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a UNICEF Office of Research; bUniversity of Florence 
 
Abstract. This note describes the evolution of child poverty in 41 OECD and/or European Union (EU) 
countries during the Great Recession (GR).Though not a measure of direct child well-being, the strong 
association between child development and household income makes income poverty a useful indicator of 
the trajectory of child well-being both in the short- and medium-term. In 2012 there were around 76.5 
million children living in poverty in the 41 OECD countries studied here. During the period 2008-2012 child 
poverty rates increased in 23 of the 41 OECD countries for which we have comparable data; in total, 
approximately 6.6 million children became poor and 4 million left poverty for a net increase of 2.6 million. 
Five countries at the bottom of our Child Poverty League Table had child poverty increases that were over 
10pp. However, due to their relative size and despite only modest increases in child poverty rates, Mexico 
and the United States are home to over half of the newly poor children during this period with 2 and 1.7 
million respectively. The correlation between child poverty changes and GDP changes is high, with a simple 
regression implying that a GDP per capita level in 2011 that was 95% of the level in 2007 is associated with 
a 4.4 pp increase in the child poverty rate. While this bivariate relationship does not imply causality, the 
strength of the relationship is striking and illustrates the susceptibility of families with children to overall 
macroeconomic conditions, whatever the causal mechanism underlying the relationship.  

A League Table of the 50 US states, home to over a third of all children in the OECD shows that child 
poverty has increased in 34 out of 51 states (50, plus Washington DC) and that also among US states 
changes in child poverty are strongly correlated with changes in the business cycle. A combined League 
Table of the 51 US states and the OECD countries illustrates the large heterogeneity in the US; while as a 
whole it is in the middle of the country Table, three states actually fall into the top ten (Mississippi, North 
Dakota, West Virginia) best performers and several others fall into the bottom 10 of worst performers. 

Keywords: recession, child poverty, economic crisis, OECD countries, EU countries, US states. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

This note describes the evolution of child poverty in 41 OECD and/or European Union (EU) 

countries during the Great Recession (GR). Child poverty can be considered a ‘lead’ indicator on 

how children have fared during the GR. Although not a direct measure of child development, living 

in a household below the poverty line is highly correlated with access to services and other 

resources necessary for holistic child development. And household income is typically more 

sensitive to overall changes in the economy making income poverty levels a potentially useful 

indicator of the trajectory of child well-being both in the short- and medium-term. We begin by 

providing an initial ranking of 41 OECD and/or EU countries based on child poverty over the period 

2008-2012. We then relate changes in child poverty to changes in GDP per capita during this 

period; we refer to this as exposure to the crisis. We find that countries that were hardest hit by 

the crisis were also those where child poverty increased the most. However, focusing only on the 

change in child anchored poverty rates conceals the absolute number of children that was actually 

affected. Indeed, small changes in child poverty – computed as the absolute difference in 

percentage points between the baseline and the most recent year – might result in large absolute 

numbers in populated countries. Therefore, we provide an indication of newly poor children in 

different countries since the onset of the crisis. We then repeat the same analysis for the United 

States, a large and heterogenous country which is home to approximately one-third of all children 

in the OECD. We provide an initial ranking of 51 US states based on child poverty over the period 

20071-2012, show how performance varies by the exposure to the crisis, and provide some 

absolute numbers of the phenomenon. We then combine the US states and the OECD/EU 

countries into one overall League Table that both highlights the heterogeneity within the US and 

provides a unique picture of child monetary poverty in rich countries during this period. 

2. CHANGES IN CHILD ANCHORED POVERTY DURING THE GREAT RECESSION. A LEAGUE TABLE 
FOR 41 OECD/EU COUNTRIES 

Figure 1 presents the League Table based on changes in the child poverty headcount over the 

period 2008-2012 using a poverty line anchored in 2008; a positive value indicates that poverty 

increased. The anchored poverty headcount measures the proportion of the children who live in 

households where the equivalised disposable income is below the poverty threshold in 2008 (the 

base year) adjusted for inflation. Specifically, the poverty line is defined with reference to 2008 and 

then ‘anchored’ at that level in real terms, only up-rated for inflation. The poverty threshold is set 

at 60% of the national median equivalised disposable income after social transfers in 2008. Using 

an anchored line, that is, a line that is fixed in real terms, allows us to separate out short-term 

trends in overall well-being from changes in the income distribution which would affect the 

position of a relative poverty line. Further details on the measurement of child poverty and the use 

of a floating, versus a fixed, poverty line are provided in Natali et al. (2014). And by focusing on the 

change between the pre-crisis period and the latest year for which we have comprehensive data, 

we can see the changes in child poverty which are very likely correlated to, if not caused by, the 

crisis. 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
1 For the US states, 2007 is actually a three-year average for 2005, 2006 and 2007; similarly, 2012 refers to a three-year average (2010-
2011-2012). For the sake of simplicity we will refer to 2007 and 2012 throughout the paper. 
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Since poverty is measured at the household level, child poverty is technically the proportion of 

children living in poor households. Countries are ranked based on the percentage point change in 

anchored child poverty. A light blue background represents a rank in the top third of the League 

Table; dark blue denotes a place in the bottom third, while mid blue indicates a place in the middle 

third. The horizontal bars on the left-hand side of the league table graphically show the absolute 

change in child poverty: green bars denote a reduction, whereas red bars indicate a worsening of 

child poverty. Finally, the horizontal bars on the right-hand side show the initial and final level of 

child poverty in each of the countries under analysis. This League Table shows that out of the 41 

countries considered, slightly more than half (232 out of 41) experienced an increase in child 

poverty. Only 183 countries, managed to decrease child poverty although at different rates. 

  

                                                                                                                                                                                     
2 Twenty if we consider only changes by at least one percentage point. 
3 Twelve if we consider only changes by at least one percentage point. 
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Figure 1 - Change in child anchored poverty during the Great Recession in 41 OECD/EU countries 
(2008-2012)

Absolute change in child poverty Rank 
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Notes: 
Data refer to children aged 0 to 17.  
For the majority of countries covered, surveys detailing household conditions are published annually (the latest available is 2012) and 
they typically refer to income levels of the previous year (2011).  
For Canada, Chile, Israel, Mexico, New Zealand and the Republic of Korea, period differs from 2008–2012 (see sources below). 
Data for Turkey refer to children aged 0-19. 
2008 and 2012 (anchored) child poverty rates for Croatia are not directly comparable. The estimate for 2008 was obtained from 
Eurostat. The anchored child poverty rate for 2012 was computed with EU-SILC 2012 micro-data using the 2008 poverty line obtained 
from the HBS 2008, and uprated for inflation. 
 
Sources: The calculations for League Table 1 are based on: latest Eurostat estimates for 2008 and 2012 (estimates from the European 
Union Statistics on Income and Living Conditions (EU-SILC); break in time series for 2012 data for Austria and the United Kingdom).  
For the remaining countries:  
Australia: HILDA 2008 and 2012 (Household, Income and Labour Dynamics in Australia survey); 
Canada: Survey of Income and Labour Dynamics (from Luxembourg Income Study) 2008 and 2011;  
Chile: CASEN 2006 and 2011; 
Israel: Household Expenditure Survey (from Luxembourg Income Study) 2007 and 2010;  
Japan: Ministry of Health, Labour and Welfare’s Comprehensive Survey of Living Conditions 2008 and 2012; 
Mexico: Encuesta Nacional de Ingresos y Gastos de los Hogares (ENIGH) 2006 and 2012; 
New Zealand: Household Economic Survey 2006/2007 and 2011/2012 (Estimates taken from B. Perry, Household Incomes in New 
Zealand: Trends in indicators of inequality and hardship, 1982 to 2013, New Zealand Ministry of Social Development, Auckland, 2014; 
Republic of Korea: Household and Income Expenditure Survey 2007–2011 and Farm Household Economy Survey 2007–2011; 
Turkey:  Income and Living Conditions Survey 2008 and 2012;  
United States: Current Population Survey (CPS) 2008 and 2012.  
 
The income reference year is the calendar or tax year previous to the survey year, with the exceptions of: Chile, Mexico, Republic of 
Korea and the United Kingdom, where the survey and income reference year coincide; Australia, where the income reference year goes 
from July of the previous year to June of the survey year; Croatia and Ireland (HBS 2008), where the income reference period is a moving 
12-month period preceding the interview. Income reference years for New Zealand are 2006 and 2011. For Israel, income is monthly, 
with the reference period of the last three months before the interview. 

 
2.1 How is countries’ performance related to exposure to the crisis? 

We take a step towards understanding the variation in changes in child poverty by relating those 

changes to country exposure to the crisis. Figure 2 provides a scatterplot of the changes in child 

poverty (2008-2012) versus the degree of exposure to the crisis as measured by the ratio of GDP 

per capita in 2011 to that in 2007. On the x-axis, the lower the ratio the more exposed the country 

has been: GDP ratio values below 1 indicate a deterioration in GDP per capita, 1 means that there 

has not been any change, whereas values above 1 indicate countries that were less exposed by the 

crisis (GDP per capita was higher in 2011 than in 2007). On the y-axis, positive values capture an 

increase in child poverty (the higher the worse) whereas negative values indicate a decrease in 

child anchored poverty. 

There is a strong negative relationship in the data: where GDP per capita dropped, child poverty 

went up. The R-squared for this regression is 49% and the slope coefficient implies that on average 

in these countries over this period, a GDP per capita ratio of 95% is associate with an increase in 

child poverty of 4.4 pp. Points below the line are 'good' examples, as they have performed better 

than would be expected based on their exposure to the crisis. Similarly, points above the line are 

cases where poverty increased more than was expected given the GDP per capita change. 
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Figure 2 – Change in child poverty headcount (anchored) versus exposure 

 

Croatia, Greece, Iceland, Latvia, Lithuania and Mexico are quite a distance above the line and so 

experienced increases in child poverty that were much greater than expected given their change in 

GDP per capita. On the other hand, Australia, Chile, Finland, Norway and Switzerland are farthest 

below the line performing relatively better with largest reductions (or smaller increases) in poverty 

than expected.  

Though the correlation is not perfect, there is a remarkable pattern whereby those least affected 

by the crisis are generally in the top part of the League Table (bottom right of the graph) and those 

most affected are in the bottom part of the Table (top left corner).  

2.2 How many children were affected? 

Focusing only on the change in child anchored poverty conceals the absolute number of children 

that was actually affected over the Great Recession. Therefore, as a tool to graphically show the 

absolute numbers of affected children, we use a set of scatterplots similar to Figure 2. These are 

basically scatter graphs of change in child poverty (y-axis) and exposure to the shock (x-axis) where 

now the size of the bubble represents the number of newly poor children for countries that 

experienced an increase in anchored child poverty or the net decrease in poor children for 

countries that experienced a decrease in anchored child poverty. Red bubbles represent an 

increase in child poverty whereas green bubbles represent a decrease in child poverty. 

We report a scatterplot for three country groups: most, moderately and least affected. Each of the 

three graphs in this section, is supported by a table that provides the absolute change in child 
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poverty, the exposure to the shock (namely, the GDP ratio), and the absolute number of affected 

children by country.4 

2.2.1 Most affected countries 

All countries in the most affected category experienced an increase in child poverty; indeed, all 

bubbles are red and above the x-axis. Since the onset of the crisis, the larger increases in absolute 

numbers in child poverty were recorded in Italy and Spain with 0.8 and 0.6 million newly poor 

children respectively. In Greece, around 350,000 newly poor children were recorded between 2008 

and 2012. 

Figure 3 - Change in child poverty headcount (anchored) versus exposure in most affected countries 

 

The table below provides the number of affected children, namely the number of newly poor 

children in the case of the most-affected countries that experienced an increase in child poverty. 

Countries are ordered based on this value. Thus, amongst the most affected countries, Cyprus had 

the smallest increase in absolute numbers in child poverty with around 5,000 to 6,000 newly poor 

children.  

 

 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
4 The source for countries’ population data is the World Bank HNPSTATS database. We downloaded for each country and year the 
disaggregated population by gender and age. In order to obtain the child population we added up the disaggregated data for male and 
female children aged 0 to 17. 
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Table 1 – Change in child poverty, exposure and number of affected children in most affected 
countries 

 

Country 
Y axis X axis Bubble size 

Poverty change 
(pp) 

Exposure (GDP 
ratio)  

Number of affected 
children 

Cyprus 2.7 0.93 5,520  

Portugal 1.0 0.97 7,014  

Estonia 5.1 0.93 11,075  

Iceland 20.4 0.90 16,717  

Lithuania 8.3 1.05 31,975  

Hungary 2.9 0.98 32,781  

Latvia 14.6 0.89 44,188  

Croatia 11.8 0.94 91,394  

Ireland 10.6 0.89 136,653  

Greece 17.5 0.84 345,717  

Italy 5.7 0.93 618,766  

Spain 8.1 0.94 792,285  

Note: Red figures in the table represent an increase in the absolute number of poor children. Green figures represent a reduction in the 
absolute numbers of poor children. Countries are sorted by the number of affected children (i.e. countries at the top are those 
performing better within the group). 

 

2.2.2 Moderately affected countries 

Almost half of the moderately affected countries experienced an increase in child anchored 

poverty (red bubbles above the x-axis). The United States counted 1.7 million newly poor children 

since the onset of the crisis, France 444,000 and the United Kingdom 241,000. However, some 

countries managed to reduce the number of poor children (green bubbles); indeed, Japan recorded 

a reduction of around 700,000 poor children whereas in Canada, Germany and Romania reductions 

were in the range of 150-180,000 poor children. 
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Figure 4 - Change in child poverty headcount (anchored) versus exposure in moderately affected 
countries 

 

Table 2 - Change in child poverty, exposure and number of affected children in moderately affected 
countries 

Country 
Y axis X axis Bubble size 

Poverty change 
(pp)     

Exposure 
(GDP ratio) 

Number of 
affected children 

Japan -2.70 0.97 681,813  

Canada -2.44 0.98 181,146  

Romania -2.30 1.02 157,970  

Germany -0.20 1.03 153,470  

Slovak Republic -5.60 1.08 69,818  

Austria  -0.70 1.01 20,554  

Finland  -3.20 0.96 36,649  

Belgium -0.80 0.99 11,165  

New Zealand -0.40 1.01 2,428  

Malta  0.60 1.04 394  

Slovenia 1.80 0.95 6,634  

Netherlands  1.00 0.99 20,863  

Israel 0.55 1.05 56,746  

United Kingdom 1.60 0.94 241,492  

France 3.00 0.98 444,262  

United States  2.06 0.98 1,662,480  
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Note: Red figures in the table represent an increase in the absolute number of poor children. Green figures represent a reduction in the 
absolute numbers of poor children. Countries are sorted by the number of affected children (i.e. countries at the top are those 
performing better within the group). 
*Although in Malta child anchored poverty increased, the absolute number of poor children decreased. 

 

2.2.3 Least affected countries 

Only in four of the least affected countries did child anchored poverty increase (red bubbles: 

Bulgaria, Denmark, Luxembourg and Mexico). Although the increase in percentage points was 

highest in Luxembourg, the absolute number of newly poor children is relatively low given the 

small population of the country. On the contrary, Mexico experienced the second largest increase 

in child anchored poverty in the least affected group and since the onset of the crisis Mexico 

counted around 2 m newly poor children, the largest absolute increase among the OECD countries 

studied here.  

Green bubbles represent countries where child anchored poverty actually went down. Poland and 

Turkey managed to cut the absolute numbers of poor children since 2008 by more than 600,000 

each. Chile and the Republic of Korea, each recorded almost 500,000 fewer poor children in 2012 

with respect to 2008 whereas Australia reduced the number of poor children by around 286,000. 

Figure 5 - Change in child poverty headcount (anchored) versus exposure in least affected countries 
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Table 3- Change in child poverty, exposure and number of affected children in least affected 
countries 

Country 
Y axis X axis Bubble size 

Poverty change 
(pp) 

Exposure 
(GDP ratio) 

Number of 
affected children 

Poland  -7.90 1.15 670,015  

Turkey -2.76 1.08 632,457  

Chile -8.67 1.05 491,829  

Republic of Korea -3.40 1.10 456,934  

Australia -6.27 1.02 286,216  

Switzerland -4.80 0.99 71,021  

Norway -4.30 0.95 45,827 

Sweden -0.80 1.00 18,842  

Bulgaria 0.60 1.07 11,895  

Czech Republic -0.40 1.01 10,922  

Luxembourg  6.50 0.92 8,322  

Denmark  1.10 0.94 12,666  

Mexico 5.00 1.02 2,036,732  
Note: Red figures in the table represent an increase in the absolute number of poor children. Green figures represent a reduction in the 
absolute numbers of poor children. Countries are sorted by the number of affected children (i.e. countries at the top are those 
performing better within the group). 
*Although in Bulgaria child anchored poverty increased, the absolute number of poor children decreased. 

 

3. CHANGES IN CHILD ANCHORED POVERTY DURING THE GREAT RECESSION IN THE UNITED 
STATES 

This section reports a League Table based on the change (2007-20125) in the child anchored 

poverty headcount. Our objective is to compare the performance across the 50 US states and 

Washington DC to see how children have fared during the Great Recession. Data are taken from 

the Current Population Survey and are based on 3 year averages since state level sample sizes are 

small for each individual survey year.6 The methodology is similar to that described above. A 

‘baseline’ poverty line is constructed using 60% of median income in 2007 and is anchored in real 

terms. Child poverty rates are then computed for each state using state averages over the three 

year periods 2005-06-07 (before) and 2010-11-12 (after). Figure 6 represents the (LT) based on 

changes in the child poverty headcount over the period 2007-2012 using the anchored poverty 

line. As in Figure 1, we rank States based on the absolute change in child anchored poverty.  

This League Table shows that out of the 51 states analysed, around two thirds (34 out of 51) 

experienced an increase in child poverty whereas around a third of the states (16 out of 51) 

managed to decrease it although at different rates.7 This LT provides some interesting results. 

Indeed, the top performer is North Dakota with a reduction of 5.4 pp from 24.8% to 19.5 %.     

                                                                                                                                                                                     
5 2005-2007 average and 2010-2012 average. 
6 The calculations of the US League Table were provided by Marianne Bitler, Hilary Hoynes and Elira Kuka. For further details on the 
evolution of child poverty in the US based on US official poverty lines see their paper ‘Child Poverty and the Great Recession in the United 
States’, Working Paper 2014-11, UNICEF Office of Research. 
7 Minnesota experienced no change. If we consider changes of at least +/- 1 pp point, then only ten countries managed to reduce child 
poverty while 32 countries experienced an increase and the remaining had no ‘significant’ change. 
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Close to North Dakota are Mississippi and West Virginia with a 4.3 pp and 4.2 pp reduction 

respectively. In particular, Mississippi was the state with the highest incidence of child poverty at 

baseline (43.4%). Reductions in the range of 1-3 pp were also recorded in Iowa, Massachusetts, 

Missouri, Utah, Virginia, Wisconsin and Wyoming. Of the 32 countries that experienced increases 

in child poverty by more than 1 pp, 16 recorded increases in child poverty in the 4.1-10 pp range. 

The poorest performers, with increases around 9-10 pp, are Idaho, Nevada and New Mexico. As a 

result, in the three years from 2010 to 2012, New Mexico was the state with the highest incidence 

of child poverty. 

Finding that states such as Mississippi still have very high levels of child poverty at the top of the 

table might seem surprising but it should be stressed that this LT is expressed in terms of changes 

rather than absolute levels (so each country is implicitly compared to itself) and that states’ 

exposure to the shock was heterogenous. For example, North Dakota’s economy continued to 

grow during the study period while Florida and Nevada (to name just two) contracted significantly. 

Not surprisingly, North Dakota ranks first in the League Table while the latter two states are in the 

bottom third. 
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Figure 6 – Change in child poverty in the United States by state (and the District of Columbia)

Rank US State
change               

(2007-2012)

1 North Dakota -5.4

2 Mississippi -4.3

3 West Virginia -4.2

4 Wyoming -2.9

4 Virginia -2.9

6 Missouri -2.1

6 Massachusetts -2.1

8 Iowa -1.6

9 Utah -1.2

10 Wisconsin -1.1

11 Tennessee -0.9

12 Pennsylvania -0.4

13 Nebraska -0.3

14 Connecticut -0.2

15 DC (District of Columbia) -0.1

15 Oklahoma -0.1

17 Minnesota 0.0

18 Texas 0.2

19 Arkansas 0.6

20 New Hampshire 1.1

21 Kentucky 1.3

21 New Jersey 1.3

23 South Dakota 1.4

23 Maryland 1.4

25 Ohio 1.6

26 Colorado 1.7

27 Louisiana 2.1

28 Rhode Island 2.2

28 Maine 2.2

30 Michigan 2.5

31 California 2.7

32 New York 3.1

33 North Carolina 3.6

34 Arizona 3.7

35 Kansas 3.9

36 Oregon 4.1

37 Vermont 4.2

38 South Carolina 4.3

39 Georgia 4.5

40 Florida 4.6

41 Alabama 4.7

42 Illinois 5.1

43 Indiana 5.7

44 Washington 5.8

45 Alaska 5.9

46 Delaware 6.7

47 Montana 7.7

48 Hawaii 8.0

49 New Mexico 9.1

50 Nevada 9.5

51 Idaho 10.0
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Source: CPS Annual Social and Economic Supplement 
*Poverty estimate were computed using 3 year averages 
 (2005-2007 and 2010-2012). Figures are rounded to the first decimal. 

 
 

3.1 How is US states’ performance related to exposure to the crisis?  

In Section 2.1 we noticed that countries that were more exposed to the crisis were also those that 

recorded the largest increases in child anchored poverty. As shown in the scatterplot below (Figure 

7), the same relationship applies for the 51 US states, though the fit of the line is lower (R-squared 

25%). Note that in this graph higher values on the x-axis represent more exposure. We compute 

the unemployment ratio, our measure of exposure to the Great Recession, as the 3-year average 

unemployment rate from 2010-2012 divided by the 3-year average unemployment rate from 2005-

2007. The data is the same underlying Bitler, Hoynes and Kuka (2014). The positive slope still 

implies that higher exposure (larger increase in unemployment) is positively correlated with 

greater increases in child poverty. 

Figure 7 – Change in child poverty headcount (anchored) versus exposure (unemployment ratio) in 
the United States 

 

3.2 How many children were affected in the US states? 

We take a step towards understanding the variation in changes in child poverty by relating those 

changes to state exposure to the crisis. Indeed, as already highlighted, focusing only on the change 

in child anchored poverty conceals the absolute number of children that was actually affected over 

the Great Recession. 

As before (i.e. Figure 7), we use a scatterplot of change in child poverty (y-axis) versus the degree 

of exposure to the shock (x-axis) as measured by the change in unemployment over the study 

period. On the x-axis, the higher the ratio the more exposed the state has been: unemployment 
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ratio values above 1 indicate a deterioration (increase) in unemployment; 1 means that there has 

not been any change, whereas values below 1 indicate states that were less exposed to the crisis. 

On the y-axis, positive values capture an increase in child poverty (the higher, the worse) whereas 

negative values indicate a decrease in child anchored poverty. Finally, the size of the bubble 

represents the number of newly poor children for states that experienced an increase in anchored 

child poverty or the net decrease in poor children for states that experienced a decrease in 

anchored child poverty. Red bubbles represent an increase in child poverty, whereas green bubbles 

represent a decrease in the child poverty headcount. 

We report a scatterplot for three groups of states (most, moderately and least affected). Each of 

the three graphs in this section, is supported by a table providing the absolute change in child 

poverty, the exposure to the crisis (unemployment ratio) and the absolute number of affected 

children by state.8 

3.2.1 Most affected US states 

The figure below shows the relationship between changes in child-anchored poverty and the 

exposure to the shock for the most affected US states. All these states except Utah, Virginia and 

Wyoming experienced an increase in child poverty in the 1.3-10 pp range. The more exposed the 

state was to the crisis, the larger the increase in child poverty. For instance, Nevada, which is 

among the hardest hit US states, also has one of the highest increases in child poverty (10 pp). The 

figure also captures the absolute number of children who were affected. In 2012, there were 

around 221,000 newly poor children in California since the onset of the crisis, the largest increase 

in absolute numbers. The second US state in terms of increase in the absolute number of poor 

children was Florida with around 183,000 newly poor children. 

Figure 8 - Change in child poverty headcount (anchored) versus exposure in most affected US states 

 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
8 US states’ population data comes from the United States Census Bureau. To obtain child population, disaggregated population for children 
0 to 17 was added up. A three-year average was computed to align population with poverty estimates (i.e. 2005/2006/2007 and 
2010/2011/2012). 
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Table 4 -- Change in child poverty, exposure and number of affected children in most affected US 
states 

  Y axis X axis Bubble size 

US State 
Poverty change 

(pp) 
Unemployment 

ratio 
Number of 

affected children 

Virginia -2.9 2.02 45,715 

Wyoming -2.9 1.91 1,928 

Rhode Island 2.2 2.16 506 

Utah* -1.2 2.12 12,670 

New Jersey 1.3 2.1 13,748 

Maryland 1.4 1.96 14,077 

Delaware 6.7 2.05 14,170 

Hawaii 8 2.36 25,211 

Colorado 1.7 1.92 33,740 

Idaho 10 2.52 49,034 

Alabama 4.7 2.32 54,431 

Nevada 9.5 2.87 70,421 

Arizona 3.7 2.25 79,540 

North Carolina 3.6 2.03 122,609 

Georgia 4.5 2.01 140,446 

Florida 4.6 2.74 182,658 

California 2.7 2.2 220,666 

Note: Red figures in the table represent an increase in the absolute number of poor children. Green figures represent a reduction in the 
absolute numbers of poor children. Countries are sorted by the number of affected children (i.e. countries at the top are those 
performing better within the group). 
*Although in Utah child anchored poverty decreased, the absolute number of children in poverty increased. 
 

3.2.2 Moderately affected US States 

More than half of the moderately affected US states (10 out of 17) experienced an increase in child 

anchored poverty. The largest increases in the poverty rates were recorded in New Mexico and 

Montana (by 7.7 and 9.1 pp respectively), but also Washington and Indiana (with an increase of 

almost 6 pp). Still, the largest number of newly poor children was recorded in Illinois, with around 

133,000 newly poor children, followed by Washington and Indiana (with around 101,000 and 

90,000 newly poor children since the onset of the crisis). Some states, however, managed to 

reduce child poverty; indeed, Missouri and Pennsylvania recorded a reduction of more than 30,000 

(poor children) whereas in Winsconsin in 2012 there were around 20,000 fewer poor children since 

2007. 
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Figure 9 - Change in child poverty headcount (anchored) versus exposure in moderately affected US 
states 

 

 
Table 5 -- Change in child poverty, exposure and number of affected children in moderately affected 
US states 

  Y axis X axis Bubble size 

US State 
Poverty change        

(pp) 
Unemployment 

ratio 
Number of 

affected children 

Missouri -2.1 1.63 34,508 

Pennsylvania -0.4 1.76 33,108 

Wisconsin -1.1 1.6 20,397 

West Virginia -4.2 1.73 17,930 

Connecticut -0.2 1.91 8,403 

Tennessee -0.9 1.76 4,756 

DC -0.1 1.66 258 

New Hampshire 1.1 1.62 311 

Maine 2.2 1.62 1,772 

Montana 7.7 1.88 17,308 

Oregon 4.1 1.76 37,967 

New Mexico 9.1 1.78 50,702 

South Carolina 4.3 1.62 55,360 

New York 3.1 1.78 80,256 

Indiana 5.7 1.79 90,192 

Washington 5.8 1.81 100,718 

Illinois 5.1 1.88 133,178 
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Note: Red figures represent an increase in the absolute number of poor children. Green figures represent a reduction in the absolute 

numbers of poor children. 

Countries are sorted by the number of affected children (i.e. countries at the top are those performing better within the group). 

 

3.2.3 Least affected US States 

In only four of the least affected states did child anchored poverty actually decrease by more than 

1 ppt. North Dakota experienced a 5.4 pp reduction in child poverty, Mississippi a 4.3 reduction, 

whereas Iowa and Massachusetts experienced a reduction of around 2 pp. As a consequence these 

four states had a reduction in the absolute number of poor children in the 7,000-40,000 range. 

Although there was virtually no change in the child poverty rate for Texas (0.2 pp increase), the 

absolute number of newly poor children in Texas since 2007 was the highest of these US states 

(around 199,000) due to its relative population size. Kansas, where the child anchored poverty rate 

increased by 3.9 pp, saw an increase in the absolute number of poor children of around 34,000.  

Figure 10 - Change in child poverty headcount (anchored) versus exposure in least affected US 
states 
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Table 6 -- Change in child poverty, exposure and number of affected children in least affected US 
states 

  Y axis X axis Bubble size 

US State 
Poverty change 

(pp) 
Unemployment 

ratio 
Number of affected 

children 

Massachusetts -2.1 1.588 39,855 

Mississippi -4.3 1.455 36,361 

Iowa -1.6 1.466 10,836 

North Dakota -5.4 1.05 7,007 

Minnesota 0 1.499 952 

Nebraska -0.3 1.333 1,490 

Vermont 4.2 1.522 3,573 

Michigan 2.5 1.548 3,639 

South Dakota 1.4 1.444 4,232 

Arkansas 0.6 1.49 9,672 

Ohio 1.6 1.544 11,309 

Alaska 5.9 1.154 11,630 

Oklahoma* -0.1 1.433 13,512 

Kentucky 1.3 1.6 16,981 

Louisiana 2.1 1.463 23,259 

Kansas 3.9 1.427 33,776 

Texas 0.2 1.559 198,962 

Note: Red figures in the table represent an increase in the absolute number of poor children. Green figures represent a reduction in the 
absolute numbers of poor children. 
*Although in Oklahoma child anchored poverty decreased, the absolute number of  children in poverty increased. 

4. HOW DO US STATES PERFORM COMPARED TO OECD/EU COUNTRIES? A COMBINED LEAGUE 
TABLE 

The League Table below reports the performance of 41 OECD/EU countries (including United 

States) and the 51 US states. Basically, it makes it possible to compare individual US states’ 

performance not only with the US average but also with the remaining set of OECD/EU countries. 

Out of 92 countries and US states, United States stands out as a mid-performer (rank 53rd) with an 

absolute increase in child anchored poverty of 2.1 pp, similar to countries such as Slovenia and the 

United Kingdom. However, the US average conceals large differences across states. Although 

Colorado, Louisiana, Maine, Michigan, Ohio and Rhode Island had a performance similar to the US 

average (+/- 0.5 pp), North Dakota, Mississipi and West Virginia are among top performers (5th, 7th 

and 9th rank respectively) with a reduction in child poverty of around 5.4, 4.3 and 4.2 percentage 

points, similar to the reductions experienced in Norway, the Slovak Republic or Switzerland. 

However, many US states recorded increases in the range of + 8-10 pp (Hawaii, Idaho, Nevada, 

New Mexico) and that are therefore at the very bottom of the League Table with some of the 

countries hardest hit by the crisis such as Ireland, Lithuania or Spain.  
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Table 7  Change in child anchored poverty: combined League Table of OECD countries and US states 

 

 

5. DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

The global economic downturn in the late 2000s, now commonly referred to as the Great 

Recession, represented the largest worldwide economic decline since World War II. The impacts of 

the recession are still being felt today, and for adolescents and young adults who entered the 

labour force during this period, the impact will likely affect them for the rest of their lives. Given 

the strong association between living in poverty and child development, the intention in 

documenting the evolution of child poverty in OECD countries during the period 2008-2012 is to 

obtain a preliminary idea of the possible longer-term consequences of the recession on children. 

In 2012 there were around 76.5 million children living in poverty in the OECD countries. During the 

study period child poverty rates increased in 23 of the 41 OECD countries for which we have 

comparable data; in total approximately 6.6 million children became poor and 4 million left 

poverty for a net increase of 2.6 million. Five countries at the bottom of our League Table had child 

poverty increases that were over 10pp: Croatia, Greece, Iceland, Ireland and Latvia. However, due 

to their relative size and despite only modest increases in child poverty rates, Mexico and the 

Rank US State/Country Poverty  change               Rank US State/Country Poverty  change               Rank US State/Country Poverty  change               

1 Chile -8.7 31 Germany -0.2 63 North Carolina 3.6

2 Poland -7.9 33 DC (District of Columbia) -0.1 64 Arizona 3.7

3 Australia -6.3 33 Oklahoma -0.1 65 Kansas 3.9

4 Slovak Republic -5.6 35 Minnesota 0.0 66 Oregon 4.1

5 North Dakota -5.4 36 Texas 0.2 67 Vermont 4.2

6 Switzerland -4.8 37 Israel 0.5 68 South Carolina 4.3

7 Norway -4.3 38 Arkansas 0.6 69 Georgia 4.5

7 Mississippi -4.3 38 Bulgaria 0.6 70 Florida 4.6

9 West Virginia -4.2 38 Malta 0.6 71 Alabama 4.7

10 Korea -3.4 41 Netherlands 1.0 72 Mexico 5.0

11 Finland -3.2 41 Portugal 1.0 73 Illinois 5.1

12 Wyoming -2.9 43 New Hampshire 1.1 73 Estonia 5.1

12 Virginia -2.9 43 Denmark 1.1 75 Indiana 5.7

14 Turkey -2.8 45 Kentucky 1.3 75 Italy 5.7

15 Japan -2.7 45 New Jersey 1.3 77 Washington 5.8

16 Canada -2.4 47 South Dakota 1.4 78 Alaska 5.9

17 Romania -2.3 47 Maryland 1.4 79 Luxembourg 6.5

18 Missouri -2.1 49 United Kingdom 1.6 80 Delaware 6.7

18 Massachusetts -2.1 49 Ohio 1.6 81 Montana 7.7

20 Iowa -1.6 51 Colorado 1.7 82 Hawaii 8.0

21 Utah -1.2 52 Slovenia 1.8 83 Spain 8.1

22 Wisconsin -1.1 53 United States 2.1 84 Lithuania 8.3

23 Tennessee -0.9 53 Louisiana 2.1 85 New Mexico 9.1

24 Belgium -0.8 55 Rhode Island 2.2 86 Nevada 9.5

24 Sweden -0.8 55 Maine 2.2 87 Idaho 10.0

26 Austria -0.7 57 Michigan 2.5 88 Ireland 10.6

27 New Zealand -0.4 58 Cyprus 2.7 89 Croatia 11.8

27 Czech Republic -0.4 58 California 2.7 90 Latvia 14.6

29 Pennsylvania -0.4 60 Hungary 2.9 91 Greece 17.5

30 Nebraska -0.3 61 France 3.0 92 Iceland 20.4

31 Connecticut -0.2 62 New York 3.1

TOP PERFORMERS MID PERFORMERS BOTTOM PERFORMERS
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United States are home to over half of the newly poor children during this period with 2 and 1.7 

million respectively.   

The correlation between child poverty changes and GDP changes is high, with a simple regression 

implying that the GDP per capita level in 2011 was 95% of the level in 2007 and was associated 

with a 4.4 pp increase in the child poverty rate. While this bivariate relationship does not imply 

causality, the strength of the relationship is striking and illustrates the susceptibility of families with 

children to overall macroeconomic conditions, whatever the causal mechanism underlying the 

relationship. 

A League Table of the 50 US states, home to over a third of all children in the OECD shows that, 

child poverty has increased in 34 out of 51 states (50, plus Washington DC). Changes in child 

poverty are strongly correlated in the United States with changes in the business cycle (as 

measured by changes in the unemployment rate). Several large states had child poverty increases 

above 4 pp with implications for large numbers of children: Florida (+4.6 pp), Georgia (+ 4.5 pp) 

and Illinois (+5.1 pp) were home to around 27% of all newly poor children in the United States 

during the Great Recession. The single largest reduction in child poverty numbers was in Virginia, 

despite suffering a significant increase in the state unemployment rate. Our combined League 

Table of the 51 US states and the OECD countries illustrates the large heterogeneity in the US; 

while as a whole it is in the middle of the Table, three states actually fall into the top ten 

(Mississippi, North Dakota, West Virginia) while Idaho and New Mexico fall into the bottom ten. 
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