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The Official—Yet Flawed—Poverty Measure

The current U.S. poverty measure is widely acknowledged to be inadequate. Although consider-
able research has been done on alternative methods to measure income poverty, the political 
will necessary to implement an official change is lacking.

Data collected in the 1950s indicated that families spent about one-third of their income on 
food. Poverty is still measured by multiplying food costs by three. Yet food now comprises far 
less than a third of an average family’s expenses, while the costs of housing, child care, health 
care, and transportation have grown disproportionately.

The official poverty measure takes into account a variety of income sources, including earnings, 
interest, dividends, and benefits, such as Social Security and cash assistance. It does not, 
however, include the value of the major benefits that assist low-income families—the federal 
Earned Income Tax Credit, food stamps, Medicaid, and housing and child care assistance. 

On the expense side, the official poverty measure does not include the cost of payroll and 
income taxes or work-related expenses, such as child care and transportation. Nor does it take 
into account varying family needs, such as the cost of out-of-pocket medical expenses. And 
finally, the poverty measure does not adjust for the substantial variation in the cost of living 
from state to state and between urban and rural areas. 
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 Nearly 13 million American children live in families with incomes below the federal poverty 
level, which is $20,000 a year for a family of four.  The number of children living in poverty  
increased by more than 11 percent between 2000 and 2005. There are 1.3 million more children 
living in poverty today than in 2000, despite indications of economic recovery and growth.  

 Not only are these numbers dispiriting, the official poverty measure tells only part of the 
story—it is increasingly viewed as a flawed metric of economic hardship (see box).  Research 
consistently shows that, on average, families need an income of about twice the federal pov-
erty level to make ends meet. Children living in families with incomes below this level—for 
2006, $40,000 for a family of four—are referred to as low income. Thirty-nine percent of the 
nation’s children—more than 28 million in 2005—live in low-income families.1  

 Nonetheless, official poverty statistics continue to be used by researchers, policymakers, and 
the media to define economic disadvantage. In addition, eligibility for many public benefits 
is based on the official poverty measure. This fact sheet details some of the characteristics of 
American children who are considered poor by these official standards.  

How many children in America are officially poor? 

 Rates of official child poverty vary tremendously across the states.

  Nationwide, 18% of children live in families that are officially considered poor (13 million 
children). 

  Across the states, child poverty rates range from 7% in New Hampshire to 27% in Mississippi.
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What are some of the characteristics of officially poor children in America?

 Poverty is especially prevalent among black, Latino, and American Indian children.

  35% of black children live in poor families. In the 10 most populated states, rates of child 
poverty among black children range from 20% in New Jersey to 43% in Ohio. 

  28% of Latino children live in poor families. In the 10 most populated states, rates of child 
poverty among Latino children range from 20% in New Jersey, Florida, and Illinois to 
35% in Texas.

  29% of American Indian and 11% of Asian children live in poor families (comparable state 
comparisons are not possible due to small sample sizes).

  10% of white children live in poor families. In the 10 most populated states, rates of child 
poverty among white children range from 4% in New Jersey to 12% in Georgia.
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Child poverty rates across the states, 2005

20% or more (13 states): AL, AZ, AR, DC, GA, KY, LA, MS, NM, NY, NC, TX, WV

15-19% (19 states): CA, FL, IL, IN, KS, ME, MI, MO, MT, OH, OK, OR, PA, RI, SC, SD, TN, WA, WI

10-14% (17 states): AK, CO, CT, DE, HI, ID, IA, MD, MA, MN, NE, NV, ND, UT, VT, VA, WY

Under 10% (2 states): NH, NJ

DC
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 Having immigrant parents increases a child’s chances of being poor. 

  26% of children of immigrants are poor; 16% of children of native-born parents are poor. 
(Children living with one immigrant parent and one native-born parent are not included.) 

  In the six states with the largest populations of immigrants—California, Florida, Illinois, 
New Jersey, New York, and Texas—the poverty rate among children of immigrant parents 
ranges from 14% to 40%. 

  In all six states, children living with immigrant parents are more likely to be poor than 
children of native-born parents. 

 Official poverty rates are highest for young children.

  20% of children under age 6—1 in 5—live in poor families; 16% of children age 6 or 
older live in poor families. 

  In half the states, more than 20% of children under age 6 are growing up in poverty, 
whereas only 13 states have a child poverty rate (that is, for children up to age 18) that is  
as high.

  Researchers believe that parents of young children do not earn as much as parents of older 
children because they tend to be younger and have less work experience.

What are some of the economic hardships faced by children in America?

 Food insecurity, lack of affordable housing, and other economic hardships affect millions 
of American children—not just those who are officially poor. 

  16% of households with children experience food insecurity.2

  41% of families who rent their homes spend more than a third of their income on rent. 

  Compared to white families with children, black and Latino families with children are 
more than twice as likely to experience economic hardships.3

 Many poor children lack health insurance.

  19% of poor children lack health insurance—this is nearly double the percent of all 
children who lack coverage (10%). 

  In the 10 most populated states, the percent of poor children who lack health insurance 
ranges from 12% in Michigan to 28% in Florida and Texas. 

  The percent of all children who lack health insurance increased for the first time in nearly 
a decade in 2005—from 10.8% in 2004 to 11.2% in 2005.4
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For state-level and national demographic data, see the National Center for Children in Poverty web site: 

www.nccp.org
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What can be done about child poverty?

 Child poverty is not intractable. Effective public policies can make a difference. NCCP rec-
ommends two major policy strategies to improve the well-being of children and families liv-
ing in poverty:

  Make work pay 
Since research is clear that poverty is the greatest threat to children’s well being, strategies 
that help parents succeed in the labor force can help children. Policies such as earned 
income tax credits and regular increases in the minimum wage are critical to supporting 
income growth for low-wage workers. These workers also need access to benefits that 
higher-wage earners take for granted, such as health insurance and paid sick leave. 

  Support parents and their young children 
To thrive, children need nurturing families and quality early learning experiences. Programs 
that target families with infants and toddlers, such as Early Head Start, have been shown 
to improve children’s cognitive development and their behavior, as well as parenting skills. 
Investments in preschool for 3- and 4-year-olds are just as critical. High-quality early 
childhood experiences can go a long way toward closing the achievement gap between  
poor children and their more well-off peers.
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