
in partnership

1

ISSUE BRIEF  : :  2015

Basic Needs:  
Ensuring that Every Family Has the Things
Needed to Reach Their Full Potential

Alison Weir
Director of Policy, Research, a nd Analysis 
National Diaper Bank Network

 
A favorite adage of policy makers addressing poverty in America is “Give a man a 
fi sh, he eats for a day. Teach a man to fi sh, and he’ll feed himself for life.”

But, what if the man has no access to a boat … no nets … no pole … no hooks … no 
bait … nor transportation to a waterway? How can he reach his full potential and be-
come a fi sherman if he only possesses the knowledge of how to fi sh, but none of the 
basic items needed to succeed?

Most people would agree that self-suffi ciency is a noble and admirable goal. Most 
would also agree that people need fair access to the basic needs required for individ-
uals and families to achieve their full potential. People need help to obtain the basic 
foundations for survival before they can focus on sustaining life beyond mere survival. 

Families should not have to 
live, nor look like they stepped 
out of a Depression-era 
breadline, before we as a soci-
ety step in to help. Plus, once 
we do help, we need to ensure 
fair access to basic needs. We 
should recognize that a child 
may need to be fed before she can learn in school, that a family may need soap and 
access to laundry facilities before they can be clean, and that a single mom may need 
a reliable supply of diapers and child care before she can go to work.

We have made much progress in the 50-plus years since President Johnson declared 
a “War on Poverty,” but the 2013 U.S. Census’s Housing Survey reveals that there are 
still people living in conditions that seem more descriptive of the housing conditions 
of developing countries than the United States, and bring to question whether or not 
their basic needs are being met. The Housing Survey is published bi-annually, and 
chronicles the state of housing in America. It is one of a series of reports that the 
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