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and supplemental poverty measures

Brian C. Thiede1

Matthew M. Brooks2

Abstract

BACKGROUND
Recent increases in ethno-racial diversity in the United States are paralleled by growing
representation of first- and second-generation immigrants, especially among children.
Socioeconomic inequalities along the lines of immigrant generation, race, and ethnicity
suggest such demographic changes may result in greater disparities among recent,
more-diverse cohorts of children.

OBJECTIVE
Describe poverty rates among US children across five immigrant generation groups,
using the US government’s official poverty measure (OPM) and a supplemental poverty
measure (SPM), which accounts for government transfers and costs of living.

METHODS
Using data from the Current Population Survey and historical SPM estimates from
1993–2016, we describe trends in child poverty, stratified by immigrant generation. We
compare estimates of inter-generational differences and temporal changes based on the
OPM and SPM, and we conduct stratified analyses for Hispanic and Asian children.

RESULTS
We find persistent differences in poverty rates between immigrant generations. First-
generation non-citizens and second-generation children with two foreign-born parents
have consistently higher poverty rates than other generations, between which there are
minimal disparities. Differences between OPM- and SPM-based estimates suggest
public supports and costs of living have differential welfare effects across groups.

CONTRIBUTION
We provide a historical record of child poverty differentials across immigrant
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generations, which have been understudied. Results demonstrate heterogeneity in the
economic status of first- and second-generation children, which would be masked using
other immigrant-generation typologies. Differences in OPM- and SPM-based measures
raise questions about inter-generational disparities in public supports and costs of
living, and stratified results highlight the intersection of race, ethnicity, and nativity as
axes of inequality.

1. Introduction

Racial and ethnic diversity across the US population has increased markedly over recent
decades, and this trend is expected to continue into the future (Alba and Foner 2015;
Frey 2014; Lee et al. 2017; Lichter and Qian 2018). Shifts in ethno-racial composition
have been particularly dramatic among recent cohorts of children. In 2016, for example,
members of non-white minority groups comprised 50.4% of children ages 0–5 years,
compared with 33.8% of adults ages 50–54 years and 19.1% of adults aged 85 or older
(US Census Bureau 2017). The high degree of ethno-racial diversity at the bottom of
the age distribution is driven by recent patterns of immigration and fertility, including
high levels of fertility among first- and second-generation immigrant adults (Frank and
Heuveline 2005; Johnson and Lichter 2016; Jonsson and Rendall 2004). One
understudied implication is that new cohorts of children are not only characterized by
growing diversity racially and ethnically, but also in terms of immigrant generation.

These new patterns of diversity are unfolding within a US context that has
historically been characterized by socioeconomic inequalities along the axes of race,
ethnicity, and immigrant generation (Glick and Yabiku 2016; Hamilton et al. 2011;
Iceland et al. 2014; Lichter 2013). However, relatively little is known about whether
and how inter-generational disparities among adults translate into patterns of advantage
and disadvantage among children (National Academy of Sciences 2016). Existing
evidence is focused mainly on broad differences between native- and foreign-born
children and is largely based on data collected prior to the recent uptick in ethno-racial
diversity among US children (Lichter, Qian, and Crowley 2005; Van Hook, Brown, and
Kwenda 2004). Likewise, there has been little attention to historical changes in such
socioeconomic gradients among children as diversity has increased.

We draw attention to these issues by describing patterns of child poverty across
immigrant generations between 1993 and 2016. We are addressing a straightforward but
important empirical question. Previously documented patterns of inequality among
immigrant and native-born adults will not necessarily map onto cohorts of children,
whose economic circumstances are also a function of selective patterns of fertility,
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immigration, and settlement within the United States, as well as differential access to
the safety net. We expect these and related processes to produce distinct inter-
generational patterns of poverty among children. We also examine historical dynamics
in child poverty, which is merited given the possibility that inter-generational
inequalities have changed over time with growing ethno-racial diversity, shifts in the
socioeconomic characteristics and geographic distribution of immigration populations,
and changes to the policy environment (Heinrich 2018; Lichter, Sanders, and Johnson
2015; Mattingly and Pedroza 2018). Finally, accounting for these patterns is important
given their longer-term implications, as childhood exposure to poverty has negative
effects over the life course (Duncan, Ziol-Guest, and Kalil 2010; Hayward and Gorman
2004). As an important 2016 report on immigrant integration in the United States
argued, economic conditions among immigrant children “provide a window to the
future” (National Academy of Sciences 2016: 289).

2. Data and methods

We analyze data from the Annual Social and Economic Supplement (ASEC) of the
Current Population Survey (CPS). The CPS has the advantage of collecting data on
parental place of birth – and thus children’s immigrant generation – regardless of
whether the child and parent co-reside in a household. We use the Integrated Public Use
Microdata Series (IPUMS) to extract data on immigrant generation and official poverty
status among children ages 0 to 17 years for 1994 through 2017 (N = 1,254,895) (Flood
et  al.  2017).  We  begin  in  1994  since  it  is  the  first  year  that  detailed  information  on
immigrant generation was collected in the CPS, and because the mid-1990s mark the
beginning of a new era of increased immigration, dispersion to new immigrant
destinations, and, we expect, changing economic patterns. Poverty status is defined for
the prior calendar years (1993–2016), which we refer to when reporting findings.

We measure poverty using the US government’s official poverty measure (OPM)
and the alternative, supplemental poverty measure (SPM). The latter was produced in
2009 by the US Census Bureau and Bureau of Labor Statistics to address perceived
shortcomings of the OPM (Iceland 2005). It accounts for the welfare effects of taxes,
tax credits, and non-cash transfers; adjusts for variation in housing costs; and uses
consumer expenditure-based poverty thresholds (Short 2012). Since the Census SPM is
not available for the first 16 years in our dataset, we use historical SPM estimates
produced by Fox and colleagues (2015). We do not fully describe their methodology for
brevity, but underscore two details. First, the historical SPM estimates differ slightly
from the Census SPM, such as by excluding geographic cost-of-living adjustments and
relying on imputed data for some years. Second, the historical SPM time series switches
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to the Census SPM when it became available in the 2010 CPS. An implication is that
historical SPM estimates may underestimate the welfare effects of new settlement
patterns that emerged during the study period.

We stratify our child poverty estimates by immigrant generation, which is
operationalized as a five-category typology. We distinguish between children who are
(a) foreign-born and not US citizens; (b) foreign-born US citizens; (c) native-born to
two foreign-born parents; (d) native-born to one foreign-born and one-native born
parent; and (e) native-born to two native-born parents. Together, groups (a) and (b)
comprise the first generation, groups (c) and (d) the second generation, and group (e)
the third+ generation. We measure parental nativity rather than citizenship since we
cannot identify the latter among non-resident parents using the CPS. If citizenship is a
stronger correlate of poverty than nativity, our approach may understate within-second-
generation disparities relative to a parental citizenship-based classification.

Our descriptive analyses are as follows. We estimate child poverty rates stratified
by immigrant generation and over the 1993–2016 period. We pool the data into twelve
two-year periods to increase the precision of estimates and throughout our study apply
the ASEC person-level weights (Flood et al. 2017). We estimate poverty rates using
both the OPM and SPM, and we compare inter-generational and temporal patterns to
identify differences in the aggregate poverty-reducing (increasing) effect of the factors
captured in the SPM. Finally, we produce generation-specific estimates of child poverty
among Hispanic and Asian children, respectively, to compare two large but
socioeconomically distinct immigrant populations.

3. Results

To put our analyses of child poverty into context, we begin by describing changes in the
distribution of children across immigrant generations (Figure 1). Growth in the share of
children in the second immigrant generation has been most pronounced, increasing
from 13.2% to 22.9% between 1993–1994 and 2015–2016. More than two-thirds of
second-generation children had two foreign-born parents in 2015–2016, and this group
experienced the largest percentage-point increase in overall representation since 1993–
1994 (7.6 points). The representation of second-generation children with only one
foreign-born parent also increased over this period, from 5.2% to 7.3% of all children.
First-generation immigrants comprised the smallest proportion of children throughout
the study, and this share changed little over time (3.2% to 3.6%). Finally, we note that
increasing representation of the first and second generations was offset by a 10.1
percentage-point decline in the share of children in the third+ generation. This group
nonetheless remains the large majority, representing over 70% of children in all periods.
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Figure 1: Distribution of children by immigrant generation, 1993–2016

Note: Figure excludes the third+ generation.

Next, we examine patterns of poverty across immigrant generations, comparing
OPM- and SPM-based estimates. Rates of poverty, as officially defined, are
consistently highest among first-generation non-US citizen children, followed by
second-generation children with two foreign-born parents (Figure 2a). Poverty rates for
these two groups averaged 34.4% and 28.6%, respectively, across the study period. The
share of both groups of children in poverty fell from the start to the end of our study:
from 46.7% to 30.2% among first-generation non-citizens and from 36.5% to 25.7%
among second-generation children with two foreign-born parents. This decline was
seemingly interrupted by the ‘Great Recession’ of 2007–2009 and its extended
aftermath – evident, for example, in the uptick in poverty rates from 23.9% to 32.3%
between 2005–2006 and 2011–2012 among second-generation children with two
foreign-born parents. Also note that the gap in poverty rates between first-generation
non-citizens and second-generation children with two foreign-born parents narrowed
from 1993–1994 to 2015–2016 – from 10.2 to 4.5 percentage points – but is
characterized by idiosyncratic fluctuations over time.
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Figure 2: Child poverty estimates by immigrant generation, 1993–2016
a) Official poverty measure

b) Supplemental poverty measure
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Official poverty rates among the other three immigrant generations were all
markedly lower, though still high in absolute terms. Averaged across all periods,
poverty rates among these three groups – first-generation US citizens, second-
generation children with one foreign-born parent, and the third+ generation – fell within
a range of 17.3% to 18.1%. With few exceptions, child poverty rates among these three
groups tracked closely together over time. Likewise, apart from an increase in poverty
associated with the 2007–2009 recession, trendlines were relatively flat. For example,
poverty among third+-generation children only declined from 20.1% to 17.2% from the
start to the end of the study.

We then compare  trends  in  child  poverty  across  immigrant  generations  using  the
SPM (Figure 2b), which is particularly pertinent given disparities in employment, place
of residence, and program eligibility and use across the populations of interest (De Jong
et al. 2017; De Trinadad Young et al. 2018). Our comparison yields at least two
important findings. First, the difference between OPM- and SPM-based estimates varies
in magnitude and direction between immigrant generations. Poverty rates based on the
OPM exceed SPM-based rates among the third+ generation (17.3% vs. 14.4%) and
second-generation children with one foreign-born parent (18.1% vs. 17.0%), but they
are lower among first-generation non-citizens (34.4% vs. 37.8%) and citizens (17.5%
vs. 19.2%) and among second-generation children with two foreign-born parents
(28.6% vs. 30.5%). The observed patterns raise important questions about inter-
generational differences in safety net eligibility, program utilization, and costs of living.

Second, the OPM and SPM yield different trends over time. The decline in child
poverty among first-generation non-citizens and second-generation children with two
foreign-born parents during the first decade of our study is considerably steeper when
poverty is measured using the SPM. For example, the SPM-based poverty rate among
second-generation children with two foreign-born parents declined 17.4 points over the
study period, compared with a 10.8 percentage-point decline in the OPM-based rate.
This pattern may reflect the geographic dispersion of immigrant populations to new,
lower-cost-of-living destinations. Our comparison also suggests that the safety net
helped to mitigate the effects of the Great Recession, as the uptick in poverty between
2005–2006 and 2009–2010 is muted when measured using the SPM. The gap between
OPM- and SPM-based estimates of recession-related increases in child poverty ranged
from more than five percentage points among first-generation non-citizens (5.8 points)
and second-generation children with two foreign-born parents (5.3 points) to 1.8
percentage points among the third+ generation.
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Figure 3: Child poverty estimates by immigrant generation (Hispanic only),
1993–2016

a) Official poverty measure

b) Supplemental poverty measure
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