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Social Support Systems  
 

Utah Citizens Counsel Social Support Systems Committee 

Article 6: All Utahns have the right to the fundamental social support systems that assist in 
assuring a standard of living adequate for the well-being of both the individual and families, 
in all their configurations, including timely assistance in case of unemployment, disability, old 
age, and natural or human-made disasters.  

Introduction 
 
For the last three years, our committee has focused on the harmful impacts of poverty on 
children. While some of these children thrive in spite of their circumstances, many suffer damage 
from toxic stress, defined as “the prolonged experience of significant adversity” in their 
environment.1This stress can affect their physical and emotional health, and their prospects for 
leading successful lives.  
 
Last year’s report examined the element of housing insecurity as a major contributor to this 
harmful stress, and proposed steps to expand programs providing housing for low income 
people. While a number of relatively low-cost housing units have been built in the last year, the 
ratio of available affordable units to the number of people who need them has not improved. 
While Salt Lake area wages increased very slightly more than rental costs between March 2017 
and March 2018 (3.5% for wages compared to 3.3% for rentals), the great disparity between 
wages and rents remained basically the same, and tens of thousands of Utahns continue to suffer 
from incredible stresses caused by housing insecurity.2 As the biggest single expense in a 
family’s budget, expensive housing makes it impossible for low income families to pay for other 
urgently needed items. Research over the last year has reinforced our conclusion that a 
meaningful increase in low income housing is the single most effective step we can take to give 
poor young children a better chance to thrive in the future.3 
 
While continuing to track the Utah housing situation, our committee this year is focusing on 
programs that help to prevent and mitigate the toxic stress that has such a harmful impact on 
poor children. The effectiveness of income supplements, high-quality parent training, and early 
childhood daycare programs in improving poor children’s health and future prospects have been 
clearly demonstrated.4 The difficulty is in finding the resources needed to provide these 
programs to the thousands of Utah children who urgently need them. 
 
A Generation at Risk  
 
Utah’s 2017 poverty rate of 9.7% is the sixth lowest in the country,5 but that still leaves nearly 
100,000 Utah children living in poverty.6 This relatively low rate means that it should be within 
our grasp to virtually eliminate poverty for those children. Those children would no longer suffer 
from the many sources of stress they now experience, including food insecurity, frequent moves, 
and living in overcrowded and often squalid conditions. Their parents, who are themselves 
frequently suffering from the scars of a deprived childhood, would reap the same benefits. 
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Recent research has demonstrated that the stress and anxiety caused by poverty deprivations 
have their biggest impact on small children. These children often suffer far more than immediate 
distress. The stresses of poverty have the potential to weaken their developing brain architecture, 
and “permanently set the body’s stress system on high alert.”7 Normal cognitive and emotional 
development is impaired, and these children are beset with a lifetime inability to focus and 
control impulsivity. These victims of early childhood toxic stress are much more likely to drop 
out of high school, have children out of wedlock, become addicted to drugs or alcohol, be 
unemployed, and become incarcerated. They are also much more likely to suffer from a variety 
of debilitating diseases, including cardiovascular, immune, and psychiatric disorders.8 Without 
early prevention and treatment of toxic stress, many of its sufferers are condemned to a life of ill 
health. A recent report issued by Intermountain Healthcare and SelectHealth stated that while 
“clinical care” comprised 10% of the contributors to people’s health status, “social and economic 
factors” made up 40%!9 This demonstrates that we must go far beyond providing medical clinics 
if we are going to give poor children (and their parents) an equal opportunity for a healthy life. 
 
A Fair Chance–How to Prevent or Mitigate Early Childhood Toxic Stress 

Two basic approaches can prove successful in preventing or mitigating toxic stress in early 
childhood. The first is to increase poor people’s incomes or (as with affordable housing 
programs) increase their spending power, allowing them to provide a more secure and peaceful 
environment for their children. Many studies have shown that even small increments in family 
income can make large differences in poor children’s health, well-being, and school 
performance.10 
 
This option is attractive not only because it helps provide children and their parents a decent 
living standard; it also, in the long run, saves a great amount of public money. A recent in-depth 
study of the public costs of childhood poverty looked at the categories of reduced adult earnings, 
increased crime, increased health care costs, the costs of homeless shelters and other homeless 
services, costs involved in treating maltreated children, crime deterrence costs, and the increased 
costs of incarceration. The study estimated the total long-term public cost of child poverty to be 
slightly over one trillion dollars per year.11 
 
An upfront investment in reducing poverty and its effects lowers the costs associated with its 
attendant problems. For example, one recent report suggests that childhood poverty could be 
reduced by 50 percent with a nation-wide investment of $70 billion dollars. That would save 
approximately $515 billion yearly in tax funds.12 For every dollar spent in poverty reduction, the 
US would save over $7 by eliminating the economic fallout from poverty. Even if we use a more 
conservative estimate of child poverty (by adding the value of welfare and tax transfers to 
families’ income), we would still save $419 billion; for every dollar spent in poverty reduction, 
the US would save almost $6.13 
 
Major policy options for giving poor families an immediate increase in income would be to 
increase the federal and state Earned Income Tax Credits (EITC) and the Child Tax Credit. 
Significant increases in the EITC are a “gift that keeps on giving.” These increases improve 
infant and maternal health, produce better school performance and greater college enrollment, 
increased work and earnings in the next generation, and even increased Social Security 
retirement benefits.14 
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Another effective public policy is increasing the minimum wage. The value of a dollar has 
decreased 17.5% since 2009, when the minimum wage was last increased.15 Minimum wage 
workers working 40 hours a week would still make an income far below the poverty line.16 
Decreasing regressive taxes, such as that on food, would also give a small boost to poor people’s 
income. Longer range programs to increase income include training programs for better paying 
jobs. This training is particularly important for Utah women, who currently have the highest ratio 
of gender wage inequality in the nation, earning only 71 cents for each dollar earned by Utah 
men. 

 
Although measures to increase earned income are crucial, we must not forget those who cannot 
join the paid labor force because they are at home taking care of aging or disabled relatives, or 
young children. These essential workers are just as deserving of public financial support, if 
needed, as those bringing home paychecks. 
 
The second approach to giving poor children a fair chance at life is to provide high-quality care 
services for young children, and consistent parenting training and support for their parents. Utah 
has several excellent, evidence-based programs that provide these services, including the Nurse 
Family Partnership and the Head Start and Early Head Start programs.  
 
The federally funded Nurse Family Partnership program sends specially trained nurses to visit 
new moms starting in pregnancy and continuing with regular visits during the baby’s first two 
years. The nurse becomes a trusted resource for the new moms and helps them to take the 
necessary steps to ensure their baby’s physical health and proper cognitive and emotional 
development. 
 
The program has frequently been cited for its effectiveness and excellent cost-benefit ratio. 
Voices for Utah Children recently cited the positive outcomes of the Partnership program in Salt 
Lake County in 2012. Program outcomes included a 30% decline in expensive preterm 
deliveries, an 18.9% increase in employment of moms 18 and older, a 40% decrease in maternal 
smoking, and a 50% reduction in domestic violence during pregnancy.17 Sadly, few of the 
potential program beneficiaries are receiving these services. The comprehensive Early 
Childhood Services Study, published in December 2017 by the University of Utah Education 
Policy Center and the Workforce Services Child Care Office, concluded that only 5% of the 
estimated total Utah demand for nurse and other home visiting services was being met.18 
 
High-quality Head Start and Early Head Start programs have also proven their worth in aiding 
low income children and their parents, despite fragmented and uneven quality nationwide19 
Those sponsored by Utah Community Action, headquartered in Salt Lake City, offer 
comprehensive services for low income children and their parents, including health and dental 
screenings and treatments, and an education curriculum stressing social/emotional development, 
academic success, and physical development for each child. The program also offers “self-
sufficiency” services to parents, connecting them to appropriate community services, teaching 
them techniques to promote their children’s learning and development, and encouraging them to 
participate in classroom committees and the local policy council.20 
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Again, however, the difficulty is that so few eligible children are enrolled in this and similar 
excellent programs. The Early Childhood Services Study, cited earlier, quoted the National Head 
Start Association as estimating that only 26% of eligible Utah children have access to Head Start, 
and only 9% of eligible children have access to Early Head Start.21 This has made for long 
waiting lists for these services. A 2016 report from the National Institute for Early Education 
Research stated that $182,956,634 in additional funding would be needed to provide Head Start 
services to 50% of low-income 3- and 4-year-olds in Utah.22 Public resources will always be 
scarce. It is important to enact programs which provide the services that have the biggest impact. 
Supporting poor young children and their parents is clearly one of these services.  
 
Commendations 
 

• The Early Childhood Utah program, administered by the state Bureau of Child 
Development, for securing a five-year federal grant for $426,600 annually for early 
childhood collective impact projects in Ogden, South Salt Lake, and San Juan 
County.23 

• Salt Lake Community Action, for securing federal funding to add 10 new Early 
Head Start classes to their program, and to expand the contact hours to six per day, 
year-round. They hope to win funding again next year to continue expansion of this vital 
program. 

• The Utah Intergenerational Poverty Welfare Reform Commission, for producing six 
years of comprehensive, insightful reports on the problem of persistent poverty. In 
response to this year’s report, the Legislature appropriated $1,000,000 to Workforce 
Services for a pilot program for counties to implement local solutions to intergenerational 
poverty.   

• Faculty at the U of U Medical School, IHC personnel, and others who have 
vigorously supported the “trauma-informed care” model for medical practitioners. 

 
Recommendations 
 

• Utah should join the 29 other states that have enacted a minimum wage above the 
$7.25 federal level.24 A start would be Representative Lynn Hemingway’s proposal to 
immediately increase the minimum wage to $10.24 per hour, raising it to $12.00 by 
2022.25 The long-range goal is to reach a living wage level for low income workers. 

• The State needs to finally pass the state Earned Income Tax Credit at an initial rate of 
10% of the federal level, which nearly passed last year. 

• The State of Utah needs to significantly expand programs to help young at-risk children 
and their parents. A modest start would be adoption of the Voices for Utah Children 
proposal for state enactment of an ongoing appropriation of $2 million per year for 
the Nurse-Family Partnership, joining 21 other states that have appropriated funds for 
NFP and/or home visitation. 

• Utah should join the 40 other states that contribute significantly to their Head Start 
and Early Head Start Programs. 
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