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Poverty in the United States
• Below federal poverty line (FPL)
• 15% of the population (46.5 million)

• Episodically poor
• Below FPL for two or more months during 36 month 

period
• 31.6% of the population (over 90 million)

• Broader definition
• Up to 250% of FPL
• Limited economic security, precarious situation
• Almost 50% of the population 
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Federal Poverty Line
• Developed in 1963 by Mollie Orshansky of the SSA
• In 1955, families spent 1/3 of after-tax income on food
• Poverty threshold = cost of “economy food plan”x3
• Income measure = Gross before-tax cash income

• August 1969: the U.S. Bureau of the Budget designated 
the poverty thresholds as the federal government’s 
official statistical definition of poverty. 

• Problems
• No cost of living difference
• Uses income before tax/transfers



Supplemental Poverty 
Measure



Source: Short. 2013, The Research: Supplemental Poverty Measure, Current 
Population Reports, Census.



DATA



Population below the federal poverty line

About Tableau maps: www.tableausoftware.com/mapdata

Source: United States Census Bureau / American FactFinder. “S1701 : Poverty Status in the past 12 months.”  2008-2012 American Community Survey. U.S. Census Bureau’s American Community Survey Office, 2013.
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Population below the federal poverty line
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Population below the federal poverty line



Greenville county – Census tracts with >40% below FPL
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Population below the poverty line - breakdown by age

Below 18 18 to 64 Above 65

Source: United States Census Bureau / American FactFinder. “S1701 : Poverty Status in the past 12 months.” 2008-2012 American Community Survey. U.S. Census Bureau’s American Community Survey Office, 2013. Web.9 July 2014.



Percent of children below the federal poverty line
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Source: United States Census Bureau / American FactFinder. “S1701 : Poverty Status in the past 12 months.” 2008-2012 American Community Survey. U.S. Census Bureau’s American Community Survey Office, 2013.
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Percent of children below the federal poverty line



Source: Kearney et al. 2014, A Dozen Facts about America’s struggling middle class, 
The Hamilton Project.
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THE ROLE OF 
GOVERNMENT PROGRAMS



Poverty and Public Policy
• Twice as many Americans would be impoverished if 

not for public safety-net programs (Kearney et al, 
Policies to Address Poverty in America, 2014)

• Multidimensional nature
• Promoting early childhood development
• Supporting disadvantaged youth
• Building skills
• Improving safety net and work support



Source: Kearney et al. 2014, A Dozen Facts about America’s struggling middle class, 
The Hamilton Project.
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Source: CBO, Growth in Means-Test Programs and Tax-Credits for Low-Income 
Households, February 2013



Source: CBO, Growth in Means-Test Programs and Tax-Credits for Low-Income 
Households, February 2013



SUPPLEMENTAL ASSISTANCE 
FOR NEEDY FAMILIES ( SNAP)



SNAP
• Federal food stamp program began 1962-1974
• Benefits paid by federal government
• Administrative costs shared by federal and state governments

• Eligibility
• Monthly gross income <130% of FPL
• Monthly net income <100% FPL
• Assets of $2,000 or less

• In 2013, helped 47 million people in a typical month
• Average benefit = $274
• Average benefit for households with children = $413

• Helped 4.9 million people out of poverty (2.2 mil children)



Source: http://www.cbpp.org/cms/?fa=view&id=3744 accessed 
24 August 2014

http://www.cbpp.org/cms/?fa=view&id=3744
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EARNED INCOME TAX CREDIT 
(EITC)



Source: Hoynes, Building on the Success of the Earned Income Tax Credit, The 
Hamilton Project, 2014.



Impact of EITC
• Income 
• Kept 6.5 million (including 3.3 million children) out of poverty in 

2011

• Labor Supply
• Income/Substitution effects
• Evidence

• Labor force participation
• Increases for single mothers
• Slight decrease for married women

• Hours of work: no effect

• Other effects
• Improvement in child test scores
• Reduction in low-birth-weight births
• Improved health indicators for mothers



MEDICAID



Medicaid
• Federally mandated but administered by the 

states
• Financed on a shared basis out of general revenues
• States determine the type, amount, duration, and 

scope of services within broad federal guidelines. 

• Eligibility
• Income
• Family structure

• SC – Healthy Connections



Source: http://kff.org/health-reform/fact-sheet/state-profiles-uninsured-under-aca-south-carolina/ 
accessed 24 August 2014

http://kff.org/health-reform/fact-sheet/state-profiles-uninsured-under-aca-south-carolina/
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Source: http://kff.org/health-reform/slide/current-status-of-the-medicaid-expansion-decision/ 
accessed 10 July 2014

http://kff.org/health-reform/slide/current-status-of-the-medicaid-expansion-decision/
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Source: https://www.census.gov/newsroom/releases/archives/poverty/cb13-183.html 
accessed 24 August 2014

https://www.census.gov/newsroom/releases/archives/poverty/cb13-183.html
https://www.census.gov/newsroom/releases/archives/poverty/cb13-183.html


Medicaid and poverty
• Finkelstein et al (2012) use the Oregon Health 

Experiment to show that Medicaid results in:
• higher health care utilization
• better self-reported mental and physical health
• lower out-of-pocket medical costs and medical debt

• Sommers and Oellerich (2013) estimate that 
Medicaid decreases poverty rates

• 1.0 percent among children
• 2.2 percent among disabled adults
• 0.7 percent among the elderly
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