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In this brief, we use American Community Survey (ACS) 
data released on September 20, 2012 to address 2011 pat-
terns of child poverty.1 Poverty determination is based on 

the U.S. Office of Management and Budget income thresh-
olds, which vary by family size and composition. In 2011, the 
poverty line for a family of four (two adults, two children) 
was $22,811.2 We focus on child poverty for three primary 
reasons: first, for well over three decades, children have been 
the age group most likely to live below the poverty line, with 
young children being particularly vulnerable. Second, chil-
dren often benefit less than seniors from America’s primary 
social safety net programs.3 Third, research consistently 
documents lasting impacts of child poverty across a wide 
range of health, educational, and occupational outcomes. 
These consequences are often worse for young children.4 

We highlight changes in child (under age 18) poverty across 
states and by region and place type and in young child (under 
age 6) poverty by region and place type.5 We also show varia-
tion in child poverty across states, consider children living 
below 50 percent of the poverty line (defined here as “deep 
poverty,” representing the most disadvantaged), and chil-
dren who live under 200 percent of poverty, considered “low 
income” in this brief. We pay particular attention to these chil-
dren given that the official poverty line may be an inadequate 
measure of need. In fact, according to the National Center on 
Child Poverty, it takes between 1.5 and 3.5 times the official 
poverty threshold for a typical family to meet its basic needs 
(depending on location).6 Throughout, we focus primarily on 
two time periods—change since 2007, as the nation entered the 
recession, and change over the past year. 

 
Child Poverty Through Age 18
Table 1 shows national and regional child poverty numbers 
by place type, including the changes since 2007 and 2010 with 
statistically significant changes indicated in bold.7 Additionally, 
we present child poverty rates by state (see Appendix 1, page 
6). In 2011, the child poverty rate was 22.5 percent, up from 
18.0 percent in 2007 and 21.6 percent in 2011. In addition, 
there is wide variation in child poverty rates by state and 

 
 Key Findings

•	 According to the American Community Survey, 
the overall child poverty rate for the United 
States rose slightly from 21.6 in 2010 to 22.5 
percent in 2011, resulting in an estimated 16.4 
million children living in poverty. Of these 
children, 6.1 million are young (under age 6). 

•	 Forty-five percent, or 32.7 million, of America’s 
children reside in families with incomes below 
200 percent of the poverty threshold.

•	 Since 2010, child poverty increased in all regions. 
In 2011, the South remained home to the 
greatest number (6.9 million) and the highest 
percentage (25.1 percent) of poor children.

•	 Nearly 30 percent of children in central cities and 
over one quarter of children in rural areas lived 
in poverty in 2011, significantly higher than the 
17.1 percent in suburban areas. Rates increased 
in all three of these place types since 2010.

•	 Over 7.3 million children (10.1 percent) lived 
in families with incomes below 50 percent of 
the federal poverty line, an increase from 8.0 
percent since the Great Recession began, and an 
increase from 9.6 percent in 2010.

Over Sixteen Million Children in Poverty in 2011
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region, with the highest rates in the South and the lowest rates 
in the Northeast. The largest increase in child poverty from 
2007 to 2011 was in central cities in the Midwest, while the 
largest one-year increase came in the rural West. 

Children under age 18 are least often poor in suburban 
America, where rates are estimated at 17.1 percent nationally, 
as compared to 26.3 percent in rural areas and 29.5 percent 
in central cities. However, given the distribution of America’s 
children, a higher number of poor children live in the suburbs 
(6.5 million), as compared to 3 million in rural places. Between 
2010 and 2011, child poverty rose in nineteen states and fell in 
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1. Levels of urbanization are defined as follows: rural consists of ACS geographic components “Not in metropolitan or micropolitan statistical area” and “in micropolitan statistical 
area”; suburban includes “In metropolitan statistical area—not in principal city” and central city includes “In metropolitan statistical area—in principal city.”

2. Data are based on 2011 American Community Survey estimates. For corresponding margins of error, refer to the U.S. Census American Community Survey.
3. Percentage point changes are based on unrounded poverty percentages and may differ slightly from those that would be obtained using rounded figures. 
4. Bold font indicates statistically significant differences (p<0.05). 

Table 1. Child poverty by place type and region in 2011

Figure 1. Percent of children below the poverty line, 2011

Source: Carsey Institute analysis of 2010 & 2011 ACS, U.S. Census Bureau
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one (Oklahoma) (see Figure 1 and Appendix 1). However, even 
in Oklahoma, rates remained significantly elevated from pre-
recession levels. All other places had rates that were unchanged 
or increased since 2010. 

Young Child Poverty
Table 2 shows 2011 poverty estimates for children under 
age 6, both nationally and regionally. Those under age 6 
typically have the highest poverty rates, and children who 
are poor before age 6 have the most adverse outcomes 
later in life.8

As we did for all children in Table 1, we show estimates 
and the changes since 2007 and 2010 with statistically 
significant changes indicated in bold. In 2011, an estimated 
25.6 percent of young children in America lived in families 
with incomes below the federal poverty threshold. Young 
child poverty increased in all place types and in all regions 
between 2010 and 2011, with the largest increases in the 
Northeast and in suburban areas. Young child poverty is 

highest in the South and lowest in the Northeast. In all 
regions, young child poverty is higher in central cities and 
rural places than in the suburbs.

Deep Poverty
In Table 3, we turn to patterns of deep poverty. Children are 
considered to be living in deep poverty if their family income 
is less than half the poverty threshold for their family type—in 
2011, $11,406 for a family comprised of two adults and two 
children. Just over 10 percent of America’s children, or more 
than 7.3 million, live in deep poverty, a significantly greater 
share than in 2010 and an increase from 8.0 percent in 2007. 
Deep poverty is highest in central cities (13.7 percent), fol-
lowed by rural areas (11.6 percent), and lowest in the suburbs 
(7.4 percent); however, deep poverty rose slightly in all regions 
between 2010 and 2011. The South is home to the largest share 
of deeply poor children (11.2 percent, or 3.1 million children), 
with even higher rates in rural areas and central cities in the 
South (14.1 percent in both).  

1. Levels of urbanization are defined as follows: rural consists of ACS geographic components “Not in metropolitan or micropolitan statistical area” and “in micropolitan statistical 
area”; suburban includes “In metropolitan statistical area—not in principal city” and central city includes “In metropolitan statistical area—in principal city.”

2. Data are based on 2011 American Community Survey estimates. For corresponding margins of error, refer to the U.S. Census American Community Survey.
3. Percentage point changes are based on unrounded poverty percentages and may differ slightly from those that would be obtained using rounded figures. 
4. Bold font indicates statistically significant differences (p<0.05). 

Table 2. Young child poverty by place type and region in 2011

1. Levels of urbanization are defined as follows: rural consists of ACS geographic components “Not in metropolitan or micropolitan statistical area” and “in micropolitan statistical 
area”; suburban includes “In metropolitan statistical area—not in principal city” and central city includes “In metropolitan statistical area—in principal city.”

2. Data are based on 2011 American Community Survey estimates. For corresponding margins of error, refer to the U.S. Census American Community Survey.
3. Percentage point changes are based on unrounded poverty percentages and may differ slightly from those that would be obtained using rounded figures. 
4. Bold font indicates statistically significant differences (p<0.05). 

Table 3. Children in deep poverty by place type in 2011
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Low Income
Our final analyses in this brief focus on children residing in 
families with incomes below 200 percent of the official pov-
erty threshold. Given the low wage jobs that many in the 
bottom income quintile hold, it is useful to explore changes 
in the percent of children living in families who may be 
struggling to meet their daily needs, even if they are not 
below the poverty threshold. 

Estimates from the ACS suggest that 45 percent, or 32.7 
million, American children reside in homes with incomes 
below 200 percent of the federal poverty line. The South is 
home to the greatest number and highest rate of children 
living in such low income families, followed by the West, 
Midwest, and Northeast. All regions realized increases in 
the low-income child population since 2010, as did nine 
states (Alaska, California, Connecticut, Florida, Hawaii, 
Illinois, Nevada, New York, and North Carolina), while 
the District of Columbia saw a significant decline (by 6.5 
percentage points). In no state, however, has there been a 
significant decline in the low-income population since the 
onset of the recession.

Conclusion
In the wake of the recession, child poverty remains high, 
presenting significant challenges for children’s futures. Findings 
from the American Community Survey suggest the dramatic 
increases in deep poverty, poverty, and low-income families 
that have been observed since the onset of the Great Recession 
persist and, in some places, continue to grow.

In addition to the sustained high rates of child poverty, 
our analyses of the American Community Survey suggest 
that over one in ten children live in homes with incomes be-
low half the poverty threshold. This is particularly troubling 
as evidence shows there are lasting implications of growing 
up in such deeply poor environments. For example, while 
children living in poor households score worse on educa-
tional outcomes than non-poor children, those living in 
deep poverty score worst of all on cognitive tests.9

Finally, our analyses indicate that 45 percent of American 
children reside in homes where the total family income is 
below 200 percent of poverty (including those in poor and 
deeply poor families). This estimate suggests that a vast 
proportion of our youth resides in homes confronting day-
to-day financial pressures that may influence their growth 
and development.

Continued high child poverty in the aftermath of the 
Great Recession highlights the importance of the social 
safety net. The official poverty measure does include income 
from unemployment insurance and social security. Without 
unemployment insurance, Census Bureau estimates from 
the Current Population Survey (CPS) suggest an estimated 
0.6 million more children would be poor, and without social 
security, an estimated 1.1 million additional children would 
live in poverty. The official poverty measure does not include 
the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) 
or the Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC). Census Bureau 
CPS estimates suggest that SNAP  benefits essentially “lift” 
1.7 million poor children out of poverty, and that the EITC 
raises family incomes above the poverty threshold for 3.1 
million.10 In addition to the children lifted above the poverty 
line by these programs, millions more children benefit, as 
some of  these programs offer aid to children in homes that 
are somewhat above the poverty line, and to children who 
are still poor even after the benefits.11 These programs are 
valuable in protecting children, and particularly young chil-
dren, from the worst consequences of poverty. 

Data
This analysis is based on estimates from the 2007, 2010, and 
2011 American Community Survey. For more details or 
information, please refer to the U.S. Census American Com-
munity Survey.12 Tables were produced by aggregating infor-
mation from detailed tables available on American Fact-
Finder (http://factfinder2.census.gov/faces/nav/jsf/pages/
index.xhtml). These estimates are meant to give perspective 
on child poverty, but since they are based on survey data, 
caution must be used in comparing across years or places, 
as the margin of error may indicate that seemingly disparate 
numbers fall within reasonable sampling error.13 All differ-
ences highlighted in this brief and bolded in the tables are 
statistically significant (p<0.05).
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Figure 2. Percent of children below 200 percent of poverty, 2011 

Source: Carsey Institute analysis of 2010 & 2011 ACS, U.S. Census Bureau
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Notes:
1. Data are based on 2011 American 

Community Survey estimates. For 
corresponding margins of error, 
refer to the U.S. Census American 
Community Survey.

2. Percentage point changes are based 
on unrounded poverty percent-
ages and may differ slightly from 
those that would be obtained using 
rounded figures. 

3. Bold font indicates statistically 
significant differences (p<0.05). 

Appendix 1. Child poverty by state in 2011
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