A Primer: The Expanded Child Tax
Credit’s Role in Addressing Hunger
Among Households With Children

F

amilies and individuals are working hard but face
numerous challenges outside their control, such as
inadequate wages, inequitable economic growth,
and lack of access to affordable housing, health care,
sufficient disability benefits, and other needed support
systems. These obstacles — often driven and exacerbated
by systemic racial and other inequities — can increase rates
of hunger. As effective as the federal nutrition programs are,
they cannot end hunger alone. Additional strong federal
investments are needed to address these and other root
causes of hunger.
The Child Tax Credit (CTC) expansion included in the
American Rescue Plan is such an investment. It has
bolstered efforts to address hunger and its root causes —
most notably poverty — by providing a lifeline for families
with children to put food on the table; pay housing
expenses, debts, and child care; and supplement lost
wages due to the pandemic.

Poverty as a Driver of Hunger
Anti-hunger advocates know that ending hunger requires
addressing its root causes. Two key drivers of food insecurity
are poverty and systemic inequities, which have driven rates
overall and have resulted in higher rates of poverty and
hunger for certain groups of people, including Black, Latinx,1
and Native American households.2
As shown in Figure 1, families with children face higher rates
of poverty and food insecurity compared to all households,
especially Black and Latinx households with children.

The Child Tax Credit
The Child Tax Credit (CTC), established in 1997, is a partiallyrefundable tax credit available to families with children under
the age of 17 who meet certain eligibility requirements.3
The CTC has a long history of reducing poverty by

Figure 1: Disparities in Rates of Food Insecurity
and Poverty in 2020

Note: Nationally-representative data are not available for Native American
households.
Sources: Food insecurity data is from: Coleman-Jensen, A., Rabbitt, M.P.,
Gregory, C.A., & Singh, A. (2021). Household Food Security in the United States
in 2020. ERR-298. Available at: https://www.ers.usda.gov/publications/pubdetails/?pubid=102075. Poverty is measured using the Supplemental Poverty
Measure and is sourced from Fox, L. & Burns, K. (2021). The Supplemental
Poverty Measure: 2020. P60-275. Available at: https://www.census.gov/library/
publications/2021/demo/p60-275.html as well as Burns, K., Wilson, D., & Fox,
L. (2021). “Two Rounds of Stimulus Payments Lifted 11.7 Million People Out of
Poverty During the Pandemic in 2020.” Available at: https://www.census.gov/
library/stories/2021/09/who-was-lifted-out-of-poverty-by-stimulus-payments.
html.

supplementing the earnings of families with children who
receive the credit.
However, the traditional CTC has some flaws. It requires
families to earn at least $2,500 per year to receive any
benefit.4 This requirement excludes children and families
with the fewest resources, and disproportionately excludes
Black, Latinx, and rural families.5 Because the credit is only
partially-refundable and phases in as incomes rise,
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many low-income families do not receive the full amount.6
Additionally, not all children are eligible for the CTC. The
Tax Cuts and Jobs Act of 2017 went against decades of tax
policy by requiring children to have a social security number
in order to qualify for the CTC, making the CTC no longer
available to children with Individual Taxpayer Identification
Numbers (ITINs). This change meant an estimated 1 million
children became ineligible for the credit.7

Background on the American Rescue Plan’s
Expanded Child Tax Credit
In 2021, the American Rescue Plan expanded the CTC in
key ways that dramatically bolstered the policy’s ability
to address racial disparities and root causes of hunger —
namely poverty — and to target benefits to families with
children at greatest risk of not only poverty, but also hunger.
The CTC’s effectiveness was bolstered by four significant
changes.

This investment, however, was only a down payment.
The monthly CTC payments expired in December 2021
and federal government action is needed to reinstate
the expanded CTC and to make it more inclusive moving
forward. (Families can still access the 2021 CTC when filing
their 2021 taxes.)

Key Reasons for Anti-Hunger Stakeholders to
Advocate for an Expanded and Inclusive CTC
Research has already begun to show how the expanded
CTC in the American Rescue Plan has been successful in
multiple ways, including:
n Reducing child poverty by nearly 30 percent and

showing promise in addressing racial inequities.
Multiple studies are tracking the impact of the CTC on
reducing poverty. According to the Center on Poverty
and Social Policy (CPSP) at Columbia University, the
sixth monthly CTC payment in December 2021 reached
61.2 million children, keeping 3.7 million children out of
poverty, and reducing monthly child poverty close to 30
percent on its own.8

Key Changes
1. Increase the tax credit amount that could be claimed
per child from $2,000 to $3,600 for children under age
6 and $3,000 for children ages 6–17, with individuals
who make up to $75,000 per year ($112,500 for heads
of household and $150,000 for those married filing jointly)
eligible for the full expanded CTC. The expanded
CTC decreased by $50 per $1,000 in income above
these limits.

Figure 2: Impact of the Child Tax Credit
on Reducing Child Poverty in December 2021
Children
(by race or
ethnicity)

Percent
Reduction in
Child Poverty

Number of
Children Moved
out of Poverty

All children

-29.4%

3,720,000

2. Expand eligibility so that families could claim the
credit for children who are 17 years old. Under the
traditional CTC, the credit was only available for children
under age 17.

White children

-33.3%

1,370,000

Black children

-25.3%

737,000

Latino children

-30.0%

1,356,000

3. Make the CTC fully refundable, so the lowest income
families receive the full benefit. Under the traditional
CTC, only $1,400 was refundable, and tax filers had to
have earned income of at least $2,500 in order to
receive any refund.

Asian children

-23.9%

163,000

4. Provide advance payments for half of the CTC. The
expanded CTC was paid in two parts: half as an advance
made in six monthly payments, and the rest when claimed
on a 2021 tax return. Previously, the CTC was only
available when claimed on a tax return.

Note: These data reflect only the impact of the Child Tax Credit on child poverty.
The reduction in child poverty does not reflect the impact of other COVID-19
relief programs.
Source: Center on Poverty & Social Policy at Columbia University. (2022). Sixth
Child Tax Credit Payment Kept 3.7 Million Children Out of Poverty in December.
Available at: https://www.povertycenter.columbia.edu/publication/montlypoverty-december-2021

For more details on the CTC visit: U.S. Government website
about the CTC.

The CTC is showing promise in addressing the
disproportionate rates of Black and Latinx children in
poverty. According to the CPSP, the percentage of
Black and Latinx children kept out of poverty has been
increasing since August 2021 (reduction in poverty among
Black children went from 21 percent in July to 25 percent
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in December, reduction in poverty among Latinx children
went from 25 percent in July to 30 percent in December.)
However, there is still work needed to reach additional
families. Many Black and Latinx families still have not
accessed the CTC. Families that have missed out of their
2021 monthly payments will be able to file a return in
2022 and receive their entire 2021 CTC.9
n Reducing food insufficiency by 26 percent among

households with children. According to research
published in JAMA in early 2022, food insufficiency — the
Census Household Pulse Survey measure of sometimes
or often not having enough to eat — was reduced by

approximately 26 percent in households with children
eligible to receive the CTC.10 This study controlled for
household characteristics and the timing of the payments,
which means it can be more definitively said that the CTC
caused lower rates of food insufficiency (rather than was
simply correlated with lower food insufficiency). Similar
research from Columbia University found that the CTC
caused a reduction in food insufficiency by 26 percent
among CTC-eligible households with incomes below
$35,000 a year. The reduction in food insufficiency was
greatest among Latinx households.11 (See this report for
information on defining food insufficiency and
food insecurity.)

Figure 3: Receipt of the Child Tax Credit Coincided with Reductions in Households Reporting
Food Insufficiency in Most States

*The percentage point difference is statistically significant at p<0.05
Note: Analysis by the Social Policy Institute at Washington University in St. Louis. Data is from the Census Household Pulse Survey. Food insufficiency rates are
calculated among all households with children, regardless of income. The pre-CTC period combines data from Weeks 30-33 (May 12 - July 5, 2021) and the post-CTC
period combines data from Weeks 34-40 (July 21 - October 11 and December 1-13, 2021). Household survey weights were used to generate representative samples.
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Additionally, families have used CTC funds to purchase
food and other basic needs. Across all income levels,
buying food was the most common use of the American
Rescue Plan’s CTC payments.12 As shown in Figure 4 below,

nationally 52 percent of families reported using
payments to buy food, with state percentages ranging
from 43 percent (New Hampshire, Wisconsin, Vermont) to
61 percent (Mississippi).

Figure 4: Percent of CTC recipients who spent part of their CTC payment on food

Note: FRAC analysis using the Census Household Pulse Survey. Data was combined across all 6 data collection periods during Pulse Phase 3.2 (July 21 - October
11) to ensure sufficient sample size across states. Households with children who reported receipt of the CTC were included, regardless of income level. Household
weights were used to obtain representative samples.
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According to multiple reports,13,14 among families with low
incomes the percentage of families spending the CTC on
food is even higher. For example, the Center on Budget
and Policy Priorities found 59 percent of households with
incomes below $35,000 per year spent their CTC payment
on food.15
These important effects are likely not even the full extent
of the potential for the CTC to address poverty and hunger.
Based on research by the Urban Institute, “the payments do
not appear to be reaching eligible households equally, and
households with the lowest incomes are most likely to be
left out.”16 Families with children, who have not received the
advance monthly CTC payments, will be able to access CTC
benefits when they file their tax returns by April 18, 2022.

Action is Needed
Making the expanded CTC changes permanent, more
inclusive, and ensuring the benefits reach all eligible families
is critical to reducing poverty and food insecurity for children.
The urgency for action on the CTC is underscored by new
research from CPSP. Due to the loss of the monthly CTC
payments, the number of children in poverty increased by
41% (3.7 million additional children), from 8.9 million children
in December 2021 to 12.6 million children in January 2022.
Poverty increased for children across racial and ethnic
groups, with an increase of: 26.9% among Asian children;
30.4% among Black children; 42.5% among Latinx children;
and 52.3% among White children.17
Anti-hunger advocates can take action now to:
n Ensure that all eligible families with children access

the expanded CTC: Not all eligible families, particularly
those with the lowest incomes, have claimed the
expanded CTC. More work is needed to ensure that all
eligible families can access the 2021 CTC expansion
when filing their 2021 taxes.

n Urge Congress to pass an expanded and more

inclusive CTC: The expanded CTC needs to be
reinstated permanently. Eligibility also needs to be
returned to children with Individual Taxpayer Identification
Numbers (ITINs). While the American Rescue Plan (ARP)
included critical improvements to the CTC, it fell short
with the CTC not being made available to children
with ITINs. A fix to this exclusion was included in the
Build Back Better legislation that passed the House of
Representatives in November 2021 but has stalled in
the Senate.
The 2021 expanded CTC is proving to be a critical tool
in substantially cutting food insufficiency and poverty
for households with children. Reinstating this essential
expansion and making it more inclusive is of paramount
importance to our nation’s ability to end childhood
hunger and address the racial inequities in who goes
hungry in America.

This primer was written by FRAC’s Alexandra Ashbrook,
Director, Root Causes and Specific Populations; Susan
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and Allison Lacko, Senior Nutrition Policy and Research
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