The 1996 welfare reform is said to have been a success (Blank, 2000). Indeed,
the number of households receiving public assistance, as well as the number of people
in poverty, have declined dramatically since 1996 (U.S. Census Burean, 2001a). The
child poverty rate also dropped significantly from 22.7 percent in 1993 to 16.2 percent
in 2000, the lowest poverty rate since 1979 (U.S. Census Bureau, 2001a). Yet, the
share of children living in poverty is considerably higher than those of working-age
adults and the elderly. Numbering 11 million, children comprise one of the most
impoverished groups in the U.S. Moreover, the prevalence of poverty among
children in the U.S. is one of the highest among industrialized nations (United Nations
Children’s Fund, 2000).

The growth of child poverty in the 1980s and 1990s has led to numerous studies
that revealed relative disadvantages among children of female-headed families
(Eggebeen & Lichter, 1991), minority children (Eggebeen & Lichter, 1991; Landale &
Lichter, 1997), rural children (Jensen & Eggebeen, 1994), and children of working
families (Lichter & Eggebeen, 1994). Contrary to the abundance of studies analyzing
child poverty, little research focuses on poverty and poverty dynamics of immigrant
children, despite the rapid increase of their numbers in the 1990s.

There are some reasons for this neglect. Primarily, researchers studying the
children of immigrants have been hampered by a lack of nationally representative data
that allow a thorough appraisal (Jensen, 2001). Second, scholarly concem for
immigrants has centered on the economic performance of immigrant adults rather than
their children. Third, the focus of policy concern has almost always been on the use
of welfare by immigrants rather than their poverty. This concern culminated in the
1996 Perscnal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act (PRWORA),
which included provisions that limit the access of legal non-citizens to public benefits,

despite rescarch results showing that immigrants are not particularly more likely to use
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public assistance than natives when demographic and socioeconomic characteristics
are adjusted (Jensen & Chitose, 1997; Hao & Kawano, 2001; but Van Hook, 2000
shows that SSI use may be an exception). The neglect of poverty among immigrant
children is unfortunate, given that one in five children in the U.S. today are either
immigrants or the children of immigrants (Jensen, 2001).

To fill this gap, I address the following questions. First, how do the levels of
children’s poverty transitions differ between native and immigrant children? Second,
to what extent can differences in poverty transitions between native and immigrant
children be explained by demographic, family, and contextual factors? Using the
Current Population Survey (CPS), I address these questions by tracking the changing
poverty status of children from 1996-2001. In this paper, the definition of immigrant
generation follows that of previous studies (Jensen, 2001; Jensen & Chitose, 1997).
Native children are those who are native-born and have native-born parents. Native
children also include children born abroad to American parents, as well as children
born in Puerto Rico and other U.S. protectorates. Second generation refers to
children who are native-born and have at least one foreign-born parent. First
generation comprises children who are foreign-born and have foreign-born parents. 1

use the term immigrant children for both first and second generation children.

POVERTY OF THE POST-1965 IMMIGRANTS AND THEIR CHILDREN

The immigration reforms in 1965 eliminated quotas that favored European
immigrants, and instead, family reunification was the first priority for entry.
Following this change, the volume of immigrants rose sharply and the major countries
of origin shifted from Europe to Latin America and Asia. Between 1961 and 1970,
3.3 miilion immigrants entered the U.S. with about half of them from Latin America

and Asian countries. In contrast, between 1991 and 2000, 9.1 million immigrants
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entered the U.S., of which almost 80 percent were from Latin American and Asian
countries (U.S. Department of Justice, 2001).

The immigrant population tends to have a higher poverty rate than the general
population. Immigrants are more likely to be unemployed and earn less (U.S. Census
Bureau 2001a). The economic disadvantage of the immigrant population translates
into econornic hardship for immigrant children. The poverty rate of foreign-born
children (aged 0-17) is 29.4 percent, almost twice as high as the rate of their native
counterparts {(U.S. Census Bureau, 2001b).

Past studies on child poverty indicate that the risk of poverty among children is
panicularly sensitive to race/ethnicity, family structure, parental education, and
parents’ employment circumstances (Annie E. Casey Foundation, 2002; Gottschalk &
Danziger, 2001; Rank & Hirschl, 1999). In addition to already well-known
demographic and socioeconomic characteristics of children in poverty,
immigration-related features of parents, such as country of birth, nativity, citizenship,
and length of time lived in the U.S. play a crucial role in the economic well-being of
immigrant children (Jensen, 2001). For example, according to the most recent data
from the U.S. Census Bureau (2001b), the poverty rate of native-born children in
families with foreign-born householders is 24 percent, while that of native-born
children in families with native-born householders was 15 percent in 1999.  Among
foreign-born children, the poverty rate is 30 percent for those whose houscholder is
foreign-born, which compares to 12 percent for those whose householder is
native-borr.. These data indicate that the poverty rate is higher for children living in
families with a foreign-born householder, regardless of the children’s nativity.

The poverty rate of foreign-born declines with length of time lived in the U.S.
Among the foreign-born population, the poverty rate ranges from 10 percent for those

who have lived in the U.S. for 20 years or longer, to 24 percent for those who have
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lived in the U.S. for less than 10 years (U.S. Census Bureau, 2001b). This implies
that among immigrant children, the second generation is less likely to experience
poverty than the first generation, because the average number of years lived in the U.S.
is usually longer for parents of the second generation than those of the first generation.

Citizenship of children’s parents is expectsd to affect the child poverty rate,
because the poverty rates of foreign-born individuals differ markedly by citizenship.!
The available data indicate that the poverty rate of naturalized citizens is 9 percent,
while that of non-citizens is more than twice as high, reaching 21 percent (U.S. Census
Bureau, 2001b). The calculation using the 1994-1997 Current Population Survey
shows that the poverty rate among the first generation with naturalized parents is 15
percent, while 39 percent of the second generation with non-citizen parents lives in
poverty (Jensen, 2001).

Poverty rates of children by country of birth also underscore the highly diverse
circumstances faced by children (Jensen, 2001). Among Asian children, just under 8
percent of the first generation of Filipino parents are poor, while over half of
first-generation Laotian/Cambodian children are poor. Among the first generation of
Latin American parents, Cubans are comparatively advantaged relative to other groups

with a child poverty rate of 21.1 percent.

ECONOMIC ASSIMILATION OF IMMIGRANTS
Research on the economic mobility of immigrants provides some insights
explaining differences in child poverty by gencration. The pioneering work of
Chiswick (1978) based on the 1970 census shows that the earnings of immigrant white
males exceed those of comparably skilled natives within a relatively short time.
Holding some human capital variables® constant, the earnings of foreign-born whites

are 9.5 percent lower than native-born whites after five years in the country. Yet, the
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earnings of the foreign-born and native white males converge after 13 years, and even
exceed those of natives by 6.4 percent after 20 years. The idea that immigrants will
eventually assimilate into the native population within two generations has long
supported the view that immigrants will move up the economic ladder with time in the
U.S. across generations. Recent studies on the wage growth of immigrants also
indicate that the growth rate of wages for immigrant men exceeds that of natives,
which provides some evidence for this optimistic view (Duleep & Regets, 1997;
LaLonde & Topel, 1991).

This expectation of an eventual assimilation into the American mainstream,
however, has been challenged recently by arguments such as segmented assimilation
(Portes & Rumbaut, 2001; Zhou, 1997) and second-generation decline (Gans, 1992).
Some clairn that the conventional straight-line assimilation theory was not applicable
in the first place, even for the earlier immigrants (Perlmann & Waldinger, 1999).
Borjas (1939) contends that the wage level of immigrants does not reach parity with
natives within a generation, and even questions if it ever will. He stated that .a
comparison of wage levels between the first and second generations at a single point in
time does not correctly measure economic mobility across generations. By
comparing wages of first-generation workers from the 1940 Census to those of
second-generation workers from the 1970 Census, he found that the economic mobility
of immigrants across generations was much more modest than expected.

Currently, there is considerable debate on the eventual fate of the post-1965
immigration to the U.S. The argument is prompted by striking changes in the
composition of immigrants, and a fundamental shift in the economic structure of
American society. First, the composition of immigrants has changed from European
to Latin American and Asian. They are at a higher risk of facing racial discrimination

because they are phenotypically and linguistically quite distinct from the native-born
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population (Portes, 1996). The gap in educational levels between immigrants and
natives is widening, mostly due to an increase in the educational levels of the
U.S.-born population (Raijman & Tienda, 1999). The skill mix of new immigrants is
bifurcated. There are some highly skilled immigrants, but the proportion of
immigrants with low skills has also increased (Borjas, 1999). New immigrants are
concentrated in certain geographic locations, creating large cultural communities in
various areas of the U.S. (Massey, 1995). The prevalence of these distinctive
conditions raises concern over whether or not the economi‘c assimilation model based
largely on the experiences of early immigrants from Europe is applicable to today’s
immigrants.

Second, the American economy has changed fundamentally, such that much of
manufacturing sector that provided stable entry-level jobs for immigrants has moved
its base overseas where cheaper labor is abundant (Portes, 1996). Under the current
economy, the labor market favors workers who have valuable skills to offer. In
addition to the striking change in the structure of the American economy, the receptive
mode of the U.S. has also changed so that it now casts economic hardship to
immigrants, especially to those who are not naturalized (Raijman & Tienda, 1999).
For example, the 1996 PRWORA was the first law to discriminate against non-citizen
legal immigrants as regards receiving federal means-tested public benefits, effectively
conditioning those benefits on citizenship (Fix, 2001). These changes in the
economic structure and the receptive mode of American society imply that post-1965
immigrants have a weaker economic footing for their children’s upward mobility
relative to immigrants in the early part of the twentieth century (Portes, 1996; Massey,
1995).

The recent debates on the economic assimilation of immigrants suggest that

downward mobility is a possibility for some groups of post-1965 immigrant children.
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Scholars studying the assimilation process of these new second generation children
have focused on educational attainment and identity issues (Hirschman, 2001; Portes &
Rumbaut, 2001). However, not many studies look into the economic circumstances
of these children. A study by Oropesa & Landale (1997) found that changes in the
likelihood of children’s poverty over generation differ markedly by country of origin.3
They found that immigrant children from Asian countries are advantaged in
comparison to those from Latin America in terms of poverty. The effect of generation
and country of origin on poverty, however, might have been attenuated had they
included some measures of economic assimilation of their parents.

Beczuse it is still too early to reach firm conclusions on the socioeconomic
mobility of post-1965 immigrant children given their relative youth, I analyze how the
likelihood of transitions into poverty differs across children of different generations,
and what factors account for these differences. Despite the fact that the economic
well-being of children significantly affects their future achievement (Duncan, Yeung,
Brooks-Gunn, & Smith, 1998), few studies have examined the economic
circumstances of today’s immigrant children using nationally representative data.
While empirical evidence implies that immigrant children are disadvantaged in poverty
transitions, assimilation theory suggests that immigrant children are not disadvantaged
once immigrant characteristics such as the family head’s citizenship and length of time

in the U.S. are controlled.

METHODS
Data

Researchers studying the children of immigrants have always been challenged by
a lack of nationally representative data that allow a thorough appraisal of the children’s

socioeconomic situation. While public-use files of the U.S. Census have been widely
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used, and much has been learned about the children of immigrants (Hirschman, 2001;
Oropesa & Landale, 1997), census data preclude a precise identification of a person’s
generation, a key variable in the study of immigrant children, due to the exclusion of a
question on the birthplace of a person’s parents beginning from the 1980 Census.

In this study, I analyze the 1996-2001 U.S. Current Population Survey (CPS)
March files. The CPS is the source of the official Government statistics on
employment and unemployment. The CPS sample is nationally representative of the
civilian non-institutional population of the U.S., including roughly 50,000 households
and the 130,000 individuals residing within them. The CPS contains detailed
demographic and labor force data including work experience, income, and cash
benefits. Another feature of the CPS is that it is a monthly survey of an overlapping
and rotating samplé of U.S. households (U.S. Census Bureau, 2000). Households in a
sample are interviewed for four consecutive months, dropped out for eight months, and
then return for another four months. With this procedure, about half of the
households in March of year t are overlapped in March of the following year t+1.

I analyze the 1996 to 2001 CPS files for two reasons. First, the CPS is the only
source of data that allows us to precisely identify the generation of children.
Beginning from 1994, information on a person’s birthplace, as well as the birthplace of
the person’s parents became available in the CPS. These data are indispensable for
determining the generation of children. In addition, questions on citizenship and year
of arrival in the U.S. were also included from the 1994 survey. Second, using the
CPS it is possible to match the safne individuals and observe changes. With this
feature, [ am able to analyze the determinants of change in the economic well-being of
children by comparing the poverty status of the same individual across two consecutive
years. Matching individuals over the surveys, however, is not possible between 1995

and 1996 due to the change in the sample design. Consequently, I decided to analyze
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the CPS files starting from 1996.

In this analysis, child is used as the unit of analysis. From the CPS data, I
selected own children aged 0-17 years in primary and sub-families. Individual level
records of parents and household information were appended to those of their children.
Through a matching process, children observed in both year t and year t+1 are selected.
The matching of children across consecutive surveys is conducted in the same way as
in previous studies (see Jensen, Findeis, Hsu, & Schachter, 1999). The CPS contains
household identification numbers that identify the same individuals across surveys
since 1996. To ensure that the same individvals are correctly matched, I use sex,
race/ethnicity, and age (age x at year t, age x+1 at year t+1), in addition to household
identification numbers. In this study, I analyze five matched files beginning from
1996-1997 pairs to 2000-2001 pairs, covering children in the latter half of the 1990’s.
Measures

To examine how a family head’s degree of economic assimilation affects the
likelihood of the children’s poverty transitions, I classify immigrant children by
generation and the family head’s citizenship. I focus on citizenship rather than length
of time lived in the U.S. because recent welfare reform has drawn a line between
citizen and non-citizen by limiting access to some means-tested programs for
non-citizen immigrants. This distinction is assumed to have some impact on the
economic well-being of non-citizen permanent residents. Indeed, there are some
reports that the number of applications for naturalization has increased since the 1990s
(Borjas, 2001). Second, citizenship also partly measures the length of residence in
the U.S. bzcause the number of years resided in the U.S. is one of the requirements to
become naturalized. To measure child poverty, the official U.S. Census Bureau’s
definition of poverty is closely followed. Children are defined as being in poverty if

their total family income in a given year is less than the official poverty line of that
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year. The official poverty measure compares the pre-tax cash income of families to
poverty thresholds adopted by the Social Security Administration in 1965. The
poverty thresholds are updated annually to account for inflation. Note that the CPS
data on employment and income refer to the preceding year, while demographic data
refer to the time of the survey.
Models and Variables

To assess children’s generational differences in the transition into poverty, I
estimated a mode! using a logistic regression. The model focuses on children who
moved downward from non-poor to poor between year t and t+1. Necessarily, these
models are restricted to children who were not poor in year t.  If non-poor children in
year t fall into poverty in year t+1 then the dependent variable equals one. If
non-poor children in year t remain non-poor in year t+1, then the dependent variable
equals zero. All independent variables included in both sets of models are measured
at year t.

The generational characteristics of children are included as five dummy
variables: (1) native (reference category), (2) second generation with citizen family
head, (3) second generation with non-citizen family head, (4) first generation with
citizen family head, and (5) first generation with non-citizen family head. I expect
that native children are least likely to fall into poverty, and are more likely to exit
poverty. Among immigrant children, I expect that second generation children with
citizen family heads are least disadvantaged and first generation children with
non-citizen family heads are most disadvantaged.

Control variables included the following: characteristics of children, family heads,
family, contextual variables, and income sources. The characteristic of children
include race/ethnicity. Children are grouped into four race/ethnicity categories: White,

Black, Latino, and Asian and others. It is expected that compared to whites,
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non-white children are disadvantaged in terms of both upward and downward
movements. Characteristics of family heads included are the head’s age and
education. The head’s age squared is also included to account for the nonlinearity in
the effect of the head’s age on changes in children’s economic well-being. The
education of family heads is classified into three categories: less than high school, high
school only, and more than high school. It is expected that the higher the head’s
education, the lower the likelihood of falling into poverty and the higher the likelihood
of moving above poverty.

Family socioeconomic factors include number of children in a family, type of
family, and total number of weeks worked by parents in the previous year. The
number of children in a family refers to number of children aged O to 17 in that family.
It is expectzd that number of children is negatively associated with poverty transitions.
The type of family is a dichotomous variable indicating whether a child’s family is
female-headed or not. The reference category consists of children whose parents are
both present and a small number of children with only the father present. It is
assumed that children in a female-headed family are less likely to escape poverty
relative to the reference group. The total number of weeks worked by child’s parents
in the previous year is also included. Because a past study shows that parents’
employmer.t conditions child poverty (Lichter & Eggebeen, 1994), it is expected that
the higher the number of weeks worked by parents, the more likely it is for children to
get out of poverty, and less likely to drop into poverty.

Contextual factors included are central city residence, region, time, and
macroeconomic indicator. Residence is grouped into two classifications: residence in
inner city and other than inner city (reference group). Region is included as four
dummy variables: Northeast (reference), Midwest, South, and West. Time trend is

measured as years since 1996. The value of this variable ranges from zero for the
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1996-1997 pair to five for the 2000-2001 match. Because national economic trends
shape the likelihood of entering or escaping poverty, the percentage change of real
GDP as measured by 1996 dollars is added. The inclusion of real GDP growth rate
also helps to measure the independent effect of time on children’s poverty transitions.

To assess how income types received affect poverty transitions, a set of income
types received is introduced. These are included as dichotomous variables, indicating
whether or not a child’s family receives income from specified sources. These
include ecarnings, self-employment earnings, educational assistance, interest and
dividends, child support, and welfare. Earnings refer to wages and salaries. Child
support is money received from a parent for the support of their children following
divorce or legal separation. Public assistance includes payment such as Aid to
Families with Dependent Children (AFDC), Temporary Assistance to Needy Families
(TANF), general assistance, and supplemental security income.

The disadvantage of children with non-citizen family heads may be due to the
effect of length of residence, because a naturalized citizen is expected to reside in the
U.S. longer than a non-citizen. To test this possibility, a dummy variable that
measures the length of residence of the family head is included. This variable equals
one if the family head is a recent immigrant (those immigrating 11 years ago or more),
and equals zero for a recent immigrant (those immigrating 10 years ago or less).

The data set for the analysis consists of 46,458 children. The analyses are
weighted using sample weight divided by mean sample weight so that a weighted
number of cases is approximately equal to sample size.

RESULTS

Table 1 reports the percentage of children who moved into poverty in the sample

between 1996 and 2001. The panel of the table reports the percentage of children

who fell into poverty. Table 1 indicates that on average, about 5 percent of native
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children fell into poverty during 1996-2001. The percentages of children who made
the downward transition are all higher for immigrant children than that of natives. In
particular, the percentages are very high for children with non-citizen family heads.
More than 12 percent of immigrant children with non-citizen family heads moved
downward, irrespective of generation.

[Table 1 about here]
Transitions into Poverty

Table 2 lists the logistic regression model of children’s downward transition.
Unexpectedly, Model 1 reveals that there is no statistical difference in the likelihood of
making a downward transition across native and immigrant children, when all of the
variables are included. A detailed analysis (not shown) indicates that length of
residence is the key. When the variable Recent Immigrant is not included, the
likelihood of falling into poverty is 1.4 times higher for second generation children
with non-citizen heads, and 1.5 times higher for first generation children with
non-citizen heads compared to natives. The result indicates that children of recent
immigrants are more than twice as likely to make a downward transition relative to
their counterparts (natives and immigrant children with not recent immigrant heads).

[Table 2 about here]

As expected, Model 1 reveals that non-white children have higher risks of falling
into poverty. Black, Latino, Asian and other children are about 1.5 to 1.7 times more
likely to fall into poverty compared to White children.* The age of family head and
head’s education also play an important role. The negative estimate for the head’s
age indicates that the likelihood of making a downward transition decreases with the
head’s age, but the positive effect for the head’s age squared suggests a probability
decrease at an increasing rate. The estimates for the head’s education show that the

higher the level of education completed, the lower is the likelihood of their children
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falling into poverty. The number of children in a family also has a significant
detrimental impact on downward transition. Children in a female-headed family are
extremely vulnerable to a downward transition. They are 1.5 times more likely to fall
into poverty than children who are not in a female-headed family. As previous
studies suggest (Lichter & Eggebeen 1994), parental employment conditions children’s
downward movement. The estimated coefficient indicates that the chance of falling
into poverty decreases by 2 percent when parents work an additional one week.

Geographic variables do affect children’s likelithood of falling into poverty.
Children in inner city areas are more likely to move downward compared to children in
suburban and rural areas. Regional effects illustrate that children in the Midwest are
less likely to fall into poverty, while children in the South are more likely to fall into
poverty relative to children in the Northeast. The positive parameter estimate for
Years Since 1996 indicates that the likelihood of a downward transition has increased
since 1996. The negative effect of the real GDP growth rate suggests that when GDP
grows by 1 percent, the likelihood of making a downward transition decreases by 17
percent.

The effects of income types and cash benefits are important in poverty transition.
Educational benefits and interest do have an ameliorative impact on the transition into
poverty. In particular, children in a family receiving interest and dividends in the
preceding year are 46 percent less likely to fall into poverty than those without income
from this source. Even educational benefits significantly ameliorate the downward
transition of children. Children in a family with educational benefits are 19 percent
less likely to fall into poverty. In contrast to the ameliorative impacts of these income
sources, children in a family with income from self-employment and public assistance
are more than twice as likely to make a downward transition. The association

between receiving public assistance and the probability of remaining in poverty is also
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noted by Gottschalk and Danziger (2001), and my results are consistent with their
findings. 'This ironic result may be rooted in the nature of public assistance itself.
Only the very poor and those at the very bottom of income distribution qualify for
public assistance. Together with the meager amount received, this result implies that
those receiving public assistance find it difficult to sustain themselves above the
poverty threshold.

To observe how the effects of these predictors differ by children’s generations,
Model 1 is re-estimated separately for natives, second generation, and first generation
by family head’s citizenship. Because there is an insufficient number of cases for
independent analyses for first generation children, I pooled all first generation children
regardless of the head’s citizenship. Then, I created a new dummy variable that
equals one if the heads are non-citizens (the reference is citizen) and included it in the
model for first generation children. I also conducted significance tests for differences
in the coefficients between native and immigrant models, respectively.” Because the
first and second generation models are not strictly the same as the native model,
however, caution is warranted when making a comparison between natives and first
generation.

The results confirm the importance of several characteristics of children, family,
and contextual factors. More important, they reveal major native-immigrant
differences as well as differences within immigrant generations. For natives, the
factors that influence the downward transition generally mirror those in Model 1. For
immigrant children, the determinants of poverty transition are diverse. Among
individual characteristics, the negative effect of being Latino is significantly stronger
for the second generation with non-citizen heads and the first generation than natives.
Interestingly, the beneficial effect of the family head’s education is much weaker, and

the detrimental effect of being in a female-head family is much weaker for
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second-generation children with non-citizen heads than native children.

Differences in the effects of coefficients across generations are also found in
contextual factors. The detrimental effect of residing in the inner city is stronger for
the second generation with non-citizen heads and the first generation, but this variable
does not have an influence on natives. The negative effect of inner city residence
appears to be particularly strong for the first generation. The patterns of regional
effects are quite different across groups. The second generation with citizen heads in
the South are significantly more likely, while the second generation with non-citizen
heads in the South are significantly less likely to make a downward transition than
natives. In contrast, the latter group is much more advantaged in the West.

Differences in the effects of time since 1996 and the real GDP growth rate bear
emphasis. Since 1996, native children have become significantly more likely to make
downward transitions, while immigrant children have not been constrained by the time
effect. In particular, the second generation with citizen heads and the first generation
have become significantly less likely to make downward transitions compared to
natives since 1996. The GDP growth rate strongly affects children’s prospects of a
downward movement, except for the second generation with citizen heads. Second
generation children with non-citizen heads are responsive to the direction of the
national economy, while the response of first generation children to the direction of the
national economy is inexplicable. They are more likely to drop into poverty when the
economic growth rate is high. Further analyses reveal that the effect of the national
economy is slow to reach first generation children. 'When the GDP growth rate lags
for an additional year, the coefficient of the GDP growth rate turns negative and
significant.

Among types of income received, the positive effect of interest and dividends is

strong for all groups. Children in a family with income from self-employment are
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significantly more likely to drop into poverty, and this effect is especially strong for the
second gencration with citizen heads. The beneficial effect of receiving educational
benefits is particularly strong for the second generation with non-citizen family heads.
The association between public assistance and likelihood of falling into poverty is not
observed for the second generation with citizen heads, and the effect of public

assistance on their likelihood of falling into poverty is notably weaker.

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS

The child poverty rate in the U.S. remains one of the highest among industrialized
nations and researchers have studied the issue from various perspectives. However,
poverty among the children of immigrants has been neglected, despite the fact that
currently, first and second generation children account for one in five children in the
U.S. In this paper, 1 document the generational effects on children’s poverty
transitions from 1996-2001. My focus is twofold. First, I document differences in
the levels of downward poverty transitions of native and immigrant children. Second,
I evaluate what factors account for differences in the likelihood of poverty transitions
between native and immigrant children.

The picture of poverty transitions is strikingly different when sociodemographic,
contextual, and income factors are taken into account. The percentage falling into
poverty is higher for the children of immigrants, but further analyses reveal that
immigrant children are not particularly more likely to fall into poverty when control
variables are included. The percentage is higher for immigrant children, mainly
because their family heads tend to be relatively recent immigrants.

Children’s poverty dynamics are influenced in predictable ways by conventional
factors. There are penalties to being non-white, with less-educated family heads, in

female-headed families, and with parents who work less. The national economy
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behaves as expected by showing detrimental effects of low growth and beneficial
effects of high growth. Time since 1996 indicates that children became significantly
more likely to slip into poverty. Availability of income sources, such as interest,
educational benefit, and child support help children to cscapé poverty.

Although independent analyses of first generation children by the family
head’s citizenship status were not possible, my results consistently reveal that
immigrant children with non-citizen family heads are disproportionately exposed to
economic hardship. These results suggest that economic disadvantages faced by the
children of immigrants may be related less to generation per se than to family head’s
characteristics such as citizenship status and length of residence in the U.S. The
results imply that the 1996 welfare reform, which restricted access to public assistance
based on citizenship, has potentially adverse effects on the economic well-being of the
children of non-citizen immigrants. While early indications of the effects of the 1996
reform are that the number of immigrants applying for public assistance is decreasing
(Fix & Passel, 2002), the strong economy has been critical to this early success. My
findings suggest that as economic growth slows, immigrant children with non;citizen
heads will be at greater risk of sliding into poverty.

What can we say about the implications of the results for public policy?
First, the welfare reform to curb welfare use by non-citizens, particularly among
recently arrived immigrants, may be detrimental to their economic well-being. The
results reveal that recent immigrants are more likely to fall into poverty. Restricting
access to public assistance for recently arrived immigrants may trap immigrant

children in poverty for a long time.
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