
7

Poverty levels and trends in comparative perspective

•  What should the threshold be, and for whom should it 
vary? Should the threshold be higher for large families 
or those living in more expensive locations? How should 
the threshold vary over time—only as prices change, or 
as the general standard of living changes, or by some 
other criteria?

The official definition used in calculating U.S. poverty rates 
answers these questions by including total pre-tax money 
income (ignoring near- and noncash sources, assets, and all 
expenditures) for all individuals related by blood or marriage 
(a family) and comparing this to a threshold that varies by the 
family’s size and age composition but not their geographic 
location. Each year, the U.S. Census Bureau reports the of-
ficial poverty rate based on data gathered in the March Cur-
rent Population Survey (CPS), which interviews over 50,000 
U.S. households. The threshold changes over time only with 
changes in prices.4 The United States is unusual among 
developed countries in having a single official method of 
calculating poverty.

Poverty in the United States in 2006 

In 2006, 12.3 percent of all persons living in the United 
States were poor by the official poverty measure. If we were 
to use a more comprehensive measure of resources, includ-
ing the cash value of food stamps and the Earned Income 
Tax Credit (EITC) and subtracting an estimate of payroll 
and state and federal income taxes paid, 11.4 percent of all 
persons would be below the poverty threshold. The alterna-
tive poverty rate is lower because food stamps and the EITC 
provide more to the poor than they lose in the taxes they pay. 

Table 1, which focuses on the official measure, shows that 
the official poverty rate varies dramatically for different 
demographic groups. The rate for children is substantially 
higher than the rate for adults between the ages of 18 and 
64 and the rate for the elderly. Among those less than age 
65, people of color have particularly high poverty rates—
with the rate for both non-Hispanic African Americans and 
Hispanics more than twice the rate of non-Hispanic whites.5 
Individuals in female-headed families have by far the highest 
poverty rates at nearly 32 percent. 

Poverty is closely tied to the education and employment lev-
els of the primary person in the unit. Poverty rates for those 
in which the primary person has less than a high school edu-
cation are more than twice as high as those whose primary 
person has just a high school diploma. Those living in units 
in which the primary person has a college degree have par-
ticularly low rates. The differences in poverty rates by work 
status of the primary person are also dramatic: fewer than 5 
percent of those living in units in which the primary person 
works full time year-round are poor, but nearly half of those 
living in a unit in which the primary person did not work 
during the last year are poor.
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Introduction

In his 1964 State of the Union address, President Lyndon 
Johnson said, “This administration today, here and now, de-
clares unconditional war on poverty in America… It will not 
be a short or easy struggle, no single weapon or strategy will 
suffice, but we shall not rest until that war is won.”1 Yet, as 
we will show, total official poverty rates are not much differ-
ent today than they were in the late 1960s. Johnson predicted 
the struggle would not be “short or easy”—but why has it 
been so long and so difficult? 2

In this article, we review the way poverty is officially mea-
sured in the United States. We use this official definition to 
present poverty rates in 2006 and answer several questions 
about poverty: Which types of individuals and families have 
the highest risks of poverty? What are the characteristics of 
those who live in poverty? What types of income sources 
do they have? We then examine trends over the 1968–2006 
period, identifying groups that have made the most progress, 
and looking for clues as to why. Finally, we try to put the 
U.S. story in perspective. Do our conclusions change if we 
use a different definition of poverty? How do poverty rates in 
the United States compare to those of several other countries, 
and what explains these differences?

The official U.S. poverty measure 

A person or family is usually defined as “poor” if their re-
sources fall below a particular level or threshold. This simple 
definition highlights three issues:3

•  What should be counted as resources? For example, 
should we count only cash, or should “near-cash” sourc-
es like food stamps count? Should assets play a role? 
Should anything be subtracted from resources, such as 
taxes, health care expenses, or other nondiscretionary 
expenditures?

•  Whose resources should count? Should we add up all 
the resources in a household, or only those from indi-
viduals linked to each other by blood or marriage (the 
Census Bureau’s definition of “family”), or should we 
try to determine each individual’s resources separately 
without adding across other household members?
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The “face” of poverty: Characteristics of those below the 
poverty line

Poverty rates provide information on the risk of being poor. 
A related, but different, question examines the characteris-
tics of those below poverty. Returning to Table 1, the second 
column presents information on the composition of those 
below the poverty line, enabling us to examine the character-
istics of a typical person below poverty. Whites constitute a 
larger share of the poor than blacks or Hispanics. Fewer than 
half the poor live in a family in which the primary person 
did not work at all last year. And the “feminization of pov-
erty” is clear: more than half the poor come from one of two 

groups, those who live in female-headed families or female 
non-family individuals. 

How poor are those below poverty?

The poverty rate is a relatively crude measure of disadvan-
tage: individuals are either above or below the line. The 
public and policymakers may feel very differently about the 
extent to which poverty is a problem depending not only on 
how many people are classified as being poor, but also on 
how close they are to the poverty line. The third column of 
Table 1 shows the average poverty “gap,” defined as the dif-
ference between the poverty line and income for those who 
are below the line. Most poor families are not clustered just 
below the line, but would need a significant increase in their 
income ($8,113 on average) to move over the line. 

Income sources of the poor

Table 2 shows the income sources of the poor, differentiat-
ing between those in which the head was either below or at 
or above age 65. Earnings are the main source of income for 
most nonelderly families, and key reasons for poverty among 
nonelderly heads are unemployment and low wages. None 
of the cash income sources other than earnings are common 
for the nonelderly who are poor. The other income sources 
and taxes paid that are not considered in the official poverty 
calculation are received by many of the poor. Accounting for 
these other sources increases mean and median incomes, but 
still leaves most families far below the poverty line. 

Trends in poverty

About one in eight Americans was poor in 2006. As we have 
seen, poverty rates are substantially higher for children than 

Table 1
U.S. Poverty in 2006

Poverty
Rate

Share of 
the Poor

Average 
Poverty Gap 

All 12.3% 100.0% $8,113

By Age Group

Children 17.4 35.3 $9,919
Aged 18–64 10.8 55.4 $7,593
Elders 9.4 9.3 $4,378

For Those Less than Age 65 

All Less than Age 65 12.7% 90.7% $8,496 

By Race

White 8.4 42.2 $7,748
Black 24.2 24.2 $9,338
Hispanic 20.7 26.5 $8,738
Other 13.0 7.1 $9,175

By Family Type 

Married-Couple Family 5.9 29.8 $8,590
Male-Headed Family 14.7 5.4 $8,301
Female-Headed Family 31.9 40.8 $9,839
Male (non-family) 18.4 11.9 $6,107
Female (non-family) 23.7 12.1 $6,144

By Family Size

One 20.8 24.1 $6,126
Two 9.5 15.1 $7,025
Three 10.8 16.8 $7,988
Four 9.8 18.2 $9,020
Five 12.0 12.1 $10,022
Six or More 19.3 13.8 $12,784

By Education of Head
Less than High School  

Degree 31.4 34.6 $9,051
High School Degree 14.8 34.9 $8,170
Some College 10.6 22.4 $8,094
College Degree 3.5 8.2 $8,758

By Work Status of the Head 

Not Working 47.2 46.0 $10,320
Working, Not Full Time Year-

Round 24.3 30.5 $7,493
Working, Full Time Year-

Round 4.2 23.6 $6,310

Source: Authors’ calculations based on the 2007 Current Population Sur-
vey.
Note: The poverty “gap” is the mean amount of income needed to surpass 
the official poverty line or threshold.

Table 2
Income Sources for Those Below the Poverty Line, 2006

Percent with 
Source

Mean 
Income

Median if 
Present

Nonelderly Heads

Earnings 50% $3,874 $7,002
Social Security 11 869 8,022
Public Assistance 7 223 2,507
Child Support 7 190 2,400
Supplemental Security Income 11 656 7,200
Other 25 673 1,524

Family Income 79 6,485 7,950
Poverty Gap 7,197

Food Stamp Value 29 725 1,860
EITC 36 653 1,225
Net Family Tax 25 232 -383

Net Family Income 91 6,646 8,082

Poverty Gap (Net income) 4,112

Source: Authors’ calculations based on the 2007 Current Population Sur-
vey.
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elders, for people of color than non-Hispanic whites, and for 
those in single-parent families than those in married-couple 
families. To provide additional perspective, we also consider 
the progress, or lack of progress, made in fighting poverty. 
Even in periods of fairly stable total poverty rates, we find 
that some groups have made remarkable progress, while oth-
ers have lost ground.

We comment first on long-term patterns. Several conceptual 
and measurement issues make it difficult to calculate compa-
rable poverty rates for previous generations.6 A key difficulty 
is that research has shown that the public’s ideas about what 
a family needs to escape poverty increases as the country’s 
standard of living increases.7 Notwithstanding these dif-
ficulties, some researchers have calculated historical pov-
erty rates based on thresholds that change only with prices. 
Robert Plotnick, Eugene Smolensky, Erik Evenhouse, and 
Siobhan Reilly report a poverty rate in 1914 of 66 percent, 
a high of 78 percent in 1932, and a rapid decline in poverty 
during World War II to a level of 24 percent in 1944.8 Gor-
don Fisher’s series begins in 1947 at 32 percent and declines 
during the post World War II boom to 24 percent in 1958.9 
The official governmental series then begins in 1959, with 
poverty at 22 percent, declining to 13 percent in 1968; our 
analyses begin in 1968.

In Figure 1, we show poverty trends from 1968 to 2006 using 
the official poverty measure, which is based on cash income, 
and using an alternative poverty measure, which is based on 
net income that incorporates taxes paid and food stamps and 
EITC received, as proposed in 1995 by a National Academy 
of Sciences panel.10 When we compare the official rate to 
our adapted measure, we find that in 1979 (data limitations 
preclude starting this series earlier) the rate was 12.0 percent 
(compared to the official rate of 11.6 percent). In the next 
several years, poverty rates under this alternative measure 
were higher than under the official measure because taxes on 
low-income families were higher than they now are and EITC 
payments were lower.11 With the expansion of the EITC in 
1986, 1990, and 1993, fewer low-income families pay net 
income taxes, with federal and state EITCs (and food stamps) 
generally offsetting taxes. Thus, poverty under the alternative 
income measure fell more than under the official measure, 
and the two rates were quite similar in the years after 1995. 

Poverty trends for subgroups, using the official measure 

Table 3 shows poverty rates under the official measure in 
1968, 1990, and 2006. Several important policy changes 
occurred over this 1968–2006 period. Spending on social 
insurance programs increased much faster than spending on 
means-tested programs (except for Medicaid), and spend-
ing on in-kind programs increased more rapidly than cash 
programs. New programs included SSI, the EITC, child care 
subsidy programs, and TANF; all except SSI, a newly feder-
alized program for people with disabilities, were focused on 
encouraging or helping people to work. The policy changes 
that provide additional in-kind benefits, benefits through the 
tax system, or other work supports do not directly affect the 
official poverty rate, because these sources are not counted 
in gross cash income. 

Poverty rates for people of color were substantially higher 
than for non-Hispanic whites throughout this period, and 
show contrasting patterns. Poverty rates for non-Hispanic 
blacks improved slightly between 1970 and 1990 and more 
substantially between 1990 and 2006. The rates for Hispan-
ics increased during the first period before showing substan-
tial reductions in the second. Poverty declines for Hispanics 
during the second period are particularly remarkable given 
the increase in immigration. For both groups, poverty rates 
in 2006 were less than in 1970, especially so for African 
Americans.

Trends in characteristics of the poor

Over the nearly 40-year period between 1968 and 2006, 
the composition of the poor has shifted dramatically. For 
example, Hispanics now make up a substantially larger 
share of the poor than they did in 1970 (27 percent, com-
pared to 10 percent), with declines in shares for both non-
Hispanic whites (from 55 percent to 42 percent) and African 
Americans (from 33 percent to 24 percent). Changes in the 
composition of the overall population caused much of this 
shift. A combination of population changes and changes in 
underlying poverty rates has also resulted in a larger fraction 
of the poor in 2006 living in central cities and other urban 
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Figure 1. Poverty trends 1968–2006, two measures of poverty.

Table 3
Poverty Rates in 1968, 1990, 2006

Poverty Rates

1968 1990 2006

All 12.8% 13.5% 12.3%

By Age Group

Children 15.4 20.6 17.4
Aged 18–64 9.0 10.7 10.8
Elders 25.0 12.1 9.4

For Those Less than Age 65 

All Less than Age 65 11.5% 13.7% 12.7%

By Racea

White 7.5 8.7 8.4
Black 32.8 31.6 24.2
Hispanic 23.8 28.3 20.7
aThe first column of poverty rates by race are for 1970, not 1968.
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areas and a substantially smaller fraction living in rural areas 
(22 percent, compared to 49 percent in 1968).12 

Overall, the change in the “face” of poverty has been dramat-
ic: in 1968, a picture of a non-Hispanic white individual who 
was part of a married-couple family, lived in a rural area, and 
whose head had less than a high school degree would have 
accurately represented characteristics associated with about 
half or more of those below poverty. By 2006, none of these 
characteristics would have accurately reflected the character-
istics of more than half of those below poverty.

Trends in income sources for the poor

Table 4 shows the results of these analyses in which we 
examine two time points, 1968 and 2006, use the official 
measure of poverty, and consider cash income sources. For 
both elderly and nonelderly poor families, the significance 
of earnings as an income source has declined over time. This 
change, consistent with other research that shows that the 
pre-transfer poverty gap is growing, means that governmental 
transfers would have had to become more generous over time 
to bring families above poverty.13 Yet the data show that this 
has not occurred: cash transfers have become substantially 
less important for nonelderly families as we have moved 
more toward a policy system that requires and supports work. 

Putting poverty in perspective

An important criticism of the official poverty measure is that 
the poverty thresholds have not been updated since the 1960s 
to reflect increasing standards of living, but instead are based 
on an absolute standard. Even in the eighteenth century, the 
man often described as the “father of economics,” Adam 
Smith, pointed out that the standard of living of a society is 
closely related to how we think about what is necessary: “By 
necessaries I understand not only the commodities which are 
indispensably necessary for the support of life, but what ever 
the customs of the country renders it indecent for creditable 
people, even the lowest order, to be without.” One traditional 
way to measure this construct is to take a particular percent-
age (often half) of median income as a measure that is more 
closely linked to the “customs of the country.” This type of 
measure is often called a “relative” measure because the in-
comes of others matter in the setting of the poverty threshold. 

In this section we use the National Academy of Sciences pro-
posed resource measure that we introduced before (account-
ing for near-cash sources of income and taxes), and compare 

this measure of resources to a threshold based on half the 
median income. This resource measure reflects growth in 
standards of living over time. More specifically, we compare 
equivalized household income to 50 percent of equivalized 
median household income in that year.14 

We use 50 percent of median household income in part 
because it is often used in other countries, though the Euro-
pean Union now recommends 60 percent of median income 
as a preferred poverty threshold, and in part because the 
U.S. official measure was approximately half the median 
income when it was set in 1963.15 Because net incomes have 
risen substantially faster than prices over the last 40 years, 
a poverty threshold based on half median incomes is sub-
stantially higher than the official measure.16 Poverty under 
this measure was 14.4 percent in 1979, when the official rate 
was 11.6 percent; in 2006, this measure shows a rate of 15.7 
percent, compared to 12.3 percent for the official measure. 

Poverty in the United States compared to selected other 
countries

The Luxembourg Income Study allows researchers to com-
pare poverty rates in the United States to those in other 
countries. The most recent data available from this source 
are from about 2000 (specific years of data vary somewhat 
across countries). The economist Timothy Smeeding has 
recently compared poverty rates in the United States with 
ten other countries (Canada and nine European countries) 
using a measure of resources similar to our “net income” 
measure17 and a threshold based on half the median income 
within each country. As shown in the first column of Table 
5, poverty in the United States is the highest of the countries 
examined when a relative measure is applied, at 17.0 percent. 
Poverty rates in Canada are substantially lower and rates are 
particularly low in the Scandinavian countries Finland and 
Sweden. The next column shows that the United States has 
particularly high poverty rates for households with children. 

Table 4
Income-Source Trends for the Poor, 1968 & 2006

1968 2006

Nonelderly poor families with earnings 62% 50%

Share of income attributable to earnings 67 60

Families receiving public assistance 20 7

Share of total income from public assistance 15 3

Elderly poor families with earnings 14 6

Table 5
Poverty Rates in Eleven Rich Countries

Relative Measure  
Absolute
Measure

All
Households

with Children
Age 65
or Older All 

United States 17.0% 18.8% 28.4% 8.7%

Ireland 16.5 15.0 48.3 NA
Italy 12.7 15.4 14.4 NA
United Kingdom 12.4 13.2 23.9 12.4
Canada 11.4 13.2 6.3 6.9
Germany 8.3 7.6 11.2 7.6
Belgium 8.0 6.0 17.2 6.3
Austria 7.7 6.4 17.2 5.2
Netherlands 7.3 9.0 2.0 7.2
Sweden 6.5 3.8 8.3 7.5
Finland 5.4 2.9 10.1 6.7

Notes: Data are from 2000 except from the United Kingdom and Neth-
erlands, where data are from 1999. The relative measure compares cash 
and near-cash household income to 50 percent of median equivalized 
household income. The absolute measure uses the U.S. poverty threshold, 
converted to each country’s currency.
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Here the contrast with the Scandinavian countries is most 
stark, as their rates for households with children are much 
lower than their overall poverty rates. 

In the final column, we report Smeeding’s analysis of a 
measure roughly comparable to the U.S. official poverty 
measure. Note that this analysis is substantially different from 
the earlier columns, in which the poverty threshold for each 
country is set based on its own income distribution in recog-
nition that part of the concept of poverty is having less than 
what “the custom of the country” deems it needful to have. 
In the absolute measure used in this table, the approximate 
amount that could be purchased in the United States with an 
income equal to the U.S. threshold is taken and the equivalent 
amount of income is calculated in other countries. Under this 
measure, poverty in the United States is lower than that in 
the United Kingdom, and closer to other countries. Thus, the 
United States has higher poverty rates than most other rich 
countries under both measures, but especially so under rela-
tive measures. 

Why does the United States rank so poorly in comparisons 
with other wealthy nations? A substantial literature has 
explored this question.18 Because so few elders work, the 
primary factors related to their poverty are unearned in-
come, primarily the generosity of public pensions and other 
governmental supports. Even though great strides have been 
made in reducing poverty among elderly Americans in the 
last 40 years (see Table 3), the United States still ranks sec-
ond only to Ireland for poverty among elders in the 11 coun-
tries surveyed by Smeeding using the relative measure of 
poverty. The United States does not fare any better in poverty 
among elders according to an absolute measure that applies 
the U.S. threshold adjusted for purchasing power to other 
countries. Here the United States ranks second only to the 
United Kingdom among the nine countries for which these 
calculations were made. These results suggest that while 
policy in the form of Social Security and SSI have been suc-
cessful in reducing poverty, the generosity of these old age 
retirement and income support programs in the United States 
lags behind those of industrialized European countries. 

Among the nonelderly, the story is somewhat more compli-
cated, but explanations center on differences in taxes, social 
insurance (benefits that are not means-tested), social assis-
tance (means-tested benefits including the EITC in the Unit-
ed States and the Family Tax Credit in the United Kingdom), 
differences in labor supply, and differences in earnings in the 
United States compared with wealthy European countries. 

One way to assess the poverty-reducing effects of taxes, 
social insurance, and social assistance is to compute poverty 
rates first based on gross-market income and second based 
on net-disposable income, and then to compare the results 
of the two measures. Timothy Smeeding as well as Janet 
Gornick and Markus Jäntti have performed this exercise 
using LIS data from around 2000 for slightly different sets 
of countries.19 The results indicate that the tax and transfer 
policies of other countries do far more to reduce poverty than 
similar policies in the United States. Among the 11 countries 
for which Smeeding performed this exercise, the United 

States achieved the lowest percentage reduction in poverty as 
a result of tax and transfer policy, at 26.4 percent. The next 
lowest country was Ireland at 44.1 percent. 

These results suggest policy in the United States is doing 
far less to reduce poverty than in most other countries. The 
primary reason for the ineffectiveness of U.S. policy has to 
do with the level of expenditures. Among the 11 countries 
surveyed by Smeeding, the United States ranks the lowest in 
nonelderly cash and near-cash social spending as a percent-
age of GDP, and it has the highest nonelderly poverty rate. 
Across the 11 countries, the correlation between the percent-
age of nonelderly poor and nonelderly social expenditures 
is very high at 0.78 (on a scale from zero to 1.0, at which 
zero would be no correlation and 1.0 would be perfect cor-
relation).

To what extent do relatively high poverty rates in the United 
States have to do with differences in labor supply or wages? 
Smeeding also examines this question, finding that aver-
age annual hours worked by the head and spouse in poor 
households in the United States exceeds that of the six other 
countries for which comparable data are available. In most 
cases the differences are quite striking. For instance, using 
a net-disposable income measure and a relative (50 percent 
of median household income) poverty threshold, poor U.S. 
household heads and their spouses worked an average of 
over 1,200 hours per year in 2000, compared with only 489 
in the Netherlands, 371 in Germany, and 463 in Belgium, all 
countries with dramatically lower poverty rates. Thus, high 
poverty rates in the United States are not merely the result of 
low levels of labor supply. In fact, quite the contrary is true, 
as nonelderly poor in the United States work more hours than 
their counterparts in other wealthy nations.

While differences in labor supply do not provide an explana-
tion for the relatively high poverty rates in the United States, 
low wages do. As shown by Smeeding, the correlation be-
tween the percentage of full-time workers earning less than 
65 percent of median earnings and the nonelderly poverty 
rate among the eleven countries he surveyed is 0.92.20 

Summary

In 2006, 42 years after the War on Poverty was proclaimed, 
poverty according to the official measure was 12.3 percent, 
about the same as it was in the late 1960s. A poverty measure 
that incorporates additional income sources shows some-
what lower poverty, 11.4 percent, but if a relative measure 
(that incorporates changes in the standard of living over 
time) is used, poverty in 2006 would be 15.7 percent. 

When the War on Poverty was proclaimed, its architects 
thought that poverty could be eradicated, but they had no 
temporal or cross-national comparisons to provide context. 
We can now compare the poverty level to two benchmarks: 
poverty in the United States in previous years, and poverty in 
other countries. On both comparisons, the United States fares 
poorly. Over the 1968–2006 period, even during the best eco-
nomic times, with substantial governmental efforts, and with 
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a poverty threshold that many consider too low, the official 
poverty rate has never been as low as 10 percent, and there is 
no strong trend toward lower poverty rates over time. More-
over, not only are poverty rates high compared to the recent 
historical record, the rates in the United States are also quite 
high when compared to rates in other developed countries.

Substantial differences in poverty rates across demographic 
groups have persisted over the study period. Using the offi-
cial measure, the highest poverty rates, all above 20 percent, 
are for those living in female-headed families, those living in 
a family whose head does not have a high school degree or 
was not working, and people of color. The first two charac-
teristics highlight the critical importance of the labor market. 
Part of the reason single-parent families have higher rates of 
poverty is that only one adult is available to work, and that 
adult must provide both economic support and nurturing.21 
Part of the reason individuals with low education have such 
high poverty rates is that their earnings are low. Finally, the 
fact that people of color have such high poverty rates high-
lights the extent to which race is still strongly connected to 
opportunity and outcome in the United States. 

Nonetheless, we do note that the economic boom in the 1990s 
was associated with increased willingness of employers to 
hire minorities and other groups that have traditionally faced 
disadvantages,22 and a strong link persists between macroeco-
nomic performance and the poverty rates of various disadvan-
taged groups. The trends also suggest that policy can make a 
difference in fighting poverty. The prime example is that most 
analysts credit increases in Social Security benefits as the 
primary cause of the dramatic declines in elderly poverty.23 

As President Johnson predicted, the struggle against poverty 
has not been “short or easy.” He also realized that no “single 
weapon or strategy” would be sufficient. Despite a variety 
of social policy changes, the official measure, as well as 
our alternative measures, shows that very little progress has 
been made. Perhaps it is time for a renewed war on poverty, 
this time fought with new commitments and different policy 
weapons.n

1This article draws upon “Poverty Levels and Trends in Comparative Per-
spective,” in Changing Poverty, Changing Policies, eds. M. Cancian and S. 
Danziger (New York: Russell Sage Foundation, 2009).

2Johnson’s speech is available at http://www.americanrhetoric.com/speech-
es/lbj1964stateoftheunion.htm.

3We focus here only on poverty in a single time period, rather than persistent 
or permanent poverty. For simplicity, we also ignore other issues, includ-
ing whether income or consumption is the best measure of resources and 
whether there should be a single measure or multiple measures.

4Through 1969, the thresholds were indexed using the price of food. Up 
until 1980, the poverty thresholds were indexed using the consumer price 
index for urban wage earners and clerical workers. Since 1980, it has been 
indexed by the consumer price index for all urban consumers (CPI-U). 

5Our categories are focused on race and ethnicity, but not on immigrant sta-
tus because immigration is covered in more detail in the article in this issue 
by Steven Raphael and Eugene Smolensky.

6The U.S. Census Bureau calculates official poverty rates back to 1959, 
using a threshold that is back-dated for changes in prices. Gordon Fisher 

has back-cast the official threshold even further, to 1947, in Estimates of 
the Poverty Population under the Current Official Definition for Years 
before 1959, mimeograph, Office of the Assistant Secretary for Planning 
and Evaluation, U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 1986; 
and Robert Plotnick and colleagues have created a poverty series that dates 
back to 1914, R. Plotnick, E. Smolensky, E. Evenhouse, and S. Reilly, “The 
Twentieth-Century Record of Inequality and Poverty in the United States,” 
in The Cambridge Economic History of the United States, Vol. 3, eds. S. L. 
Engerman and R. E. Gallman (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2000), 249–299. All of these series are back-cast only for changes in prices 
and do not reflect increases in the general standard of living.

7For example, Rebecca Blank shows that responses to the minimum amount 
needed to “get along” track 50 percent of median income through the late 
1980s, suggesting that as the general standard of living increases, so does 
the amount reported as needed, in R. Blank, “How to Improve Poverty Mea-
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