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POVERTY IN THE  
UNITED STATES37

Highlights

•	 The official poverty rate in 2009 
was 14.3 percent—up from 13.2 
percent in 2008. This was the sec-
ond statistically significant annual 
increase in the poverty rate since 
2004 (Table 4 and Figure 4). 

•	 In 2009, 43.6 million people were 
in poverty, up from 39.8 million in 
2008—the third consecutive annual 
increase in the number of people in 
poverty (Table 4 and Figure 4). 

•	 Between 2008 and 2009, the 
poverty rate increased for non-
Hispanic Whites (from 8.6 percent 
to 9.4 percent), for Blacks (from 

24.7 percent to 25.8 percent), and 
for Hispanics (from 23.2 percent to 
25.3 percent). For Asians, the 2009 
poverty rate (12.5 percent) was not 
statistically different from the 2008 
poverty rate (Table 4).38

•	 The poverty rate in 2009 (14.3 per-
cent) was the highest poverty rate 
since 1994 but was 8.1 percentage 
points lower than the poverty rate 
in 1959, the first year for which 
poverty estimates are available 
(Figure 4).

•	 The number of people in poverty in 
2009 (43.6 million) is the largest 
number in the 51 years for which 
poverty estimates have been pub-
lished (Figure 4).

•	 Between 2008 and 2009, the 
poverty rate increased for children 
under the age of 18 (from 19.0 
percent to 20.7 percent) and people 
aged 18 to 64 (from 11.7 percent 
to 12.9 percent), but decreased for 

people aged 65 and older (from 9.7 
percent to 8.9 percent) (Table 4).39

Impact of the 2007 Economic 
Downturn

The poverty rate and the number in 
poverty increased by 1.9 percentage 
points and 6.3 million between 2007 
and 2009 (Table 5). The increase in 
the overall poverty rate was:

•	 Larger than the increase in the 
poverty rate during the November 
1973 to March 1975 recession.40

•	 Smaller than the increase in the 
poverty rates associated with the 
January 1980 to July 1980 and July 
1981 to November 1982 combined 
recessions.

Between 2007 and 2009, the child 
poverty rate and the number in 
poverty increased by 2.7 percentage 
points and 2.1 million.37 OMB determined the official definition 

of poverty in Statistical Poverty Directive 14. 
Poverty thresholds are updated each year using 
the change in the average annual Consumer Price 
Index for All Consumers (CPI-U). Since the aver-
age annual CPI-U for 2009 was lower than the 
average annual CPI-U for 2008, poverty thresh-
olds for 2009 are slightly lower (0.4 percent) 
than the corresponding thresholds for 2008. 
Appendix B provides a more detailed description 
of how the Census Bureau calculates poverty. 

38 The poverty rate for Blacks was not statisti-
cally different from that of Hispanics.

39 Since unrelated individuals under 15 are 
excluded from the poverty universe, there are 
460,000 fewer children in the poverty universe 
than in the total civilian noninstitutionalized 
population. 

40 The apparent changes in the poverty rates 
across the March 2001 to November 2001 and 
December 1969 to November 1970 recessions 
were not statistically different from zero.

Figure 4.
Number in Poverty and Poverty Rate: 1959 to 2009

Note:  The data points are placed at the midpoints of the respective years. For information on recessions, see Appendix A.

Source:  U.S. Census Bureau, Current Population Survey, 1960 to 2010 Annual Social and Economic Supplements.
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