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Concentrated Poverty in the  
Wake of the Great Recession 



For the last 40 years, between 11 and 15 percent of the U.S. 
population has lived below the federal poverty line
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U.S. Poverty Rate, 1970 to 2014

In	2014,	the	official	poverty	threshold	was:	
$15,379	for	a	family	of	two	
$18,850	for	a	family	of	three	
$24,230	for	a	family	of	four	

	Source:	Brookings	analysis	of	U.S.	Census	Bureau	data	



Almost 47 million residents were poor in 2014, an increase of 
more than 15 million over 2000
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U.S. Poor Population, 1970 to 2014

Source:	Brookings	analysis	of	U.S.	Census	Bureau	data	



Concentrated poverty refers to the clustering of the poor in 
extremely poor neighborhoods
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Extremely poor neighborhoods are 
defined here as those neighborhoods 
with a poverty rate greater than 40 
percent 

High-poverty neighborhoods are 
defined here as those neighborhoods 
with a poverty rate greater than 20 
percent 



Weak job networks

Higher local prices

Burdened local government

Higher crime rates

Worse health outcomes

Poorer education outcomes

Concentrated poverty imposes a “double burden” that can 
make it that much harder to break the cycle of poverty 

Moving to a low poverty neighborhood boosts a child’s 
chances of going to college and earning more as an adult



Research has shown the U.S. made gains in reducing 
concentrated poverty in the 1990s…

…but after two recessions followed by uneven recoveries, 
what do the trends look like now?



14 million people lived in extremely poor neighborhoods in 
2010-14, more than twice as many as in 2000

 6,545 

 2,986 

 8,773 

 4,068 

 13,732 

 6,320 

Total Population Poor Population

Population in Extremely Poor Tracts (1,000s)
2000 2005-09 2010-14

Source:	Brookings	analysis	of	U.S.	Census	Bureau	data	



The steepest increases in concentrated poverty occurred in 
the wake of the Great Recession
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Hispanics saw the largest uptick in the post-recession period, 
although African Americans remain the most likely to live in 
concentrated poverty
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Most poor people now live in high-poverty neighborhoods

Source:	Brookings	analysis	of	U.S.	Census	Bureau	data	
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Rates of concentrated disadvantage remain highest in cities, 
but the fastest pace of growth since 2000 happened outside 
the urban core, in suburbs and small metro areas

Source:	Brookings	analysis	of	U.S.	Census	Bureau	data	
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Virginia has not been immune to these trends



Virginia has not been immune to these trends



The number of poor Virginians living in tracts with poverty 
rates of at least 20% has roughly doubled since 2000
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Virginia’s poor experience concentrated disadvantage at a 
lower-than-average rate, but the trend is moving in the wrong 
direction
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African Americans are by far the most likely to live in 
extremely poor neighborhoods in Virginia

Source:	Brookings	analysis	of	U.S.	Census	Bureau	data	
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Racial gaps are less pronounced, although still present, when 
using the 20% poverty threshold to identify poor 
neighborhoods

Source:	Brookings	analysis	of	U.S.	Census	Bureau	data	
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13 counties were home to extremely poor neighborhoods after 
the recession, compared to just 5 in 2000

Source:	Brookings	analysis	of	U.S.	Census	Bureau	data	
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83 counties were home to high poverty tracts in 2010-14, and 
42 concentrated at least half of their poor residents in such 
neighborhoods

Source:	Brookings	analysis	of	U.S.	Census	Bureau	data	



As the economic cycle rises and falls, many of these 
communities are the last in and first out

But it’s not just the economy that matters…decisions around 
housing, subsidies, land use, and zoning also shape these 
trends

Reinvestment strategies should be balanced with mobility 
opportunities

What does the growing concentration of poverty mean for 
Virginia?

Regional strategies (housing, transportation, economic 
development) are critical to addressing the scale of these 
growing challenges

More places, outside the urban core, are struggling with the 
challenges of poverty and concentrated disadvantage
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