
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

FAC T  S H E E T  •  O C TO B E R  2 0 2 3

Though poverty is typically measured for a calendar year, below we calculate poverty levels for the first 
quarter of 2023 to offer a more current perspective amid a shifting economic and policy landscape.

Poverty in California increased between 2021 and early 2023.
	⊲ The poverty rate rose from 11.7% in fall 2021 to 13.2% in the first quarter of 2023, 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. Despite this uptick, poverty was still 
lower than before the pandemic (16.4% in 2019). In early 2023, about 5 million Californians were under the 
CPM poverty line (on average $39,900 yearly for a family of two adults and two children).

	⊲ Child poverty jumped from 9.0% in fall 2021 to 13.8% in early 2023; child poverty was 17.6% in 2019. 
	⊲ Pandemic relief programs mitigated poverty substantially in 2021. By 2022, national statistics show 

poverty had increased after the end of several temporary programs. Our methodology accounts for the 
sunsetting of additional programs and thus provides more current poverty estimates. The only major 
pandemic safety net expansion still in place in early 2023 was expanded food assistance. 

Nearly a third of Californians are living in or near poverty.
	⊲ In early 2023, 31.1% of residents were poor or near poor (with resources up to one and a half times the 

CPM poverty line), up from 28.7% in fall 2021.
	⊲ The share of Californians who were near poor rose slightly from 17.0% in fall 2021 to 17.9% in early 2023.
	⊲ Deep poverty—the share of families with less than half the resources to meet basic needs—remained 

essentially the same (3.3%–3.4%).
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Source: Estimates from the CPM, first quarter of 2023.
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), federal Child Tax Credit, Supplemental Security Income (SSI), General Assistance 
(GA), federal housing subsidies, Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women, Infants, and Children (WIC), Pandemic-EBT 3.0, and 
school meals. “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 early 2023, about 3.2 million more Californians (8.4%) would have been in poverty without safety net 

programs. CalFresh kept 1.1 million Californians out of poverty (3.0%), up from 1 million in fall 2021, due 
mainly to increased enrollment. The federal Earned Income Tax Credit lowered poverty by 1.1 points; after 
the end of its temporary expansion, the federal Child Tax Credit (CTC) lowered poverty by only 0.8 points 

https://www.ppic.org/
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https://inequality.stanford.edu/data/california-poverty-measure
https://inequality.stanford.edu/data/california-poverty-measure
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(compared to 1.8 points in fall 2021). In early 2023, federal housing subsidies and Supplemental Security 
Income (SSI) had the same effect on poverty as the federal EITC.

	⊲ Most safety net programs prioritize children—and in early 2023, these programs kept 14.9% of children 
(about 1.3 million) out of poverty.

	⊲ Los Angeles County (15.5%) and San Diego County (15.0%) had the highest poverty rates; the Central 
Valley and Sierra region had the lowest (10.7%), largely due to lower housing costs. Across legislative 
districts, rates differ greatly (26.1% to 6.1%).

	⊲ Safety net programs reduce poverty most in inland areas: without them, poverty would be 14.4 points 
higher in the Central Valley and Sierra region, but only 4.3 points higher in the Bay Area.

Source: Estimates from the CPM, first quarter of 2023. 
Notes: Poverty in California: Technical Appendix C lists the counties within each region.

Poverty rates vary widely across California’s regions
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Supported with funding from Blue Shield of California Foundation, the James Irvine Foundation, and Tipping Point Community.
Sources: All estimates based on the California Poverty Measure (CPM). For more about the CPM and methodological changes that affect 
comparability with publications prior to 2023, see Kimberlin et al., Poverty in California: Technical Appendices (PPIC, 2023).
Notes: We employed an adapted CPM methodology to project poverty to early 2023 using 2019 survey data and 2023 administrative 
data. This projection incorporates economic conditions and safety net policies in place in January–March 2023. Full-time work is 
measured as 35 hours per week for 48 or more weeks per year.

Poverty was highest among seniors, Latinos, and less-educated adults.  
	⊲ In early 2023, poverty was markedly higher for seniors (15.2%) than for children (13.8%) and adults 18–64 

(12.6%)—a change from pre-pandemic years, when child poverty was highest.
	⊲ The Latino poverty rate increased to 16.9% (from 13.5% in fall 2021). Latinos remained disproportionately 

poor—comprising about half (50.7%) of poor Californians, but 39.7% of all Californians. About 13.6% of 
African Americans, 11.5% of Asian Americans/Pacific Islanders, and 10.2% of whites lived in poverty.

	⊲ The poverty rate for foreign-born Californians was 17.6%, compared to 11.5% for US-born residents; 
poverty among undocumented immigrants was 29.6%.

	⊲ Education is tied to poverty rates: 6.4% of college graduates age 25–64 and 22.3% of adults age 25–64 
without a high school diploma lived in poverty. Since fall 2021, poverty increased 2.8 points among less-
educated adults.

Most poor families in California are working.  
	⊲ In early 2023, nearly 76.0% of poor Californians lived in families with at least one working adult, excluding 

families with only adults 65 and older.
	⊲ For 43.8% of those in poverty, at least one family member reported working full time for the entire year; 

for 32.2%, a family member worked part time and/or part of the year.
	⊲ Among working adults age 25–64, 8.1% were poor, with rates much higher among those working part 

time (18.5%) as opposed to full time (5.3%).
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