Figure 1. Poverty rates under official and Wisconsin poverty measures, and under the Wisconsin measure with selected ARRA policies simulated.

Source: IRP tabulations of 2008 American Community Survey data augmented with state administrative data, Wisconsin Poverty Measure methodology, and

policies under the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act (same for all figures).

A recent Census Bureau publication on national poverty
rates suggested how overall SNAP, refundable tax credit,
and UI benefits helped keep millions of people out of pov-
erty.’ But these estimates include the combined effects of the
original programs and the ARRA expansions. Many state
income tax systems also enhanced EITC benefits, and many
states have seen large expansions in SNAP enrollment. State
policymakers are also interested in empirical estimates of
the effects of the federal ARRA in conjunction with their
own antipoverty programs in their states. Wisconsin is one
of those states.

The Wisconsin Poverty Measure

In Wisconsin, we have built a model to estimate state poverty
and the effects of policy changes, such as those in the ARRA,
on poverty rates. The official poverty measure captures only
pre-tax cash income and omits the effectiveness of many
federal and state antipoverty policies such as nutrition as-
sistance (SNAP) and the state and federal EITCs. Research-
ers at the University of Wisconsin—-Madison’s Institute for
Research on Poverty created a Wisconsin-specific measure

that more accurately reflects resources and need through a
broader, more complete view of poverty in the state. The
measure mirrors many of the National Academy of Sciences
(NAS) recommendations, as well as the new Supplemental
Poverty Measure currently being developed by the Census
Bureau.®

All poverty measures require two components: a measure of
economic need and a comparable and consistent measure of
resources, like income, to meet those needs. The Wisconsin
measure of resources includes cash income, plus major non-
cash benefits: taxes, SNAP (food stamps), public housing,
and energy assistance, less work expenses such as child
care and transportation. Our threshold (measure of need) is
based on the threshold recommended by the NAS, although
we make an adjustment for Wisconsin’s lower cost of living
relative to the nation. We also make adjustments to need
based on differences in cost of housing by type, differences
across geographic regions within the state, differences in
family size and composition, and differences in expected
out-of-pocket medical expenses. These adjustments deter-
mine a level of need specific to each poverty unit, which is
then compared to the unit’s available resources to determine
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Figure 2. All individuals with income below 50%, 75%, 100%, and 125% of poverty, under the Wisconsin Poverty Measure and under the Wisconsin

measure with selected ARRA policies simulated.

poverty status. The base poverty line for a family of four in
Wisconsin was therefore $24,842 in 2008 (before medical
out-of-pocket expenses and other adjustments), compared to
the national official poverty line of $21,834.

To assess resources and needs, we used a data extract of the
American Community Survey (ACS) for 2008 from the Inte-
grated Public Use Microdata Series (IPUMS), supplemented
with administrative data collected in the state of Wisconsin.”
The ACS collects sufficient data to allow us to report poverty
rates for the 10 largest counties in Wisconsin (including six
sub-county breakdowns within Milwaukee), as well as for 12
multi-county areas that encompass the rest of the state. Here
we report only on the overall effects of benefit programs
and the ARRA for Wisconsin. For more on the Wisconsin
Poverty Report, including the report on poverty in 2008, a
methodological paper, and a technical appendix, see the IRP
Web site (http://www.irp.wisc.edu/).

The improved Wisconsin measure for 2008 finds a somewhat
higher overall poverty rate in Wisconsin in 2008, 11.2 per-
cent, rather than 10.2 percent found in the official measure.
Poverty rates for children in Wisconsin also are slightly high-
er under the Wisconsin Poverty Measure, with child poverty
rising from 13.3 percent to 13.6 percent (see Figure 1).

Poverty rates would be even higher, by 2.0 percentage
points overall, without the financial resources provided by

the existing tax credits, nutrition assistance under SNAP,
public housing, and energy assistance in 2008. Much of this
reduction in poverty is attributable to refundable income tax
credits and SNAP assistance, each of which reduces poverty
rates by 0.9 percentage point. By counting these resources
available to families, as well as reducing family income by
the amount spent on work-related costs and out-of-pocket
health care expenses, the new measure provides a more
complete picture of who is living in poverty in Wisconsin
and how antipoverty policies are affecting those they target.
The model for the Wisconsin Poverty Measure will soon
be made available to other states and localities seeking to
develop their own measures of poverty along the lines of the
NAS recommendations.

Estimated effects of the ARRA in Wisconsin

The ACS microdata for 2009—the year that the ARRA went
into effect—have not been released for public use yet. When
this information is available, it will allow us to analyze the
effects of public programs, taking into account the expan-
sions under the ARRA. We expect that the 2009 benefit pack-
age with the ARRA helped reduce poverty even more than
the existing 2008 benefit package. But even with expanded
public benefits, we still expect poverty to rise in 2009 and
2010 in Wisconsin, because of the depth and breadth of the
economic recession and its effect on employment.
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Figure 3. Children with income below 50%, 75%, 100%, and 125% of poverty, under the Wisconsin Poverty Measure and under the Wisconsin mea-

sure with selected ARRA policies simulated.

In fact, the first reports from the ACS using poverty rates
based on only pre-tax money income and released by the
Census Bureau on September 28 suggest that poverty rose
nationwide by 1.0 percentage point and in Wisconsin by 2.0
percentage points from 2008 to 2009.% Child poverty nation-
wide rose by 1.7 percentage points to 20.0 percent according
to the ACS release, but child poverty in Wisconsin rose by
a larger amount—by 3.3 percentage points, albeit from a
lower base.’

The use of need-based programs also increased in 2009, as
the number of people receiving SNAP increased by 23.5
percent nationwide and by 40.2 percent in Wisconsin from
December 2008 to December 2009."° And the average un-
employment rates in the United States and in Wisconsin
were both substantially higher in 2009 than in 2008 as the
recession’s impact on households expanded. The national
unemployment rate rose from 5.8 percent to 9.3 percent; the
Wisconsin rate showed an even larger rise, from 4.8 percent
to 8.5 percent."!

Therefore, we expect poverty to be higher again in 2009 com-
pared to 2008 using the Wisconsin Poverty Measure. But no
matter what the overall levels and trends in poverty turn out
to be, the answer to the question, “Did the ARRA provisions
help reduce poverty?” is yes, and especially among children.

In order to ascertain the effect of the ARRA on poverty in
Wisconsin, we estimated poverty in 2008, had the 2009

ARRA refundable tax credit and SNAP provisions been
in effect. Specifically, we updated the Wisconsin tax esti-
mates to follow 2009 rules, thereby capturing the ARRA
expansions in EITC amounts for families with three or more
children and families with married couples, the expanded
eligibility of families with earnings below $12,550 for the
refundable portion of the Child Tax Credit, and the Making
Work Pay Credit of up to $400 for heads of households or
those who file single tax returns, and up to $800 for those
who file joint tax returns. We also simulated a 14 percent
increase in SNAP benefits and the $250 Economic Recovery
Payment for Social Security recipients age 18 years or older.
With the exception of the increase in Social Security, we
focused mainly on noncash benefits and tax credits in this
simulation and did not estimate the effects of the expansions
in unemployment benefits.'

Our simulation of the ARRA on 2008 ACS data is not the
same as the actual 2009 effects, which we will estimate
when the 2009 data are available.’* Our SNAP estimates,
for example, are conservative, because we simulated a 13.6
percent increase in benefits for families receiving SNAP
benefits during the 2008 ACS, before enrollment expanded
in response to the recession.!

Figure 1 shows the simulated effects of the ARRA on poverty
in Wisconsin for 2008. Had the ARRA tax credit expansions
and SNAP benefit increases been in effect, their combined
impact would have been to reduce poverty in Wisconsin by




Statistics, “Regional and State Unemployment, 2009 Annual Average Sum-
mary,” 2010. Available at http://www.bls.gov/news.release/srgune.nr0.htm.

2Although we would like to model this effect, it would require further
refinement of our model, which does not yet distinguish unemployment
benefits from Veterans’ benefits, child support, alimony, and other regu-
larly received sources of income not listed separately in the ACS data. A
recent Congressional Budget Office (CBO) report found that unemploy-
ment benefits (including but not limited to the ARRA expansions) reduced
the official poverty rate by 0.8 percentage points nationally in 2009. See
CBO, Unemployment Insurance Benefits and Family Income of the Unem-
ployed, November 2010. Available at http://www.cbo.gov/ftpdocs/119xx/
doc11960/11-17-UnemploymentInsurance.pdf.

When we have the microdata for 2009 we will compare those to the results
in this paper that simulate ARRA’s tax and SNAP provisions as well as
other federal and state tax provisions on 2008 income. We did not change
the poverty line from 2008 to 2009, but consumer prices increased by an
average of 1.4 percent in 2008 and in 2009; see Bureau of Labor Statistics,
“CPI Detailed Report: Data for February 2010,” February 2010. Table 26.
Historical Consumer Price Index for All Urban Consumers (CPI-U): U.S.
city average, by commodity and service group and detailed expenditure
categories. Available at http://www.bls.gov/cpi/cpid 1002/pdf.

“Our SNAP simulation was a simple 13.6 percent increase in annual SNAP
benefits. The actual ARRA provision increased benefits partway through the
year, on April 1, and increased the maximum benefit by 13.6 percent, result-
ing in a somewhat higher (roughly 17 percent) increase in average benefits.

5We do not simulate any behavioral response, nor have we estimated any
within-state effects at this time. We also ignore the effects of the 2009
ARRA extended unemployment compensation provisions including those
for maintaining employer-based health insurance. These provisions might
have affected out-of-pocket medical expenses by making them higher (due
to insurance premiums over and above the ARRA subsidies) or lower (due
to the effects of health insurance in reducing out-of-pocket medical costs).

1°E. Monea, and I. Sawhill, An Update to “Simulating the Effect of the ‘Great
Recession’ on Poverty,” September 16, 2010, Brookings Institution. Avail-
able at http://www.brookings.edu/~/media/Files/rc/papers/2010/0916_pov-
erty_monea_sawhill/0916_poverty_monea_sawhill.pdf; T. Smeeding, J.P.
Thompson, E. Burak, and A. Levanon, “Income, Inequality, and Poverty
over the Early Stages of the Great Recession,” in The Great Recession, eds.
D. Grusky, B. Western, and C. Wimer (New York: Russell Sage Foundation,
forthcoming).
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