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The Dial Works, and We Let Go

The most important thing this project found was not a policy. It was a pattern,

sitting in the government's own measurements, repeating across child

poverty, hunger, and family security.

In 2021, the United States turned a dial. For one year, the Child Tax Credit became what

other wealthy countries call a child allowance: monthly, automatic, reaching almost every

family with children, including the poorest, who had always been quietly excluded from

the full credit because they earned too little to claim it. Plenty else was happening that

year, a recovering labor market, other pandemic supports, and the honest claim is not that

the credit acted alone. It is that the credit was the largest identifiable contributor: the

National Academies attributes more than two million children lifted out of poverty in 2021

to the federal tax credits, and Columbia's Poverty Center attributes most of the record

drop to the expansion itself. And when the credit expired, other supports were winding

down too, so what the data shows is a strong, precisely timed association with the credit

as the largest driver, not a laboratory isolation of a single variable. We will not claim more

than that, because we do not need to.

Child poverty fell to 5.2 percent. That is the lowest level ever recorded in this country, and

the number does not come from an advocacy group. It comes from the Census Bureau's

Supplemental Poverty Measure, the government's own instrument, built for exactly this

purpose.

Then the credit was allowed to lapse, and the dial turned back. One year later, child

poverty stood at 12.4 percent. It had more than doubled. Parents had not changed, and

the labor market had not collapsed. Five million children moved back into poverty as the

supports came off, the expanded credit chief among them. The Census Bureau measured

that too.



The same shape appears in hunger, though the honest telling is less tidy, and we will tell it

honestly. Through the pandemic years the country stacked supports: the monthly credit,

expanded SNAP emergency allotments, universal school meals, and pandemic food

benefits. Food insecurity among households with children fell to 12.5 percent in 2021, the

lowest in two decades. Read that carefully: it is only about a point below the 13.6 percent

of 2019, so the dial-up effect was modest. What makes it remarkable is the conditions.

Recessions normally drive hunger sharply upward; this one, met with the full stack, drove

it below its pre-crisis level. Then the supports lapsed, and the sharp move came: within a

single year, food insecurity among households with children jumped from 12.5 to 17.3

percent, and it has drifted higher since, to 18.4 percent by 2024, with 47.9 million

Americans in households that could not reliably feed themselves. Those findings did not

come from critics of the government. They came from the government, measuring itself,

in a survey it had run for three decades. In September 2025 the administration announced

the survey's termination, before the final report carrying that 18.4 percent was even

published that December.

Two directions, on the government's own instruments

A word about the phrase natural experiment, because we use it the way researchers do,

loosely and with stated limits. This was not a randomized trial, and a before-and-after

change does not by itself isolate one policy from everything else that moved. What the

two directions establish is a strong, precisely timed association on the government's own

instruments, with published analyses attributing the bulk of the child-poverty swing to the

credit specifically. The strongest competing explanations, the recovering labor market,

other pandemic supports, household savings, deserve naming, and they run into the

timing: most persisted into 2022 while child poverty doubled anyway. The strongest

counterargument deserves stating too: economists debated whether an unconditional

credit would push parents out of work, with projections running as high as 1.5 million

fewer workers, and the post-2021 empirical studies generally found small or no

employment decline. That debate is real and ongoing, and we cite it rather than bury it.

Largest identifiable driver, not sole cause: that is the claim, and it is enough. The dial

works. We let go.



A sharp reader will ask whether the pattern was mined, whether we went looking for the

before-and-after stories that flatter the thesis. So let the standard be explicit, because it is

already this project's practice. Every number above is the government's own

measurement, not an advocacy estimate. The measurements moved in both directions,

which is what makes them evidence rather than anecdotes. And where the evidence is

genuinely contested, this platform concedes it in print: the briefs flag the caveats on

Mississippi's eighth-grade results, state plainly that institutional investors are not the main

cause of the housing shortage even though blaming them polls well, and carry an honest

range instead of a convenient point estimate wherever the science does. Honesty about

the weak cases is what licenses confidence about the strong ones. That is a named

principle of this project, not a debater's trick.

What the dial means

The finding is radical and boring at the same time, and it is both for the same reason. It is

boring because it says nothing exotic: predictable money reduces poverty, food programs

reduce hunger, the machine does what the machine was built to do. It is radical because

of what it removes. For two generations, American politics has treated child poverty and

hunger as mysteries, or as weather, or as character, things to be studied, mourned, and

blamed on the poor themselves. The natural experiments removed that excuse. These are

not mysteries. They are settings. A country that has watched child poverty fall to 5.2

percent and then deliberately watched it double cannot claim it does not know where the

dial is.



So why did we let go? Not because the programs failed; the measurements say the

opposite. We let go because the supports were built as emergency measures with

expiration dates, because a fifty-vote Senate could not convert an experiment into an

institution, and because the beneficiaries, children, do not lobby. The lapse was not a

policy judgment that the dial did not work. It was a system too clogged to act on its own

evidence. That is why this platform spends an entire pillar on making government

workable again, and why its reforms share one trade: give up the procedural veto, gain a

substantive floor. Voice, not veto, in permitting. A floor under children, instead of an

annual fight. The pattern is one principle applied everywhere, and it is fair to say so once

rather than re-arguing it issue by issue.

And because the whole argument runs on public measurement, the measurement itself

needs protection. The child poverty numbers come from a survey. The hunger numbers

come from a survey whose termination was announced in September 2025, with the final

report still unpublished and hunger drifting upward in its last readings. A government that

stops measuring is telling you it already knows the answer and does not want you to.

Every metric this platform relies on is proposed as statutory: keep the count, by law.

Turn it back

This is the through-line of the American Mainspring Project, the thesis the evidence

handed us. The country is not out of ideas, and it is not out of money; it is out of the habit

of believing its own results. We have watched the dial work within living memory, on the

government's own instruments, twice, in both directions. The ozone layer is healing

because we regulated what was destroying it. Vaccines arrived in eleven months because

the public absorbed the risk and guaranteed the purchase, in a program one party started

and the other finished. Child poverty fell by more than half because we sent families the

money. None of this is speculation. All of it is measurement.

Turn the dial back. Then weld the floor in place, so that the next generation's security

does not depend on whether an experiment survives an appropriations cycle. The

evidence has done its part. What remains is nerve.



Every figure in this essay is pinned on the Evidence page: Census SPM child poverty (5.2% to

12.4%), USDA household food security (12.5% to 18.4%; 47.9 million), the WMO/UNEP ozone

assessment, and the GAO and Commonwealth Fund records on Operation Warp Speed. The

fiscal frame is in The Ledger. The three leading asks are on the Platform.
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