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Young Child Poverty in 2009:
Rural Poverty Rate Jumps to Nearly 29 Percent
in Second Year of Recession

MARYBETH J. MATTINGLY AND MICHELLE L. STRANSKY

merican Community Survey (ACS) data released
Aby the U.S. Census Bureau on September 28, 2010,

reveal the impact of the recession on children,
particularly young children under the age of 6. For many
young children, the likelihood of living in poverty in-
creased significantly since 2007 and 2008. Also striking is
the very high rate of young child poverty experienced by
those in the rural South: more than three out of ten young
children in the rural southern United States are poor, and
the poverty rate increased by over two percentage points
to 33.3 percent for these children. Nearly 29 percent of
young children in rural America are living in poverty.

Although all children suffer consequences of being poor,
young children are especially vulnerable.! The consequences
of early poverty ripple through the life cycle for many chil-
dren. Childhood health problems often follow into adult-
hood, and early childhood poverty is correlated with fewer
years of completed schooling.

While changes from 2008 through 2009 are important,
they cannot fully reflect the impact of the recent recession.
By looking back not only to 2008, but also to 2007, we get
a broader perspective on how poverty rates have changed
during the current recession. Experts also predict that with
continued high unemployment, poverty rates will continue to
rise through 2010 and 2011.}

Table 1 is restricted to very young children and estimates
of those in poverty and poverty rates for 2009 by region
and for the United States. We also present the percentage
point change since 2007 and 2008, with statistically signifi-
cant changes indicated (*p<0.05). Poverty determination is
based on the U.S. Office of Management and Budget income
thresholds, which vary by family composition. In 2009, the
poverty line for a family of four (two adults, two children}
was $21,756.

Key Findings

Nearly 5.7 million children under age 6 live in pov-
erty in America. Over one million of these poor
young children live in rural America.

More than one in four young children living in
rural America was in poverty in 2009.

Poverty among young children increased signifi-
cantly since 2007 in the rural Northeast, Midwest,
and South, and in the suburban places of each
region. In all regiens, rural poverty is greater than
that in the suburbs but lower than in the centrat
cities, except in the West, where rates are similar
to these experienced in urban places.

In the urban Midwest and West, young child
poverty significantly increased between 2008 and
2009 and between 2007 and 2009,

Yaung children’s likelihood of living in poverty
increased the most in the rural and urhan Mid-
west, where the poverty rate increased by 4.4 and
3.4 percentage peints, respectively, over the past
two years.

Young children in the rural South remain the most
likely to be poor, with one out of three children
living in poverty.

Young children were more likely to be poor than
all children in the rural and suburban areas of all
regions and urban areas in the South, Midwest,
and West.

The number of young children in poverty did not
dectine in any urban, suburban, or rural regional
breakdown since 2008, and many areas saw
increases in the number of children under age 6
living in poverty.
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TABLE 1. YOUNG CHILD POVERTY BY PLACE SIZE IN 2009

2009 AMERICAN COMMUNITY SURVEY

RURAL SUBURBAN CENTRAL CITY
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& lor wham Percent Percont TPercent 6 Tor whom Perceml  Pereent Porcent | 6 dor whom Percent Percent Pereent

poveriy is Lelow bulow Lhange  Change poveily is Beliw below  Change  Chamge puoverly is Blow hetow  Change  Change

determmed  poverty pewerty Since 2008 Since 2007 | dewermingd poverty  peasily Simce X008 Sinie 2007 | deterndned  poarily poverty  Sinc 2008 Since 2007
United States 3,686,503 1,054,998 28.6 2.5 29" 12,400,000 2,135,888 17.2 187 2.4 R3I89 2,489,511 28.6 10* 1.8
Northeast 339,245 7leld 121 1.3 L 1307148 289,511 115 14 11 LA4HIT IRT 989 291 L& aH
Midwest Liv2 20 240,483 IRA 17 44 2,488,582 381,654 153 19 2.4 1625204 19537 iy kN b L
South 1704.91% 64,292 k2R el 3 4667, 191 Y24, 46 195 Q' 24" A0FF 9478 wWe L& [
West 3.1 L33,805 MY L |31 2 956,169 40,300 18.3 17 16 2685617 64 145 O 20t 18

P <105

Levels of urbanization are defined as follows rural consists of ACS geographic components not in ietropol tan or micropolitan stalistical arca” and " micropolitam statistical
area,” suburban includes "in metropolitan statistical arca—not in principal city,” and central ity includes i metropolitan statistical area—in principal city ~

"Dt are based om 3009 American Commisiziny Survey ealimates, Lot corresponding matgans of ertor, refer to the U5, Census American Conimunily Survey

'Percemtage point changes are based on unreded poverty percentages and may dilfer slightly from those that would be obtained using rouisded Agures,

Earlier this month, the UL.S. Census Bureau released na-
tionwide estimates of poverty. These data suggest the pov-
erty rate, at 14.3 percent, is up frorn 2008 and at its highest
since 1994, There are an estimated 43.6 million people
living in poverty, the most since measurement began over
fifty years ago. The rate for children is up to 20.7 percent,
an increase of 1.7 percentage points since 2008,° a total
increase of 2.7 percentage points since 2007 when the rate
was 18 percent. Children were the age group most likely to
be poor; in 2009, an estimated 15.5 million children were
poor. They comprise 35.5 percent of the poor but are only
24.5 percent of the total population, according to the U.S.
Census Bureau report. The report also indicates a rise in
the poverty rate for young children, While 21.3 percent of
young children were poor in 2008, this reached 23.8 per-
cent, or nearly one in four, in 2009. The ACS samples ap-
proximately three million households in the United States
each year, whereas the Current Population Survey (CPS),
the source for poverty data released earlier this month,
relies upon fewer than 100,000 households monthly. With
its larger sample size, the ACS data allow examination of
the poverty rate by state and place®

Table 2 shows estimated child poverty numbers and rates
for each state, region, and the nation by place. These differ-
ences are likely driven by a host of factors not captured here,
including the demographics of the population (race, single
motherhood, parental education and employment, and so
on) and local characteristics, including access to services,
housing quality, social capital, and job market conditions.
Again, we present the percentage point change since 2007
and 2008, with statistically significant changes indicated
(*p<0.05).

Table 2 highlights the differences in child poverty rates.

Children under age 18 are most likely to be poor
in rural Mississippi, Arizona, South Carolina,
Kentucky, urban Ohic, Michigan, Pennsylvania,
Mississippi, Tennessee, and Georgia. More than
three in ten children in these places are poor.
Children under age 18 are least often pooer in sub-
urban America, where estimated poverty rates
are below 10 percent in thirteen states. Rates are
also very low in rural Connecticut, Nevada, and
New Hampshire, and in urban Wyoming.

In seven states, Alaska, Arizana, Florida, Kentucky,
North Caralina, Oregon, and Washington, rural
child poverty rates exceed those in urban places.
in an additional twenty-two states, rural child
poverty rates are similar to urban rates; suburban
child poverty did not exceed rural child poverty
in any place except suburban Nevada.

Across the United States, rural child poverty rates
increased significantly over the past two years.
Rural child poverty rates increased in every region
except the Northeast.

Rural child poverty increased in fourteen states
between 2007 and 2009. Increases were also evi-
dent in the suburbs in twenty states and in urban
places in thirteen states during these years.
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TABLE 2. CHILD POVERTY BY PLACE SIZE IN 2009
2009 AMERICAN COMMUNITY SURVEY
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While the official poverty measure is one important indi-
cator of the well-being of America’s children, several limita-
tions of the measure may mask the true experiences of the
nation. The poverty threshold considers all reported sources
of income and cash transfers but excludes the benefit of such
programs as income tax credits (for example, the Earned
Income Tax Credit (EITC) and the Child Tax Credit) and
the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP).
Estimates from the recently released CPS data suggest that if
the EITC were weighed, 2.2 million fewer children would be
considered below the poverty threshold,” When net income
after all taxes and credits are considered, this number rises to
2.9 million. Estimates also suggest that SNAP benefits lift 1.7
million children out of poverty. The official poverly measure
does include cash transfers such as unemployment insur-
ance benefits and social security income. U.S. Census Bureau
estimates suggest unemployment benefits kept one million
children out of poverty, and social security kept 1.1 mil
lion children above the poverty threshold.* These estimates
highlight the crucial role of programs to suppeort and assist
low-income families.

Rising child poverty indicates a need for policies that
focus on children, particularly in the early years. While it
may be tempting lo cut services to children and families
during this “Great Recession,’ this is a time when policies
need to target these groups and do a better job of assisting
those who are in poverty. Additionally, since this recession
is not over and we have seen dramatic declines in income,
many families above the poverty line may need additional
support to remain afloat. Investing in children is an essential
priority to ensure their long-term outcomes and the future
success of the generation. Renewing the provisions provided
for in the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act may be
an important first step, but other measures to address child
poverty and focus on poverty reduction are also important,
While the Obama administration has taken important steps
to assist struggling farnilies, there is still immense work to
be done at both the federal and state levels. Keeping poverty
reduction as a top policy priority will enhance the well-being
of America’s children,

Data

This analysis is based upon U.S. Census Bureau estimales
from the 2007, 2008, and 2009 ACS. For more details or
information, please refer to the U.S. Census American
Community Survey.® Tables were produced by aggregating
intormation from detailed tables available on American
FactFinder (http://factfinder.census.gov/home/saff/main.
html?_lang=en). These estimates are meant to give perspec-
tive 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 sampling error.™ Regional
differences highlighted in this brief are statistically signifi-
cant (p<0.05).



ENDNOTES

1. Jeanne Brooks-Gunn and Greg. ]. Duncan, “The effects of
poverty on children,” The Future Of Children / Center For ‘The
Future Of Children, The David And Lucile Packard Founda-
tion, 7 (1997): 55-71; See also Robert H. Bradley et al., “The
home environments of children in the United States part I:
Variations by age, ethnicity, and poverty status,” Child Devel-
opment, 72 (2001): 1844-1886.

2. See Anne Case, Angela Fertig, and Christina Paxson, “The
lasting impact of childhood health and citcumstance,” Jour-
nal of Health Economics 24 (2005); 365389, who examined
the impact of prenatal conditions and child health at age 7
on various outcomes; and Vonnie C. McLoyd, “Socioeco-
nomic disadvantages and child development,” American
Psychologist, 53 (1998): 185-204.

3. See Robert Greenstein's statement on the U.S, Census Bu-
reau’s 2009 poverty and health insurance data: http:/fwww.
cbpp.org/cms/index.cfm?fa=view&id=3292.

4. See http://www.census.gov/hhes/www/poverty/about/
overview/measure.html, and also see “U.S. Census Bureau,
September 2010 Poverty: 2009 Highlights”

5. See U5, Census Bureau, September 2010 Poverty: 2009
Highlights, Income, Poverty, and Health Insurance Coverage:
2009, at http://www.census.gov/prod/2010pubs/p60-238.
pdf, and also see hitp:/fwww.census.gov/hhes/www/poverty/
about/overview/index.html.

6. See https://www.census.gov/acs/www/Downloads/survey_
methodology/acs_design_methadology_ch04.pdf, hitp:/f
cps.ipums.org/cps/sample_sizes.shtml, and http://www.
census.gov/prod/2006pubs/tp-66.pdf.

7. See U.S. Census Bureau, September 2010 Poverty: 2009
Highlights, Income, Poverty, and Health Insurance Coverage:
2009, at http://www.census.gov/prod/2010pubs/p60-238.pdf.

8. Estimates are presented in the U.S. Census Bureau Pow-
erPoint for the Press Release, accessed at http://www.census.
gov/newsroom/releases/pdf/09-16-10_slides.pdf.

9. See http://factfinder.census.gov/servlet/
DTGeoSearchByListServlet?ds_name=ACS_2007_3YR_
GO0_&_lang=en&_ts=268570514748.

10. Refer to the U.S. Census Bureau’s published tables for
detailed margins of error.

CARSEY INSTITUTE

ABOUT THE AUTHORS

Marybeth J. Mattingly is director of research on vulner-
able families at the Carsey Institute and a research assistant
professor of sociology at the University of New Hampshire
(beth.mattingly@unh.edu).

Michelle L. Stransky is a doctoral candidate in sociology at
the University of New Hampshire and a research assistant at
the Carsey Institute (miu6@cisunix.unh.edu).

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

The authors thank Jess Bean, Mil Duncan, Terri Rippett,
Andrew Schaefer, and Amy Sterndale at the Carsey Institute
for their assistance, comments, and suggestions.



A UNIVERSITY
i of NEW HAMPSHIRE

CARSEY

INSTITUTE

Building knowledge for families and communities

The Carsey Institute conducts policy research on vulnerable
children, youth, and families and on sustainable community
development. We give policy makers and practitioners timely,
independent resources to effect change in their communitics.

This work was supported by the Annie E. Cascy Foundation, the
W. K. Kellogg Foundation, and anonymous.

Huddleston Hall

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

www.carseyinstitute.unh.edu



