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To address data collection challenges and a shifting policy environment, this year’s California Poverty 
Measure estimates poverty levels as of fall 2021.

Poverty in California fell nearly 5 points between 2019 and fall 2021.
	⊲ The poverty rate dropped from 16.4% in 2019 to a projected 11.7% in fall 2021, according to the California 

Poverty Measure (CPM)—a research effort by PPIC and the Stanford Center on Poverty and Inequality that 
accounts for housing costs and safety net benefits. About 4.5 million Californians remain under the CPM 
poverty line (about $36,900 yearly for a family of four).

	⊲ Child poverty plunged from 17.6% in 2019 to 9.0% in fall 2021. 
	⊲ Social safety net programs are primarily responsible for the large declines. Both the federal Child Tax 

Credit (CTC) and CalFresh food assistance increased benefits and expanded eligibility in response to 
COVID-19. Official poverty, which does not reflect the role of these programs, increased from 10.5% in 
2019 to 11.6%. 

	⊲ The 2021 expansion of the CTC has expired, so poverty has likely increased in 2022. 

More than a quarter of Californians are living in or near poverty.
	⊲ In fall 2021, 28.7% of residents were poor or near poor, down from 34.0% in 2019.
	⊲ The rate of Californians who were near poor (with resources up to one and a half times the CPM poverty 

line) fell slightly, from 17.6% in 2019 to 17.0% in 2021.
	⊲ Deep poverty—the share of families with less than half the resources to meet basic needs—fell from 4.6% 

in 2019 to 3.3%.
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Source: Estimates from the fall 2021 CPM; see Poverty in California: Technical Appendix A.
Notes: “Increase in poverty if no safety net” segments show estimated increment to poverty rate without counting safety net 
resources. Program effects may overlap instead of being additive. Children are ages 0–17. Adults are ages 18-64. Seniors are ages 
65+. “All safety net programs” excludes Social Security and includes CalFresh, CalWORKs, federal and state Earned Income Tax 
Credits (EITC), state Young Child Tax Credit (YCTC), expanded federal Child Tax Credit (solely advance payments received in fourth 
quarter 2021), Supplemental Security Income (SSI/SSP), General Assistance (GA), federal housing subsidies, the Supplemental 
Nutrition Program for Women, Infants, and Children (WIC), school breakfast and lunch, Pandemic-EBT 2.0, and Golden State Stimulus 
II. “CalWORKs” includes GA. “CalEITC” includes state YCTC.

Poverty would be even higher without the safety net

Without social safety net programs, more Californians would live in poverty. 
	⊲ In fall 2021, about 3.9 million more Californians (10.3%), would have been in poverty without safety net 

programs. CalFresh kept 1 million Californians out of poverty (2.6%), up from 500,000 in 2019, due to both 
temporary and ongoing changes. Through temporary monthly payments to families with children, the federal 
CTC lowered poverty by 1.8 points; the federal Earned Income Tax Credit lowered poverty by 1.1 points.

https://www.ppic.org/
https://www.ppic.org/
https://www.ppic.org/wp-content/uploads/content/pubs/report/R_1013SBR.pdf
https://www.ppic.org/wp-content/uploads/content/pubs/report/R_1013SBR.pdf
https://www.census.gov/topics/income-poverty/poverty.html
https://www.ppic.org/wp-content/uploads/1022cdf-appendix.pdf
https://www.ppic.org/publication/the-calfresh-food-assistance-program/
https://www.irs.gov/credits-deductions/advance-child-tax-credit-payments-in-2021
https://www.irs.gov/credits-deductions/advance-child-tax-credit-payments-in-2021


P P I C . O R GP U B L I C  P O L I CY  I N ST I T U T E  O F  CA L I F O R N I A

	⊲ Most safety net programs prioritize children—and in fall 2021 these programs kept 19.7% of children (about 
1.7 million) out of poverty. 

	⊲ Poverty rates vary widely across the state. Los Angeles (13.7%) and Orange (13.1%) Counties had the 
highest poverty rates; the Central Valley and Sierra region had the lowest (9.3%), largely due to lower 
housing costs. Across legislative districts, rates differ greatly (5.0% to 21.2%).

	⊲ Safety net programs reduce poverty most in inland areas: without them, poverty would be 15.2 points 
higher in the Central Valley and Sierra regions, but only 5.7 points higher in the Bay Area. 

Source: Estimates from the fall 2021 CPM; see Poverty in California: Technical Appendix A.
Notes: Poverty in California: Technical Appendix B lists the counties within each region.

Poverty rates vary widely across California’s regions

Supported with funding from Sunlight Giving.
Sources: All estimates based on California Poverty Measure (CPM) unless otherwise noted. Official poverty computed from the CPS-
ASEC. For more about the CPM and methodological changes that affect comparability with publications prior to 2022, see Kimberlin et 
al.; Technical Appendix A.
Notes: We employed an adapted CPM methodology to project poverty to fall 2021 using 2019 survey data. This projection incorporates 
economic conditions and safety net policies in place in fall 2021. We developed it to provide more current estimates and to address 
challenges to data collection during the pandemic.

Poverty was highest among seniors, Latinos, and less-educated adults.  
	⊲ In fall 2021, poverty was markedly higher for adults 65 and older (16.3%) than for children (9.0%) and 

adults 18–64 (11.6%)—a reversal from previous years, when child poverty was highest. 
	⊲ Though the Latino poverty rate has fallen to 13.5% (from 21.4% in 2019), Latinos remain disproportionately 

poor—comprising 45.7% of poor Californians, but 39.7% of all Californians. About 12.6% of African 
Americans, 11.8% of Asian Americans/Pacific Islanders, and 9.9% of whites lived in poverty.

	⊲ The poverty rate for immigrant Californians was 16.1%, compared to 10.0% for US-born; poverty among 
undocumented immigrants was 25.1%. 

	⊲ Education continues to be tied to poverty rates: 6.2% of college graduates age 25–64 and 19.5% of adults 
age 25–64 without a high school diploma live in poverty. Nonetheless, poverty fell 9.6 points since 2019 
among less-educated adults.

Most poor families in California are working.  
	⊲ In fall 2021, nearly two-thirds (64.2%) of poor Californians lived in families with at least one working adult, 

excluding families with only adults 65 and older.
	⊲ For 34.7% of those in poverty, at least one family member reported working full-time for the entire year; 

for 29.5%, a family member worked part-time and/or part of the year.

https://www.ppic.org/
https://www.ppic.org/interactive/california-poverty-by-county-and-legislative-district/
https://www.ppic.org/wp-content/uploads/1022cdf-appendix.pdf
https://www.ppic.org/wp-content/uploads/1022cdf-appendix.pdf
https://www.ppic.org/wp-content/uploads/1022cdf-appendix.pdf
https://www.ppic.org/interactive/whos-in-poverty-in-california/



