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All children in New Jersey deserve the freedom to grow up safe, healthy, and free from poverty.
Childhood poverty hurts school performance and growth today, while damaging mental and
physical health and earning power for a lifetime. Research is clear: childhood poverty causes
lasting harm. Yet 1 in 8 New Jersey children still live in poverty ($32,000 for a family of four)."
This level of deprivation should not be tolerated in one of the wealthiest states in the
wealthiest nation in the history of the world.

This report plots a bold way forward for New Jersey to lead the nation in ending child
poverty and ensuring all families have what they need. The report outlines two paths
forward:

e Expanding and improving existing anti-poverty programs, and

e Creating a new child allowance program for children in low-income families.

This vision is not new. For generations, leaders across the globe have argued that true freedom
requires freedom from poverty. In his Four Freedoms speech from more than 8o years ago,
President Franklin Roosevelt said that free nations should provide “freedom from want” for
their people, to secure a “healthy peacetime life” for all. The United Nations Declaration of
Human Rights echoes this, promising an adequate standard of living for all people to have food,
clothing, housing, medical care, and social services.” While the United States lags behind,
almost all wealthy countries provide a child allowance as a basic income floor for households
with children.”

The federal government has pulled back from helping low-income and working families.” Now
states like New Jersey must step up and show how economic growth can coexist with economic
security for those who need it most.

Key Findings

New Jersey has the resources to dramatically cut child poverty. It has one of the nation’s
highest median household incomes at nearly $100,000 annually." Its economic engine
generates enormous wealth, with its gross domestic product rivaling global powers." And New
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Jersey has a base of existing anti-poverty programs to build from, such as the state Child Tax
Credit and state Earned Income Tax Credit.*

The latest lessons in anti-poverty programs come from “guaranteed income” pilot programs,
which have provided unrestricted cash to families and individuals seeking economic stability.
These programs stand out for their simplicity: by removing red tape and government
paperwork, guaranteed income pilots trust individuals and families to make their own choices
about how to spend assistance. The results of these pilots have been impressive: lower poverty,
higher academic achievement, and greater food and housing security.*

Building on these lessons, this report offers two paths forward for New Jersey to move closer to a
world without want for its children and families:

Path 1

Expand New Jersey's existing family affordability programs to provide more cash to more families
with less red tape. Currently, New Jersey operates four main anti-poverty programs with cash or
cash-like assistance:

Earned Income Tax Credit

Child Tax Credit

Work First New Jersey

Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP)

This plan would double the benefit amounts for the tax credit programs and Work First New Jersey
to bring them in line with the standard of living in New Jersey. An additional monthly payment
would be added to SNAP using state funds.

Path 2

Create a new program, the New Jersey Family Guarantee, which would provide $5,000 annual
payments to families of Medicaid-eligible children. Rather than work through existing programs,
this more ambitious proposal would lay the groundwork for a more robust child allowance
program in New Jersey, allowing all children eligible for Medicaid (or whose births were covered
by Medicaid in New Jersey) to receive annual payments of $5,000 to help support their upbringing
and well-being.

The two proposals would require significant investment by the state, but would be well within the
scope of other state cash assistance programs. The expansion proposal would cost around $1.84
billion, while the New Jersey Family Guarantee program would cost around $3.21 billion at full
funding. By comparison, the ANCHOR property tax relief program costs the state $2.43 billion
annually, while the state’s wide array of property tax relief programs costs $4.88 billion. As these
annual payments demonstrate, the state’s political leaders have shown a willingness to invest
substantial state resources into direct payments for households.
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The Problem: Child Poverty's Lasting Harm

Child poverty is not inevitable, but the result of public policy decisions that have spent too
little on families. Growing research shows that child poverty leaves lifelong scars on child
development and holds back children and adults from reaching their full potential. Meanwhile,
other studies prove that providing cash assistance to reduce poverty also reduces these harms
and improves lifelong success for these children and their families.

The Damage Child Poverty Causes

Poverty hurts how children grow and learn. No doubt focusing on learning in school is more
challenging if a child goes to bed hungry or lacks clean clothes to wear. But beyond these
basics, exposure to childhood poverty leads to worse mental and physical health in
adulthood.* The stress of poverty has been shown to rewire children’s brains, raising levels of
stress hormones and disrupting development.*

Poverty also widens and deepens gaps between Black and Hispanic/Latinx families who have
been historically economically disadvantaged and their white counterparts. In New Jersey, the
child poverty rate for Black and Hispanic/Latinx families is more than twice that of non-
Hispanic white families.™

Black and Hispanic/Latinx Children Experience
Poverty at Rates Far Above the State Average

Percent of Children in Poverty by Race/Ethnicity
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Source: Annie E. Casey Foundation. Kids Count Data Center, New Jersey: Children in Poverty by
Race and Ethnicity in New Jersey. Sept. 2024.
https://datacenter.aecf.org/data/tables/44-children-in-pover-
ty-by-race-and-ethnicity?loc=32&loct=2#detailed/2/32/false/2545/187,11,9,12,1,185,13/324,323.
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The National Academies of Sciences said it clearly in their 2019 report: poverty itself hurts
children, especially when it begins in early childhood and lasts through much of childhood.*
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New Jersey’s high cost of living compounds these harms. The official poverty rate understates
the deprivation that New Jersey’s families with lower incomes experience, because the cost of
housing, food, child care, and other necessities is higher than in other states.™ Raising two
children with two adults can easily cost upwards of $135,000, even as incomes fail to keep pace
with those costs.™"

The Solution to Poverty: Money

Good news: research shows the most effective way to fix poverty is simple: give people money.
Cash gives people the power to make their own financial decisions and meet their needs
without burdensome restrictions.

Examples include:

» The expanded Child Tax Credit as part of the American Rescue Plan provided payments
of $300 per month to families across the country, reducing poverty by nearly half.*

e The two rounds of pandemic stimulus checks sent in 2020 during the pandemic
reduced child poverty by roughly one-third.**

* Guaranteed income pilot programs in dozens of states and hundreds of communities,
including in Newark and Paterson, have shown reductions in financial need and
improvements in housing and health care.™

» Long-term effects from prior cash transfer programs showed not only positive
academic and educational outcomes and better health outcomes, but also
improvements in the next generation’s educational outcomes.™

Given the broad results from the research around cash programs big and small, there has never
been more evidence for the effectiveness of these programs in reducing poverty. Yet in the
past, programs have placed restrictions on anti-poverty programs based on racist or controlling
policies, such as bans on using SNAP for prepared foods™" or allowing only “deserving”
families to receive assistance. ™"

What does cash assistance actually do? A broader cash assistance program is not a substitute
for other critical supports such as health insurance, affordable housing, or public schools.
Instead, research shows that cash programs help families cover basic needs, such as rent,
utilities, groceries, and unexpected expenses like car repairs or medical bills.*" The research
also addresses common concerns: guaranteed income pilots have shown nearly no increase in
spending on alcohol, tobacco, or gambling,”™" and little to no effect on employment, meaning
people are not leaving the workforce when receiving these funds.*"!

Where New Jersey Stands Now

New Jersey already operates a series of programs that provide cash or cash-like benefits to
households with children: the Child Tax Credit, Earned Income Tax Credit, Work First New
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Jersey (TANF), and SNAP. These programs each have differing benefit amounts, eligibility, and
regularity (lump-sum vs. periodic payments). Nonetheless, they each help reduce the burden of

economic hardship on households below or near the federal poverty line, with some key
limitations.
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Current Cash and Cash-Like Assistance Programs™""

Projected Program
Cost for Fiscal Year
2026 (State Funds)

Citizenship

Current Eligibility and Benefit Work Requirement Requirement

Child Tax Credit™i

$1,000 for families earning less than $30,000 No No $213.8 million
$800 for families between $30,000 and $40,000
$600 for families between $40,000 and $50,000
$400 for families between $50,000 and $60,000
$200 for families between $60,000 and $80,000
The credit is provided for each dependent child
under age 6.
The average benefit is $908.
New Jersey Earned Income Tax Credit™™*
The NJ EITC uses federal eligibility requirements, Yes (must have Yes (tax filer, $545.6 million
including an income cap of $66,819 in 2024, with earned income) spouse, and
smaller caps for smaller household sizes. dependents
must have
The benefit amount is 40% of the federal EITC, up to Social Security
a maximum of $3,132 in 2024 with three or more Numbers)
qualifying children.
The average benefit is $878.
Work First New Jersey / Temporary Assistance for Needy Families
Work First requires evidence of “work activities,” Yes (must have 35 No (but must be $82 million®*i
an extensive application process, and has strict hours of “work a “qualified
limits on income and assets. activities”) immigrant,”
such as green
The maximum annual benefit for a family of three card holder or
is $6,708. asylee)®™
Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP)
SNAP provides vouchers for food and groceries to Yes (generally must  No (but the list $30.2 million in

New Jersey households meeting federal eligibility
requirements.

be working 30
hours a week or
meet other work
activity or
exemptions, which
have been reduced
by recent federal
law changes >

Average SNAP benefits by recipient are $182
monthly. New Jersey additionally funds a
minimum SNAP amount of $95 for all eligible
households.

of eligible non-
citizens has
been restricted
under recent
federal law
changes)®v

state funds™

($1.84 billion
tOtaUXXXVi
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Each of these programs has limitations that prevent some eligible residents from accessing
them. For example, people must file state taxes in order to receive the Earned Income or Child
Tax Credits, but filing is not required for households earning less than $10,000 annually
($20,000 if married filing jointly).**" Other restrictions, such as work requirements and
citizenship restrictions in both Work First New Jersey and SNAP, make the programs less
accessible for households. ™ Each extra layer of bureaucratic red tape makes it harder for
families to navigate a complex web of government systems. ™

Despite these limitations, each program puts money (or, in the case of SNAP and Work First
New Jersey, cash-like debit cards) directly into the hands of families, resulting in lower poverty
and improved outcomes. The Earned Income Tax Credit, for example, has shown dramatic
reductions in poverty for people receiving the credit while increasing employment rates.™"

In combination, these programs provide New Jersey with an existing program structure and
proven record that can serve as the basis for a more ambitious proposal to reduce poverty for
all children.

Two Pathways Towards Economic Security

New Jersey has the opportunity to be a national leader in improving family affordability and
reducing poverty. By learning from the lessons of the expanded Child Tax Credit and the
guaranteed income pilots, New Jersey can supercharge the cash it provides to families and cut
red tape, giving families the freedom and flexibility to choose how best to spend their money.

New Jersey Policy Perspective proposes two pathways to dramatically cut child poverty and
expand economic freedom for families.

One pathway builds on New Jersey’s existing programs that address family affordability
through cash or cash-like benefits, such as the Child and Earned Income Tax Credits, the Work
First New Jersey program, and the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP). This
pathway would increase benefit amounts and simplify program access, though federal program
changes may limit how much a state can improve access.

The second pathway aims to redefine what a guarantee of family affordability could look like in
New Jersey by guaranteeing that the family of any Medicaid-eligible child receives an annual
child allowance of $5,000 to help address the costs of raising a child. Based on prior research,
such a change would dramatically reduce child poverty and would make the concept of
“freedom from want” a reality for New Jersey children.

Both programs would help to advance racial equity, as children in lower-income households are
disproportionately Black and Hispanic/Latinx.*! Research around the pandemic-era Child Tax
Credit expansion showed that it lowered Black-white and Hispanic-white income inequality,
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especially in the lowest-income ranges. ! A 2025 report on reparations for New Jersey’s history
of slavery and racial injustice included guaranteed income as one of its key recommendations,
in addition to cash reparations to compensate for past injustices and baby bonds programs to
reduce wealth inequality. ™

Pathway 1: Building on Success

As noted above, New Jersey’s cash and cash-like assistance programs have made great progress
towards their goals of reducing poverty, but gaps remain in their effectiveness due to the size
of the benefits and state-based restrictions on the programs. Addressing each of these two
issues can supercharge the poverty-fighting effects of these programs.

Increasing benefit amounts and eligibility

One of the lessons of the research around unrestricted cash is simple — increasing the amount
of money given increases the poverty-fighting effects. To that end, New Jersey can
substantially increase the effectiveness of its existing programs by simply increasing the
amount of money it spends.

Proposed Changes in Benefit Amount and Eligibility

Current Eligibility and Benefit Proposed Benefit Total Cost
Child Tax Credit

$1,000 for families earning less than $30,000 $2,000 for families earning less than $30,000 $946
$800 for families between $30,000 and $40,000 $1,600 for families between $30,000 and $40,000 million

$600 for families between $40,000 and $50,000 $1,200 for families between $40,000 and $50,000
$400 for families between $50,000 and $60,000 $800 for families between $50,000 and $60,000
$200 for families between $60,000 and $80,000 $400 for families between $60,000 and $80,000

The credit is provided for each dependent child The full credit is provided for each dependent
under age 6. child under age 6, with a smaller credit ($1,500
maximum) for children ages 6-17.

New Jersey Earned Income Tax Credit

40% of the federal EITC, up to a maximum of 80% of the federal EITC, up to a maximum of $545.6
$3,132 with three or more qualifying children. $6,264 with three or more qualifying children. million
Work First New Jersey / Temporary Assistance for Needy Families

$559 per month for a family of three $1,118 per month for a family of three (~50% $87.8
(~25% federal poverty level)* federal poverty level) million

Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP)

Average of $182 per month per person Average of $207 per month per person $257.6
Minimum of $95 per household Minimum of $120 per household million

Total Additional Cost: $1.84 billion
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Each of these changes takes a program with an existing track record of distributing cash or
cash-like benefits directly to households and increases the benefit amount to more accurately
reflect the cost of living in the state. Direct cash programs (Child Tax Credit, Earned Income
Tax Credit, and Work First New Jersey) would see a doubling of their benefit amounts, with
the Child Tax Credit extending up to ages 6 through 17 at a slightly lower credit amount, with a
maximum of $1,500.

For SNAP, this proposal recommends an extra payment of $25 per person per month, including
an increase in the minimum household SNAP payment. This would more than double the state
investment in food and nutrition assistance programs, currently set at $154.7 million. ™!

These increases would put substantially more money into family pockets and budgets, without
creating new programs or administrative barriers.

Reducing red tape
Another important lesson is the damage caused by the administrative burdens of applying for
programs. In New Jersey, these obstacles fall into two categories:
« Eligibility restrictions that exclude people from the program due to work, education,
citizenship, or other requirements.
» Application and paperwork hurdles that make it difficult for people to apply and receive
support, even if they are eligible. il

Eligibility restrictions.

The work requirements of Work First New Jersey and SNAP are perhaps the most prominent,
limiting access to benefits only if strict employment hours are maintained. But these are not
the only restrictions. Due to changes in federal law, SNAP, for instance, will now exclude
refugees, people seeking or granted asylum, trafficking victims, and many other legally present
immigrants.*™ Many of these restrictions are federally based and cannot easily be changed by
the state.

At the state level, New Jersey has made some policy decisions that make these restrictions
more difficult. The Work First New Jersey program retains a legacy of prior program decisions
that cut off the program from access. NJPP has long pushed for fixes to some of these
restrictions, such as:

« Eliminating barriers to participation for individuals taking college classes

« Smoothing the “off-ramp” for families to reduce the cliff effect when benefits suddenly

end, putting families back into economic insecurity
o Aligning asset rules with other social safety net programs.!

Application and reporting hurdles.
New Jersey has taken strides to try to simplify the process, using a more streamlined online
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application. For SNAP, New Jersey has already used most of the flexibility available from the
federal government to make the application easier for applicants, by extending eligibility
certification windows and time limits, simplifying reporting, and enacting simplified
eligibility."

Nonetheless, one major obstacle to use of both programs is the uneven staffing levels and
training at county social service agencies. County social service agencies are the main point of
contact for applicants for programs such as SNAP or Work First New Jersey. As prior NJPP
research has shown, low staffing levels at these agencies have led to higher caseloads, while low
pay makes it difficult to retain staff."

Application and paperwork challenges also remain for tax filing, which is required to obtain the
Child and Earned Income Tax Credits. People and families who do not file state taxes end up
missing out on critical payments, including people who live in poverty, who are Hispanic or
Black, who are single parents, or who live in rural areas.i! Even among people who do file, tax
credit provision is not automatic, instead requiring additional work on the part of the tax filer
to apply for the credit. As a result, nearly 1 in § New Jersey EITC-eligible households who filed
federal taxes did not claim the credit.'V A recent cut to the free federal tax filing program Direct
File will make tax filing even more burdensome for low-income families.

Making the application process less difficult and more automatic will improve the effectiveness
of the programs in getting money to households who need it most. It is perhaps unsurprising
that people with the least money have the hardest time filling out government forms."

Reducing red tape, combined with higher benefit amount, would ease life substantially for
lower-income families trying to get by in New Jersey.

Pathway 2: The New Jersey Family Guarantee

The second pathway for New Jersey would be more life changing — to put the state on a path
to provide a real child allowance and cut child poverty by half. Rather than simply expanding
existing programs, this would set forth a new basic standard for all children in the state.

Put simply, the program would guarantee a $5,000 annual payment to all Medicaid-eligible
children in New Jersey (roughly 150 percent of the federal poverty level) or whose births were
covered by New Jersey’s Medicaid program for pregnant mothers (roughly 200 percent of the
federal poverty level).™ This would reach the more than 640,000 New Jersey children who
receive Medicaid, roughly 1 in 3 children, including those eligible through the state-funded
Cover All Kids program.™
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The program would have a modest start, focused on a smaller age range (ages 0-3) and a lump-
sum payment, laying the groundwork for a world where New Jersey children don’t face the
economic chaos of deep poverty.

The $5,000 benefit amount is in line with prior efforts to determine the benefit needed to cut
child poverty in half in New Jersey. In 2022, the Institute on Taxation and Economic Policy
estimated a $4,400 Child Tax Credit would reduce poverty by 50 percent, which adjusted for
inflation, would now be worth more than $4,760."! The $3,600 expanded Child Tax Credit
from 2021, which dramatically slashed child poverty nationally, would also be worth more than
$4,250 in 2025 dollars.™

The program would start with a focus on the first three years of life — enrolling families during
pregnancy and making them eligible for the $5,000 annual payment as a tax credit, building on
the Child Tax Credit. This shares some similarities with the Rx Kids program in Michigan,
which uses state TANF funds to provide a lump sum payment and subsequent monthly $500
payments to pregnant and new mothers.™

The program would also likely need a phase-out at higher income levels to avoid a “cliff effect,”
when a raise in salary or income makes a family ineligible for benefits, leaving them with fewer
resources despite gaining income.™ For the purposes of this cost estimate, however, no phase-
out was modeled to make the estimate as conservative as possible.

With each following year of the New Jersey Family Guarantee rollout, an additional year of life
would be added to the eligibility range. This gradual increase would help control the cost and
allow relevant departments to iron out challenges and address management concerns early on.
Eligibility based on Medicaid-covered births would last through age 6, after which benefits
would only go out if the child remained Medicaid-eligible.

Such a program would require government staff and systems to stand up. The program would
require coordination between the state’s Department of Human Services, which runs the
Medicaid program, and the Department of the Treasury, which administers the tax code. To
make the process as seamless as possible, the departments would need to create new rules and
agreements to protect people’s privacy when sharing information between agencies.

But at its core, the New Jersey Family Guarantee provides a framework for the state to stand as
a leader in poverty reduction. No child born in New Jersey would need to go hungry or without
the most basic needs if this proposal were fully funded.
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Comparing the Proposals

Proposal 2: New Jersey

Proposal 1: Building on Success Family Guarantee
Basic Double the size of New Jersey's Provide $5,000 annual payments to
premise existing cash and cash-like assistance = Medicaid-eligible children, starting
at ages 0-3, until reaching ages 0-17
Cost $1.84 billion $3.21 billion ($450 million in the
estimate first year)
Program Builds on existing program structure Approaches true child allowance
features with unrestricted cash
Gets money out the door to
families faster Not restricted by federal
requirements or past programs
Potential Restricted by federal requirements to Requires new administrative
concerns or | federally funded programs capacity to create a new program
limitations

Retains the restrictive structure of
existing credits

NEW JERSEY POLICY PERSPECTIVE | NJPP.ORG

The ramp-up to Path 1 would be substantially faster, with preexisting programs that can simply
be increased in size. Path 2 would require more lead time to ensure seamless delivery of the
benefit while limiting the administrative burden for applicants and state departments.
Importantly, the New Jersey Family Guarantee would be free of federal application and
eligibility restrictions that affect the Earned Income Tax Credit, Work First New Jersey, and
SNAP, such as work or citizenship requirements.

Both programs also leave open the possibility of shifting to periodic payments more in line
with monthly child allowances and guaranteed income pilots. Depending on whether a
payment is received as a lump sum or monthly payment, families often change their spending
behavior to reflect larger costs like car repairs or smaller recurring ones like groceries. ™!
However, at the moment, recurring payments rather than lump-sum tax credit payments often
trigger eligibility rules for other safety net programs such as Medicaid or housing assistance.™

As to the question of cost, these proposals are necessarily substantial investments. In order for
these programs to make a real dent in poverty and hardship affecting as much as one-third to
one-half of residents, the state must commit resources.
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NJPP has previously proposed a list of revenue-raising policy changes that would generate
sufficient revenue primarily from wealthy individuals and corporations to fund the larger of the
two proposals.™

Although the price tags of $1.84 to $3.21 billion may seem high, state policymakers have seen fit
in the past five years to send cash through tax credits for other kinds of recipients:
o $4.88 billion in annual property tax credits, including $1.2 billion in Stay NJ credits and
$2.43 billion in ANCHOR credits™
o $249 million annually on film and digital media tax credits™"!
o+ $500 million in artificial intelligence business tax credits™"!

Economic analysis has shown that for every $1 invested in a universal child allowance, society
would see $10 in benefits in the long run due to higher future earnings, improved health, and
reduced costs.™ ! New Jersey’s investment in child poverty reduction would pay substantial
dividends for residents now and in the future.

For policymakers looking to make New Jersey truly affordable for families trying to raise
children in the state, both proposals offer pathways towards economic security and simply
having enough to thrive.

Conclusion
From the Old Age Relief Act of 1931™* to today’s modern tax credits, New Jersey has long led
the nation in fighting poverty. We can lead again.

The federal government has abandoned working families.™ As politicians and policymakers
voice concerns about the affordability of raising a family in New Jersey,™ these proposals offer
a real solution — putting cash directly in families” pockets to cover high living costs and help
hundreds of thousands of children get healthy food, safe housing, and other basic needs.

As Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. said in 1967, “[t]he curse of poverty has no justification in our
age.”™ ! The sentiment was as true then as it is now. Wealth has only continued to grow while
poverty remains stubbornly high.™ In one of America’s wealthiest states, these plans could
end the curse of child poverty, if policymakers are willing to make families a priority.
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