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Congress’ failure to reup the expanded child tax credit
echoes longtime bias against low-income families
Karl Polzer – Center on Capital & Social Equity

Congress’ failure to extend expansion of the child tax credit -- which for one year
has been available to many more low-income families than in the past -- reveals
its true colors. In setting spending priorities, our national legislature thinks
children and families at the bottom of the economic pecking order are worth less
than those with incomes above them.
As Covid ravaged the country last year, Congress made the child tax credit more
equitable and inclusive. The 2021 American Rescue Plan temporarily raised the
credit to $3,000 ($3,600 for each child under age 6) and made it fully refundable,
which allowed more low-income families to benefit. These changes expired at the
end of 2021.
The law now reverts to provisions of the 2017 Tax Cuts and Jobs Act, through
which Republicans increased the credit from $1,000 to $2,000 per child for
couples making as much as $400,000. Those too poor to pay income tax can get
up to a maximum of only $1,400 but need to make at least $2,500 to be eligible
for any benefit.
As before 2021, child tax credit spending once again is heavily tilted in favor of
middle- and higher-income families. The Tax Policy Center (TPC) estimated in
2019 that taxpayers with income between $100,000 and $200,000 received the
largest child tax credit, more than $3,000 on average. Taxpayers with income
under $20,000 received a credit of less than $1,000. Families with incomes under
$10,000 received an average of only $250.
Unless Congress acts, a low-income family with two kids still waiting for its last
installment of a $6,000 to $7,200 credit for tax year 2021 will be eligible for only a
small fraction of that amount for 2022. Some families might get nothing at all if
Congress decides to impose work requirements as Sen. Manchin (D-WV) and
others demand.
1

The chart below shows how the one-year expansion of the child tax credit made it
more equitable, less regressive, and more inclusive of low-income families.

The American Rescue Plan temporarily increased tax credits for more than 65
million U.S. children — roughly 90 percent of children. Previously, 27 million
children — including roughly half of Black and Latino children and half of children
in rural communities — received less than the full credit amount.
If continued, the child tax credit expansions were projected to reduce annual child
poverty by more than 40 percent, mostly because it became fully refundable.
Letting the expansion lapse puts about 10 million children at risk of slipping back
below the poverty line or deeper into poverty, according to the Center on Budget
and Policy Priorities.
While the consequences of Congressional inaction will be negligible for highincome families and manageable for those with middle incomes, they will be
severe for most low-income families. Both political parties bear responsibility.
Many Republicans support cutting assistance to low-income families and some
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favor strict work requirements to receive the child tax credit. Sen. Mitt Romney
(R-UT), a pro-family advocate, is an exception. Romney has proposed replacing
the child tax credit with a near-universal subsidy for raising children administered
by the Social Security Administration.
For their part, Democrats nested extension of the expanded child tax credit inside
the now-defunct Build Back Better bill, an undisciplined conglomeration of
initiatives, many of which primarily would benefit people of middle-income and
above. Both parties historically have supported tax breaks and exclusions,
particularly for employee benefits, that re-cycle tax dollars back to higher income
groups while providing much less benefit to families with lower income.
Asked about his repeated refusal to support relief to struggling families, Sen. Ron
Johnson (R-WI), one of the wealthiest members of Congress, recently said he’s
“never really felt it was society's responsibility to take care of other people's
children.” If Sen. Johnson really believes that, why doesn’t he lead a charge to get
rid of the child tax credit altogether – especially since the lion’s share of lost
revenue is going to families that don’t need it? The national debt just climbed
over $30 trillion. There’s a strong case to target spending wisely, particularly
among Republicans.
Making sure low-income families have the resources to raise functional children
matters a great deal for national productivity and security. Almost half of the
future U.S. work force under age six is growing up in poor or near-poor families.
Families in the lowest 10th percentile have 15 times less annual income than
children in the 90th percentile. About 42% of U.S. births are paid for by Medicaid,
public health insurance for low-income Americans.
Congress shouldn’t let any more time pass before getting back to work on the
child tax credit. Money could be saved by dropping the amounts to somewhere
between $2,000 and $3,000 per child and progressively targeting funds to lowincome families. Tax credits (or other subsidies) also could be weighted toward
children of younger ages who require the most parenting time and costly daycare
so parents can work. Parents with young children are usually in the early stages of
their careers and, on average, have lower earnings compared to parents with
older children.
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If lawmakers decide to add a work mandate, it could be softened to require only
part-time paid employment for low-income single parents who have the hardest
time earning a living wage since they have no partner. Alternatively, low-income
parents facing work requirements could be provided with adequate subsidies for
childcare, which incidentally would be far more costly for taxpayers than the 2021
credit amounts.
Sen. Romney and other leaders realize that work does not have to be paid to have
great value to a society. Raising children is hard work – and perhaps the most
important contribution that parents make to the country. Having enough time to
raise their children should not disqualify a mother or father from getting
government assistance that better-off parents receive.
Karl Polzer is founder of the Center on Capital & Social Equity.

Sources:
What is the child tax credit?, Tax Policy Center.
The Profound Philosophical Disagreement Over The Refundable Child Tax Credit, Tax Policy
Center, Jan. 28, 2022.
The Child Tax Credit: How It Works and Who Receives It Updated January 12, 2021,
Congressional Research Service
If Congress Fails to Act, Monthly Child Tax Credit Payments Will Stop, Child Poverty
Reductions Will Be Lost, Center on Budget and Policy Priorities, Dec. 3, 2021.
Megan Curtis: Congress should renew monthly Child Tax Credit payments: Working families
and those with new businesses depend on payments to make ends meet., Salt Lake Tribune,
Feb. 3, 2022.
Sen. Romney’s Child Tax Reform Proposal Aims to Expand the Social Safety Net and Simplify
Tax Credits, Tax Foundation, Feb. 5, 2021.
Build Back Better is ‘dead,’ says Manchin. He’s not the only one to blame., Washington Post,
Feb. 3, 2022.
Anti-choice Sen. Ron Johnson lays bare the cruel reason Republicans oppose reducing child
care costs, AlterNet, Jan. 26, 2022.

4

White House’s promised childcare subsidies face a host of ‘devils in the details’, Center on
Capital & Social Equity, Nov. 4, 2021.
Considerations on Raising the U.S. Minimum Wage To Help Workers and Families While
Minimizing Negative Impacts (see discussion of tax credits on p. 11), Center on Capital &
Social Equity, Feb. 17, 2021.
Where Are the Workers?? … Show Them the Money - and Benefits!!, Center on Capital &
Social Equity, Aug. 24, 2021.
Uphill Battle: As Congress Whittles Down the Spending Package, Don’t Bet LowIncome People
Will Get Much More - or the Monied, Much Less, Center on Capital & Social Equity, Oct. 15,
2021.
Basic Facts About Low-Income Children: Children Under 3 Years, 2013, National Center for
Children in Poverty.
Among young children, wide disparities in family income: Income gaps are associated with
differences in kindergarten readiness and school achievement., Federal Reserve Bank of
Minneapolis, Sept. 21, 2018.
Birth rate in the United States in 2017, by household income, Statistica.
Births Financed by Medicaid, 2020, Kaiser Family Foundation.
“Other Countries Have Social Safety Nets. The U.S. Has Women.”, Pocket Worthy. (The post
originally appeared on Culture Study and was published Nov. 11, 2020.)

5

