
During recent years, the California economy has experienced job
loss and high unemployment. Historically, such conditions have 
led to declines in family income along with growth in poverty and
income inequality. In light of changing economic conditions, this
edition of California Counts examines recent trends in the distribu-

tion of family income in California, including comparisons to trends in earlier decades. 
Between 2000 and 2002, income declined for families at the bottom of the income distri-

bution, but the decline was only a few percent. Thus, income inequality and poverty grew
only mildly, especially when compared to trends during the recession of the early 1990s. Fur-
thermore, the tremendous economic growth between 1993 and 2000 brought such improve-
ments that poverty and income inequality were substantially lower in 2002 than in 1993.
However, the improvements of the last decade were not large enough to fully reverse the
growth in both poverty and income inequality that occurred during the 1970s and especially
the 1980s. Poverty and income inequality were notably higher in 2002 than in 1969. If Cali-
fornia were to experience an economic growth period of the same magnitude and nature as
that of the 1993–2000 period, poverty would fall to the lowest levels of the last three decades.
Income inequality, however, would remain fairly high, because even if poverty declines, incomes
have grown substantially for high-income families. In 1969, fewer than 5 percent of California
families were affluent. By 2002, the affluence rate increased to almost 16 percent. Compared
to the rest of the country, California has higher affluence (15.8 versus 13.2 percent) and 
higher poverty (13.1 versus 11.9 percent).

Statewide income measures mask tremendous differences across demographic groups 
and regions. In recent years, poverty rates were especially high for children (17 percent), for
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foreign-born Hispanics (24 percent), and for Southeast Asians (24 per-
cent). Among U.S.-born racial and ethnic groups, American Indians,
blacks, and Hispanics had high poverty rates. Female-headed households
had the highest poverty rates (30 percent). Poverty was especially high in
the San Joaquin Valley (22 percent). In the San Francisco Bay Area, 26
percent of residents lived in affluent families. 

Whereas income fluctuations tend to follow from business cycle con-
ditions, longer-term income trends result from more profound changes in
the economy and demography. During the last three decades, growth in
female labor force participation and earnings has been the major source of
family income growth for middle-income families. In fact, if female earn-
ings had not grown, average income for middle-income families would
have declined between 1969 and 2002. Over the same period, the growing
share of people in female-headed households has increased poverty. In
addition, new immigrants have increased the number of poor and the gap
between rich and poor in the state. Finally, the rising value of education in
the California labor market has resulted in earnings growth for those with
a college degree and earnings decline for those with only a high school
diploma or less. 

Deborah Reed is a research fellow and director of the population program at PPIC. The author
acknowledges the helpful comments and thoughtful reviews of Gary Bjork, Hans Johnson,
Marty London, Howard Shatz, Fred Silva, and Jon Sonstelie. Views expressed are those of the
author and do not necessarily reflect the views of PPIC.

During the last three
decades, growth in
female labor force 
participation and 
earnings has been 
the major source of
family income growth
for middle-income 
families.
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over 60,000 families nationally
and roughly 5,000 families in Cal-
ifornia.3 Beginning with the sam-
ple for 2001, the Census Bureau
increased the CPS sample size to
include more families with chil-
dren and recalculated the sample
weights so that when weighted,
the CPS would be similar to Cen-
sus 2000 in terms of the number
of people by age, race, and ethnic-
ity. These changes had small but
notable effects on the measure-
ment of income and poverty in
California. Therefore, we provide
two measures for 2000—one that
is comparable to the earlier years
and one that is comparable to
later years (i.e., the latter measure
uses the expanded sample and
Census 2000 weights).4 Readers
interested in further details on
data and measurement issues are
referred to the text box. 

Trends in 
Family Income

We measure income trends 
for the poorest families by

analyzing the 10th percentile, the
level of income at which 10 per-
cent of people live in families with
lower income and 90 percent of
people live in families with higher
income. In 2002, the 10th per-
centile in California was about
$15,500. This represents a 9 per-
cent decline relative to 1969 when
families at the 10th percentile

earned about $17,000 (Figure 1,
upper panel). The income statis-
tics reported here are based on a
different sample of families in
each year. That is, Figure 1 shows
that families at the 10th percentile
in 2002 earned 9 percent less than
families at the 10th percentile in
1969. The figure does not show
that the same families who were
poor in 1969 experienced a 9 per-
cent decline in income by 2002. 

Comparing income in 2002
with that of 1969 in California
shows a pattern of decline for 
low-income families, some growth
for middle-income families, and
stronger growth for high-income
families (Figure 1, upper panel).
Low-income families at the 25th
percentile earned $28,750 in
2002—a 3 percent decline from
1969. Middle-income families (at
the median), earned $56,000 in
2002, which was a 22 percent
gain over 1969 income. For high-
income families at the 75th per-
centile, income in 2002 was
$98,750—46 percent higher than
in 1969. At the 90th percentile,
income grew by 60 percent since
1969, to $143,950 in 2002.

By comparison, income in 
the rest of the United States grew
throughout the distribution,
although the growth was much
higher for high-income families
(Figure 1, lower panel). At the
10th percentile in the rest of the
nation, income showed no growth
until 1993 but then grew by 21
percent, from $13,300 in 1993 to

Introduction

During the mid and late 1990s,
California experienced tremen-

dous economic growth. Over two
million jobs were added to the
state economy, and the unemploy-
ment rate fell to less than 5 per-
cent. In 2001–2002, the California
economy slowed, experiencing a
loss of over 250,000 jobs and an
unemployment rate peaking at 6.9
percent at the end of 2002.1 Such
dramatic economic fluctuations
substantially change the economic
well-being of families but do not
affect all families equally. 

This issue of California Counts
examines changes in the distribu-
tion of family income over the last
decade and includes comparisons
to trends in earlier decades. We
describe income trends for low-
income families relative to trends
for middle- and high-income 
families. We investigate trends in
income inequality and poverty
and we explore income differences
across demographic groups. We
also discuss the demographic and
economic factors that help explain
the income trends. 

We measure California income
trends using household survey data
collected annually by the U.S.
Census Bureau for the years 1969
to 2002: Current Population Sur-
vey (CPS), March sample, 1970–
2003. The CPS measures pretax
money income and is the official
Census Bureau source for poverty
measurement.2 The CPS includes



California Counts                        Recent Trends in Income and Poverty

Public Policy Institute of California 

4

Family Income. Family income is defined as the sum of all income from all sources for all related persons
living in the same residence.5 Because larger families require more resources than smaller families to main-
tain the same level of individual consumption, we adjust for family size using the number and age of family
members. We report income levels adjusted to represent a family with two adults and two children. We
evaluate the distribution of family income across people, rather than across family units, by assigning 
to each person the adjusted income of his or her family.6

Topcode Adjustment. To ensure confidentiality of respondents, the Census Bureau did not report indi-
vidual wages and salaries above $150,000 for 2002. The dollar amount of the topcode has varied over the
years. To reduce the effect of changes in topcodes, we apply a consistent topcode of the highest 4 percent 
of earnings and the highest 4 percent of individual income in each year.7 Because of topcodes, the CPS data
cannot be used to explore income inequality that takes into account extremely high incomes.8

Inflation Adjustment. All income statistics are adjusted to 2002 dollars based on the consumer price index
for urban consumers, research series (CPI-U-RS), calculated by the Bureau of Labor Statistics. The Census
Bureau recently switched to the research series because it provides a more consistent series than was previ-
ously used (CPI-U-X1).9 An advantage of the research series is that it matches more closely to another 
measure of cost of living, the Personal Consumption Expenditure Deflator. Although the research series 
is the preferred measure, a disadvantage of using this series is that official poverty thresholds have been
inflated by the Census Bureau using the CPI-U-X1. Therefore, trends in poverty using the official thresh-
olds will show less improvement than the income trends measured in this study.

Poverty and Affluence. We use the official federal poverty threshold for 2002 for measuring poverty in
California. For previous years, we adjust the 2002 threshold by the CPI-U-X1. These thresholds are not
adjusted for the higher cost of living in California. Cost-of-living adjustments would lead to higher mea-
sures of poverty, but similar trends to those reported in this study (see Reed and Swearingen, 2001). Poor
families are defined as those earning less than $18,244, the federal poverty threshold. Low-income families
are those earning less than $36,488, twice the poverty threshold. Middle-income families are those earning
$36,488 to $127,708, two to seven times the poverty threshold. Affluent families are those earning more
than $127,708, seven times the poverty threshold. 

Measuring Income and Poverty: Technical Notes
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$16,100 in 2002. The median in
the rest of the country increased
by 48 percent, from $38,700 in
1969 to $57,300 in 2002. At the
90th percentile, income increased
by 73 percent, from $76,800 to
$133,050. In 1969, family income
throughout the distribution was
higher in California than in the

Figure 1. Percentage Change in Family Income Relative to 
1969, by Income Percentile, 1969–2002

Source: March CPS, 1970–2003.
Note: Income is adjusted for inflation and family size (see the text box for details).
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rest of the nation (Table 1). By
2002, family income at the median
and below was higher in the rest
of the country.10

Over the last three decades,
the gap between rich and poor has
grown in California faster than 
in the rest of the nation. A simple
way to characterize the income

gap is to compare income for high-
income families to that for low-
income families. In California in
1969, families at the 75th percen-
tile earned 2.3 times the income
earned by families at the 25th per-
centile (Figure 2). By 2002, this
inequality measure, known as the
75/25 ratio, grew to 3.4. In the
rest of the nation, the 75/25 ratio
was similar to that of California 
in 1969 (2.3). However, since that
time, inequality has grown more
rapidly in the state, so that by
2002, the 75/25 ratio in Califor-
nia was substantially higher than
in the rest of the nation (3.4 ver-
sus 3.0). Over the same period,
the ratio of income at the 90th
percentile relative to that at the
10th percentile shows even more
rapid growth in California (from
5.3 to 9.3) than in the rest of the
nation (from 5.7 to 8.3). 

Comparisons of 1969 with
2002 overlook the substantial
variation in the intervening years.
There is a strong relationship
between business cycle conditions
and family income. Family income
typically declines during recessions,
such as from 1989 to 1993, and
grows during economic boom
periods, such as from 1993 to
2000. Analyzing California income
changes by business cycle condi-
tions suggests that there has been
an important shift in income
trends in the last decade when
compared to trends in the prior
decade (Table 2). During the eco-
nomic growth of the late 1980s,
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from trends in the prior decade.
From 1993 to 2000, California
was “growing together” in the sense
that family income grew through-
out the distribution and income
inequality declined. Similarly, dur-
ing the most recent downturn,
economic decline was experienced

as much at the top of the distribu-
tion as at the bottom. Several fac-
tors contribute to the difference in
income patterns between the most
recent downturn and the recession
of the early 1990s. The downturn
of the recent period was much less
severe—unemployment peaked at

family income grew fastest for
high-income families and barely
grew at all for low-income fami-
lies. Between 1982 and 1989,
income grew by 17 percent at the
90th percentile and by only 4 
percent at the 10th percentile. In
contrast, during the economic
growth period in the 1990s,
income grew fastest for the poor-
est families. Between 1993 and
2000, income grew by 32 percent
at the 10th percentile and by 17
percent at the 90th percentile.
Therefore, while income inequal-
ity grew during the economic
boom of the late 1980s, it fell
substantially during the economic
boom of the 1990s (Figure 2).

During the recession of the
early 1990s, income fell the most
for the poorest families. At the 10th
percentile, income fell by 20 per-
cent between 1989 and 1993; it
fell only 3 percent for families 
at the 90th percentile. In the 
most recent economic downturn,
income at the 10th percentile fell
by the same percentage amount as
income at the 90th percentile—
3 percent. Thus, the 90/10 ratio
increased substantially during the
recession of the early 1990s but
has not grown during the recent
downturn. At the 75th percentile,
there was some income growth
between 2000 and 2002 (Table 2),
and the 75/25 ratio reflects inequal-
ity growth (Figure 2) but not as
much as between 1991 and 1993. 

Income patterns in the past
decade suggest an important shift

Table 1. Income in California and the Rest of the 
United States, 1969 and 2002 (in dollars)       

Rest of U.S. California

17,000
29,650
45,950
67,450
90,050

1969  

Rest of U.S. 

2002  

California 

10th percentile
25th percentile
Median
75th percentile
90th percentile

15,500
28,750
56,000
98,750

143,950

13,400
23,950
38,700
55,600
76,800

16,100
31,300
57,300
92,900

133,050

Source: March CPS, 1970 and 2003.
Notes: Income is adjusted for inflation and family size (see the text box for details). Income statistics 
have not been adjusted for the higher cost of living in California than in the rest of the nation. 

Figure 2. Family Income Inequality, 1969–2002

Source: March CPS, 1970–2003.
Note: Income is adjusted for family size (see the text box for details).
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6.9 percent at the end of 2002;
levels were 9 percent and higher
during 1992 and 1993. Further-
more, the recent downturn led to
substantial job losses in the profes-
sional and business services indus-
try and in the information industry.
These two higher-income indus-
tries experienced only small job
declines in the early 1990s. Finally,
the recent downturn was heavily
concentrated in the San Francisco
Bay Area, the highest income
region in California.11

Trends in Poverty
and Affluence 

In this section, we describe
changes in the share of families

who were poor, low-income, 
middle-income, and affluent.
Unlike the poverty level, there are
no routinely used income levels
that define the other groups. We
use two times the poverty line, or

Table 2. Income Changes in California During Economic 
Growth and Decline, 1982–2002 (percent)
       

2000–20021989–1993

4
3

11
10
17

Economic Growth  

1993–2000

Economic Decline  

1982–1989

10th percentile
25th percentile
Median
75th percentile
90th percentile

–20
–17
–14
–3
–3

32
22
18
14
17

–3
–4
–2

1
–3

Source: March CPS, 1983–2003.
Note: Income is adjusted for inflation and family size (see the text box for details). 

$36,488 for a family of four, as
the cutoff between middle income
and low income. The cutoff for
affluence is seven times the poverty
line, or $127,708.12 Many Califor-
nians who are classified as affluent
likely consider themselves “middle
class” when faced with California
realities such as high home prices.
Furthermore, affluent families by
this measure are by no means a
“leisure class” or “capitalist class,”
as over 85 percent of families in
this group have at least one mem-
ber working full time. 

From the late 1970s until
1993, incomes of the poorest fam-
ilies in California fell (Figure 1)
and poverty grew substantially
(Figure 3). In 1977, the California
poverty rate was 9.6 percent. In
1993, it peaked at 18.1 percent.
After 1993, poverty fell in Cali-
fornia, reaching a low in 2000.
Between 2000 and 2002, poverty
grew from 12.4 to 13.1 percent.
Over the entire period 1969 to
2002, the poverty rate increased

by 4.0 percentage points. In con-
trast, in the rest of the country,
poverty was lower in 2002 at 11.9
percent than it was in 1969 at 12.5
percent (Table 3). Thus, California
has a higher poverty rate than 
the rest of the nation (13.1 versus
11.9 percent). If we were to adjust
for the higher cost of living in
California than in other states, the
difference would be even greater
(Reed and Swearingen, 2001).

The share of Californians who
lived in families with incomes of
less than twice the poverty thresh-
old shows a pattern similar to that
of the share who were poor. The
low-income share increased during
the recessions of the early 1980s
and early 1990s, peaking at 39.9
percent in 1993. It reached a low
point in 2000 and grew from 31.6
to 32.9 percent between 2000 and
2002. By 2002, the low-income
share was 3.5 percentage points
lower than in 1969. In 2002, the
low-income share in California
was similar to that of the rest of
the country (32.9 versus 30.1 per-
cent).

Over the last three decades,
the share of affluent families grew
substantially. In 1969, only 4.6 per-
cent of Californians lived in afflu-
ent families. This share increased
steadily beginning in the mid 1970s
and reached 11.9 percent by 1988.
The only major period of decline
in the affluence rate was from
1988 to 1993, but the decline was
only 1.3 percentage points. The
affluence rate then increased from



1993 to 2000. During recent
years, it fell from 16.5 in 2000 to
15.5 in 2001 and then grew to
15.8 in 2002. Over the period
1969 to 2002, the share who were
affluent increased by 11.2 percent-
age points—a larger change in
share than for any other income
group. The growth in affluence in
California was similar to that in
the rest of the nation, where afflu-
ence increased from 2.3 percent 
to 13.3 percent.

With growth in both poverty
and affluence, the share of Califor-
nians in middle-income families
fell substantially from roughly 60
percent in the 1970s to a low of
49.5 percent in 1993. The middle-
income share increased after 1993
and in recent years has hovered
around 52 percent. In 2000, the
middle-income share was less than
8 percentage points below its 1969
level. In the rest of the country, the
middle-income share grew from
about 52 percent to about 57 per-
cent between 1969 and 2002.

Sources of 
Family Income

For low-income families as well
as middle-income families, the

main source of income is labor
earnings. The salaries and wages 
of male family members provide
about half of income for low-
income families (on average) and
nearly 60 percent of income for
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Figure 3. Poverty, Middle Income and Affluence, 1969-2002

Source: March CPS, 1970–2003.
Notes: Trends in the figure are for California only. The categories are not mutually exclusive in that 
the definition of low income (income less than $36,488) includes poor families (income less than 
$18,244). For 1979 and 1980, the data do not distinguish between middle income and affluent 
because earnings were topcoded at less than $127,708 (in 2002 dollars).
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middle-income families (Figure 4).13

The earnings of female family mem-
bers provide roughly 30 percent of
family income for low- and middle-
income families.14 Because income
and earnings data are topcoded,
the CPS cannot be used to study
income sources for the affluent. 

For low-income families,
income from government transfers
contributes 13 percent of family
income. The largest sources of
government transfers are social
security (5 percent of average
income for low-income families),
supplemental security income (3
percent),15 public assistance (3 per-
cent), and unemployment com-

pensation (2 percent). The average
contribution of these government
sources is relatively low because
most families receive no income
from any of these government
sources. For families with income
from a government source, the
source tends to contribute a sub-
stantial share of income. Income
from “other” sources makes up 6
percent of income for low-income
families. The largest component of
this is private financial assistance
from friends, families, and chari-
ties (2 percent).16

For middle-income families,
government transfers provide only
4 percent of income. The largest



female earnings grew by 52 per-
cent over the same period. With-
out that growth, average family
income for these families would
have declined by 22 percent.
Instead, it declined by 13 percent.

The growth in female earnings
stems from growth in the labor
force participation of women dur-
ing the last three decades. Women
today are more likely than women
in 1969 to work full-time and 
less likely to take substantial time
away from careers to raise children.
Growth in income for middle-
income families, then, largely
reflects higher work effort. At the
same time, higher work effort
tends to create additional family
expenses, particularly for child care.
In light of these considerations,
the 13 percent average income
growth for middle-income families
in all likelihood has not made
today’s families substantially better
off than their middle-income
counterparts in 1969.
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Over the decades since
1969, female earnings
have been the main
engine of income
growth for families.

Table 3. Poverty and Affluence in California and the Rest 
of the Nation, 1969–2002 (in percent)       

20021969

9.1
36.4
59.0
4.6

California  

2002

Rest of U.S. 

1969

Poor
Low income
Middle income
Affluent

12.5
45.6
51.7
2.3

13.1
32.9
51.3
15.8

11.9
30.1
56.7
13.3

Source: March CPS, 1970–2003.
Note: The categories are not mutually exclusive in that the definition of low income (income less 
than $36,488) includes poor families (income less than $18,244).

single source of government trans-
fers is social security (less than 2
percent of average income). Capi-
tal income contributes 2 percent
of family income. “Other” sources
make up 3 percent of average
income. 

Over the decades since 1969,
female earnings have been the
main engine of income growth for
families. For middle-income fami-

lies, average income grew by 13
percent from $65,500 to $72,900
between 1969 and 2002. Over 
the same period, female earnings
more than doubled from $12,100
to $24,550. Without the growth
in female earnings, the average
income of middle-income families
would actually have declined by 6
percent between 1969 and 2002.17

For low-income families, average

Figure 4. Income Sources, 2002

Source: March CPS, 1970–2003.
Notes: Includes families with family heads between the ages of 18 and 64. Capital income is from 
interest, rent, dividends, royalties, estates, and trusts. The CPS does not measure capital gains.

Low-income families Middle-income families

Male
earnings

50%

Male
earnings

57%

Female
earnings

30%

Female
earnings

34%

Government
13%

Government
4%

Capital income
1%

Capital income
2%

Other
6%

Other
3%

9
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Family Income by
Demographic Group
and by Region

Statewide income and poverty
levels mask the tremendous

diversity of income across regions
and demographic groups in 
California. The median income,
poverty, and affluence of each
demographic group are measured
by the family income of individu-
als in the group. For example, the
poverty rate of children is based
on the share of children who live
in poor families. 

In recent years, the median
family income in California was
$56,000. Roughly 13 percent of
Californians were poor and 16
percent were affluent (Table 4).
The poverty rate for children was
substantially higher at 17 percent.
For people age 65 and older, the
poverty rate was relatively low, 
8 percent. Only 14 percent of
people of retirement age were
affluent as measured by income,
although this may underestimate
true affluence, since many retired
people rely on wealth rather than
income. Although children were
less likely to be affluent than were
people of retirement age (10 per-
cent versus 14 percent), there are
substantially more children in the
population and thus the affluent
population was 17 percent chil-
dren and only 8 percent people 
of retirement age (Table 4, final
column).

The diversity of economic
well-being across racial and ethnic
groups was substantial. Foreign-
born Hispanics had a very high
poverty rate (24 percent). U.S.-
born Hispanics and blacks had
about twice the poverty of U.S.-
born whites. Among Asian groups,
poverty tends to be low for those
born in the United States (6 per-
cent) and for immigrants (8 per-
cent). However, a substantial share
of immigrants from some South-
east Asian countries arrived as
refugees.18 Among Asians from
these countries, poverty is quite
high (24 percent). U.S.-born
whites are the largest population
group in California at 42 percent
and they constitute 65 percent of
the affluent population. Among
the poor, foreign-born Hispanics
are the largest group at 41 per-
cent. Although the sample size
was too small to measure income
and poverty for American Indians,
the 2000 Census found a poverty
rate of 22 percent compared to a
poverty rate of 14.2 percent for
the entire state population. 

Female-headed households
with children had the lowest
income levels of any demographic
group studied and the highest
poverty rate—30 percent. Although
female-headed households were
only 11 percent of the population,
they made up one-quarter of the
poor population. The relationship
between family type and income
helps to explain why U.S.-born
Hispanic families and black 

families have high poverty rates.
Eighteen percent of U.S.-born
Hispanics and 21 percent of
blacks lived in a female-headed
household compared to 11 per-
cent of all Californians. 

The San Joaquin Valley had a
much higher poverty rate than any
other region (22 percent). Several
regions had relatively low poverty
rates of under 9 percent: the San
Francisco Bay Area , the Sacra-
mento region, and Orange County.
The San Francisco Bay Area had
the highest affluence rate of any
region (26 percent), and about
one-third of affluent families live
in the Bay Area. These regional
measures do not adjust for the
higher cost of living in certain
regions, especially San Francisco.19

Demographic 
and Economic
Determinants of
Income Trends

As noted above, the business
cycle is an important determi-

nant of fluctuations in income and
poverty. Periods of sustained eco-
nomic growth, such as that from
1993 to 2000 in California, tend
to bring income growth, increas-
ing affluence, falling poverty rates,
and declining income inequality.
Recessions and economic stagna-
tion, such as that in the early
1990s in California, bring income
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Table 4. Income, Poverty, and Affluence by Demographic Group, 2000–2002    

Share of Affluent 
Population

(%)

Population
Share
(%)

Share of Poor 
Population   

(%)

All

Younger than age 18
Ages 18 to 64
Age 65 and older

White
   U.S.-born
   Foreign-born
Hispanic
   U.S.-born
   Foreign-born
Asian
   U.S.-born
   Born in Southeast Asia
   Other foreign-born
Black

Single, living alone
Married
   No children
   With children
Unmarried woman, with children

Sacramento region
San Francisco Bay Area
Central Coast
San Joaquin Valley
Los Angeles County
Orange County
Inland Empire
San Diego County

Affluence
Rate
(%)

Median 
Family Income

($)

56,000

44,000
63,000
49,000

77,000
67,000

50,000
31,000

77,000
49,000
67,000
50,000

49,000

90,000
57,000
29,000

65,000
77,000
42,000
41,000
48,000
65,000
53,000
62,000

13

17
11
  8

 
 7
11

13
24

  6
24
  8
15

19

  3
10
30

 
 8
  7
15
22
14
  8
13
11

100

28
63
10

42
  5

 11
22

 
2

  2
  8
  6

17

19
45
11

 
 5
20
  3
11
28
  8
10
  8

100

38
56
  6

24
  5

12
41

 
 1
  4
  5
  7

25

  5
36
25

 
 3
11
  4
19
33
  6
10
  7

100

17
75
  8

   
65
  7

6
  3

 4
  1
10
  4

15

39
38
  1

 
 6

33
  3
  5
24
11
  6
  8

Source: March CPS, 2001–2003 (combined).
Notes: The information in all rows is based on a minimum of 200 families. Racial and ethnic groups do not include “mixed race” respondents in 2003 
(1.4 percent) and persons not part of the four main groups (1.1 percent in 2003). Foreign-born status is that of the family head. Regional statistics are not 
adjusted for cost-of-living differences between the regions. Several regions are not included because of small sample sizes. 
 

Poverty
Rate
(%)Demographic Group

16

10
19
14

24
21
  
9

  2

27
  9
20
  9

15

32
14
  2

18
26
13
  8
13
21
10
16

decline, increasing poverty, and
rising income inequality.

Whereas business cycle condi-
tions help explain short-term fluc-
tuations, major economic and
demographic changes contribute
to the long-run trends. Four

major changes have been impor-
tant for family income trends over
the last three decades. First, as dis-
cussed in the section above on
income sources, growth in female
employment and earnings has
been the most important source of

income growth for middle-income
families. Without the growth in
earnings from female family mem-
bers, the income of middle-income
families would have declined
between 1969 and 2002. Second,
there has been substantial growth
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in the share of the population liv-
ing in female-headed families with
children. In 1969, only 6 percent
of Californians were in such fami-
lies. By 2002, the share in female-
headed families grew to almost 11
percent. Because female-headed
households tend to have low
incomes and high poverty rates
(Table 4), the growth in the num-
ber of female-headed households
has led to increased poverty.20

Third, immigration has played
a major role in changing the 
shape of the California income
distribution. Although many
immigrants have high incomes,
the bulk of immigrants, especially
Hispanic immigrants, have low
incomes and high poverty rates
(Table 4). Even with income
growth for immigrants who were
in California during the 1990s,
the flow of new arrivals continued
to bring poor families to the 
state (Hill and Hayes, 2003). By
increasing the number of poor
and low-income families, immi-
gration has increased income
inequality in California (Reed,
1999; Daly, Reed, Royer, 2001).21

However, the empirical evidence
suggests that the effect of immi-
gration on the wages of U.S.-born
workers is small or zero (National
Research Council, 1997).

Finally, major changes in the
economy have brought about dif-
ferent earnings trends by education
levels. For workers with a high
school diploma or less education,
earnings were lower in 1999 than

in 1969 (Figure 5). For workers
with a bachelor’s degree, earnings
were much higher in 1999 than 
in 1969. Thus, the labor market
value of a college education rela-
tive to a high school education
increased substantially after 1969.
The changes shown in Figure 5
for California were also experi-
enced in the rest of the nation.
However, earnings growth for 
college-educated workers during
the 1990s was lower in the rest of
the nation than in California.

The growing value of educa-
tion in the California labor market
has been a major factor in explain-
ing the growth in income inequal-
ity (Reed, 1999).22 Several changes
in the economy have contributed
to the value of education. Labor-
saving technological changes have
simultaneously increased the
demand for educated workers who
can operate sophisticated equip-
ment and reduced the demand for
less-educated workers, many of
whom have been displaced by
automation. Growth in interna-
tional trade has opened interna-
tional markets for goods and
services produced in the United
States by educated workers in
high-tech industries and financial
services. Less-educated workers 
in production increasingly are dis-
placed by low-paid production
workers in other countries. Immi-
gration has increased the size of
the low-wage workforce and com-
petition for jobs among workers
with low education. Moreover,

institutional changes, such as the
decline in the real value of the
minimum wage and shrinking
unionization rates, have also moved
the economy toward lower wages
for workers with low education.23

In 1999, PPIC published a
report on the causes of growth in
income inequality in California
between 1967 and 1997 (Reed,
1999). The report found that
growth in family income inequal-
ity largely reflects growth in the
inequality of labor market earn-
ings. Taken together, immigration
and the rising value of education
can explain close to half the
increase in earnings inequality in
California. After accounting for
these factors, changes in education
levels, age structure, racial and
ethnic representation, and indus-
trial composition had a relatively
small effect—combined they
explain less than 10 percent of the
growth in earnings inequality. Put
differently, earnings inequality
increased substantially within pop-
ulation groups defined by educa-
tion, age, race and ethnicity, and
industry of work. Even after
accounting for all of these eco-
nomic and demographic factors,
almost half of the rise in earnings
inequality cannot be explained.

Conclusion

The sustained economic growth
period from 1993 to 2000

brought about substantial income
growth for families at all levels of
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Figure 5. Male Earnings Trends, by Education Level, 
1969–1999

Source: Decennial Censuses 1970, 1980, 1990, and 2000.
Notes: The information in the figure is for U.S.-born Californians only. Income is adjusted for 
inflation to 2002 dollars. The figure shows expected annual earnings evaluated using a model of 
earnings determination for men ages 25 to 54. The model controls for age, race, and ethnicity. 
Reported statistics are for an average man with 15 years of work experience.
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The sustained economic
growth period from
1993 to 2000 brought
about substantial
income growth for
families at all levels of
income, but growth was
faster at the bottom of
the distribution.

income, but growth was faster at
the bottom of the distribution.
Even in the recent downturn, the
poorest families experienced only
small income losses. As a result,
poverty in California was much
lower in 2002 than it was ten
years ago. Moreover, the income
levels of low-income families show
more growth in the last decade
than do income levels of high
income families, and income
inequality was substantially lower
in 2002 than in 1993. 

In a longer-run perspective,
the improvement of the last
decade follows 25 years of growth
in poverty and income inequality
in California: Poverty and income

inequality remained higher in
2002 than in 1969. On the other
hand, one positive income trend
of the last 30 years has been the
continued growth of affluence. In
1969, less than 5 percent of Cali-
fornians were in affluent families.
The share grew in each of the 
last three decades, and in 2002,
almost 16 percent of Californians
were affluent.

Expectations for the near term
depend on economic conditions. If
the economic downturn continues,
poverty and inequality will likely
rise, as they have in every recession
of the past three decades. However,
if the economy grows out of the
slump, poverty and inequality may

indeed fall, as was the case during
the recent economic growth period
in the mid and late 1990s. A repeat
of the income changes experienced
in the 1993–2000 period would
bring poverty to the lowest levels
of the last three decades. Inequal-
ity, however, would remain well
above 1969 levels. Thus, income
inequality is likely to remain high.
One major factor explaining high
income inequality is the substan-
tial differential in the labor market
value of education. In today’s
economy, it is more important
than in past decades to promote
opportunities for Californians to
further their education and develop
their job skills. ◆
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Contra Costa, Marin, Napa, San Francisco,
San Mateo, Santa Clara, and Solano Counties.
The Central Coast includes Monterey, San
Luis Obispo, and Santa Barbara Counties.
The San Joaquin Valley includes Fresno, Kern,
Madera, Merced, San Joaquin, Stanislaus, 
and Tulare Counties. The Inland Empire is
Riverside and San Bernardino Counties.

20 See Cancian and Reed (2002) for analysis
of the relationship between female employ-
ment, family structure, and poverty rates. See
Johnson and Tafoya (2000) for analysis of
family structure and poverty in California.

21 Domestic out-migration from California
has not substantially changed the distribution
of income in California (Daly, Reed, Royer,
2001).

22 See Betts (2000) for analysis of the relation-
ship between education and labor market
earnings in California.

23 For a further explanation of these causes see
Reed (1999) and Danziger and Gottschalk
(1995).



California Counts                        Recent Trends in Income and Poverty

Public Policy Institute of California 

15

Daly, Mary C., Deborah Reed, and Heather
N. Royer, “Population Mobility and Income
Inequality in California,” California Counts,
Vol. 2, No. 4, May 2001.  

Danziger, Sheldon, and Peter Gottschalk,
America Unequal, Russell Sage Foundation
and Harvard University Press, New York and
Cambridge, Massachusetts, 1995.

Hill, Laura, and Joseph Hayes, “California’s
Newest Immigrants,” California Counts, 
Vol. 5, No. 2, November 2003.

Johnson, Hans P., and Sonya M. Tafoya,
“Trends in Family and Household Poverty,”
California Counts, Vol. 1, No. 3, May 2000.

The Public Policy Institute of California is a private, nonprofit research organization established in 1994 with an
endowment from William R. Hewlett. The Institute conducts independent, objective, nonpartisan research on the
economic, social, and political issues affecting Californians. The Institute’s goal is to raise public awareness of
these issues and give elected representatives and other public officials in California a more informed basis for devel-
oping policies and programs. PPIC does not take or support positions on any ballot measure or on any local, state,
or federal legislation, nor does it endorse, support, or oppose any political parties or candidates for public office.

PUBLIC POLICY INSTITUTE OF CALIFORNIA
500 Washington Street, Suite 800 • San Francisco, California 94111
Telephone: (415) 291-4400 • Fax: (415) 291-4401 • www.ppic.org

Board of Directors
Raymond L. Watson, Chair
Vice Chairman of the Board
The Irvine Company

Edward K. Hamilton
Chairman
Hamilton, Rabinovitz & Alschuler, Inc.

Gary K. Hart
Founder
Institute for Educational Reform
California State University, Sacramento

Walter B. Hewlett
Director
Center for Computer Assisted 
Research in the Humanities

David W. Lyon
President and CEO
Public Policy Institute of California

Vilma S. Martinez
Partner
Munger, Tolles & Olson LLP

Cheryl White Mason
Chief, Civil Liability Management
Office of the City Attorney
Los Angeles, California

Arjay Miller
Dean Emeritus
Graduate School of Business
Stanford University

Ki Suh Park
Design and Managing Partner
Gruen Associates

Constance L. Rice
Co-Director
The Advancement Project

Thomas C. Sutton
Chairman & CEO
Pacific Life Insurance Company

Cynthia A. Telles
Department of Psychiatry
UCLA School of Medicine

Carol Whiteside
President
Great Valley Center

National Research Council, The New Ameri-
cans, National Academy Press, Washington,
D.C., 1997.

Piketty, Thomas, and Emmanuel Saez,
“Income Inequality in the United States,
1913–1998,” NBER Working Paper 8467,
Cambridge, Massachusetts, 2001.

Reed, Deborah, and Richard Van Swearingen,
“Poverty in California: Levels, Trends, and
Demographic Dimensions,” California
Counts, Vol. 3, No. 3, November 2001.

Reed, Deborah, California’s Rising Income
Inequality: Causes and Concerns, Public 
Policy Institute of California, San Francisco,
California, 1999.

Reed, Deborah, Melissa Glenn Haber, and
Laura Mameesh, The Distribution of Income
in California, Public Policy Institute of Cali-
fornia, San Francisco, California, 1996.

“Unemployment and Job Loss in California,”
Just the Facts, Public Policy Institute of Cali-
fornia, San Francisco, California, June 2003.



California Counts                        Recent Trends in Income and Poverty

Public Policy Institute of California 

NON-PROFIT ORG.
U.S. POSTAGE

PAID
BRISBANE, CA
PERMIT #83

PUBLIC POLICY INSTITUTE OF CALIFORNIA
500 Washington Street, Suite 800
San Francisco, California 94111

California’s
Income and
Poverty Trends

Recent issues of 

California Counts
POPULATION TRENDS AND PROFILES

California’s Newest Immigrants

California’s Newest Neighborhoods

Latinos and Racial Identification in California

Maturity Before Maternity: Teen Birth Rates in California

California’s Young Children: Demographic, Social, and Economic Conditions

Who’s Your Neighbor? Residential Segregation and Diversity in California

A State of Diversity: Demographic Trends in California’s Regions

are available free of charge on PPIC’s website
www.ppic.org

In This Issue



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /SyntheticBoldness 1.00
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName (http://www.color.org)
  /PDFXTrapped /Unknown

  /Description <<
    /ENU (Use these settings to create PDF documents with higher image resolution for high quality pre-press printing. The PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Reader 5.0 and later. These settings require font embedding.)
    /JPN <FEFF3053306e8a2d5b9a306f30019ad889e350cf5ea6753b50cf3092542b308030d730ea30d730ec30b9537052377528306e00200050004400460020658766f830924f5c62103059308b3068304d306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103057305f00200050004400460020658766f8306f0020004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d30678868793a3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a306b306f30d530a930f330c8306e57cb30818fbc307f304c5fc59808306730593002>
    /FRA <>
    /DEU <>
    /PTB <>
    /DAN <>
    /NLD <>
    /ESP <>
    /SUO <>
    /ITA <>
    /NOR <>
    /SVE <>
  >>
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


