POVERTY FACT SHEET:
IMPLICATIONS FOR INFANTS AND TODDLERS
One of the most consistent associations in the science of early childhood is between
economic hardship and compromised child development. 1 Poverty can compromise every
aspect of a child’s development, leading to short‐ and long‐term effects on health,
achievement in school, and success in life. This fact sheet provides an overview of poverty
as it pertains to the healthy development of infants and toddlers.

WHAT DO WE MEAN WHEN WE TALK ABOUT POVERTY?
There are two measures of poverty commonly used in the United States: poverty thresholds
and poverty guidelines. The poverty threshold was the original poverty measure used by the
federal government, and it is updated annually by the U.S. Census Bureau. The primary use
of the poverty threshold now is for statistical purposes. 2
The poverty guidelines are a simplified form of the poverty thresholds and are issued each
year by the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services (HHS). The primary purpose of
the poverty guidelines is to determine eligibility for certain federal programs, such as Head
Start, the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program for Women, Infants and Children and
the Children’s Health Insurance Program. Many programs use the federal poverty
guidelines or a percentage multiple of the guidelines when determining a family’s eligibility
for a program. The poverty guidelines are set based on the size of the family. When people
use the term “federal poverty level” (FPL), they are most likely referring to the poverty
guidelines. 3
Family of:
Two
Three
Four

Federal Poverty
Level
$14,570
$18,310
$22,050

Lowincome 4
$29,140
$36,620
$44,100

Research indicates that families need an income equal to about two times the federal
poverty level to meet their most basic needs. Families with incomes between 100% and
200% of the federal poverty level are referred to as low‐income families. 5

FAST FACTS
 12 million infants and toddlers live in the United States; 24% are living in
poor (<100%FPL) families and 46% are living in low‐income families. 6
 Infants and toddlers account for 25% of the population, yet have the highest
poverty rates of any age group in the United States. 7
 Between 2000 and 2009, the number of infants and toddlers living in
low‐income families increased by 41%. 8
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THE EFFECTS OF POVERTY ON INFANTS AND TODDLERS
Developmental science consistently shows a strong association between economic
hardship (poverty) and compromised child development. A child’s earliest years are a
period of tremendous brain development influenced predominantly by the family context
(rather than interactions at school or with peers), suggesting that the family’s economic
condition in early childhood may be far more important in shaping children’s ability,
behavior, and achievement than conditions later in childhood. 9 Exposure to poverty during
this period of rapid brain development can lead to significant short‐ and long‐term
consequences for the healthy development of infants and toddlers.

SHORTTERM RISK FACTORS
In the short‐term, poverty is associated with multiple risk factors for infants and toddlers.
Because poverty impacts all facets of a child’s life, which in turn impact each other, it is
difficult to isolate individual risk factors. However, it can be helpful to think about the risk
factors associated with poverty as divided into three categories: those that directly and
immediately impact the physical health of a baby; those that affect a baby at the family
level, and those that affect a baby’s environment. 10 The risk factors associated with
poverty are outlined in greater detail below.
Physical Health
Infants and toddlers living in poverty face conditions that can directly and immediately
impact their physical health. Children in poverty:
 are more likely than non‐poor children to have poor health and die from an infectious
disease; 11
 are vaccinated at lower rates than nonpoor children; 12 and,
 experience increased rates of asthma and anemia 13 .
Family
Poverty has a significant impact on entire families, which can lead to increased risk factors
for babies, such as:
 increased rates of parental depression associated with financial stress;
 heightened risk for maltreatment; 14 and,
 increased exposure to alcohol and substance abuse.
Environment
Infants and toddlers living in poverty are often exposed to unsafe environments.
Environmental risk factors include:
 lack of access to safe play spaces;
 increased exposure to lead; and,
 increased exposure to community and interpersonal violence. 15

LONGTERM RISK FACTORS AND OUTCOMES
Exposure to poverty in early childhood also has implications for longer‐term success as an
adult. Research shows that major adversity, such as extreme poverty, can weaken
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developing brain architecture and permanently set the body’s stress response system on
high alert. 16 Poverty in the early years has been shown to have an impact on later
childhood and adult outcomes, including in education levels, social and emotional health,
and physical health. “Lower income infants and toddlers are at greater risk than middle‐ or
high‐income infants and toddlers for a variety of poorer outcomes and vulnerabilites, such
as later school failure, learning disabilities, behavior problems, mental retardation,
developmental delay, and health impairments”. 17
 More than one third of children from low‐income communities enter formal
kindergarten classes already behind their peers and by fourth grade, more than 50%
of these children will not meet the standard for reading proficiency. 18
 Children living below the poverty threshold are 1.3 times more likely than non‐poor
children to experience learning disabilities and developmental delays. 19
 Poor children are nearly 50% more likely to become obese adults than nonpoor
children. 20
 A $10,000 annual increase in the prenatal to age 5 income of low‐income families is
associated with nearly a full‐year increase in completed schooling. 21

CONCLUSION
“Poverty often leads to the presence of multiple risk factors, such as prenatal exposure to
harmful substances, unsafe environments, low‐quality child care, unresponsive caregiving,
or inadequate access to ample nutritious food and regular health care. In combination,
these risk factors can overwhelm an infant’s coping mechanisms.” 22 Research has shown
that these risk factors not only impact the health and development of infants and toddlers,
but that such adversity during a period of rapid brain development has tremendous and
lasting implications for adult outcomes.
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