Children in Poverty

DEFINITION

Children in poverty is the percentage
of children under age 18 who are living
in households with incomes below the
poverty threshold, as defined by the
U.S. Census Bureau. Poverty is
determined based on income received
during the year prior to the Census.
SIGNIFICANCE

Poverty is related to every KIDS
COUNT indicator. Children in poverty,
especially those who experience poverty
in early childhood and for extended
periods, are more likely to have physical
and behavioral health problems,
experience difficulty in school, become
teen parents, and earn less or be
unemployed as adults.1,2 Children in
poverty are less likely to be enrolled in
preschool, more likely to attend schools
that lack resources, and have fewer
opportunities to participate in
extracurricular activities.3,4,5
Nationally and in Rhode Island,
children of color are more likely to
grow up poor than White children.
Children under age six, who have single
parents, whose parents have low
educational levels, or whose parents
work part-time or are unemployed are
at increased risk of living in poverty.6,7
In 2019, the federal poverty threshold
was $20,598 for a family of three with
two children and $25,926 for a family of
four with two children.8 The official
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poverty measure does not reflect the
effects of key government policies and
programs that support families living in
poverty, does not take into account the
increased cost of transportation, child
care, housing, and medical care, and
does not consider geographic variations
in the cost of living. To address these
limitations, in 2011, the U.S. Census
Bureau began releasing a Supplemental
Poverty Measure. This measure does not
replace the official measure, but it
provides policy makers with an
additional way to evaluate the effects of
anti-poverty policies.9
According to the 2018 Rhode Island
Standard of Need, it costs a single-parent
family with two young children
$55,115 a year to pay basic living
expenses, more than two and half times
the federal poverty level for a family of
three. This family would need an annual
pre-tax income of $62,844 to meet this
budget without government subsidies.
Work supports can help families with
incomes below the federal poverty level
meet their basic needs.10
Children in Poverty
2015

2016

2017

2018

RI 19.4% 17.0% 16.6% 18.0%
US 20.7% 19.5% 18.4% 15.9%
National Rank*
28th
New England Rank**
6th
*1st is best; 50th is worst
**1st is best; 6th is worst
Source: U.S. Census Bureau, American Community
Survey, 2015-2018. Tables R1704, C17024.

2020 Rhode Island KIDS COUNT Factbook / Economic Well-Being

Children in Poverty, by Race and Ethnicity, Rhode Island, 2014-2018
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Source: U.S. Census Bureau, American Community Survey, 2014-2018. Tables S1701, B17020A, B17020B, B17020C,
B17020D, B17020G and B17020I. *Hispanic children may be included in any race category.

◆ Between 2014 and 2018, 18% (37,402) of Rhode Island’s 205,899 children under age
18 with known poverty status lived in households with incomes below the federal
poverty threshold.11
◆ In Rhode Island as well as in the United States as a whole, Native American, Hispanic,
and Black children are more likely than White and Asian children to live in families with
incomes below the federal poverty threshold.12,13
◆ Between 2014 and 2018, over half (56%) of all children living in poverty in Rhode
Island were White, 13% were Black, 2% were Asian, 2% were Native American, 16%
were Some other race, and 11% were Two or more races. During this same time period,
63% of Native American, 35% of Hispanic, and 26% of Black children in Rhode Island
lived in poverty, compared to 12% of Asian children and 14% of White children.14
◆ Between 2014 and 2018, 48% of Rhode Island’s poor children were Hispanic.
Hispanic children may be included in any race category. The Census Bureau asks about
race separately from ethnicity, and the majority of families who identify as Some other
race also identify as Hispanic.15,16
◆ In Rhode Island between 2013 and 2017, Black children and Hispanic children were
more than 10 times as likely to live in high-poverty neighborhoods than non-Hispanic
White children.17 Living in high-poverty neighborhoods (those with poverty rates of 30%
or more) provides fewer opportunities for children and their families.18
◆ In 2018, more than one in six (18%) children in Rhode Island (a total of 36,135
children) lived in poverty and 8% (16,505 children) lived in extreme poverty.19
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Rhode Island’s Poor Children, 2014-2018

Child Poverty Concentrated in Four Core Cities,
Rhode Island, 2014-2018
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By Family Structure

8%
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Unmarried Male Householder
Unmarried Female Householder
Not in Related-Family Household

PERCENTAGE IN
EXTREME POVERTY

807
1,678
5,786
1,429
15,529

14.8%
10.9%
14.5%
16.0%
7.5%

◆ Between 2014 and 2018, almost two-thirds (64%) of Rhode Island's children living in
poverty lived in just four cities. These cities, termed core cities, include Central Falls,
Pawtucket, Providence, and Woonsocket, all communities in which more than one in four
children live below poverty (34.5% between 2014-2018). The four core cities also have
substantial numbers of children living in extreme poverty, defined as families with incomes
below 50% of the federal poverty threshold, or $10,299 for a family of three with two
children and $12,963 for a family of four with two children in 2019.20,21

n=37,402
*Hispanic children may be included in any
race category. Between 2014 and 2018,
17,896 (48%) of Rhode Island’s
37,402 poor children were Hispanic.
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2,452
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Source: Population Reference Bureau analysis of 2014-2018 American Community Survey data.
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Young Children Under Age Six in Poverty,
Four Core Cities and Rhode Island, 2014-2018
CITY/TOWN

NUMBER
<AGE 6 IN POVERTY

Central Falls
Pawtucket
Providence
Woonsocket
Rhode Island

1,006
1,657
4,559
1,348
12,806

PERCENTAGE
<AGE 6 IN POVERTY

49.4%
32.0%
32.1%
42.8%
19.7%

Source: Population Reference Bureau analysis of 2014-2018 American Community Survey data.

n=37,402
Source: U.S. Census Bureau, American Community Survey, 2014-2018. Tables S1701, B17001, B17006, B17020A,
B17020B, B17020C, B17020D, B17020E, B17020F, B17020G, & B17020I. Population includes children for
whom poverty status was determined. Percentages may not sum to 100% due to rounding.

◆ Between 2014 and 2018, 19.7% (12,806) of Rhode Island children under age six lived
in poverty.22 Children under age six are at higher risk of living in poverty than any other
age group.23 Exposure to risk factors associated with poverty, including inadequate
nutrition, environmental toxins, crowded and unstable housing, maternal depression,
trauma and abuse, lower quality child care, and parental substance abuse interferes with
young children’s emotional, physical, and intellectual development.24,25
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Financial Asset Building
◆ Many low-income families lack knowledge about or access to traditional banks and
instead rely on cash transactions or alternative financial services, such as check-cashing
stores, payday lenders, and rent-to-own stores. These families pay high fees for financial
transactions and high interest rates on loans, and often struggle to build credit histories
and achieve economic security.26,27

Building Blocks of Economic Security
Income Supports

◆ The Supplemental Poverty Measure shows the positive impact of government
programs, such as the Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC), Social Security, SNAP, and
housing subsidies. These programs kept millions of children out of poverty.36
Health Coverage and Access to Care

◆ In Rhode Island in 2017, 6.5% of households did not have a checking or savings
account, the same as the U.S. rate. Nationally, households with lower income, disabled
working-age adults, or adults with less than a high school education, as well as Black and
Hispanic households, are less likely to have a checking or savings account.28

◆ Low-income people are the most likely to be uninsured; some because of job loss, some
do not have access to coverage through their employers, and others cannot afford the cost.37
Children with health insurance (public or private) are more likely to have a regular and
accessible source of health care than uninsured children.38

◆ Raising awareness about the importance of saving and consumer protections, providing
financial education and counseling, and connecting families to safe and affordable financial
products can support families in using traditional banking institutions and increase their
savings.29

Affordable Quality Child Care

◆ States can protect consumers from high-cost payday lending by prohibiting these loans
outright or enacting measures that make the loans more affordable, such as an annual
rate cap or limiting the amount of monthly payments as a percent of a borrower’s
monthly income. Rhode Island is the only New England state that does not currently
protect against payday lending.30,31
◆ Many public assistance programs have eligibility provisions that limit the amount of
assets and/or the value of vehicles a family can own. Such policies discourage families
from saving and building the assets they need to improve their economic security.32
◆ Rhode Island currently has a $1,000 asset limit to qualify for and retain RI Works
cash assistance and is one of only nine states with such a restrictive asset limit. Under
Rhode Island law, the value of one vehicle for each adult household member (not to
exceed two vehicles per household) does not count toward the family’s asset limit.33,34
◆ There are large and persistent disparities in wealth between different racial and ethnic
groups. In 2016, the median family wealth for non-Hispanic White families was almost
10 times greater than the median wealth of non-Hispanic Black families and eight times
greater than the median wealth of Hispanic families.35
38
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◆ In Rhode Island in 2018, the average annual cost of center-based child care for one
infant was $13,093.39 Child care subsidies can help poor families afford the cost of highquality child care, which can help parents maintain employment and support children’s
development.40
Educational Attainment

◆ Between 2018 and 2028, jobs requiring a postsecondary degree or certificate are
projected to grow faster than jobs requiring a high school diploma or less.41 Forty-seven
percent of Rhode Islanders had a postsecondary degree or certificate in 2016.42
Affordable Housing

◆ In 2019, the average rent for a two-bedroom apartment in Rhode Island was $1,651.43
In Rhode Island, a family of three with an income at the federal poverty level would need
to spend 93% of its income on rent to pay this amount, well above the recommended
30%. Nationally, only one in four eligible low-income families receive rental assistance to
help them afford the high cost of housing.44,45
Child Support

◆ As of December 1, 2019, there were 70,916 children in Rhode Island’s Office of Child
Support Services system.46 Child support helps reduce poverty. Custodial parents who
receive steady child support payments are less likely to rely on public assistance and more
likely to be employed than those who do not.47 Among poor custodial parents that
received full child support in 2015 in the U.S., these payments represented 58% of their
mean personal income.48
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Table 10.

Children Living Below the Federal Poverty Threshold, Rhode Island, 2014-2018
CHILDREN UNDER AGE 18 LIVING BELOW POVERTY 2014-2018
ESTIMATES WITH HIGH MARGINS OF ERROR*

CITY/TOWN

N

%

Barrington
Bristol
429

12.9%

Central Falls

2,452

44.9%

Charlestown

124

9.9%

Burrillville

ESTIMATES WITH LOWER, ACCEPTABLE MARGINS OF ERROR
N

%

86

2.0%

238

7.6%

Coventry

868

13.2%

Cranston

1,963

12.5%
10.7%

Cumberland

747

East Greenwich

200

5.6%

East Providence

853

10.0%

Exeter

47

Foster

44

4.4%
5.1%

Glocester

227

11.7%

Hopkinton

148

9.7%

Jamestown

47

4.4%

Johnston
Lincoln
Little Compton

8

Source of Data for Table/Methodology
Data are from a Population Reference Bureau analysis of
2014-2018 American Community Survey data. The
data include the poverty rate for all children for
whom poverty was determined, including “related”
children and “unrelated children” living in the
household.
The American Community Survey is a sample survey, and
therefore the number and percentage of children living
in poverty provided are estimates, not actual counts.
The reliability of these estimates varies by community.
In general, estimates for small communities and
communities with relatively low poverty rates are not
as reliable as estimates for larger communities and
communities with higher poverty rates.
*The Margin of Error around the percentage is greater
than or equal to five percentage points.

412

8.1%

662

13.9%

1.6%

The Margin of Error is a measure of the reliability of the
estimate and is provided by the U.S. Census Bureau.
The Margin of Error means that there is a 90
percent chance that the true value is no less than the
estimate minus the Margin of Error and no more
than the estimate plus the Margin of Error. (See the
Methodology Section for Margins of Errors for all
communities.)

Middletown

246

7.8%

Narragansett

29

1.5%

738

13.5%

Core cities are Central Falls, Pawtucket, Providence, and
Woonsocket.

North Providence

598

10.6%

References

North Smithfield

111

4.6%

4,610

30.0%

New Shoreham
Newport

15

10.5%

790

23.3%

North Kingstown

Pawtucket
Portsmouth
Providence
Richmond

70

168

4.7%

13,706

34.3%

4.5%

Scituate

12

0.6%

Smithfield

43

1.3%

443

9.9%

244

9.2%

767

5.5%

1

0.1%

South Kingstown
Tiverton
Warren

332

West Greenwich
Westerly
Woonsocket

1,019

18.9%

600

15.3%

3,305

37.1%

Four Core Cities

24,073

Remainder of State

13,329

34.5%
9.8%

Rhode Island

37,402

18.2%
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(continued on page 176)
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