
Stubbornly high poverty rates in the wake of the 
Great Recession suggest we have not yet “turned the 
corner” three years after its official end. In 2012, 

the child poverty rate was 22.6 percent, not statisti-
cally different from 2011, but roughly 4.6 percentage 
points higher than in 2007 (see Table 1).1 There is wide 
variation in child poverty rates by state and region, 
with the highest rates in the South and the lowest rates 
in the Northeast. The largest regional place increase 
in child poverty both from 2011 to 2012 and 2007 to 
2012 was in central cities in the West (up 0.9 and 6.3 
percentage points, respectively). See Figure 1. 

Children under age 18 are least often poor in sub-
urban America, where 2012 rates are estimated at 17.2 
percent nationally, as compared to 26.2 percent in rural 
places and 29.7 percent in central cities. However, in 
absolute numbers, many more poor children live in the 
central cities and suburbs, as compared to rural places. 

Child poverty increased the most in New 
Hampshire and Mississippi (by 3.6 and 2.9 percent-
age points, respectively, see Table 1). The significant 
increase in New Hampshire is particularly surprising 
given that it has consistently had the lowest rate in 
the nation.2 In 2011, New Hampshire’s child poverty 
was lower than all other states and Washington, DC. 
However, in 2012, New Hampshire’s rate was lower 
than only thirty-five states.3  

Within New Hampshire, child poverty was stable 
in the suburbs but increased in rural places and cen-
tral cities. Child poverty also increased in Nevada, 
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Box 1: Poverty Measurement

Documenting trends using official poverty rates, 
as in this brief, enables comparisons of child 
poverty across places, and offers a method for 
consistently comparing the adequacy of families’ 
incomes for meeting children’s needs. However, 
the official poverty measure has important limi-
tations: for example, the measure is sometimes 
critiqued as dated, relying on a formula estab-
lished about fifty years ago to calculate annual 
poverty rates. It also does not consider how 
work-related expenses (such as child care), in-
kind assistance (for example, food stamps, or the 
Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program), 
medical costs (such as insurance premiums), 
post-tax transfers (such as the Earned Income 
Tax Credit), or geographic differences in the cost 
of living impact families’ resources and expenses. 
An alternate measure, the Research Supplemental 
Poverty Measure, has been offered by the Census 
Bureau as a potentially more nuanced alternative 
that considers the aforementioned resources and 
expenses when calculating poverty rates. As more 
data become available on this measure, we can 
compare these newly estimated poverty rates to 
official poverty measurements, and consider how 
these alternate calculations influence our under-
standing of the landscape of poverty. 

California, and New Jersey. In contrast, child poverty 
fell in four states: Iowa, Illinois, Texas, and Minnesota, 
but remains 2.3 to 4.0 percentage points higher than in 
2007 in these states.

Young Child Poverty
Poverty among young children is of particular 
concern because children under age 6 are the age 
group that typically has the highest poverty rate and 
because young children who are poor experience the 
most adverse outcomes later in life.4 

In 2012, an estimated 25.5 percent of young chil-
dren in America lived in families with incomes below 
the federal poverty threshold (see Table 2). Young 
child poverty rose slightly in the West (by 0.5 percent-
age point) and Northeast (0.4 percentage point) and 

fell slightly in the Midwest (by 0.7 percentage point) 
between 2011 and 2012. Young child poverty is highest 
in the South and lowest in the Northeast. Young child 
poverty is consistently higher in central cities and rural 
places than in the suburbs.

Conclusion
These new poverty estimates released on September 19, 
2013 suggest that child poverty plateaued in the aftermath 
of the Great Recession, but there is no evidence of any 
reduction in child poverty even as we enter the fourth 
year of “recovery.” Modest improvements are evident in 
some places, but in others rates have increased, raising 
concerns about the well-being of America’s children. This 
is particularly evident in our own state, New Hampshire, 
where the child poverty rate rose from 12.0 to 15.6 per-
cent. This means that, on average, for every twenty-eight 
children in New Hampshire, there was an additional child 
in poverty in 2012 as compared to 2011. 

Given the continuing high levels of child poverty, 
it is imperative to consider the role of the safety net 
in protecting America’s most vulnerable. Programs 
like the Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC), the 
Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP), 
and Temporary Assistance to Needy Families (TANF) 
provide critical support for poor children. For example, 
SNAP has been shown to improve young children’s 
health and reduce developmental delays.5 The EITC 
has been shown to improve the health of infants, and 
young children whose families receive the credit do 
better in school and earn more as adults.6

D a t a
While the Community Population Survey (CPS) data 
are useful for providing a snapshot of official pov-
erty across the nation, the larger sample size of the 
American Community Survey (ACS), which samples 
three million addresses, versus 100,000 addresses 
in the CPS, is better suited for nuanced analyses 
of poverty, particularly by place and demographic 
subgroups. In this brief, we use the ACS data released 
on September 19, 2013, to address patterns of poverty 
among children, exploring variations by state, region, 
and place type.7
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FIGURE 1. PERCENT OF CHILDREN IN POVERTY, 2012

This analysis is based on estimates from the 2007, 
2011, and 2012 American Community Survey.8 Tables 
were produced by aggregating information from 
detailed tables available on American FactFinder (http://
factfinder2.census.gov/faces/nav/jsf/pages/index.xhtml). 
These estimates give perspective on child poverty, but 
they are based on survey data, so caution must be exer-
cised in comparing across years or places.9 All differ-
ences highlighted in this brief and bolded in the tables 
are statistically significant (p<0.05).

Box 2: Definition of the Terms Rural, Suburban, 
and Central City

Data for this brief are derived from the American 
Community Survey, which locates each address 
as being within one of several geographic compo-
nents. As used here, “central city” designates house-
holds in the principal city of a given metropolitan 
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. 
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TABLE 1. CHILD POVERTY BY STATE AND PLACE TYPE IN 2012

Note: Percentage point changes are based on unrounded poverty percentages and may differ slightly from those that 
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TABLE 1. CHILD POVERTY BY STATE AND PLACE TYPE IN 2012, CONTINUED

would be obtained using rounded figures. Bold font indicates a statistically significant change (p<0.05).
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TABLE 2. YOUNG CHILD POVERTY BY PLACE TYPE AND REGION IN 2012

Note: Percentage point changes are based on unrounded poverty percentages and may differ slightly from those that 
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TABLE 2. YOUNG CHILD POVERTY BY PLACE TYPE AND REGION IN 2012, CONTINUED

would be obtained using rounded figures. Bold font indicates a statistically significant change (p<0.05).
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