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The official U.S. poverty measure, which relies solely on
pre-tax cash income, provides a limited view of the effects
of government policy on the poverty rate. Beginning in 2011,
the Census Bureau has sought to address this problem by
reporting poverty rates based on a Supplemental Poverty
Measure (SPM), in addition to those based on the official
methodology. The SPM is modeled on the recommendations
of the National Academy of Sciences, and, like the official
measure, evaluates poverty through the lens of income ad-
equacy.! However, the new measure employs a far more in-
clusive definition of the resources that are counted as income
compared to the official measure. In addition to counting
pre-tax cash, the new measure captures the effect of taxation
along with the cash value of in-kind housing and nutritional
assistance. Under this measure, the value of benefits from
the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP,
formerly known as Food Stamps) is an important component
of family resources.?

The introduction of an alternative poverty measure account-
ing for SNAP benefits is well-timed; over the course of the
recent recession, the program has become an increasingly
significant element of the social safety net. This is due in part
to SNAP’s flexibility and its broad eligibility requirements.
Unlike other government assistance programs, the SNAP
program is not strictly conditioned on work, and is available
for individuals whose income is up to 130 percent of the
federal poverty line.? This flexibility means that the SNAP
program can be much more responsive to the demand for
assistance that is associated with recessions. Between 2007
and 2009, SNAP caseloads grew by 45 percent nationwide.
In contrast, TANF caseloads grew by only 13 percent.* In
response to the leap in participation, researchers and poli-
cymakers have become acutely interested in understanding
the degree to which SNAP has ameliorated the effect of the
recent economic downturn on families vulnerable to poverty.

The New York City Center for Economic Opportunity
(CEO) has been engaged in developing an alternative pover-
ty measure for New York City, which, like the SPM, is based
on the National Academy of Sciences recommendations.’
The study summarized in this article uses CEQO’s poverty
measure to assess the effects of SNAP on poverty in New
York City from 2007 through 2009.°
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Poverty measurement in the United States

The official measure’s poverty threshold was developed
in the early 1960s and was based on the cost of the U.S.
Department of Agriculture’s “Economy Food Plan,” a diet
designed for “temporary or emergency use when funds are
low.” Because the survey data available at the time indicated
that families typically spent a third of their income on food,
the cost of the plan was simply multiplied by three to account
for other needs. Since the threshold’s 1963 base year, it has
been updated annually by the change in the Consumer Price
Index.

A half-century later, this poverty line is no longer suited to
measure poverty in the United States. The threshold does
not represent contemporary spending patterns; food now ac-
counts for less than one-seventh of family expenditures, and
housing is the largest item in the typical family’s budget. The
official threshold also ignores differences in the cost of living
across the nation, an issue of obvious importance to measur-
ing poverty in New York City. A final shortcoming of the
threshold is that it is frozen in time. Since it only rises with
the cost of living, it assumes that a standard of living that de-
fined poverty in the mid-1960s remains appropriate, despite
advances in the nation’s standard of living since that time.

The official measure’s definition of the resources that are
compared against the threshold is pre-tax cash. This includes
wages, salaries, and earnings from self-employment; income
from interest, dividends, and rents; and some of what fami-
lies receive from public programs, if the assistance takes the
form of cash. Thus, payments from Unemployment Insur-
ance, Social Security, Supplemental Security Income, and
cash assistance such as Temporary Assistance for Needy
Families are included in the official resource measure.

Given the data available and the policies in place at the time
that the official measure was developed, this was not an
unreasonable definition. But for decades now an increas-
ing share of what government does to support low-income
families takes the form of tax credits (such as the Earned
Income Tax Credit or EITC) and in-kind benefits (such as
SNAP). If policymakers or the public want to know how
these programs affect poverty, the official measure cannot
provide an answer.

Methods based on the National Academy of Sciences recom-
mendations take a considerably different approach to both
the threshold and resource side of the poverty measure. The
poverty threshold reflects the need for clothing, shelter, and
utilities as well as food. It is established by choosing a point
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in the distribution of reference families’ expenditures for
these items, plus a small multiplier to account for miscel-
laneous expenses such as personal care, household supplies,
and non-work-related transportation. The threshold is up-
dated each year by the change in the level of this spending.
This connects the threshold to the growth in living standards.
In further contrast to the official measure, the National
Academy of Sciences-style poverty line is adjusted to reflect
differences in housing costs by geography.’

The National Academy of Sciences-based income measure
is designed to account for the flow of resources that a family
can use to meet the needs represented in the threshold. The
tax system and the cash-equivalent value of in-kind benefits
for food and housing are important additions to family re-
sources. But families also have nondiscretionary spending
needs that reduce their disposable income. These include the
cost of commuting to work, child care, and medical care that
must be paid for out-of-pocket. This spending is accounted
for as deductions from income.

Measuring the New York City poverty rate

The National Academy of Sciences panel provided a con-
ceptual framework for developing a poverty measure. While
some of its proposals were quite specific, other recommen-
dations went no further than to suggest a direction for future
research or calling on others to settle various issues. One im-
portant decision the panel felt it should not make was where
precisely to draw the poverty line. Instead, it proposed a
range (spanning 78 percent to 83 percent of median expendi-
tures) in the belief that, given the inherently political nature
of the issue, the exact level should be left up to policymakers.

For the poverty line in this study, we rely on the national
thresholds that have been calculated from the Bureau of La-
bor Statistics’ Consumer Expenditure Survey and have been
used by the Census Bureau for its own research on National
Academy of Sciences-style poverty measures.® In 2009, the
National Academy of Sciences threshold for a two-adult,
two-child family equaled $24,522. We then adjust the thresh-
old to account for the relatively high cost of living in New
York City, using the ratio of the New York City to national
Fair Market Rent for a two-bedroom apartment. In 2009, our
poverty line for this family comes to $29,477; the official
threshold for the corresponding two-adult, two-child family
in 2009 is $21,756.

The effect of SNAP on the New York City
poverty rate

Table 1 reports the poverty rates with and without the value
of SNAP benefits from 2007 through 2009 for New York
City. Where the difference between the poverty rates with
and without SNAP is statistically significant, the former
value is printed in bold. In this study, we focus on the city
as a whole, as well as two subgroups: two-parent families
and single-parent families. These two subgroups provide an

New York City Poverty RaterI‘:?ilt):lealnd without SNAP, 2007-2009
2007 2008 2009
Citywide
All Income 20.7% 19.6% 19.9%
Income without SNAP 223 21.5 22.1
Effect of SNAP on Poverty Rate -1.6%* -2.0%* -2.2%%

Source: Tabulated from American Community Survey Public Use Micro
Sample as augmented by CEO.

Notes: ** indicates that the difference between the poverty rates with
and without SNAP is statistically significant at the 10% level. Income is
a constructed estimate of family income that takes into account taxation,
nutritional and housing assistance, work-related expenses, and medical
out-of-pocket expenditures.

interesting contrast. Two-parent families typically have low
poverty rates and low participation in the SNAP program,
but (as will be shown) they increased their participation over
the course of the recent recession. Single-parent families, on
the other hand, typically have high poverty and participation
rates.

The citywide poverty rates reveal some interesting findings.
In spite of the fact that the United States entered a reces-
sion at the end of 2007, the poverty rate in New York City
declined between 2007 and 2008. This occurred because of
the difference in timing of the onset of the recession in New
York City versus the United States as a whole, and the fed-
eral government’s response to the national recession. New
Yorkers were able to take advantage of tax initiatives such as
the 2008 Recovery Rebate, even though the city’s economy
continued to expand in 2008. Further, in spite of the deep
recession in 2009, the rise in the poverty rate between 2008
and 2009 was small and statistically insignificant. This sta-
bility in the poverty rate was primarily the result of policy
at the federal level, namely the 2009 American Recovery
and Reinvestment Act. We estimate that without these poli-
cies, the 2009 New York City poverty rate would have been
22.6 percent instead of 19.9 percent.” SNAP had a large and
statistically significant effect on the citywide poverty rate
in all three years, ranging from 1.6 to 2.2 percentage point
reductions. The data also suggest an increase in the effect of
SNAP on the poverty rate over this period.

Poverty among single- and two-parent families

Though the effect of SNAP on the poverty rate grew for
all groups over the 2007 through 2009 period, subgroup
analysis reveals considerable variation. For example, SNAP
plays a larger role in families with children headed by single
parents than in two-parent households.!® As shown in Table
2, for adults and children living in families with single
parents—a target group for antipoverty policies—SNAP
yields a statistically significant reduction in the poverty rate
in all three years. In contrast, for adults and children living
in families with two parents, SNAP only reduced the poverty
rate by a statistically significant amount in 2008 and 2009.
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Table 2
Effect of SNAP on Poverty Rate among Single- and
Two-Parent Families

2007 2008 2009

Single-Parent Families

All Income 34.2% 31.4% 34.6%

Income without SNAP 38.0 353 38.8

Effect of SNAP on Poverty Rate -3.8%% -3.9%% -4.2%%
Two-Parent Families

All Income 17.0% 14.6% 14.0%

Income without SNAP 17.9 16.4 16.3

Effect of SNAP on Poverty Rate -1.0 -1.8%%* -2.2%%

Source: Tabulated from American Community Survey Public Use Micro
Sample as augmented by CEO.

Notes: ** indicates that the difference between the poverty rates with
and without SNAP is statistically significant at the 10% level. Income
is a constructed estimate of family income taking into account taxation,
nutritional and housing assistance, work-related expenses, and medical
out-of-pocket expenditures.

It is not surprising that SNAP would play a larger role for
single-parent families than two-parent families. Single-
parent families are nearly all either single-earner families
or have no earned income. Further, eligible single-parent
families are much more likely to participate in the SNAP
program. What is interesting is that SNAP played a statisti-
cally significant role in reducing the poverty rate for persons
living in two-parent families in 2008 and 2009, but not in
2007. One possible reason for this difference has to do with
participation; we computed SNAP participation rates for
two-parent and single-parent families. The participation rate
for a given group is simply the number of individuals receiv-
ing SNAP divided by the number of eligible individuals. We
define “eligible” as either: (1) reporting receipt; or (2) living
in a family with an income less than or equal to 150 percent
of the income threshold set by the SNAP program.'!

We estimate that, citywide, the number of families partici-
pating in the SNAP program grew by 10.7 percent from 2007
to 2008, and by 13.2 percent from 2008 to 2009. Although
there are many more SNAP cases composed of single-parent
families than two-parent families, the growth rate in par-
ticipation was much more rapid for two-parent families than
single-parent families. The number of two-parent families
participating in the SNAP program grew 19.7 percent from
2007 to 2009. The corresponding figure for single-parent
families is 13.1 percent. Increases in median benefit levels
are not so dissimilar, but again, the growth rate for two-
parent families, 4.4 percent in 2007 to 2008 and 27.6 percent
in 2008 to 2009, outpaced that of single-parent families, 2.3
percent and 19.4 percent, respectively. The large increase
in the median benefit for both family types reflects not only
the federally legislated rise in the maximum benefit, but
the increased number of months per year that families were
receiving SNAP benefits in 2009 compared to the prior year.
This is particularly true for two-parent families.
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Table 3
Distribution of Population by Severity of Poverty, 2009

Income Percentage
Percent of Total without Point
Threshold Income SNAP Difference
<50% 4.9% 5.9% 1.0%*
<75% 10.3 12.6 2.3%%
< 100% 19.9 22.1 2.2%%
< 125% 31.2 33.4 2.2%%
< 150% 42.1 43.6 1.5%%*
<175% 51.2 522 1.0%*
<200% 59.0 59.5 0.5

Source: Tabulated from American Community Survey Public Use Mi-
cro Sample as augmented by CEO.

Notes: ** indicates that the difference between the poverty rates with
and without SNAP is statistically significant at the 10% level. Income
is a constructed estimate of family income taking into account taxation,
nutritional and housing assistance, work-related expenses, and medical
out-of-pocket expenditures.

SNAP’s effects on severity of poverty

In order to understand the effects of SNAP on individuals
above, as well as below, the CEO poverty threshold, we com-
puted the proportion of population lying within cumulative
bands of CEO income ranging from less than 50 percent to
200 percent of the CEO poverty threshold. We report these
proportions with and without the value of SNAP benefits
for 2009."2 Table 3 shows that SNAP benefits add income
to families living well above the poverty threshold. For
example, while SNAP benefits reduce the proportion of the
population under 50 percent of the threshold by 1.0 percent-
age points, it reduces the proportion of the population under
125 percent and 150 percent of the threshold by 2.2 and 1.5
percentage points, respectively. The effect of SNAP phases
out near 200 percent of the threshold.

Our analyses show that, within the context of CEO’s mea-
sure, SNAP affects the population that is below 100 percent
of the poverty threshold more than those that are “extremely”
poor (below 50 percent of the poverty threshold). The rather
small effect on extreme poverty runs counter to other empiri-
cal work and to the benefit structure of the program. Since
SNAP benefits decrease as income increases, they should,
all else equal, raise the resources of lower-income individu-
als more than higher-income individuals. In order to explain
this anomalous finding, we computed the participation rate
for these income groups for the years 2007 through 2009. We
found that the poorest group, those whose income was less
than 50 percent of CEO’s threshold, had the lowest partici-
pation rate in all three years. The differences in participation
rates help explain why SNAP reduced the overall poverty
rate more than the extreme poverty rate. The progressivity of
the SNAP benefit structure is offset by the lack of participa-
tion by the lowest income families. This suggests that more



should be done to reach out to the very poor and ensure that
they receive SNAP benefits.!

SNAP policy

As noted above, participation in the SNAP program in
New York City increased between 2007 and 2009, which
bolstered the effect of the program on the poverty rate. Our
estimates indicate that from 2007 to 2008, the SNAP case-
load grew by 10.7 percent, and then rose another 13.2 per-
cent from 2008 to 2009. Median benefits per case increased
modestly from 2007 to 2008, 3.4 percent, but, reflecting the
13.6 percent benefit increase that became effective in April
2009, jumped up by 10.7 percent from 2008 to 2009. The
aggregate value of SNAP benefits paid to city residents rose
by 11.2 percent from 2007 to 2008 and leapt by 38.8 percent
from 2008 to 2009.

Three factors increased the benefit and enrollment levels
of the SNAP program in New York City: (1) an outreach
initiative in New York City aimed at increasing participation
among eligible households; (2) the 13.6 percent increase in
the SNAP benefit amount in the 2009 American Recovery
and Reinvestment Act; and (3) an increase in demand for
SNAP benefits in response to the recession. The first two of
these reflect recent, deliberate, policy decisions. Separating
out the effects of these different factors, our analysis sug-
gests that both of the policies did appear to reduce poverty
for the city as a whole.

Conclusion

Poverty measures based on the National Academy of Sci-
ence’s recommendations, which take into account taxation
and in-kind benefits such as SNAP, are well-suited to capture
the effect of a wider range of antipoverty policies. Using
such a measure, we conducted an analysis of the effect of
SNAP on the poverty rate in New York City. We found that
a more inclusive measure of resources allows researchers to
understand much more of what public policy does to support
a family’s capacity to meet its basic needs. Measuring these
resources is particularly important in recent years, given the
expanded role of antipoverty policy in response to the reces-
sion in 2008 and 2009. Second, we have shown that SNAP
benefits are an important component of antipoverty policy.
SNAP reduced the citywide poverty rate in all years from
2007 through 2009, though the effect on extreme poverty is
less pronounced than that on overall poverty. This is an argu-
ment for maintaining the program’s relative flexibility, bol-
stering its level of benefits, and continuing work to increase
the participation rate among eligible individuals.m
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In contrast to the official poverty measure, we group unmarried partner
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in 20092, Institute for Research on Poverty, University of Wisconsin—-Madi-
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“This finding also highlights important differences between the official
measure and poverty measures based on the National Academy of Sciences
recommendations. Since we count SNAP benefits as income, the causality
between participation and income is bidirectional; SNAP is both a cause and
effect of income levels.
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