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S Over the past two decades, California’s poverty rates have risen
umm ary substantially, both in absolute terms and compared to poverty rates

in the rest of the nation. Poverty rates differ dramatically across
family and household types, but they also change over time within these types. Over the last
two decades, changes in the distribution of family and household types account for very little
of the increase in poverty rates. Instead, the overall rise is mostly the result of increases in
poverty rates within two types of households: married couples with children and single par-
ents. Poverty rates for such families increased substantially in California even as they showed
no change or declined in the rest of the nation.

In California, the higher poverty rates for both kinds of families can be attributed to the
growing proportion of households headed by less-educated, often immigrant, adults. Many
of these households consist of married couples and their children with at least one working
spouse. Unlike the poor in the rest of the nation, the poor in California are now more likely
to live in married-couple families than in any other type of household.
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Increases in poverty Introduction

are more than espite recent declines in
tempo_ral changes due Dpoverty in California, the
to business cycles. long-term trend has been toward
higher poverty rates. Over the past
20 years, these rates have increased
substantially during recessionary
periods but declined only moder -
ately during times of economic
growth. In 1997-98, poverty rates
0 2 | were substantially higher than in
1978-79, increasing from 10.4
16 percent to 15.3 percent.* Both
14 " periods were characterized by eco-
"':il 4"“’ nomic growth. Poverty has in-
creased much faster in California
—— st of United States than in the rest of the country,
== California where poverty rates rose from 11.8
percent to 12.4 percent over this
same time span (see Figure 1).
) ) ) ) ) ) . ) Before 1987, California had lower
79-80 8%-82 8354 O5-86 B7-58 80-00 91-02 03-04 05-05 47-08 poverty rates than the rest of the
Fears country; since then, its rates have
been higher (see Figure 2). By
1997-98, poverty rates in Califor-

Fiqure 1. Poverty Rates for California and the Rest of the
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Figure 2. Ratioc of Poverty Ratec in California to Poverty nia were almost 1.3 times greater
Rates in the Rest of the United States than in the rest of the country.
The long-term trends indicate
that increases in poverty are more
than temporal changes due to
o business cycles. The conventional
1,20 wisdom is that some, if not most,
110 of the increases in poverty rates
g over the past two decades can be
= 1.00
=
0.90 o B —
Borm 1 Because of sample size limitations in the
iR 11] Current Population Survey, we use two-year
averages for poverty rates and for household
070 and family structure. All poverty rates are for
people living in certain types of households.
060 . ! h 2 : : : . ! Similarly, household and family structure is
Fo-80 E1-82 #8384 @5-86 A7-BE ED-00 9-092 9394 9505 97-98 based on the proportion of people living in
pars certain types of households and families.
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attributed to changes in house -
hold and family structure, particu-
larly the rise in the number of
families headed by single parents.
In this report, we test this con-
ventional wisdom by describing
trends in family and household
poverty both in California and in
the rest of the country. After
examining the degree to which
increases in poverty can be attrib-
uted to changes in family and
household structure, we also
consider the respective roles of
employment, immigration, and
education. We find that the con-
ventional wisdom holds for the
nation as a whole, but not for
California. In California, the
growing proportion of households
headed by less-educated, often
immigrant, adults explains much
of the increase.

Poverty Levels
and Trends

Poverty, by Household
and Family Type

overty rates vary dramatically

with household and family
structure. For example, families
headed by single parents are almost
ten times more likely to live in
poverty than are married couples
with no children (see Figure 3).
People who live in households
with other unrelated individuals
also have high poverty rates,
whereas people who live alone
have relatively low poverty rates.

Defining Household and Family Types

In this repost, we define six howusehold and Emily oypes.

Household! Family Descrnption

Category

* Marmed coaple air owm under age 18,
witthout chiidezn suples’ adefz chides

In many ways, variations in
poverty rates by household and
family type in California resemble
those for the rest of the United
States. For example, in both Cali-
fornia and the rest of the country,
poverty rates are lowest for mar-
ried couples without children and
highest for single parents with
children. However, three groups
have substantially different pover-
ty rates in California than in the
rest of the United States: married
couples with children, single par-
ents with children, and people

who live alone. Compared to
their counterparts in the rest of
the country, married couples with
children in California are almost
twice as likely to live in poverty.
Single parents with children are
also more likely to live in poverty
in California than similar families
in the rest of the country. People
who live alone in California, how-
ever, are substantially less likely to
live in poverty than people who
live alone in the rest of the United
States.
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Defining Poverty

W wme the March supplernenes of the Current Popualation Survey o develop the estimates of poverty presenited in thes
repore, e use e official poverry thresholds, as developed by the federal govermment, s determine the number of people
living in poverty. Az shown in the @ble below, poverey thresholds are determined by the number of adults and children ina
howsehold or famaly. For example, the poverty threshold £ a single parencwith owo childen was 513,133 m 15998

Poverty Thresholds in 1998, by Size of Family and Number of Related Children Under Age 18
Related Children Under Age 18

Size of Famnily U nit Averzgef Mone | One | Twwo | Theee | Four | Five Six Seven | Eight
Theeshokd or More
One pesoa (uerkated individual 8,318
Under age 5 3480 F 8,490
Age 65 and cver Ta18 818
Two pEons 10,634
Householder urdarage 65 10,972 10,215 { 11,135

Hesmekolder age 65 and over 0862 | QE53 115108

Three pemsons 13,003 12,750 {13,420 1 13,433

Fiosar pemons 16,660 § 16813 170881 16,530 | 16,358

Five parmons 196480 § 30,375 ) 205370 19540 ] 194531 19,155

S pemons 2L2IE §23320 123413122530 1 22,468 1 21,780 1 21,373

Sewan pESOnS 25,257 § 36433 1 IT000 ] 36423 { 260201 FRIT0 ] 14305 ] 23, 435

Eight persoss 20,166 | 3OO0 0 I AT | IRTI0 ) PHIFI | FEITS | ITOES | PRAX0 | 16,353

Nine persons or more 33,335 | 36,900 § 36275 35,708 | 35388 | I4TI3 | 33808 | FILOE0 | ILTTS Y FLIDI

SOAFRCE. LLS L orviod Buriasa, Cussal Pojii i Son o

These poverty threshelds are based on the cose of a mini mum adequate dier, according oo the least expensie of four
fiocadd plans designed by the ULS, Department of Agrcuiome in 191, muleptied by three @ aoount for other expenses, and
updiared for inflation. The thresholds make ne adustments for regiomat differences in the cost of living, nov do the thiesholds
explicitly conmsder the cost of housing.  [ncome considered in the demermeration of poverty is precx family income (Fukber,
19%92; Insrimate for Researchon Poverty, 2000} The income used for povertr determirasaon incluces government cash
transfers {sexh as walfare payments) but excludes in-kind benefits {such as food stamps), does not decducs taxes paid, and
igrores the costs associated with earning ncome (such as chikd care coas).

The adequary of the poverty thresholds has been called insy quaestion, with the Mationa Acaderny of Sciences proposing
a change in the method used o desermine poverty {Institige fr Research on Poverty; 19498). The Census Bureaw {Eralaker,
1950) estirmates theat poversy kevels would be subsmnsaly higher than the official levef if government cash ransfers {sixhas
welire payments) weme not mcluded m income (20,1 peroentcomypared w0 12.7 percent in 1998} but only slightfy kower if 2k
noncash transfers and tie earned income credie were incluaded {105 percens comipared oy 1 2.7 percent).
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Changes in the Distribution California, often seen as a bellwether state for social
of Household and Family change, now has a greater preponderance of nuclear
Types family households than the rest of the nation.

Because poverty rates differ dra-
matically by household and family
type, changes in the distribution
of these types have important
implications for overall poverty

analysis, we consider these changes Higas . Poveily Baw by Howsiod yge. 1907 6

separately from poverty rate 0 _

changes within each type of a 453 :

household. - & Califormia
Although the proportion of “ W Rest of United States

married-couple households has
been declining in California and
the rest of the United States, most
Californians still live in married-
couple households. In 1997-98,
over 40 percent of Californians
lived in households that contained
a married couple and their chil-
dren, and another 23 percent con- Ere— Marled  Sngle parek  Ctherfaomiy  Mendanly  Live glons
sisted of married couples living no children  with chfdren it chil dnen

together with no children (see
Table 1). The decline in families
consisting of a married couple
with children has been much less
precipitous in California than

Pancant

4.5 41

Table 1. Distribution of People by Household Type:
LCalifornia and the Rest of the United States, 1978-79

in the rest of the United States. and 1997-98
Indeed, Californians in 1978-79 Califorrda flest of U5,
were less likely to reside in these
households than the rest of the 1976-79 | 1991-98 [ 1978-79 | 1947-9&
::iokulntrty srpc;SU|ﬁ1tI$r? r?]uitnmore Married na children 236% | Z3i% | 260% | 271%
193%’ 38 e(s:aﬁ forniae often seen Marrled with children 455 4.3 485 8.4
2 a beIIWether state lfor social Single parent with dhiidren 102 1.8 9.1 1.7
change, now has a greater prepon- Other famlly 50 A 23 &0
derance of nuclear family house- Non-famity 5.5 6.4 22 i1
holds than the rest of the nation. Live shome 0.2 8.9 8.0 101
In California, unlike the rest Total 100.0 1000 1000 100,
of the nation, the proportion of
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In California, poverty
rates have risen for
five of the six family
and household types
considered here. For
the rest of the country,
however, those rates
have declined for five
of these family and
household types.

the population living in married-
couple households without chil-
dren declined between 1978-79
and 1997-98. Many of these
households, which include “dinks”
(double income no kids) and
“empty nesters,” have two wage
earners in addition to no other
residents and thus have very low
poverty rates.

While the proportion of the
population living in married-couple
households has declined, the pro-
portion living in single-parent
families has increased. Compared
to the rest of the country, Califor-
nia had a higher proportion of its
population living in such families
in 1978-89. Since that time,
however, a rise in single-parent
families in the rest of the nation
has closed that gap. By 1997-98,
about 12 percent of the popula-

Figuire 4. Change in Poverty Rates, 197870 to 109798

4.0

120
100

B California
B Restof United States

Changa in Rate
'
(=]

tanrod Bamked  Singhe parent
mo chifdren  whh chilldren  wEh dhiidren

Oiherfamlly  Monfamily  Uve dono

tion, both in California and the
rest of the nation, lived in house-
holds headed by single parents.
Other notable trends include
the large increase in the number
and proportion of Californians
living in “other families” (families
that do not include a married cou-
ple). Many of these families con-
sist of a divorced parent with adult
children. The very large increase
in the number of people living in
such families in California at least
partly reflects the increasing ten-
dency of adult children to contin-
ue living at home rather than
establishing their own households.
Although the proportion of
people living alone has increased
nationally, that proportion has
declined in California. California’s
increasingly younger age structure,
large immigrant population, and

high housing costs at least partially
explain this difference. Those
over age 60 are most likely to live
alone, and California has a lower
proportion of people in that age
group. In addition, high housing
costs in California make living
alone a more expensive proposi-
tion than in the rest of the coun-
try. Finally, immigrants are less
likely to live alone than are U.S.
natives.

Changes in Poverty

Rates, by Household and
Family Type

Over the past two decades, a
remarkable difference in poverty
rates between California and the
rest of the United States has
emerged. In California, poverty
rates have risen for five of the six
family and household types con-
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sidered here. For the rest of the
country, however, those rates have
declined for five of these family

Ficgire 5. Poverty Rate by Household Type in California,

1978-79 and 1998-00

and household types (see Figure 4). |

From 1978-79 to 1997-98, a5 .
increases in California’s poverty an :
rates were especially dramatic for = bl
single-parent families, married

. . n

couples with children, and non- B
family households. In absolute [
numbers, the greatest increase was e
for single-parent families, who saw 18
their poverty rates rise from 33.4 10
percent in 1978-79 to 44.2 per- 5
cent in 1997-98 (see Figure 5). o 2 B
The greatest relative increase was Maried Maried  Sigleparent Cthertamiy  Mondamily L done

no dlldren  with chlidres it childwen

for married couples with children,
whose 1998 poverty rates rose
from 8.2 percent in 1978-79 to
14.3 percent in 1997-98. Sub- Figgare 6. Poverty Rate by Howse hold Type in the Rest of
stantial increases in poverty rates the United States, 1978-79 and 1998 -09

also occurred for non-family
households (18.9 percent to 25.4
percent) and other family house- = 197879

holds (10.7 percent to 15.0 per- a ! 1

cent). Poverty rates for married 5

couples without children increased El
slightly, while poverty rates for

people who lived alone were 20
essentially unchanged between 5
1978-79 and 1997-98. o
In contrast to these increases
in California, poverty rates in the 5 _-_
.}

rest of the U_nited State_s decli'ned Mared Mariad  Swglopares Glhertamiy Nowtamly Ureskons
slightly for five of the six family nodhildren  with chlidren with children

and household types. The lone
exception, married couples with
children, experienced virtually the
same poverty rates in 1997-98 as
in 1978-79.

These differences between Cali-
fornia and the rest of the United

Panpant
[
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We find that the
preponderance of
less-educated, often
immigrant, households
explains much of
California’s higher
poverty rates.

States are striking. In 1978-79,
poverty rates in California were
about the same or lower than
poverty rates in the rest of the
United States for every type of fam-
ily and household. By 1997-98,
poverty rates in California were
greater than those in the rest of
the United States for every type
of family and household with one
exception—people who live alone.

Changes in Household/
Family Structure and Rising
Poverty

So far we have looked at two
factors that affect overall poverty
rates: changes in the distribution
of family and household types and
poverty rate changes within those
types. In this section, we examine
the degree to which each kind of
change has contributed to overall
poverty rates.

2 Such an analysis gives us a sense of the
importance of changes in household and
family structure, but it is important to note
that poverty itself could lead to changes in
household and family structure.

Trends in Family and Household Poverty

Most if not all of the modest
increase in poverty in the rest of
the United States can be explained
by shifts in the distribution of
household and family types, that is,
by distributional shifts from house-
holds and families with low poverty
rates (such as married-couple
families) to households and fami-
lies with high poverty rates (such
as single-parent families with
children). Without such shifts
between 1978-79 and 1997-98,
poverty rates in the rest of the
United States would have fallen.?

In contrast, only a small
amount of California’s increase
in poverty can be attributed to
changes in the distribution of
household and family types. Even
with no distributional changes
between 1978-79 and 1997-98,
poverty rates would have increased,
largely because poverty rates
increased for almost every type of
household and family in the state.

Why California
Poverty Rates Are
Higher

If changes in household and fam-
ily type do not explain the rise
in poverty in California, what
does? Of course there are myriad

3 Again, this assumes that poverty rates for
a given household or family type are not
affected by changes in the distribution of
households and families.

determinants of poverty. Here
we examine the role of education,
employment, and immigration,
focusing on poverty among two
groups: married couples with chil -
dren and single parents with chil -
dren. These two groups account
for almost 7 in 10 impoverished
Californians (see Figure 7) and
72 percent of the increase in the
number of people in poverty
between 197879 and 1997-98.
We find that the preponderance of
less-educated, often immigrant,
households explains much of Cali-
fornia’s higher poverty rates.

Among married couples with
children, the increase in poverty in
California is not due to a decline
in labor force participation but
rather to an increase in poverty
among working families.* The vast
majority of married-couple families
in California contain at least one
worker (95 percent in 1996-98).
In 1978-79, working married
couples with children had similar
poverty rates in California as in the
rest of the United States (6 percent).
By 1997-98, however, poverty
rates for working married couples
with children in California had
doubled to 12 percent whereas
those in the rest of the nation
remained mostly unchanged (see
Figure 8).

Many of these working poor
households are headed by an immi-

4 We define working families as those contain-
ing at least one worker.
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grant with little education. In
1996-98, 43 percent of Califor-
nia’s married couples with children
were headed by an immigrant,
compared to only 11 percent in
the rest of the country (see Table
2).* Half of the immigrant heads
of these households in California
had not completed high school.
Poverty rates are particularly high
for this large group of poorly edu-
cated immigrants (see Table 3).
Most of the difference in poverty
between married couples with
children in California and their
counterparts in the rest of the
United States is due to the large
concentration of poorly educated
immigrants in California.

Amonyg single parents, the
large increase in poverty rates in
California is at least partly attrib-
utable to two factors: a rapid rise
in the percentage of never-married
mothers and increasing poverty
rates for these same mothers. In
California, the share of never-
married single mothers among all
single parents increased from 14
percent in 1978-80 to 37 percent
in 1996-98. At the same time,
poverty rates for never-married
parents in California increased
from 52 percent to 55 percent, or
about twice the rate for divorced

® The March Current Population Surveys did
not begin collecting information on immi-
grant status until 1994. Because of sample
size limitations, we combine three years of
survey data when examining factors associat -
ed with poverty for a specific type of house-
hold or family.

Ficpere 7. Distibution of People in Poverty by Household

and Family Type, 1997-98

Cadifornia

Live along - Married

B arvied veikh o Bdren
E )

Aest of United States

single parent = Lhi alone
with children 5%
I

Bairied with o Bdren
IE%

Ficgsre 8. Poverty Rate Among Working Married Couples

with Children

B Fest of United States
B California
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Ghm e L : or separated mothers. The rest
Table 1. Distribution of People in Married Couple of the United States experienced

House holds hy. Iml:l_‘ugr_ant Statis and Education of Head an almost equally dramatic shift
of Household. 1996-98 in marital status toward never-

married mothers (17 percent to
38 percent), but unlike California,
this shift was countered by a
Califarnia substantial decline in poverty rates
Less than high school A% 22% 26% among never-married mothers,
High school graduate i5 1 22 which declined 12 percent between
Atleast some college £ 4 5 1978-80 and 1996-98.
Total 87 43 100 Increasing poverty rates of sin-
- gle parents in California can also
fest of United States be attributed to an increase in the
Less than high school 16 A 145 number of less-educated single
High school graduate 10 3 13 parents. Relative to the rest of the
Atleast some college 4 £ Ed country, California has a high pro-
Total - 11 100 portion of single parents who have
not graduated from high school

(see Table 3). The majority of
these parents are immigrants, who,
like their U.S. native counterparts,

Table 3. Distribution of People in Single-Parent have very high poverty rates (see
House holds by Immigrant Status and Education of Head Table 4).
of Household, 1996 -98
W5 -Bern | Immigrant | Total .
Head Head Conclusion
California uch if not all of the relatively
Less than high school 128 248 368 modest increase in poverty
High school graduate 0 g 2% in the re_st of the Qnited States can
Atleast some collage By a 38 be explained bylshlfts from house-
Total & - - holds and families that hav_e low
poverty rates (such as married-
fest of United States couple families) to households and
Lese than high schoal . 4%, 1% families that hqve high poverty
High school graduate ” 3 2 ra_tes (su_ch as single-parent families
with children). In contrast, only
Atleast some college 37 3 &0 X I
a small amount of California’s in-
Total a o 100

crease in poverty can be attributed
to such changes. Instead, poverty
rates in California increased for
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Takle 4. Poverty Rates by Immigrant Status and Education of Head of Household, 190698

{in percent)

California Rest of United States
Haousehold!/Family Type Education Immigrant .5 -Bown Immigrant LS. Born
Hesd Hesd Heaad Hesd
Alf howsehold and famlily types Less than high schaol 156 2715 i1.0 25,3
High school graduate 2.7 14.1 18.4 131
Atleast some college 10.5 8.4 11.8 T4
Married with children Less than high school 35.4 243 3td 177
High school graduate 2.2 93 ta.1 o
Atleast some college 85 45 4.0 32
Slngle parent with children Less than high schaol 625 602 [ ] L]
High school graduate 471 40.0 49.3 41.9
Atleast some college 30.3 24.7 3.4 27.4
almost every type of household only among family types most References

and family.

The relative increase in Cali-
fornia’s poverty rates is undoubt-
edly due to some of the factors
that have led to California’s rela-
tive increase in income inequality.
Those factors include education
and immigration (Reed, 1999).
We find that for all household
types, poverty rates are higher for
immigrants than for U.S.-born
residents and are higher for house-
holds headed by an adult with
relatively little education. For
most household and family types,
these two factors — education
and immigrant status — explain
most if not all of the difference in
poverty rates between California
and the rest of the country.

Unlike the rest of the country,
California has experienced sub-
stantial increases in poverty not

economically vulnerable (such as
single-parent families), but also
among family types generally con-
sidered to be more economically
robust (married-couple families).
In particular, we note a substantial
increase in the number of work-
ing poor married couples with
children in California. [J
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