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Introduction
Poverty data from the American Community Survey 
were released on September 17, 2015, allowing a 
detailed examination of poverty in 2014 across the 
United States. These data reveal that child poverty 
has fallen slightly in the last year yet the longer term 
pattern of high child poverty persists. The levels 
of child poverty vary enormously along racial and 
ethnic lines though all groups have seen a recent 
drop. Similarly, declines are generally evident across 
place type and region, and for both young children 
(under age 6) and older children (age 12–17). In this 
brief, we discuss changes in child poverty between 
2013 and 2014 and since 2009, just after the Great 
Recession ended. We next explore racial-ethnic 
variation in child poverty in the United States, pay-
ing particular attention to patterns by Census region 
as well as by child age and place type (rural, subur-
ban, city residence). Additionally, we look at how the 
racial-ethnic composition of poor children compares 
to that of nonpoor children. Finally, we consider 
which racial and ethnic groups are, on average, deep-
est in poverty, with the biggest gap between family 
income and the poverty threshold. 

Changes Between 2013 and 2014
Child poverty declined modestly between 2013 and 
2014, from 22.3 percent to 21.7 percent (see Table 1), 
and roughly 400,000 fewer children across the United 
States lived in poverty in 2014. Yet more than one in 
five children still live in families with incomes below 
the official poverty threshold: $24,008 for a family of 
two adults and two children in 2014 (see Box 1).1 Child 
poverty declined in all place types, with the largest 
decline in rural America, where the rate fell by a full 

percentage point. Poverty also declined among young 
children (0.9 percentage point) and in all regions 
except the Northeast (where child poverty remained 
constant), with the largest declines in the West (0.8 
percentage point). Those in the other race/multiracial 
category experienced the largest declines (1.1 percent-
age points), followed by Hispanics and Asians (0.7 per-
centage point each), blacks and non-Hispanic whites 
(0.6 percentage point each).



TABLE 1. CHILD POVERTY BY RACE, REGION AND PLACE TYPE

Note: Change is displayed in percentage points and based on unrounded percentages. Results may differ slightly from those that would be obtained using rounded figures. 
Bold font indicates a statistically significant change (p<0.05). Margins of error (“+/-”) refer to the 95 percent confidence interval around the 2014 estimated percent poor.
Source: American Community Survey, 1-Year Estimates, 2009, 2013, and 2014. 
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Racial-Ethnic Differences 
in Child Poverty
Although all racial-ethnic groups 
saw declining rates of child poverty, 
race-based gaps persist in child 
poverty rates. Across the nation, in 
every place type, region, and age 
group, black children generally have 
the highest poverty rate. Though 
the national child poverty rate for 
black children, 38.4 percent, is very 
high, in pockets of the country, black 
child poverty exceeds 50 percent 
(Table 1). Specifically, more than 
half of rural black children are poor, 
driven largely by the very high rate 
in the rural South (52.1 percent). 
Additionally, in rural places, more 
than half of all black children under 
age 12 are poor, and the rate is high-
est for the youngest children at 56.5 
percent (Table 2). 

Black children are not the only 
minority children confronting 
systemic disadvantage. As a group, 
Hispanic children also fare particu-
larly poorly. Their poverty rate is 
typically significantly lower than that 
of black children but they nonethe-
less have much higher rates than 
non-Hispanic whites and Asians. 
Among Hispanic children, poverty 
rates are highest in the Northeast 
and South (34.0 percent and 33.3 
percent, respectively), particularly in 
the Northeastern cities where more 
than four in ten Hispanic children 
are poor. This is particularly notable 
because the Northeast has the lowest 
rate of child poverty in the nation. 

In comparison, the poverty rates 
of non-Hispanic white and Asian 
children are dramatically lower 
than among other racial-ethnic 
groups, a pattern that persists 
across region, age, and place type. 
Though there is dramatic variation 

within the Asian child popula-
tion, as a group, Asian children are 
generally economically better off 
than other racial-ethnic minorities. 
The highest child poverty rates for 
non-Hispanic whites are observed 
in rural America (19.5 percent) 
and in the South (14.1 percent). 
As with other racial-ethnic groups, 
non-Hispanic white and Asian 
child poverty tends to be highest 
among the youngest children and 
lowest in the suburbs. 

Racial-Ethnic Composition 
of Nonpoor and Poor 
Children
The rates and trends in child poverty 
presented above tell an important 
story about how child poverty is 
distributed across the United States. 
However, they do not reveal which 
racial-ethnic groups of children are 
most concentrated among the poor. 
If every racial-ethnic group expe-
rienced child poverty at the same 

We use official poverty rates to compare child poverty across race-
ethnicity, region, age, and place type providing a consistent method for 
assessing the adequacy of families’ incomes for meeting children’s needs. 
However, the official poverty measure has important limitations. The 
measure is dated, relying on a food spending-based formula established 
over fifty years ago to calculate annual poverty rates. It does not con-
sider how work-related expenses (such as transportation and child care), 
in-kind assistance (for example, the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance 
Program, also known as food stamps), medical costs (such as insur-
ance premiums), post-tax transfers (for example, the Earned Income 
Tax Credit), or geographic differences in the cost of housing impact 
families’ resources and expenses. To address these shortcomings, the 
Census Bureau began producing an alternate measure—the Research 
Supplemental Poverty Measure (SPM)—in 2009. It is an updated and 
more nuanced alternative that considers the aforementioned expenses 
and resources when calculating poverty rates.2 The 2014 SPM was 
released for the nation on September 16, 2015, coinciding with the release 
of the official measure from the new Current Population Survey data and 
indicated slightly higher poverty than captured by OPM, but, like the 
OPM, did not show significant change across all age groups since 2013. 
Notably, non-metropolitan (rural) and child poverty are lower under 
SPM than OPM (and SPM did reveal a modest decline for all children). 
Most racial-ethnic groups measured have somewhat higher poverty 
under SPM, although blacks have somewhat lower rates under the SPM. 
Differences between measures should be kept in mind in reading this 
brief which relies on the OPM. Although the American Community 
Survey has a much larger sample than the Current Population Survey, and 
thus allows for nuanced categorical breakdowns, it does not include SPM. 
As a result, we are limited to use of OPM in this brief.

Box 1. Supplemental Poverty Measurement Versus Official Poverty 
Measurement 
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children, doubling their families’ 
incomes would not raise them 
above the poverty threshold. In all 
place types and age categories, the 
incomes in poor black children’s 
families fall further below the 
poverty line than any other racial 
groups’. However, the racial-ethnic 
disparity is not as great as one might 
expect. Across the nation, non-His-
panic white children in poor fami-
lies have median family incomes 
that are only 55 percent of the 
poverty threshold. And poor Asian 
children, the racial-ethnic group 
that is least often poor, have median 
family incomes at 60 percent of the 
poverty threshold in 2013. Thus, 
for all race-ethnicities, the family 
income of poor children is dramati-
cally below the poverty threshold. 

rate, child poverty would be evenly 
distributed (albeit still problematic in 
its prevalence). However, even when 
certain groups have high poverty 
rates, given the racial-ethnic com-
position of the child population in 
America, they may comprise a rela-
tively smaller share of the poor child 
population. Given the disproportion-
ate poverty rates by group, it is worth-
while to understand the composition 
of the population of poor children by 
race-ethnicity. The data released on 
September 17, 2015, do not permit 
such analyses (refer to Data section), 
so we rely on microdata from 2013 to 
better understand the racial-ethnic 
breakdown of the poor and non-
poor child populations, as shown in 
Figure 1. While non-Hispanic white 
children make up the largest share 
of the nonpoor population, Hispanic 

children comprise the largest share 
of the poor child population. Black 
children account for a disproportion-
ate share of poor children at 24.0 
percent compared to 10.6 percent of 
the nonpoor population. 

How Far Below Poverty 
Do Children Live?
Beyond the simple designation of 
poor or not poor, it is also useful 
to explore the depth of child pov-
erty, or how far below the poverty 
line children live. To do this, we 
again use the 2013 ACS microdata, 
released last year (see Figure 2). 
Our analyses reveal that the median 
income in poor black children’s 
families is only 47 percent of the 
poverty threshold. This means that 
for more than half of poor black 

TABLE 2. CHILD POVERTY BY AGE, RACE, AND PLACE TYPE

Note: Change is displayed in percentage points and based on unrounded percentages. Results may differ slightly from those that would be obtained using rounded figures. 
Bold font indicates a statistically significant change (p<0.05). Margins of error (“+/-”) refer to the 95 percent confidence interval around the 2014 estimated percent poor.
Source: American Community Survey, 1-Year Estimates, 2009, 2013, and 2014.
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FIGURE 1. RACIAL-ETHNIC BREAKDOWN OF NONPOOR CHILDREN AND POOR CHILDREN, 2013

Source: 2013 American Community Survey 1-Year Microdata. Note: “NH” = Non-Hispanic

FIGURE 2. MEDIAN TOTAL FAMILY INCOME AS PERCENT OF POVERTY 
THRESHOLD

Source: 2013 American Community Survey 1-Year Microdata. Note: “NH” = Non-Hispanic

Implications
It is encouraging to see declines in 
child poverty continue for a second 
year in a row. However, it is troubling 
that five years into economic recov-
ery, child poverty remained 1.7 per-
centage points higher than in 2009, 
at the end of the Recession, and more 
than one in five children still lived 
below the poverty line in 2014. It is 
imperative to keep state and federal 
policies that ameliorate child poverty 
on the radar, as extensive research 
documents the long-term negative 
consequences of growing up poor.3

In addition to documenting persis-
tent racial-ethnic disparities in child 
poverty, whereby blacks are most 
often economically disadvantaged, we 
show that these children are also living 
further below the poverty threshold 
than are other poor children. This sug-
gests that relatively large-scale poverty 
alleviation efforts will be necessary to 
reduce the sharp racial-ethnic dispari-
ties evident in the data. As the nation 
struggles with issues of racism and 
racial equity, getting to the early roots 
of disparity is particularly important. 

                                                                                                                                                         C A R S E Y  S C H O O L  O F  P U B L I C  P O L I C Y       5



 
The Carsey School of Public Policy at the University of 
New Hampshire is a nationally acclaimed resource for 
research, leadership development, and engaged schol-
arship relevant to public policy. We address the most 
pressing challenges of the twenty-first century, striving for 
innovative, responsive, and equitable solutions at all levels 
of government and in the for-profit and non-profit sectors.

Huddleston Hall • 73 Main Street • Durham, NH 03824
(603) 862-2821

TTY Users: dial 7-1-1 or 1-800-735-2964 (Relay N.H.) 

carsey.unh.edu

University of New Hampshire
Carsey School of Public Policy

Definitions of rural and urban vary among 
researchers and the sources of data they use. Data 
for this brief are derived from the American 
Community Survey, which identifies each house-
hold as being within one of several geographic 
components. As used here, “city” designates 
households in the principal city of a given metro-
politan statistical area, and “suburban” includes 
those in metropolitan areas, but not within the 
principal city of that area. “Rural” consists of the 
addresses that are not within a metropolitan area. 

Box 2. Definition of Rural, Suburb, and CityThis research also highlights the continued impor-
tance of place. Child poverty differs regionally and 
across cities, rural places, and suburbs. Policies 
addressing poverty should consider nuanced ways 
place shapes the rate of poverty and its persistence, 
as well as the experience of poverty and the impact of 
poverty alleviation efforts. 

Finally, our work shows that, in general, the young-
est children tend to be the most disadvantaged. This 
highlights a critical need for early education programs 
and suggests that dual-generation approaches to poverty 
reduction—those that work with both poor parents and 
their children—may be particularly fruitful.

Data 
This analysis is based on estimates from the 2009, 2013, 
and 2014 American Community Survey. Tables were 
produced by aggregating information from detailed tables 
available on American FactFinder (http://factfinder.
census.gov). These tables provide the poverty data by 
race, age, and region presented in Tables 1 and 2. The 
American Community Survey’s detailed tables are lim-
ited in their race-ethnicity classifications due to break-
downs that generally consider only race or ethnicity. For 
example, the only racial group broken down by Hispanic 
status is whites. As a result, the racial-ethnic categories 
from the detailed tables are not mutually exclusive (that 
is, there is likely overlap between all racial groups and 
Hispanics, except for whites indicated as “non-Hispanic”). 
We use the 2013 American Community Survey’s Public 
Use Microdata to compare non-Hispanics of each racial 
group to Hispanics (that is, Figures 1 and 2). All estimates 
are based on survey data, so caution must be exercised in 
comparing across years or places. All differences high-
lighted in this brief are statistically significant (p<0.05).

E n d n o t e s
1. See https://www.census.gov/hhes/www/poverty/data/
threshld/. 
2. Kathleen Short, “The Supplemental Poverty Measure: 
2014,” P60-254, Current Population Reports, U.S. Census 
Bureau, September 2015.
3. For example, see Jeanne Brooks-Gunn, Greg J. Duncan, 
and Nancy Maritato, “Poor Families, Poor Outcomes: 
The Well-Being of Children and Youth,” Chapter 1 in 
Consequences of Growing Up Poor, edited by Greg J. 
Duncan and Jeanne Brooks-Gunn (New York: Russell Sage 
Foundation, 1997).
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