and other measures of 
material hardship,

■  Health care access, 
■  Education quality, 
■  Labor market opportunities, and
■  Neighborhood quality and the persistence of 

poverty.

The European Union has adopted such a 
multidimensional view of poverty to help identify 
and combat social exclusion. In the U.S., most 
states have compiled social indicators lists, 
including Virginia’s community well-being indicators 
initiative from the Governor’s Office on Substance 
Abuse Prevention.13
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As of 2008, nearly 80 
percent of Virginia’s poor 
live in urban and suburban 
areas, and slightly more 
than 20 percent live in rural 
counties. 

80%

2.3  Understanding Poverty: Geographic And 
Demographic Characteristics

An overall or average poverty rate does not show the 
degree to which poverty is highly concentrated, in 
terms of both place and personal characteristics.

A geographic view: localities in southern 
Virginia tend to have higher poverty, and 
localities in northern Virginia tend to have 
lower poverty rates.

Counties and cities in the southern part of the state 
tend to have the highest poverty rates, especially 
in southwest, Southside, and the Eastern Shore 
(Exhibit 2). Northern localities tend to have poverty 
rates below the state average, particularly in the 
counties near Washington D.C. As Exhibit 2 shows, 
this pattern has not changed much over time.

At the county level poverty rates tend to be higher 
in rural than urban counties. Statewide, the poverty 
rate in rural Virginia has historically been higher than 
the poverty rate in urban areas. The most recent 
poverty rate estimates are 14.9 percent for rural 
Virginia and 9.1 percent elsewhere in the state.14 The 
state maps below show the highest poverty counties 
tend to be in rural southwest Virginia, Southside, and 
the Eastern Shore. 

However, even though the rural poverty rate is higher, 
because most people live in cities and suburbs, most 
of Virginia’s poor live in urban and suburban areas. 
As of 2008, nearly 80 percent of Virginia’s poor live 
in urban and suburban areas, and slightly more than 
20 percent live in rural counties. The percentage 
of the poor living in urban and suburban areas has 
been increasing slowly over time, consistent with a 
continuing shift in the total population away from 
rural counties. 

Poverty is concentrated in 
neighborhoods and persistent
Not only does poverty vary across localities, poverty 
varies greatly within localities. For example, several 
neighborhoods in the city of Richmond have almost 
no poverty (poverty rates of 1 or 2 percent), while 
other neighborhoods just a few miles away had 
poverty rates above 50 percent, or five times the 
state average (Exhibit 3). The poorest census tract 
in the city had a poverty rate of 73 percent.15 
Similar trends are evident in other Virginia cities, 
making the issue a key priority for the Governor’s 
Urban Policy Task Force.  

Individuals in these very high-poverty neighborhoods 
are segregated from the social mainstream, with 
diminished opportunities and norms that make it 
more difficult to escape poverty. Research shows 
that children born to poor parents in high-poverty 
neighborhoods have much lower odds of making it 
out of poverty.16 

Research also suggests that concentrated poverty 
can ebb and flow somewhat. Concentrated poverty 
increased sharply from 1970 to 1990, due to school 
desegregation, deindustrialization, and the exodus 
of white and middle-class blacks to suburbs, but 
then decreased during the 1990s due to economic 
growth, changes in federal housing policy and 
bank lending practices, and the revitalization of 
downtowns.17 Since 2000, concentrated poverty may 
be increasing again.18 How the current recession will 
affect these trends is not clear.
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Exhibit 2 Exhibit 3
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Virginia families headed by 
women have a 60 percent 
chance of being in poverty, 
compared to only 4 percent 
of married families with 
children.

60%

A demographic view: what affects your 
chances of being poor?

The overall statewide poverty rate also masks a great 
deal of variation by demographic characteristics. 
As is true nationally, poverty rates in Virginia are 
higher for children, less educated adults, African-
Americans, Hispanics, female-headed families, 
and families with no working adults (Exhibit 4). For 
example, the poverty rate for adults with less than 
a high school education is twice as high as for high 
school graduates (21 percent versus 10 percent), 
and five times as high as for individuals with some 
college (4 percent poverty rate). Children and young 
adults are nearly twice as likely to be poor as adults 
25 and older (15 percent versus 8 percent). Adults 
with disabilities are more than twice as likely to be 
poor as adults with no disabilities.

Of these characteristics, the strongest predictors of 
poverty are marital status and work. Virginia families 
headed by women have a 60 percent chance of 
being in poverty, compared to only 4 percent of 
married families with children. Among female-
headed households, having at least one person in 
the household who works reduces the probability 
of being in poverty from 60 percent to 18 percent. 
The combined effect of work and marital status is 
especially large: married families with at least one 
worker have a poverty rate of only 2 percent.

In terms of total numbers rather than rates, the 
“typical” Virginian below the poverty line is a white 
female head of household, age 25 to 34, with less 
than a high school education, with children, who 
works. The fact that more Virginians in poverty are 
white than nonwhite and more are working than not 
working contradicts a common image of poverty. 

Poverty among older Virginians. 

Although individuals 65 and older are no more 
likely to be poor than working age adults, the overall 
poverty rate for the elderly masks a good deal of 
variation. Poverty rises with age: the poverty rate for 
those 85 and older is more than twice the poverty 
rate for those age 65 to 84 (27 percent compared to 
11 percent).19 Older individuals are less likely to work 
and more likely to have spent down savings. Women 
are much more likely than men to live in poverty: 
among those aged 65 to 84, the poverty rate is 13 
percent for women are and 7 percent for men; and 
among those 85 and older the poverty rates rise to 
32 percent for women and 18 percent for men.20 
Women’s longevity means they are more likely than 
men to live without a spouse, and losing a husband 
can cause a reduction in income (for example, due to 
a loss of pension benefits). Finally, women are less 
likely to have an earnings history that qualifies them 
for the maximum social security benefits

During the next several decades, several trends will 
affect poverty among the elderly. First, the number 
(and proportion) of Virginians age 65+ will grow 
rapidly over the next 20 years, because of baby 
booms in the 1950s and 1960s. Second, the decline 
in coverage by defined benefit pensions and the 
higher retirement age for social security will mean 
more individuals will need to work past age 65. 

Poverty rises with age: the 
poverty rate for those 85 and 
older is more than twice the 
poverty rate for those age 65 
to 84.
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21%
10%

4%

15%
8%

8%

31%
4%

60%
19%

10%
2%

19%
8%
8%

13%
8%

19%

Education
Less than HS graduate

HS graduate or GED
Some college or higher

Age
0 to 24

25 to 64
65 and older

Marital Status/Children
Female head, with children

Married with children

Marital Status/Workers
Female head, no workers

Female head, at least 1 worker
Married, no workers

Married, at least 1 worker

Race
Black
White
Asian

Ethnicity
Hispanic

Non−Hispanic, White

Disability
Has a disability

By Demographic Characteristic
Poverty Rate in Virginia

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, American Community Survey, 2008

Exhibit 4
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70%
Census data show that if all Americans finished high school, worked full time at whatever job 
they then qualified for with their education, and married at the same rate as Americans had 
married in 1970, the poverty rate would be cut by around 70 percent.

Poverty for individuals with disabilities.

Working-age individuals with disabilities have a 
poverty rate more than twice as high as those with 
no disabilities. Research shows the higher poverty 
rate is strongly associated with work limitations for 
people with disabilities: the more serious the work 
limitation, the higher the likelihood of poverty.21  

Conversely, individuals in poverty are much more 
likely than individuals not in poverty to have a 
disability. A recent research study found that 
about half of all working-age individuals in poverty 
reported a disability.22 The same study found that 
individuals with disabilities in poverty are much 
more likely than others in poverty to report material 
hardships, especially food insecurity and an inability 
to get needed medical care.

What affects one’s chances of leaving 
poverty?

From an individual perspective, the primary paths 
out of poverty are education, work, and living in a 
household with more than one full-time income. 
Together these choices can have a powerful effect 
on poverty: “Census data show that if all Americans 
finished high school, worked full time at whatever 
job they then qualified for with their education, and 
married at the same rate as Americans had married 

in 1970, the poverty rate would be cut by around 70 
percent.”23

Education is universally 
regarded as the best 
inoculation against poverty. 
Individuals born into the 
bottom fifth of the income 
distribution are four times as 
likely to reach the top fifth 
of the income distribution if 
they have a college degree.24 

But focusing on college is not enough. Because 
learning and skill development is a cumulative 
lifelong process, success in college depends on 
success at each preceding level of education, back 
to pre-school. As Nobel-winning economist James 
Heckman and others have argued, pre-school 
interventions (focusing not just on cognitive skills 
but also socio-emotional skills) have a higher return 
than interventions later in life. As Heckman puts it, 
“Skill begets skill and early skill makes later skill 
acquisition easier.”25 Quality education beginning 

in pre-school makes the path into lifetime learning 
and out of poverty much more likely.

From a more immediate perspective, full-time 
employment is a strong predictor of being above 
the poverty threshold. Although minimum-wage 
earnings by a single parent may not be above 
the poverty threshold, wages tend to rise with 
experience. For many occupations, entry-level work 
builds skill and leads to higher positions. Although 
the manufacturing sector in the U.S. has declined 
as a source of high wage jobs for workers with less 
than a college education, research suggests that 
the long-term demand for middle skill workers will 
remain strong, apart from the short-term effects 
of recession.26 The largest sources of middle-wage 
jobs are clerical, construction, and production 
occupations.27

If earnings by a single parent are insufficient, 
minimum wage earnings by two parents are 
sufficient for most families to rise above the 
poverty threshold. Having two full-time workers in 
a household mitigates the potential for poverty. 
The increase in single-parent households in 
recent decades is one of the primary challenges 
to reducing poverty. Nationally, a number of 
interventions to strengthen marriage are currently 
being tested. 
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Exhibit 5

Exhibit 5
Number of People Lifted Above the Poverty Line 

by Major Means-Tested Programs

Program

Number of People 
Lifted Above Poverty, 
U.S. (millions)

Number of People 
Lifted Above Poverty, 
Virginia (thousands)

EITC 5.1 113
Housing Assistance 4.3 89
SNAP 4.0 78
SSI 3.6 68
TANF 1.4 25
Combined effect 14.0 284

Source: Arloc Sherman, op cit., and author’s calculations for Virginia. Note: The 
estimates are based on a poverty measure similar to the measure recommended by the 
National Academy of Sciences.



POVERT Y IN VIRGINIA

Virginia’s Poverty Reduction Task Force Report ■ Thirteen

Government assistance reduces the number of 
children in extreme poverty (that is, those with income 
less than half of the poverty threshold) by 76 percent.

76%
Although individuals’ choices about school, work, 
and family will have a primary effect on their 
poverty status, the family and neighborhood 
environments into which individuals are born 
matter also: “Americans need to pick their parents 
well. Circumstances of birth matter a lot, and the 
advantages and disadvantages of birth persist.”28 

Although polls suggest that Americans are more 
likely than citizens of other countries to believe that 
hard work and skill are rewarded, and that being 
born to wealth is not so important to moving up 
the economic ladder, research shows that income 
mobility is more limited in the U.S. than other 
advanced democracies. For example, a recent 
study found that 42 percent of American men 
whose fathers’ income was in the bottom quintile 
remained in the bottom quintile, compared to 25 to 
28 percent in northern Europe and 30 percent in 
the United Kingdom.29 

There are several reasons why children born into 
poverty or living in high-poverty neighborhoods 
are more likely to live in poverty as adults. First, 
primary and secondary education in the U.S. is 
largely state- and locally-financed, so schools in 
poor communities tend to be less well funded and 
therefore often lower in quality. Further, access 
to high-quality pre-school and post-secondary 
education are closely tied to family resources. Some 
research suggests that neighborhood poverty has a 
major effect on economic mobility, even after taking 

into account the effects of employment, parents’ 
education, and other family characteristics.30 
Reducing concentrated neighborhood poverty can 
do a lot to increase economic opportunity.

Does the safety net reduce poverty?

The safety net greatly 
reduces the number of 
people in poverty. According 
to a recent analysis, the 
main government means-
tested programs lifted 14 
million people above the 
poverty threshold nationally 
in 2005.31 
The federal Earned Income Tax Credit had 
the largest effect, followed by federal housing 
assistance, SNAP, and SSI (Exhibit 5). In Virginia, 
these same programs are estimated to lift 284,000 
people out of poverty annually. During the current 
recession, the effects are larger than this because 
of temporary expansions in these programs due to 
the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act.32

Further, for people who remain below the poverty 
threshold, the safety net greatly decreases the 
severity of poverty. Government assistance reduces 
the number of children in extreme poverty (that 
is, those with income less than half of the poverty 
threshold) by 76 percent.33 

As explained in section 2.2, the official poverty rate 
does not show the very large reduction in poverty 
due to the safety net because the official poverty 
rate is based only on cash income.

To the extent that government assistance reduces 
work effort (that is, reduces the number of people 
who work or the average hours worked), the 
reduction in poverty due to the safety net may be 
overstated, because some individuals might work 
more if there were no government assistance.
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40
Over the last 40 years the 
inflation-adjusted earnings 
of less-skilled workers have 
not increased, so for this 
group there has been no 
rising tide to lift them above 
poverty. 

3.  Virginia’s System Of Supports To Reduce 
Poverty

Virginia has several major advantages in trying 
to reduce poverty among its citizens. The state’s 
economic and employment base is exceptionally 
strong and varied. Virginia’s unemployment rate is 
consistently lower than the national average (even 
during the recession), and median family incomes 
are consistently high (ninth compared to other states 
in 2007).34 Virginia’s employment is based more in 
service industries and less in production industries 
than the typical state. Industries in Virginia with a 
large number of entry-level jobs and career potential 
include local government, health care and social 
assistance, the hospitality industry, and clerical and 
administrative support.35 

The largest employers in the state (in order) are 
the U.S. Department of Defense, Wal-Mart, Fairfax 
County Public Schools, the U.S. Postal Service, 
and Newport News Shipbuilding. Virginia also has 
a large health care industry, and thousands of 
small businesses, traditionally a primary engine 
of employment growth (in the most recent quarter, 
even during a recession, more than 2,500 new 
businesses were created). 36 The strong and varied 
employment base provides opportunities to leave 
poverty and advance, and high incomes mean a 
strong tax base.37

In addition to its strong economy, Virginia is known 
for its exceptional educational system, from early 
childhood to the post-secondary level. Virginia’s 
public university system is one of the best in the U.S. 
The state’s community college system is large and 
innovative, and has developed a number of programs 
to help individuals make the transition from high 
school to college.38; The state’s public school system 
also is well regarded, with several jurisdictions 
consistently ranked among the top school districts 
in the U.S. Virginia also has a disproportionately 

large number of public high schools ranked among 
the best in the U.S.39 In recent years, Virginia has 
increased its focus on and investments in early 
childhood education, recognizing the long-term 
benefits to individuals and the public. 

Virginia’s community college system also is the 
cornerstone in the state’s large and innovative 
workforce development system, which served more 
than 250,000 individuals in 2008. In addition to 
traditional workforce programs that work directly 
with major employers and provide career pathways 
leading to high-wage jobs, Virginia’s system includes 
career coaches: community college employees 
located in disadvantaged high schools whose goal 
is to increase the number of high school students 
transitioning into community college. The state also 
has a large registered apprenticeship program that 
is a collaboration between the community college 
system and the Virginia Department of Labor and 
Industry. 

4. The Challenges To Addressing Poverty

From a historical or societal point of view, poverty 
may seem intractable. Despite the war on poverty 
and the efforts that preceded it, and nearly 
continuous economic growth, at least one-tenth of 
the population lives on an income below a meager 
threshold, and reducing this fraction has proven 
difficult. 
 
On the other hand, from an individual perspective, 
families succeed every day in escaping poverty. 
Further, numerous strategies have been proven 
to increase families’ income and reduce the ills of 
poverty. For example, clear evidence exists that: 
quality pre-school programs improve educational 
outcomes and increase later earnings; the Food 
Stamp program (now SNAP) reduces hunger; and 
work incentives can increase income. 
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2
Having two full-time workers 
in a household mitigates the 
potential for poverty. 

But reducing poverty on a larger scale faces a 
number of major challenges:

Although resources are always limited, the current 
recession limits options further, even as the need 
for help has grown. Over the longer term, two major 
trends have worked against poverty reduction. First, 
the large increase during the past 50 years in the 
percent of births to unmarried women means many 
more families are forming with the disadvantage of a 
single wage earner. Second, during the last 40 years 
the inflation-adjusted earnings of less-skilled workers 
have not increased, so for this group there has been 
no rising tide to lift them above poverty.40 Finally, 
the fact that poverty tends to be concentrated 
in neighborhoods means that individual-based 
approaches to reducing poverty may be insufficient; 
it may also be important to target communities.

Given these challenges, what can and should be 
done to reduce poverty? The answers depend in part 
on the extent to which poverty is viewed as being due 
to structural forces or individual behavior.

Some researchers have argued that both of these 
perspectives are valid. Structural and demographic 
factors such as school desegregation, the decline of 
manufacturing in cities and agriculture in rural areas, 
and middle class exodus to suburbs have reinforced 
the economic and social exclusion of individuals in 

poverty, and this exclusion affects cultural norms 
and behaviors in poor neighborhoods.41

Recent antipoverty policy, especially welfare 
reform, has placed a primary emphasis on 
personal responsibility. Personal choices about 
work, education, and childbearing can have large 
effects on an individual’s future. But it is also true 
that children do not choose the circumstances of 
their birth, yet those circumstances make it more 
difficult to rise out of poverty. The way forward may 
be to balance the need for personal responsibility 
with a broader understanding of the structural and 
institutional forces that affect life chances.

5. The Poverty Reduction Task Force

In early 2009, Virginia’s Poverty Reduction Task 
Force was formed. Comprised of experts from 
business, government, and not-for-profits, Task Force 
members bring diverse perspectives that reflect the 
complexity of the discussion on reducing poverty.

Summit On Poverty
In May 2009, the Task Force held a summit where 
its members and guests received in-depth analysis 
of poverty in Virginia from Ron Haskins, a Senior 
Fellow for Economic Studies and Co-Director of the 
Center on Children and Families at the Brookings 
Institution and Michael Cassidy, Executive Director 
of The Commonwealth Institute for Fiscal Analysis. 
The summit officially kicked off the Task Force’s work 
to convert its learning from the data presented into 
ideas for future recommendations.

Challenge 1  The current economic and 
budget environment;

Challenge 2 The increase in female headed 
families;

Challenge 3 Slower wage growth for  
less-skilled men; and

Challenge 4  The concentrated nature of 
poverty.

http://www.brookings.edu/ccf.aspx


POVERT Y IN VIRGINIA

Virginia’s Poverty Reduction Task Force Report ■ Sixteen

7.3%
The “typical” or modal Virginian below the poverty line is a white female head of household, 
age 25 to 34, with less than a high school education, with children, who works. The fact that 
more Virginians in poverty are white than nonwhite and more are working than not working 
contradicts a common image of poverty.
Act On Poverty – The Community 
Conversations
In July 2009, the Task Force hosted Act on Poverty, 
one of the largest-ever, simultaneous conversations 
devoted to reducing Virginia’s poverty rate and 
increasing economic opportunity for all. The 
event was designed to stimulate ideas for local 
and statewide action. Held simultaneously at 25 
community college campuses, and facilitated by 
agents from the Virginia Cooperative Extension, 
the event attracted over 1,100 people who heard 
Michael Cassidy’s presentation on poverty in 
Virginia and were offered the opportunity to present 
their own recommendations on addressing the 
challenges of poverty. 

The Solution Survey
As another mechanism for public input, the Solution 
Survey was posted on the Commonwealth’s website 
so citizens could offer comments and respond 
to specific questions that followed themes that 
emerged from the Act on Poverty event.

Developing Recommendations
Each of the Task Force’s three committees: Career 
Development and Education, Asset Development, 
and Individual and Community Resilience reviewed 
the lists of suggested recommendations, discussed 
and debated each idea within a framework 
of potential impact, and ranked their final 
recommendations.

The pages that follow organize the highest ranked 
recommendations under the broad goals that each 
supports. 

6. Recommendations

Goal 1:  Increase 
Opportunities For 
Future Economic 
Security By Investing 
In Children And Their 
Education

Virginia has established a record of progressively 
increasing investment in the success of its children 
through expanding early childhood development 
and education programs. Research consistently 
demonstrates the value of early childhood programs 
in providing children with a strong foundation for 
future educational achievement and economic 
success. 

This administration has worked to improve Virginia’s 
system of early childhood programs by expanding 
access, enhancing program standards and 
promoting consistency across communities. Among 
its successes are:

■   The creation of the Office of Early Childhood 
Development that focuses on expanding access 
to and coordination of Virginia’s system of high 
quality early childhood development programs

■   Expanding Smart Beginnings, a public-private 
partnership to organize and enhance local early 
childhood programs

■   Establishing the Start Strong Council which works 
to ensure that all of Virginia’s children have the 
fundamental skills to read on grade level by the 
third grade and succeed in school

Why Action Is Necessary 
The Task Force believes that investing in the 
educational success of Virginia’s children is a 
primary determinant for the future economic 
strength of individuals, families, and communities. 
Every effort should be made to ensure that all 
children have the opportunity to benefit from 
high quality early childhood development and 
educational programs. As children progress through 
the educational system and are identified as at-risk 
of not achieving critical learning benchmarks, it is 
critical that services be provided to assist them with 
eventually earning a standard diploma.



POVERT Y IN VIRGINIA

Virginia’s Poverty Reduction Task Force Report ■ Seventeen

100,000
Increasing educational attainment netted up to a 
15 percent reduction in poverty - a reduction of 
approximately 100,000 persons in Virginia.

Estimated Impact On Poverty 

In Ron Haskins' and Michael Cassidy's research as 
presented to the Task Force at its Poverty Summit, 
increasing educational attainment netted up to a 
15 percent reduction in poverty - a reduction of 
approximately 100,000 persons in Virginia. The 
research also indicated a significant increase in 
net earnings and a decline in demand for social, 
health and criminal justice services for adults 
who participated in high quality early childhood 
education programs as children. Additionally, a 
better educated and higher earning workforce 
contributes to a stronger tax base for the 
Commonwealth. The Commonwealth Institute for 
Fiscal Analysis estimates that the lifetime benefits 
associated with an additional high school graduate 
are, on average, 2.75 times the cost required to 
produce them.

Primary Recommendations

■   Continue To Expand Early Childhood Education 
Opportunities 
The state’s recent history of commitment to 
early childhood education has established a 
strong foundation for the future of Virginia. Early 
childhood education is a critical component of 
the fight against poverty. Every effort should be 
made to bring these programs to scale so that 
every child in Virginia has ready access to early 
education.

■   Increase Support For At-Risk Students 
Increase state funding for programs serving 
students at-risk of educational failure, including 
the Virginia Preschool Initiative, and maintain 
strong Standards of Quality that will provide 
the inputs students need to pass Standards of 
Learning tests and a meaningful opportunity to 
earn a standard diploma. 

Second Tier Recommendations

■   Expand Smart Beginnings Into More 
Communities 
Smart Beginnings initiatives build the capacity of 
communities to develop healthy and school ready 
children. Smart Beginnings is the statewide 
effort to engage communities to bring their 
early childhood services together into effective 
local systems that provide leadership to improve 
the quality and access of early childhood 
environments. There are currently 21 Smart 
Beginnings initiatives scattered across the state. 
They are sustained through state funds provided 
to the Virginia Early Childhood Foundation, 
matching private funds, and matching local 
support. Seed money provided by the State 
through the Foundation is leveraging private 
funds at a ratio of 4:1. 2-1-1 Virginia, the state’s 
information and referral system, can also be 
used to promote enrollments in local systems

■   Increase High School Graduation Rates 
Communities experiencing particular challenges 
need expanded, multi-systemic resources 
designed to increase graduation rates (such as 
the Harlem Children’s Zone). This is a holistic 
system organized around a coordinated, 
interdisciplinary strategy to improve educational 
outcomes and strengthen the problem-solving 
capacity of communities.

Goal 2:   Enhance Workforce 
Readiness By 
Expanding Access To 
Career Development 
Programs And 
Employment 
Supports

A skilled workforce is a critical element in the 
reduction of poverty and is central to Virginia’s 
continued economic prosperity. It is the policy 
of the Commonwealth that there be a dynamic 
and substantive relationship between workforce 
development, the education (including post-
secondary) and economic development. 
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Approximately 500,000 
households participating 
in the Earned Income 
Tax Credit (EITC) program 
and benefited from nearly 
$1 billion in tax credits, 
or nearly $2,000 per 
participating household. 

500,000

It is essential that workforce development strategies 
embody skills training and education and the 
purposeful development of the Commonwealth’s 
human resources. The Commonwealth must strive 
for parity in areas of the state where pockets of 
poverty exist because individual skill levels do not 
meet the demands of employers and the economy in 
sufficient numbers. 
 
This administration made significant progress in 
strengthening workforce and career development 
functions in developing Virginia’s first-ever Workforce 
Development Strategic Plan, with one of three key 
goals focusing on skills. The plan results in improved 
citizen access to training and career services, 
enhances qualitative standards, and requires 
coordinated planning for workforce and economic 
development.  
 
Additionally, the Commonwealth has focused 
resources on developing a comprehensive workforce 
development system including efforts to enhance 
the establishment of the Virginia Workforce 
Network – the Commonwealth’s transparent and 
comprehensive workforce center system designed 
to connect employers and jobseekers with the 
resources of the entire workforce investment system. 
 
Why Action Is Necessary 
The Task Force believes that the current economic 
recession offers a prime opportunity to capitalize 
on the Commonwealth’s workforce infrastructure 
to elevate the skill levels of Virginians who find 
themselves unemployed or underemployed.  
Virginia can promote and expand its existing career 
development programs to offer those currently 
outside (and/or on the margins of) the workforce the 
chance to enhance their skills and marketability in 
anticipation of the economic recovery.  By expanding 
its base of skilled and credentialed workers, Virginia 
gains an advantage in future economic development 
projects. 

Estimated Impact On Poverty 
 
According to the research presented to the 
Task Force, adults with high school completion 
credentials are more than 50 percent less likely to 
live in poverty.  As noted in Goal 1 above, increased 
educational attainment can net up to a fifteen 
percent reduction in poverty.  Enhancing skills 
and credentials beyond the high school education 
level creates paths to greater income stability and 
workforce competitiveness.

Primary Recommendations

■   Expand Educational Credentialing Programs 
Boost worker skills, employability, and income 
potential by increasing the capacity of programs 
that provide opportunities for individuals to attain: 
 
□ High school diploma 
□ GED credential 
□ Career Readiness Certificate 
□ Occupational certification or license 
□  Other post secondary credential (diplomas, 

certificates, or degrees)

As showcased in the state’s first strategic plan for 
career pathways, Bridging Business and Education 
for the 21st Century Workforce, Virginia has a well-
defined approach to grow employment by coupling 
economic development and career development 
services. Virginia’s Community College System 
(VCCS) offers multiple programs and services 
to support education and skill enhancement 
targeted to the emerging, unemployed and 
underemployed, and incumbent workforces.  VCCS 
connects education and training programs and 
support services that enable individuals to secure 
employment with specific occupational sectors and 
to advance over time to successively higher levels of 
education or employment in that sector. 
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50%
Adults with high school 
completion credentials are 
more than 50 percent less 
likely to live in poverty.

Communities with persistent pockets of unemployed 
persons and those areas especially hard hit by 
unemployment in the current recession are prime 
targets for expanding the capacity of VCCS’s 
career development programming. By continuing 
its investment in enhancing worker skill levels, 
Virginia elevates its competitiveness in the economic 
development marketplace. 

■   Increase Support For Subsidized Child Care To 
Retire Waiting Lists 
Subsidized child care allows more low-income 
families work and training opportunities and 
ensures that children in those households benefit 
from licensed facilities with a bias towards 
education.

■   Allow More Post-Secondary Education To Satisfy 
VIEW Work Activity Requirements  
As reinforced by other recommendations in this 
report, education and training lead to improved 
employment opportunities and increased 
insulation from poverty. The current recession 
has challenged Temporary Assistance for Needy 
Families(TANF) recipients and local departments 
of social services to locate acceptable required 
work activities. Allowing education to satisfy work 
requirements would offer TANF recipients a more 
competitive position in the workforce and improve 
state and local attractiveness for economic 
development. 

Second Tier Recommendations 
 
■   Ensure That There Is A Continued Focus 

On Virginia Code Provisions At §2.2-435.7 
(Coordination of Workforce Development) And 
§23-215 (Role of Community College System) 

 

This will continue important steps taken in the 
collaboration of workforce development efforts at the 
State level to improve efficiency and effectiveness 
of services delivered for the benefit of all Virginians, 
while also ensuring that skill enhancements remain 
at the forefront.

■   Expand English As A Second Language (ESL) 
Services For New Americans To Support Their 
Employability 
Reduce or eliminate language as a barrier to 
employment by making ESL English services more 
widely available.

■   Enhance Prisoner Re-Entry Programs 
The volume of prisoner re-entries require 
implementing programs that conform to evidence-
based best practices to increase the potential 
for successful reintegration into the community 
and mitigating the social and economic costs of 
recidivism. Successful models are characterized 
by inter-agency planning and oversight bodies that 
are able to connect facility-based programming 
to post-incarceration, community-based 
programming. Program designs include education, 
workforce readiness, housing, substance abuse 
treatment, and mental and physical health 
components. 

Goal 3:  Enhance Family 
Financial Resources 
By Increasing The 
Returns On Work, 
And Promoting 
Family Savings And 
Diversified Asset 
Accumulation42
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The federal Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC), as a cash 
refund to working families, lifts more than 25 percent of 
children out of poverty.

Economic research consistently reinforces the 
benefit of providing low-income workers with 
opportunities to retain more of their earnings 
through tax refunds. Policies that lower the tax 
burden for families and individuals with marginal 
incomes allow them to build assets that buffer 
future household financial strains and mitigate full-
blown crises.

Additionally, programs that offer high-quality 
financial education boost personal financial 
skills. Research further indicates that when 
such programs are delivered in the workplace, 
participation rates increase, as does employee 
participation in savings or other asset development 
programs offered by employers.  

Virginia’s aggressive promotion of the Earned 
Income Tax Credit program (the largest poverty 
reduction program in the United States) has 
resulted in approximately 500,000 households 
participating in the program and benefiting from 
nearly $1 billion in tax credits, or nearly $2,000 per 
participating household.

In recent years, Virginia has raised the filing 
threshold for state income tax for individuals and 
couples, resulting in over 100,000 low-income 
working Virginians becoming exempt from filing 
state returns. An increase in the personal tax 

exemption benefited every working Virginian. The 
administration also won approval for sales tax 
savings to families for back to school expenses, 
hurricane season preparedness, and alternate 
home heating fuels.  

Why Action Is Necessary 
Virginia’s recent successes provide a strong 
foundation to build a trend of progressive 
improvements in policy focused on low-income 
workers. The Task Force believes that the current 
recession highlights policy and programmatic 
opportunities for reducing poverty, building assets, 
and improving returns on work that would carry 
substantial benefit into the economic recovery. 

Estimated Impact On Poverty  
Altering Virginia’s policy on taxing low-income 
working families is a key strategy for reducing 
poverty. The federal Earned Income Tax Credit 
(EITC), as a cash refund to working families, lifts 
more than 25 percent of children out of poverty. 
It is one of the poverty reduction programs with 
the greatest impact. Making Virginia’s Earned 
Income Tax Credit (EITC) and dependent child care 
tax credits refundable only enhances that effect. 
The complimentary strategies recommended 
below serve to enhance the economic security of 
vulnerable families and elevate those living on the 
margins of poverty. 

Primary Recommendations 
 
■   Make The Virginia Earned Income Tax Credit 

(EITC) Refundable 
Offering low-income Virginia families a cash 
refund instead of a credit will increase 
participation in the program and allow them to 
use the cash resources for necessities of life as 
a low-wage worker– clothing, housing, and car 
repairs/replacement. 

■   Conform Virginia’s Exceptions To The Definition 
Of Employee In The State’s Minimum Wage Act 
To The Federal Minimum Wage Exemptions 
Expanding coverage of minimum wage 
requirements would elevate certain classes of 
employees to minimum wage levels. For example, 
this would mean that waitresses would have to 
be paid a “waitress wage” even if they get tips 
above the minimum wage, and farm laborers /
employees on larger farms would be covered. 
Other low-income workers in Virginia deserve 
the minimum wage even if they work for smaller 
employers not covered by the federal act
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4,000
Individual Development Accounts (IDAs) are matched savings ($2 of Virginia’s Individual 
Development Account Program (VIDA) funds to $1 of individual funds, up to $4,000 in 
VIDA funds) accounts that enable low-income families to save, build assets, and enter the 
financial mainstream.

■   Promote Workplace Financial Education 
Research demonstrates that individuals, who 
receive financial counseling and education in 
the context of the workplace, accumulate assets 
more quickly than those who do not. 43 The 
Task Force recommends that the Secretary of 
Commerce and Trade be charged with developing 
a workplace financial education program 
in conjunction with voluntary organizations 
and other state agency partners. Through 
a combination of awareness and education 
activities encourage employers to provide 
ongoing work-place financial education by: 

□  Sharing information about the positive impacts to 
a business when employees are financially stable

□  Appointing a committee of subject matter experts 
to identify an existing curriculum for employers 
to use for workplace financial education 
programming

□  Offering training for workplace financial education 
trainers to support implementation among 
businesses in Virginia, including access to the 
recommended curriculum above

□  Providing access to the recommended workplace 
financial education curriculum for all businesses 
in Virginia 

□  Encouraging more employers to adopt an opt out 
retirement savings plan as opposed to an opt 
in one. Research shows that more employees 
engage in workplace-based saving when it is 
presented as an opt-out option as opposed to an 
opt-in one

■   Improve Virginia’s Individual Development 
Account Program  
Individual Development Accounts (IDAs) are 
matched savings ($2 of Virginia’s Individual 
Development Account Program (VIDA) funds to 
$1 of individual funds, up to $4,000 in VIDA 
funds) accounts that enable low-income families 
to save, build assets, and enter the financial 
mainstream. IDAs reward the monthly savings of 
working-poor families who are building towards 
purchasing an asset - most commonly buying 
their first home, paying for post-secondary 
education, or starting a small business. IDAs 
make it possible for low-income families to build 
the financial assets they need to achieve the 
American Dream.

□  Request that the Virginia Department of Housing 
and Community Development examine why the 
individual development account (IDA) program 
is still undersubscribed in Virginia, and use this 
information to improve marketing and to increase 
the number of savers.

□  In addition to IDA savings, develop and provide 
access to diversified, pooled investment vehicles 
(such as index or mutual funds), similar to 
Virginia’s college savings program.

■   Expand and Enhance the Virginia CASH 
Campaign (Creating Assets, Savings and Hope 
The Virginia CASH Campaign is the statewide 
effort to provide education and outreach for 
free income tax preparation services, with 
an emphasis on the EITC; provide financial 
education; and to link these programs with 
asset building opportunities, such as VIDA.  
Increased awareness of this effort offers greater 
opportunities for Virginians to obtain free, high-
quality income tax preparation services, avoid 
the pitfalls of high-interest tax refund loans, 
and obtain financial management counseling 
unavailable to them elsewhere. 

□  Support coalitions within the VITA program with 
emphasis on the EITC

□  Provide education and outreach throughout the 
year about making sound financial choices with 
emphasis on avoidance of high-cost financial 
services
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36%
Reinstate Usury Interest 
Rate Caps And Fees On 
Any Loan Or Credit Product, 
Including Small Loans To 36 
Percent APR. 

□  Provide opportunities for free tax preparation 
coalitions to partner with existing community 
providers and programs to share best practices to 
build assets

□  Provide opportunities to set up savings accounts 
on site by working with banks and VIDA 
intermediaries

□  Counsel clients about opportunities to build assets 
through the VIDA program and other opportunities 
for savings and investment 

■   Develop A Dedicated Revenue Stream For The 
Virginia Housing Trust Fund 
The Virginia Housing Trust Fund would offer broad 
and flexible solutions to the high cost of housing. 
In addition to promoting home ownership, the 
Trust Fund would also support the development 
of affordable rental options. The Trust Fund would 
stimulate transit-oriented housing to reduce 
traffic congestion and provide low-interest loans, 
matching funds for local programs and incentives 
for developers to create reasonably priced housing 
and mixed-income communities. Many Virginians 
would benefit, including the middle class, first-
time homebuyers, struggling single parents, 
seniors, people with disabilities and those at risk 
of becoming homeless.

Second Tier Recommendations

■   Make The Dependent Care Tax Credit 
Refundable 
As with the EITC, offering a cash refund instead 
of a credit will allow families to use the cash 
resources for necessities and possibly the 
opportunity to acquire assets that are currently 
unattainable. 

■   Offer Additional Protections For Homeowners 
In that homes are the major asset for many, 
and the current recession has threatened that 
asset for many Virginians across all income 
classes, revisions to foreclosure policy may help 
homeowners in financial crisis. Potential policy 
changes could include:

□  Requiring mediation as part of the foreclosure 
process

□ Imposing a moratorium on foreclosures

□ Requiring judicial process for all foreclosures

□  Restricting judicial sales of primary residences of 
low-income home owners to satisfy judgment liens

■  Continue To Improve Personal Loan Practices

□  Reinstate Usury Interest Rate Caps And Fees 
On Any Loan Or Credit Product, Including Small 
Loans To 36 Percent APR 
Payday and car title lenders are draining millions 
of dollars from low-income communities.  Most 
car title lenders only loan to someone who has a 
car with no lien on the title.  This is someone who 
is struggling to get by but has at least gotten to 
the point where he/she has paid off the car and 
might be on the way up the ladder.  After getting 
one of these loans, the borrower is on his way back 
down the ladder.  Payday lenders take a person 
with a small cash emergency and turn their small 
problem into a nightmare where they might lose 
their bank account, their job or face eviction or 
foreclosure.
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The Commonwealth has 
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unemployment insurance 
programs in the nation. Only 
26 percent of unemployed 
persons qualify, ranking 
Virginia 46th nationally.

46th

□  Identify And Promote The Development Of Lower-
Cost Alternatives For Small-Scale Cash Loans 
Short-term cash emergencies are a root cause 
of demand for payday, car title, and other forms 
of expensive micro-lending. Low-interest pay 
advances from employer-based credit unions and/
or micro-loans through community development 
financial institutions offer beneficial alternatives to 
consumers.

■   Evaluate the Availability and Affordability 
of Quality Insurance Products to Buffer Low 
Income Households from Financial Emergencies 
Access to affordable, quality insurance provides 
the possibility for economic security in the face 
of unexpected expenses, interruptions of income 
and large-scale disasters. Virginia can examine 
best practices for publicly accessible low-cost, but 
good quality, insurance products for a variety of 
circumstances including:

□  Seemingly small events that get low-income 
families derailed such as car repair or home repair

□  Major life events like illness, injury, death of a 
loved one, theft, fire, flood; and 

□  Catastrophic events such as tornadoes, 
hurricanes, wildfires, etc. from which even people 
of means struggle to recover 

Government does not have to create or administer 
this insurance program, but the Bureau of Insurance 
could identify and define standards for the right 
products to make available to Virginia’s low-income 
families.

Goal 4:  Expand Safety-Net 
Opportunities For 
Families In Crisis 

The current recession presented many Virginians 
with their first exposure to the Commonwealth’s 
network of public and private assistance programs 
for families experiencing financial crises. In spite of 
the deepest recession since the Great Depression, 
the safety-net system met most of the demands it 
was designed to handle. As crises are apt to do, the 
unprecedented demand also highlighted limitations 
that prevented the system from assisting many 
families and individuals with critical needs. 

Why Action Is Necessary
The Task Force believes that Virginia can use the 
lessons of this recession to adapt its safety net 
programs for an extended recovery and periods of 
relative prosperity. The Commonwealth has one 
of the most restrictive unemployment insurance 
programs in the nation. Only 26 percent of 
unemployed persons qualify, ranking Virginia 46th 
nationally. Virginia missed an opportunity to assist 
thousands of unemployed workers because of 
relatively simple restrictions in the Code.

Virginia also has the opportunity to improve its 
deployment of public assistance programs by 
enhancing program flexibility during changing 
economic conditions, revising policy to reflect 
contemporary research on program management, 
and recognizing our changing demographics. 

Estimated Impact On Poverty
The recommendations in this section of the report 
are designed more to mitigate the effects of living in 
poverty, rather than reduce the numbers of persons 
living in poverty. The Task Force found that Virginia’s 
safety net systems and programs fall well below 
national averages in the assistance they provide for 
families in crisis, and that changes are necessary 
to improve the standards by which we assist those 
below the poverty line.
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Current eligibility levels 
range from 22 percent to 
30 percent of the Federal 
Poverty Level, ranking sixth 
worse in the country.
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Primary Recommendations

■   Improve Virginia’s Unemployment Insurance 
Program

□  Do Not Increase the Minimum Earnings 
Requirement  
Legislation to raise the minimum earning 
requirement for unemployment insurance was 
adopted in 2008 but delayed in 2009 due to the 
recession. Increasing required earnings in the 
base period from $2,700 to $3,000 would directly 
affect only the lowest income workers – primarily 
women and minorities. An estimated 1,100 low-
income workers would have lost eligibility for the 
minimum unemployment insurance benefit of just 
$54 / week.  

■   Provide Unemployment Insurance Coverage To 
Part-Time Workers  
Currently Virginia requires part-time workers 
who lose their job through no fault of their own 
to seek full-time employment to be eligible for 
unemployment insurance benefits. Part-time 
workers are mostly women and low wage workers 
whose part-time status may be determined by 
other factors in their lives. Part-time workers 
represent a large share of the unemployed, 
and without unemployment insurance benefits, 
many of them are pushed into or further into 
poverty. Since the duration and amount of 
unemployment insurance benefits paid to part-
time workers is determined by their wages, the 
cost to Virginia’s unemployment insurance trust 
fund is proportionally lower than the cost for other 
workers. 

□  Provide Unemployment Insurance Coverage 
To Workers Engaged In Certain Training and 
Education Activities 

Individuals who are in certain educational and 
training programs should be permitted to receive 
Unemployment Insurance benefits.  These 
individuals have usually lost their jobs from a 
declining occupation or because of a permanent 
reduction in operations by the individual’s employer.  
The worker would be engaged in education and 
training designed to prepare the individual for 
entry into a higher level position.  Unemployment 
compensation would be available only to people 
who could demonstrate satisfactory progress in the 
education/training program.  
 
The Employment Commission should approve 
training programs authorized by the Workforce 
Investment Act, as well as programs at community 
colleges with job skills components, courses leading 
to GEDs, courses in adult basic education, language 
courses, or other courses of study, including degree 
and certificate programs that are likely to increase 
the individual’s long-term employability.  Post-
secondary education and training are increasingly 
important for success in the job market.  Periods of 
unemployment, especially in tough economic times, 
provide opportunities for laid off workers to develop 
new skills so that employers will benefit from a 
skilled workforce when the economy recovers.  

■   Modify Assets Tests In Basic Public Assistance 
Programs 
Revise program eligibility policy such that a 
reasonable accumulation of assets is allowable 
for households receiving assistance. Allowing 
families on the margins of poverty to protect 
certain classes and amounts of assets could 
lessen the impact of financial crises. Research 
shows that means-tested public assistance based 
on assets discourages asset accumulation and 
amplifies financial distress. 
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TANF payments were 
originally set in 1974 and 
have only increased twice in 
Virginia since then. 
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■   Increase Medicaid Parent Eligibility  
Current eligibility levels range from 22 percent to 
30 percent of the Federal Poverty Level, ranking 
sixth worse in the country. The current national 
average is 64 percent of the Federal Poverty 
Level. Increasing eligibility levels to 30 percent 
would flatten eligibility at the current Group III 
level. Numerous Virginia studies (including the 
Governor’s Health Reform Commission) have 
recommended an increase in Medicaid eligibility 
for low-income parents. 

■   Expand Access To Nutrition Programs 
Many states have expanded their SNAP (food 
stamps) programs, especially during periods 
of high unemployment.  Changing the eligibility 
requirements to allow more families to enroll does 
not increase state administrative costs because 
the same families have already requested 
assistance but were denied. The additional cost 
of benefits is assumed by the federal government. 
Virginia should implement changes that have 
been adopted by other states to:

□  Lift the gross income test
□  Lift the asset test
□  Allow/expand utility cost deductions
□  Allow unlicensed child care deductions
□  Implement longer recertification periods to lessen 

administrative requirements due to increased 
caseloads

□  Aggressively market the eligibility changes 
□  Conduct special outreach to increase enrollments 

among the most vulnerable populations (older 
adults, persons with disabilities, new Americans)

Second Tier Recommendations

■   Eliminate Medicaid Restrictions On Legal 
Immigrants Who Have Already Been In The 
United States For Five Years  
Virginia is one of only nine states that continue to 
bar legal immigrants from the Medicaid program 
after the 5-year threshold. These legal immigrants 
are covered by Medicaid for their emergency 
care, but they have no insurance for preventive 
or chronic health care needs. (This change was a 
recommendation of the Governor’s Commission 
on Immigration.) 

■   Implement Children’s Health Insurance Program 
Reauthorization Act (CHIPRA) Option To Provide 
Coverage For Legal Immigrant Children And 
Pregnant Women During The First Five Years 
They Are In The United States 
Implement this for both Medicaid and FAMIS 
eligible women and children. This change would 
replace some current state expenditures with 
federal dollars, improve access to health care, and 
produce immediate results.

■   Increase TANF Grant Levels  
TANF payments were originally set in 1974 and 
have only increased twice in Virginia since then. 
Currently, the maximum payment for a family of 
three in Richmond is $320/month (compared 
to $1526 – 100 percent of the Federal Poverty 
Level for a family of three). Even with SNAP/Food 
Stamps, the family’s income would still only be 47 
percent of the Federal Poverty Level - insufficient 
for the most basic costs of living. 
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■   Increase FAMIS Eligibility to 300 
Percentpercent Of The Federal Poverty Level 
There are 167,000 uninsured children in Virginia.  
Thousands are uninsured because their parents 
are not offered employer based insurance.  The 
FAMIS program’s current gross income limit of 
200 percent FPL ($36,620 for a family of three) 
excludes many low-income families who cannot 
afford private insurance. Congress recently 
adopted the ‘Children’s Health Insurance Program 
Reauthorization Act’ (CHIPRA), and substantially 
increased the federal funding available to Virginia 
to cover more uninsured children, with a $2 for 
$1 federal match. 28 states have an income 
eligibility level above 200 percent FPL. States that 
expand coverage have found they also enroll more 
children who had been eligible under previous 
standards, including Medicaid eligible children

■   Increase Public Awareness Of Assistance 
Program Availability By Promoting Virginia’s 
211 Information And Referral System 
In times of economic crisis, many households 
are seeking public assistance for the first time. 
Their lack of knowledge of the public assistance 
systems makes it difficult to access services and 
adds to the stress of their difficult circumstances. 
Virginia can import program models from other 
states that require collaboration among public 
assistance agencies and expand the 211 system’s 
capacity so it can accept SNAP applications and 
requests for other types of assistance.
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7. Appendices

□  Ron Haskins PowerPoint 
Presentation

□  Michael Cassidy Presentation
□  Summary of Act on Poverty 

Event
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