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Poor Population in America’s Suburbs Growing Faster Than in Cities or Rural Areas, 

Rising 64 Percent in Past Decade 
 

Authors of New Brookings Book Propose Metropolitan Opportunity Challenge to Create New 

State- and Metro-Level Solutions for Combating Suburban Poverty 

 

Washington, D.C. –The poor population in America’s suburbs is growing faster than anywhere else in the 

country, surging 64 percent in the past decade and growing at more than twice the rate of the urban poor 
population. By 2011, there were 3 million more poor people living in the suburbs of the nation’s major 
metropolitan areas than in their big cities, says a new Brookings Institution book released today.    

Confronting Suburban Poverty in America, authored by Elizabeth Kneebone and Alan Berube of the 
Brookings Institution Metropolitan Policy Program, challenges common perceptions about America’s 
suburbs and calls on policymakers to rethink place-based antipoverty responses. Despite the growth in 
suburban poverty, the systems, services, and programs needed to provide a path out of poverty in these 
regions are insufficient to meet the scale of need.   

“When people think of poverty in America, they tend to think of inner city neighborhoods or isolated rural 
communities, but today, suburbs are home to the largest and fastest growing poor population in the 
country,” says Kneebone, a Fellow at the Brookings Institution Metropolitan Policy Program and the lead 
author.  “Poverty is touching more people and places than before, challenging outdated notions of where 
poverty is and who it affects.”  

The book updates and extends Brookings research documenting shifts in poverty across cities and 
suburbs and provides a comprehensive analysis of the causes, drivers, and implications of suburban 
poverty. It profiles communities across the country that have devised effective new solutions to alleviate 
poverty and increase access to opportunity for low-income residents.   

The authors point out that increases in suburban poverty are not a temporary shift caused by the 
recession, but instead they are the result of decades of change and growth. In fact, the suburbs became 
home to the largest and fastest-growing poor population before the economic downturn occurred.  
Poverty is rising in suburbs for a number of reasons: shifts in jobs and wages, population growth and 
immigration, the collapse of the housing market, and the foreclosure crisis.   

Yet today’s approaches to helping poor communities are not matched to the size and scope of the 
problem and need to be overhauled. The approaches 1) rely on community-based nonprofits that are 
often not as present in suburbs as in cities, 2) target areas of concentrated poverty but not the dispersed 
poverty that characterizes many suburbs, and 3) create hurdles for collaborations necessary to tackle 
poverty across whole regions. 
 
“We cannot risk recreating the same problems of entrenched concentrated poverty in suburbs that we 
have battled for decades to reverse in cities,” says Brookings Metropolitan Policy Program Senior Fellow 
and Deputy Director Alan Berube, who co-authored the book. “The suburbanization of poverty is a wake-
up call. When it comes to antipoverty efforts, we have a blank slate in most of suburbia and a new chance 
to get this right.”  

The rise in suburban poverty demands a new approach. Kneebone and Berube outline an agenda for 
addressing suburban poverty, providing both short- and long-term recommendations for federal, state, 
and local policymakers as well as leaders in business, philanthropy, and nonprofit organizations.  
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To build a better system for confronting poverty in place, the authors recommend near-term steps, 
including: 

1) Supporting efforts to improve systems and networks and promoting high-performing, scaled 
organizations;  
 

2) Identifying and reducing barriers to integration and collaboration and catalyzing regional capacity; 
and  
 

3) Committing to enterprise-level funding and developing and maintaining consistent and 
comparable data sources to evaluate outcome-driven strategies.   

The federal government spends $82 billion a year on at least 80 federal community-based antipoverty 
programs across nearly a dozen agencies.  To create larger-scale change over the long term, the authors 
propose that Congress create a “Metropolitan Opportunity Challenge,” a competitive grant program for 
states similar to the Obama Administration’s “Race to the Top” initiative for education.  

By redeploying 5 percent (about $4 billion) of what it spends on place-based antipoverty efforts, the 
program would award funding to states to develop tailored, metropolitan-led strategies to improve low-
income families’ access to opportunity in areas such as housing, education, transportation, and jobs.  

“With millions of families struggling to make ends meet, we can’t afford to continue business as usual,” 
says Kneebone.  “In this time of constrained resources, we need to leverage every dollar in more effective 
ways to increase access to economic opportunity for low-income residents wherever they live,” she adds.   

Copies of “Confronting Suburban Poverty in America” are available at 
www.confrontingsuburbanpoverty.org.  Other online resources include:  

 A video explaining suburban poverty and its impact on communities 

 Individual profiles of the 100 largest metropolitan areas, with detailed data on city and suburban 
poverty trends, and on the drivers (e.g., population change, housing, the economy) and 
implications (e.g., access to transit, changing school populations) of these trends 

 Rankings of metro areas with the highest suburban poverty rates, and metro areas with the 
largest increases in city and suburban poverty 

 Models of innovative regional solutions 

 A toolkit for action, with resources for policymakers, practitioners, funders, and those looking to 
learn more about these issues and promising ways to address them 

 

The Metropolitan Policy Program at Brookings provides decision-makers with cutting-edge research 

and policy ideas for improving the health and prosperity of metropolitan areas, including their component 
cities, suburbs, and rural areas. To learn more, please visit: www.brookings.edu/metro. Follow us on 
Twitter at www.twitter.com/brookingsmetro.   
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