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Who Ya Gonna Call?

Mythbusters!
Answering big questions with 

powerful everyday actions.



The work of addressing poverty is 
difficult…

• "War on Poverty is a failure"

• Budget cuts/crisis money

• Increased regulations/rules

• Attracting and retaining high quality staff

• Staff enthusiasm

• Government shutdowns

• Uncertain futures

Too often, troubles 
hijack my theory.



The noise is not the truth.

• We are changing lives.

• We are improving communities.

• Our work is important.

• Our work matters.

• Our work makes a difference.

• Together we are winning the war on poverty, 
and we will look at data that proves it.



As we can change the world (and 
change lives) let’s…

Believe in the strength of the people we serve, our 
work, and each other. (Our work is on trial)1

Be honest about how to be better at helping people 
and changing lives by asking ourselves tough questions.2

Dream about what comes next.3



As we can change the world (and 
change lives) let’s…

Believe in the strength of the people we serve, our 
work, and each other. (Our work is on trial)1

Be honest about how to be better at helping people 
and changing lives by asking ourselves tough questions.2

Dream about what comes next for Community 
Action.3



The Trial

Defense

Ghostbusters 
(You)

Prosecution

Ghosts



"The image of poverty at the time became 
black...Welfare had been radicalized, and 

'welfare queen' captured the concept of people 
getting something they didn't deserve - worse, 

living better than you!" - Josh Levin

“Welfare 
Queens Have 
Babies to Get a 
Bigger Check”



Welfare recipients, on average, have 
no more children than other women.

Nations with more generous welfare 
have fewer rates of teen pregnancy 

and fewer out-of-wedlock childbirths.

Most welfare recipients – then, now, 
always – have been white.

After Linda Taylor, welfare recipients 
have to jump through hoops to prove 

they aren’t Linda Taylor.

“Welfare Queens 
Have Babies to Get 
a Bigger Check”

Masnick, George and Mary Jo Bane, The Nation’s Families



“People 
Are Getting 
Rich on 
Welfare”



“People are Getting 
Rich on Welfare”

Wisconsin Budget Project

http://www.wisconsinbudgetproject.org/tanf-at-25-failing-to-meet-the-needs-of-wi-families


“People Are 
Getting Rich on 
Welfare”

Center on Budget and Policy Priorities, 2021

https://www.cbpp.org/research/family-income-support/states-must-continue-recent-momentum-to-further-improve-tanf-benefit


“People are 
Getting Rich on 
Welfare”

TANF Benefits in 
Wisconsin last increased 

in July 2000. The 
maximum monthly 

Wisconsin TANF Cash 
Assistance payment is 

$653. Considering 
inflation, the payment is 
worth 25% less than it 

did in 1996.

Center on Budget and Policy Priorities, 2021

State
TANF 

Payment
% Poverty

Wage 
Equivalent

Mississippi $260 14.2% $1.31

New 
Hampshire

$1098 60.0% $7.99

Wisconsin $653 35.7% $5.02

TANF payment, annualized/30 hours per week

https://www.cbpp.org/research/family-income-support/temporary-assistance-for-needy-families-tanf-at-25


“People are Getting 
Rich on Welfare”

Center on Budget and Policy Priorities

At the national level and here in Wisconsin, TANF is serving only a small 
fraction of the families who are living in poverty and are eligible for assistance.

The amount of TANF funding used for direct financial assistance to families, 
including those who participate in work and training programs, has been 
shrinking in Wisconsin and many other states. 

According to an analysis by the Center on Budget and Policy Priorities, the 
portion of total federal and state TANF funding spent for “basic assistance” was 
just 21 percent nationally in 2019 and only 12 percent in Wisconsin. Thirty-
four other states provide a larger share of their TANF funding for basic 
assistance.

https://www.cbpp.org/research/family-income-support/temporary-assistance-for-needy-families-tanf-at-25
https://www.cbpp.org/research/family-income-support/temporary-assistance-for-needy-families-tanf-at-25


“The 
Homeless 
are 
Bums!”



“The 
Homeless 
are 
Bums!”

The term “homeless” did not exist in the index 
for the New York Times until 1983.

• About 580,000 Americans are homeless every 
night as of January 2020.  People in families 
makes up 30%, 172,000

• 17,000 Wisconsin children in 2021
• 40% of teens homeless without their 

families identified as LGBTQ as of 2018.
• 32,252 of all homeless adults are veterans as of 

2020.
• 1 in every 7 Americans will meet the 

definition of homelessness at some point during 
their lives.

• One study showed that 70% of the homeless 
receive no public assistance (no address).

NAEH, Children’s Defense Fund, National Network for Youth,
HUD, Williams Institute, Bunis, William K., et al.

https://www.hudexchange.info/resources/documents/2017-AHAR-Part-1.pdf
https://www.childrensdefense.org/policy/resources/soac-2020-housing/
https://nn4youth.org/lgbtq-homeless-youth/
https://www.huduser.gov/portal/sites/default/files/pdf/2020-AHAR-Part-1.pdf
https://williamsinstitute.law.ucla.edu/publications/serving-our-youth-lgbtq/
https://www.jstor.org/stable/3096951#metadata_info_tab_contents


“Food 
Stamps 
Make Poor 
People 
Obese”



“Food 
Stamps 
Make Poor 
People 
Obese”

• People who receive food assistance 
are no more likely to be obese than 
anyone else.

• SNAP recipients lack access to high 
quality food. Transportation and 
other barriers often limit access to 
fresh fruits and vegetables.

USDA

https://naldc.nal.usda.gov/download/43453/PDF


“Still, They 
Waste 
Taxpayer 
Money on 
Junk 
Food!”

USDA, 2019

SNAP
USDA Food Pattern 

Category
Non-SNAP

23% Protein Foods 21%

19%
Foods Contain More 
Than One Category

16%

13%
Solid Fats and Added 

Sugars
11%

12% Grains 13%

9% Dairy 10%

8% Vegetables 10%

8% Other 8%

6% Fruits 9%

2% Oils 2%

https://fns-prod.azureedge.us/sites/default/files/ops/SNAPFoodsTypicallyPurchased.pdf


“Poor 
People are 
Lazy – They 
Don’t 
Deserve 
Our Help… 
Get a Job!”



“Poor 
People are 
Lazy – They 
Don’t 
Deserve 
Our Help… 
Get a Job!”

13.4% of the population lives in poverty.

42.5 million people were living at or below the 
poverty level as of 2021. That’s more than the 
total population of Wisconsin, Missouri, 
Illinois, Tennessee, and Michigan combined.

Forbes, U.S. Census Bureau ACS, 2021

https://www.forbes.com/sites/andrewdepietro/2021/11/04/us-poverty-rate-by-state-in-2021/?sh=386d0de21b38
https://www.census.gov/data/developers/data-sets/acs-5year.html


“Poor 
People are 
Lazy – They 
Don’t 
Deserve 
Our Help… 
Get a Job!”

About 25 million Americans between 
the ages of 18-64 (working age) live in 
poverty.

50.3% working
8.8% incarcerated
32.8% disabled or 
cannot work
_____
91.9%

That leaves about 8%. 
Some are full-time, 
unemployed students.

U.S. Census Bureau ACS, 2019

Working

Incarcerated

Disabled or Cannot Work

Other

https://www.census.gov/data/developers/data-sets/acs-5year.html


“The War 
on Poverty 
is a 
Failure”



“The War on 
Poverty is a 
Failure”
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Official Poverty Measure (1959-2019)

University of Wisconsin 
Madison

https://www.irp.wisc.edu/resources/who-is-poor/


“The War on 
Poverty is a 
Failure”

Household Size
100%

Head Start

125%
CSBG (Before 

CARES)

175%
LIHEAP

200%
Weatherization 

and CSBG 
(After CARES)

1 $13,590 $16,988 $23,783 $27,180

2 $18,310 $22,888 $32,043 $36,620

3 $23,030 $28,788 $40,303 $46,060

4 $27,750 $34,688 $48,563 $55,500

5 $32,470 $40,588 $56,823 $64,940

6 $37,190 $46,488 $65,083 $74,380

Official Poverty Measure (2022)

HHS

https://aspe.hhs.gov/topics/poverty-economic-mobility/poverty-guidelines


“The War on 
Poverty is a 
Failure”



“The War on 
Poverty is a 
Failure”

The OPM is based entirely on the price of food in 1955, 
adjusted for inflation. In 1955, food made up about one-third 
of lower income household's budget. Today, food is about 
14% of that household's expenses, and housing is about one-
third.

1

The OPM is the same in all states.2
On the expense side, the OPM ignores household 
expenses.3
On the income side, the OPM ignores the positive effect 
of non-cash benefits the household receives.4



“The War on 
Poverty is a Failure”

The Supplemental Poverty Measure (Since 2010*)

• Based on food, clothing, shelter, and utilities.

• Adjusted by family size and geographic area.

• Includes all types of income (including non-cash benefits like food 
stamps and LIHEAP).

• Includes positive (EITC/CTC) and negative impacts of taxes.

• Subtracts out necessary expenses like childcare and medical bills.



“Federal 

Spending 
Programs 
for the 
Poor Is 
Running 
Up the 
National 
Debt”

usdebtclock.org



“The War on 
Poverty is a 
Failure”

The Federal Budget 2019

Social Security - 23% of the Federal Budget

• 45 million retired workers

• 3 million spouses and children of retired workers 

• 6 million surviving children and spouses of deceased 

• 10 million disabled workers and their eligible dependents



“The War on 
Poverty is a 
Failure”

The Federal Budget 2019

Medicare, Medicaid, CHIP, and ACA - 25% of Budget

• Nearly three-fifths Medicare which provides health coverage to 

around 61 million people who are over age 65 or have disabilities

• Remaining two fifths fund Medicaid, CHIP, and ACA subsidy and 

marketplace costs



“The War on 
Poverty is a 
Failure”

The Federal Budget 2019

Safety Net Programs: About 8% of the budget

• Refundable portions of the Earned Income Tax Credit and Child Tax Credit

• Cash payments to eligible individuals or households, including Supplemental 

Security Income for the elderly or disabled poor and unemployment insurance

• Various forms of in-kind assistance for low-income people, including:

– SNAP, school meals

– Low-income housing assistance 

– Childcare assistance

– LIHEAP

– Programs that aid abused or neglected children



“The War on 
Poverty is a 
Failure”

The Federal Budget 2019

Defense/International Security Assistance - 16% of Budget

Interest on Debt: 8% of Budget

International Non-security Programs - less than 1% of Budget

•

• https://www.cbpp.org/research/federal-budget/where-do-our-federal-tax-dollars-go

https://www.cbpp.org/research/federal-budget/where-do-our-federal-tax-dollars-go


“The War on 
Poverty is a 
Failure”

The Federal Budget 2019

Other Programs – 20%
• Veteran’s health care and other benefits

• Retirement benefits to retired federal employees, 

• Ensuring safe food and drugs, 

• Protecting the environment, 

• Education, 

• Scientific and medical research, and 

• Basic infrastructure such as roads, bridges, and airports. 



The Verdict

Families and individuals with low 
income are often marginalized, and 
public discourse about the poor is 

rarely based on fact.

We are winning the War on Poverty. 
Our services are effective and 

needed.



As we can change the world (and 
change lives) let’s…

Believe in the strength of the people we serve, our 
work, and each other. (Our work is on trial)1

Be honest about how to be better at helping people 
and changing lives by asking ourselves tough questions.2

Dream about what comes next for Community 
Action.3



• “Why are you paying for 
cable?”

• “Your child had a bad day 
today.”

• “How much did you spend 
getting your nails done?”

• “It’s your lucky day! You 
qualify for services!”

What are things we 
do or say that 
perpetuate the 

stigma of poverty?

What are things we 
do or say that 
transform the 

stigma of poverty?

• “Let’s work together to 
figure this out.”

• “When would you like 
to apply?”

• “You have a great kid.”



As we can change the world (and 
change lives) let’s…

Believe in the strength of the people we serve, our 
work, and each other. (Our work is on trial)1

Be honest about how to be better at helping people 
and changing lives by asking ourselves tough questions.2

Dream about what comes next for people 
experiencing poverty.3



All Possible in 
the Short Term, 
Without Large 
Investments of 
Money or Time:

Multiple methods of access for 
all services.1

2

3

Flexible service delivery times and 
places (pop-up offices, staff flexibility, 
weekends, evenings).

No wrong point of entry. Is 
“referral” a dirty word? (Does it 
just result in a runaround?)

4
Listening is our number one program 
(so we don’t start by saying “We don’t 
do that” or “We’re out of funding”).

5 We find joy in our jobs and learn how 
to spread it. 



Books Reflecting Today’s Poverty

https://amzn.to/2InilFo


Lana Shope, CCAP
Project Director, CARES T&TA

National Community Action Partnership
lshope@communityactionpartnership.com

www.communityactionpartnership.com

Thank You!

Questions?

mailto:lshope@communityactionpartnership.com
http://www.communityactionpartnership.com/

