
Background
Poor children are at greater risk than non-poor children for a host of negative out-
comes. They are more likely to perform poorly in school, to become teen parents,
and to be unemployed as adults.1,2 In addition to facing a greater risk of living in
poverty, Latino children often confront additional challenges such as language and
cultural barriers, and the stresses of adjusting to US society for immigrant families.  

Latino Youth in Poverty 
In 2000, one-quarter (27%) of Latino chil-
dren under age 18 lived in poverty, com-
pared to three in ten (30%) African
American children and 9% of non-Latino
white children.  These figures represent
substantial declines in child poverty rates
during the 1990s.  In 1990, 38% of Latino
children were poor as were 44% of
African Americans and 12% of non-
Latino whites.  The proportions of chil-
dren living in deep and near poverty also
declined for all groups during the 1990s
(See Figure 1).  Nevertheless, poverty
rates of Latino and African American
youth continue to be much higher than
those of non-Latino whites.3

Among Latinos, poverty rates vary by
national origin.  They range from a low of
16% for Cuban children to a high of 44%
for Puerto Rican children (See Figure 2).4
Latino families headed by immigrants
have higher poverty rates than the overall
Latino population.  In 1996, 28% of
immigrant Latino families were poor.
One-third of Mexican (34%) and Central
American (32%) immigrant families lived
below the poverty line.5 However, pover-
ty rates are high for US-born Latinos as
well.  Third and subsequent generation
children of Mexican-origin are about 2.5
times as likely to live in poverty than are
non-Latino whites (28% vs. 11%).6

Relationship Between Education and Poverty
In 2000, 63% of 25-29 year old Latinos were high school graduates, compared to
87% of African Americans and 94% of non-Latino whites.7 One-tenth (10%) of
young Latino adults (ages 25-29) had a college degree, compared to 18% of
African Americans and 34% of non-Latino whites.7 Among full-time workers, peo-
ple with a college education earn significantly more than those with just a high
school diploma or those who did not finish high school.8 Lower rates of high
school and college graduation in the Latino population translate to lower incomes
for Latino families and higher proportions of Latino children living in poor fami-
lies. 

HIGHLIGHTS

27% of Latino children
live in poverty.

Latino child poverty rates
vary by national origin.

Immigrant Latino
families have higher
poverty rates than Latino
families headed by
US-born parents.

Latino poverty is linked
to low educational
attainment.

Latino children of single
mothers are more than
twice as likely to be poor
as those in two-parent
families.

85% of Latino children
from two-parent families
and 37% of Latino
children in single-parent
families have a securely
employed parent.

FACT SHEET ON 
LATINO YOUTH: INCOME & POVERTY NOVEMBER 2002

Center for Reproductive Health
Research and Policy, Department of
Obstetrics, Gynecology and
Reproductive Sciences 
and 
The Institute for Health Policy Studies, 
University of California, 
San Francisco

FIGURE 1
Poverty status of children by 
race/ethnicity, 1990 & 2000
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FIGURE 2
Proportion of Latino children living 
in poverty by national origin, 1995
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Relationship Between Family Structure and
Poverty 
Poverty status is also connected to family
structure.  Two-thirds (65%) of Latino children
lived with two parents in 2001 as did 78% of
non-Latino white children and 38% of
African American children.  One-quarter
(24%) of Latino children lived in a mother-
only household, as did one-half (48%) of
African American and 15% of non-Latino
white children.3 Children in two-parent fam-
ilies are much less likely to live in poverty
than those who live with a single mother.
Latino children of single mothers are more
than twice as likely to live in poverty as those
who live with two parents.  Two in ten (21%)
Latino children in two-parent families were
poor in 2000, a substantially higher rate than for either African American or non-
Latino children in two-parent families (See Figure 3).  This suggests that two-parent
Latino families struggle to move out of poverty.  In 1990, about two-thirds of Latino
and African American children in single-mother households were poor; that propor-
tion declined to just under half for both groups by 2000.  In contrast, 40% of non-
Latino whites in single-mother households were poor in 1990, compared to one-quar-
ter (28%) in 2000.3

Relationship Between Employment and
Poverty
Children who have a securely employed par-
ent are less likely to live in poverty than other
children.  In 1990, three-quarters (74%) of
Latino youth living with two parents had at
least one parent who had full-time, year-
round employment whereas one-quarter
(24%) of Latino children who lived with sin-
gle mothers had a mother with secure
employment (See Figure 4).  Both of these
percentages rose during the 1990s to 85% of
children from two-parent families and 37% of
children in single-mother families.3

In comparison, about 85% of African
American and non-Latino white children with
two parents had a securely-employed parent
in 1990; as did about nine in ten in 2000.  About one-quarter (27%) of African
American children living in single-mother families had a securely employed parent in
1990 as did 40% of non-Latino white in this family type.  By 2000, more than half
(53%) of the African American and non-Latino white children of single mothers had a
parent who worked full-time and year-round, a proportion substantially higher than
that of Latino children of single mothers.3
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Poverty rates of children by 
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FIGURE 4
Proportion of children with securely 
employed parents, by race/ethnicity, 
1990 & 2000
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