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Persistent Poverty: An Issue for Some
Pennsylvania Municipalities
In Census 2000, 11.7 percent of rural Pennsylvanians were
living in poverty. This rate has ranged over the past three
decades from a high of 13.2 percent in 1970 to a low of 10.8
percent in 1980. Rural poverty rates have consistently been
above urban poverty rates.
At the county level, rural poverty rates vary greatly, from
6.9 percent in Pike County to 18.8 percent in Centre
County in 2000. And more locally, among rural municipalities, rates are even more disparate, ranging in 2000 from no
municipality in poverty to a rate of 63.3 percent in poverty.
Although local poverty rates fluctuate with every Census,
as economic conditions improve in some areas and worsen
in others, some places have consistently higher rates of
poverty than others. This fact sheet is a look at various
characteristics of those places.

Defining persistent poverty

poverty data was not reported for municipalities prior to the
1980 Census.
Persistent poverty is an issue for 131 of Pennsylvania’s
municipalities, 23 of which are cities, 57 are boroughs and
51 are townships. Of the total, 58 percent or 76 municipalities are rural*, which means that about 5 percent of the
commonwealth’s 1,656 rural municipalities are persistent
poverty municipalities.
Persistent poverty is not a regional phenomenon: these
municipalities are geographically dispersed throughout rural
Pennsylvania in 27 of the 48 rural counties. But they are
different from their non-poverty neighbors in other ways.

Demographics
Pennsylvania’s rural persistent poverty municipalities
typically are smaller in population and in land area than
other rural areas of the state, averaging 1,336 people and 20
square miles compared to 1,759 people and 23 square miles.
Likewise, those municipalities in persistent poverty also
have lower population densities at an average of 65 persons
per square mile versus 77 in the remainder of rural Pennsylvania.

The U.S. Department of Agriculture’s (USDA) Economic
Research Service (ERS) defines 382 persistent poverty
counties nationwide, in which at least 20 percent of the
population is below the poverty threshold for three decades,
as measured by four consecutive
decennial censuses. These counties are
Poverty Rates in Rural and Urban Pennsylvania, 1970-2000
located primarily in the southern half
of the nation and have different
demographic and socio-economic
characteristics than their wealthier
counterparts.
While no Pennsylvania county meets
the ERS criteria, there are some areas of
the state that have been persistently
poorer than others. To examine these
areas more closely, the Center for Rural
Pennsylvania looked at characteristics
of rural municipalities with poverty
rates above 15 percent from 1979 to
1999 (Censuses 1980-2000). Only
three censuses were used because
Data Source: U.S. Census Bureau, Censuses 1980, 1990 and 2000
*

Rural municipalities are those whose Census 2000 population density is below the statewide average of 274 persons per square
mile and those with total populations less than 2,500, unless located in an urbanized area as defined by the Census Bureau.

What is Poverty
To determine a person’s poverty
status, the U.S. Census Bureau uses the
official federal government formula
to define poverty. This formula
compares the person’s total family
income with the poverty threshold
appropriate for that person’s family
size and composition (see table
below). If the total income of that
person’s family is less than the
threshold appropriate for that family,
then the person is considered to be

living in poverty, together with every
member of his or her family. If a person
is not living with anyone related by
birth, marriage, or adoption, then the
person’s own income is compared with
his or her poverty threshold.
Poverty status is determined in each
decennial census for all people except
institutionalized people, people in
military group quarters, people in
college dormitories, and unrelated
individuals under 15 years old. These

groups also are excluded when
calculating poverty rates; they are
considered neither “poor” nor “nonpoor.”
Even though the official poverty
data are based on 48 thresholds
arranged by family size and the number
of children within the family, data
users often want to get an idea of the
“average” threshold for a given family
size. The weighted average thresholds
provide that summary.

Poverty Threshold in 1999 by Size of Family and Number of Related Children
Under 18 Years Old (In dollars)

Data Source: U.S. Census Bureau, Census 2000

In addition, persistent poverty municipalities have grown
in population much more slowly than the rest of rural
Pennsylvania: less than 1 percent compared to 11 percent
from 1980 to 2000.
However, between 1990 and 2000, these municipalities
had a higher birth rate of 15.0 births per 1,000 residents than
the statewide rate of 13.9 births per 1,000 residents.
Age is similar in poverty and non-poverty areas where
equal percentages of the population are age 65 and older.
However, in persistent poverty municipalities, there are
slightly more children, about a 2 percentage point difference. At the same time, however, the percent of the population who are children is decreasing in these areas and
growing in the rest of rural Pennsylvania. There are no racial
differences but the percentage that is Hispanic is lower in
persistent poverty areas.
Family make-up is also not very different – single mothers
are a little more common and married couples with children
are slightly less common in persistent poverty municipalities.
Overall, in rural persistent poverty municipalities, approximately 38 percent of the persons in poverty are under
18 years old. Young adults, age18 to 35 years old, account
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for 24 percent of those in poverty, and those age 35 to 64
make up 28 percent of those in poverty. Senior citizens, age
65 years old and older, comprise about 10 percent of those
in poverty.
In terms of family structure, 39 percent of families in
poverty are married couples with children, 33 percent are
single parents with children, and 23 percent are married
couples without children. The remaining 5 percent of the
families are single householders without children.
Among families in poverty, 59 percent had at least one
family member employed and 41 percent had no family
member employed.

Socioeconomics
By the very definition of poverty, incomes are lower in
poverty areas. Persistent poverty municipalities had a per
capita income of $14,058 in Census 2000 – more than $4,000
lower than the rest of rural Pennsylvania – and a much higher
percentage of households had incomes below $25,000.
In light of this income disparity, persistent poverty areas
have a poverty rate of 20 percent compared to 8.5 percent
Rural Persistent Poverty Municipalities

Pennsylvania’s Persistent Poverty Municipalities, 1979-1999

For a two-person family, this means
that their combined income would
be between $10,977 and $16,195.
These so called “working-poor” are
at most risk of sliding into poverty.
Among non-persistent poverty
rural municipalities, the working
poor made up 8 percent of the
population.

Other Factors
Homeownership rates are much
lower in persistent poverty municipalities, at 77 percent, than in the
balance of rural areas, at 84 percent.
In terms of types of housing, there are
Data Source: U.S. Census Bureau, Censuses 1980, 1990 and 2000
fewer second homes located in rural
persistent
poverty
municipalities
than in their non-poverty
for the rest of rural Pennsylvania. Another reflection of low
counterparts.
Seven
percent
of
units
were vacant for
income in an area is housing values.
seasonal
use
in
the
persistent
poverty
areas compared to
One explanation for higher poverty rates in these areas is
nearly
10
percent
in
other
rural
areas.
And fewer homes are
the lower levels of educational attainment. Twenty-nine
single-family,
stand-alone
units
in
persistent
poverty areas,
percent of those living in persistent poverty municipalities
71
versus
77
percent.
Persistent
poverty
areas
have more
did not graduate from high school and less than 10 percent
apartment
buildings
and
mobile
homes.
And
housing
in
have a college education. In the non-persistent poverty
persistent
poverty
areas
is
older
and
of
poorer
quality.
Nearly
municipalities, 19 percent did not finish high school and
one-quarter
of
the
units
were
built
before
1940
and
well
more than 14 percent have college degrees.
over half were built before 1970. About 5 percent have
Another explanation for the persistent poverty rates may
incomplete plumbing facilities and about 5 percent have
be attributed to labor force factors. Labor force participaincomplete kitchen facilities. In the rest of rural Pennsylvation is higher in non-poverty areas and unemployment is
lower. Non-persistent poverty rural Pennsylvania has a labor nia, only about 3 percent have each of these deficiencies.
Workers in persistent poverty municipalities have a longer
force participation rate of 63 percent and an unemployment
commute
to work, traveling more than 28 minutes rather
rate of 4.6 percent, while in persistent poverty municipalities
than
the
26.5
that their non-persistent poverty counterparts
56 percent of the population age 16 and older participate in
travel.
the labor force and, of those, 7.1 percent are unemployed.
The use of land use and planning tools also differs between
Occupation and industry of employment are important to
persistent
poverty areas and others in rural Pennsylvania.
examine as they affect wages, which are a large part of
Every
tool
tracked by the Governor’s Center for Local
income. In persistent poverty areas, fewer people work in
Government
Services is less common in persistent poverty
management or professional jobs and more in blue-collar
municipalities.
jobs. In addition, more people work in the agriculture and
Rural persistent poverty municipalities have much lower
mining and the manufacturing sectors and fewer people
revenues,
taking in an annual average of about $343,000
work in finance, insurance and real estate.
each
compared
to $525,000 in other rural areas. NonRural persistent poverty municipalities also have more
poverty
areas
collect
a slightly higher percentage of revenues
people who are on the cusp of poverty. Data from Census
from
taxes,
44
versus
40 percent. Because of their economic
2000 show that about 12 percent of residents have incomes
status,
nearly
all
of
the
persistent poverty municipalities in
that are between 101 percent and 150 percent of poverty.
rural Pennsylvania are designated
by the Department of Community
Range of Household Incomes in Rural Persistent Poverty and
and Economic Development as
Non-Poverty Municipalities, 2000
distressed areas*. Ninety-one
percent are distressed compared to
69 percent of non-poverty rural
municipalities.
See page 4 for a list of rural
persistent poverty municipalities.
*

This designation is Act 67 of 1996.

Data Source: U.S. Census Bureau, Census 2000
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Pennsylvania’s Rural Persistent Poverty Municipalities and their Poverty Rates, 1980-2000

Data Source: U.S. Census Bureau, Censuses 1980, 1990 and 2000
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The Center for Rural Pennsylvania is a bipartisan,
bicameral legislative agency that serves as a resource for
rural policy research within the Pennsylvania General
Assembly. It was created in 1987 under Act 16, the
Rural Revitalization Act, to promote and sustain the
vitality of Pennsylvania’s rural and small communities.
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