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Child Well-Being

Key Considerations for Policymakers
Including the Need for a Federal Cross-Agency Priority Goal

Enhancing the well-being of our
children—one of the nation’s
most valuable assets—requires
a coordinated federal approach
that takes into account the
interrelatedness of federal
actions and policies that aim

to improve the lives of children.

For this report, GAO reviewed
published federal data on select
child well-being indicators, and
interviewed federal officials and
officials from 18 organizations that
conduct research on children and
family issues, selected to provide
balance and coverage by subject
matter expertise and to provide a
range of viewpoints.

The long-term success of a nation depends in large part on how well families
and society care for their children. Child well-being can be measured
through various indicators that reflect a child’s family, physical, and social
environments, health, and education. This report examines what is known
about the state of child well-being and discusses selected experts’ views on
what policymakers could consider when addressing it. While many factors
influence a child’s well-being, poverty—particularly early in life—can have
long-term consequences in many areas, such as the ability to be successful

in school and work. In 2016, about 18 percent of children in the United States
lived in poverty, with some groups faring worse than others.

Estimated Percentage of U.S. Children Living in Poverty, by Race and Ethnicity
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Source: U.S. Census Bureau, Current Population Survey, 2008 to 2017 Annual Social and Economic Supplements. | GAO-18-41SP

Note: Estimates for Black children have a margin of error no greater than plus or minus 2.3 percentage points; for Hispanic children
plus or minus 1.7; and for White children and all children no greater than plus or minus 0.8 percentage points. All estimates are at the
95 percent level of confidence. The federal poverty thresholds are updated by the U.S. Census Bureau each year; in 2016, the poverty
threshold for a family of four with two children was $24,339.

Section 1: Federal Data Show
That Child Well-Being Has
Improved in Some Areas but
Not in Others, and Children
with Certain Characteristics
Have Fared Worse than Others
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In recent years, the well-being of children in the United States has improved in
some areas but not in others, and well-being continues to be generally worse
for children who are minority, poor, and/or from families headed by single
mothers (compared to married parents), according to the federal data GAO
reviewed. Federal data show higher high school graduation rates and a greater
percentage of children who have health insurance, although this varied based
on children’s characteristics.
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Source: U.S. Department of Health and Human Services’ National Health Interview Survey. | GAO-18-41SP

Note: “Federal poverty level” refers to the U.S. Census Bureau’s poverty thresholds for the previous calendar year.
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Areas where children have fared worse over the last decade include depression
and student homelessness. In school year 2014-15, about 1.26 million students
were identified as homeless by public school districts, compared to less than
one million in school year 2005-06.

The percentage of households with food-insecure children—i.e. children who
do not have access at all times to enough food for an active, healthy life—stayed
about the same over the last decade, with female-headed households having the
greatest percentage of food-insecure children.
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Source: U.S. Department of Agriculture, Economic Research Service using data from the U.S. Census Bureau, Current Population Survey Food Security Supplement. | GAO-18-41SP

Note: Data are based on the U.S. Department of Agriculture’s measure of food security calculated from responses to a series of questions about the conditions
and behaviors that characterize households when they are having difficulty meeting basic food needs.

Section 2: Experts Noted Experts interviewed by GAO expressed a range of viewpoints on how
Several Considerations policymakers could address child well-being, such as considering the whole
for Policymakers Seeking family when addressing the needs of children and coordinating efforts among

to Address the Multiple

g - ) ] federal, state, local, and non-governmental entities, among other areas.
Dimensions of Child Well-Being

Experts suggested that policymakers consider ways to support a family’s ability
to provide the safe, supportive, and nurturing environment that children

need. For example, some experts highlighted the role of policies that promote
marriage or encourage the maintenance of two-income households.

With respect to coordination, experts discussed the importance of federal
agencies coordinating with stakeholders inside and outside government to
address child well-being. At the federal level, several experts suggested that
efforts to address child well-being are hindered by insufficient coordination,
noting that federal agencies generally lack the multidisciplinary structure
needed for a coordinated approach. The Office of Management and Budget
(OMB) is required to coordinate with agencies to develop federal government
priority goals (known as cross-agency priority or CAP goals). These are long-
term, outcome-oriented goals that cover a limited number of crosscutting
policy areas. To date, child well-being has not been designated as a CAP goal.
OMB is reviewing the current administration’s priorities to help develop new
goals. By highlighting child well-being as an overarching priority area and
ensuring that this priority is reflected in agencies’ strategic plans, OMB could
help draw needed attention to federal efforts to improve child well-being.

Recommendation GAO recommends that OMB consider developing a goal that addresses a

for Executive Action coordinated federal approach to child well-being among its next set of
cross-agency priority, or CAP, goals, including working with relevant agencies
to ensure their strategic plans include related goals and objectives. OMB
neither agreed nor disagreed with the recommendation and noted that it is
currently in the process of developing the next set of CAP goals.



