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Should those of us who obsessively follow poverty statistics take heart from the 
positive labor market reports of late? In early July, the Bureau of Labor Statistics 
reported that unemployment declined to 6.1 percent, the lowest level since the 
collapse of Lehman Brothers some six years ago. We are also seeing a moderate 
drop-off in long-term unemployment and a moderate increase in the employ-
ment-population ratio. But what does this mean for poverty? Is a corresponding 
turnaround in poverty right around the corner? 

Not necessarily. As Marianne Page points out in this issue, the jobs-poverty 
relationship has been weakening in recent decades, with the implication that the 
current expansion may not have the full poverty-reducing effect that we would like. 
Although economic expansions do still reduce poverty, they just don’t reduce it as 
much as they once did. This weakening arises from many sources, but the two 
most important are that (a) many of the new jobs (especially high-skill ones) aren’t 
available to the low-skill poor, and (b) even the low-skill jobs that are available don’t 
always provide the requisite hours, wages, or security that are needed for a sure 
pathway out of poverty. 

In this new world of a weakened jobs-poverty relationship, we no longer have the 
luxury of focusing laser-like on the economy, confident in the knowledge that, if we 
can just get the economy going, poverty will take care of itself. We must now have 
a targeted poverty policy as well as our usual bread-and-butter economic policy. The 
contributors to this issue provide insights into what we should—and shouldn’t—do 
to reduce poverty in this new world of a weakened jobs-poverty relationship. 

What type of immigration policy, for example, makes sense in this new world? 
Would it help to restrict immigration and thus protect the native poor from compe-
tition and the consequent downward pressure on their wages? The simple answer: 
No. As Giovanni Peri shows, this move would likely be counterproductive, as immi-
gration in fact works to stimulate demand for low-skill labor. 

What type of income supplementation makes sense in this new world? Must 
we continue to rely heavily on tax credits (e.g., the Earned Income Tax Credit) to 
supplement the income of low-wage workers? The simple answer: Yes. As Hilary 
Hoynes shows, insofar as the new recovery brings even more low-wage jobs with 
it, there’s probably no getting around a continuing strong reliance on tax credits to 
prop up those wages. 

And, finally, what does this new world mean for our de facto hands-off policy for 
the nonworking poor? Do we need to rethink that policy and ramp up opportuni-
ties and benefits for those without jobs? The simple answer: Yes. If the poor aren’t 
participating fully in the recovery, we need to recast our institutions and programs 
in ways that better connect them to the labor force and support them while that con-
nection is being forged. As Luke Shaefer and Kathryn Edin discuss, the recent rise 
of nonworking poverty is one of the pressing problems of our time, a problem that 
often leads to poverty of a depth and severity that we had once thought was found 
only in less developed countries. 

We care about connecting people to the labor market and ensuring that their 
incomes meet some minimal standard because, as Ann Stevens shows, the 
downstream costs of failing to do so are substantial, costs that are borne not just 
by the poor but also by the rest of us. The upshot: We need a new brand of poverty 
policy that doesn’t adjust to our new world but that pushes us out of it ... as soon 
as possible. 

—David Grusky, Charles Varner, and Michelle Poulin
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