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RECOMMENDATION 1—A NEW NATIONAL STATISTICAL FRAMEWORK FOR MEASURING POVERTY 

AND BASIC ECONOMIC SECURITY. The federal government should adopt a new national 
statistical framework for measuring poverty and basic economic security. Instead of being 
limited to the “extremely-low-income-only” approach the current poverty line and SIPM 
represent, this framework should utilize measures of low income and other forms of economic 
hardship related to low income. The core of this framework would be two or three measures 
that, taken together, best balance accuracy and succinctness in providing an accurate picture 
of poverty and basic economic security, and provide both an income lens and a multi-
dimensional lens on economic deprivation.   
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RECOMMENDATION 1.1—A “LOW-INCOME” OR “A T-RISK-OF-POVERTY” I NCOME STANDARD. 
The first of the two or three national statistical measures in this new framework should be an 
“At-Risk-of-Poverty” or “Low-Income” measure. As the label makes clear, this threshold 
should reflect a “low” level of income—a level roughly in the range of $45,000 to $50,000 for 
a family of four—rather than an “extremely low” level of income. 
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RECOMMENDATION 1.2—A LOW-INCOME-PLUS-DEPRIVATION MEASURE OF POVERTY AND 

BASIC ECONOMIC SECURITY. The second of the two or three national statistical measures in 
this framework should be a “Low Income-Plus-Hardship” or “Low Income-Plus-Deprivation” 
measure of basic economic security. Rather than relying solely on income as a proxy for 
poverty or basic economic security, this measure would define someone as experiencing 
poverty or lacking the most basic level of economic security if they were both low-income 
(using the standard described in Recommendation 1) and experiencing a heightened level of 
economic deprivation or hardship. Deprivation would be measured directly using an index of 
deprivation or “basic economic security” indicators, including hunger and food insecurity, 
substandard housing, lack of affordable and adequate health insurance, savings, and various 
other items that are viewed as necessities of modern living by most Americans. 
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RECOMMENDATION 1.3—DEVELOPMENT OF A LIST OF MODERN NECESSITIES. Instead of 
assuming that only certain traditional goods are necessities of contemporary modern living—
e.g., only food, shelter, clothing, utilities—the list of necessities to include in the index should 
be developed based on both community and expert input on current social necessities, as well 
as survey research that asks the American public to identify, from a list of goods and services, 
those items that are necessities and that no one in the United States should be without today. 
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RECOMMENDATION 2—RESTORATION OF THE FAMILY BUDGETS PROGRAM AT THE DEPARTMENT 
OF LABOR. The Administration should reestablish the Family Budgets Program at the U.S. 
Department of Labor to produce state- and local-level “American Family Budget Standards” 
including a Basic Budget Standard that is consistent with the minimum amount most 
Americans believe is needed to “make ends meet” at a basic level. Despite the longstanding 

FDR’s Understanding of Economic Deprivation 
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official development and use of family budget standards by the federal government for most of 
the 20th century, some have recommended further external study of family budget standards 
before any restoration of the Family Budgets Program. Such external study would likely delay 
restoration of the Family Budgets Program and official use of family budget standards for 
many years, if not indefinitely, and should not precede restoration. However, it may be useful 
at some later point, say five or ten years after restoration. 
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RECOMMENDATION 3—USE OF ADJUSTMENTS FOR GEOGRAPHIC DIFFERENCES IN LIVING 
STANDARDS. Because of the anomalous results produced by currently available methods of 
geographic adjustments in poverty thresholds, the “low-income” income standard detailed in 
Recommendation 1.1 should not be adjusted using these methods, except for upward 
adjustments in certain high-cost areas. When used for state and local purposes, the Family 
Budgets detailed in Recommendation 2 may include adjustments, although they should be as 
broadly based as possible (e.g., not limited to housing) and also take into account, to the extent 
possible, regional differences in amenities, including public infrastructure and service, and 
quality of life. 
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RECOMMENDATION 4—ROLE OF PROPOSED SUPPLEMENTAL INCOME POVERTY MEASURE 

SHOULD BE LIMITED AND MEASURE SHOULD BE ACCURATELY LABELED AS A MEASURE OF 

“E XTREMELY LOW INCOME.” If the SIPM proposed by the Administration is adopted, it should 
be labeled and presented in a way that aides, rather than hinders, public understanding of 
poverty and basic economic security. In particular, the SIPM should be described as a 
measure of “Extremely Low Income” rather than as a measure of “poverty.”  In addition, if 
used by Census, particularly in the annual report on income and poverty, the SIPM should 
always be put in the context of a low-income measure.  
�
��	� &
������������/�� !��!��	
� �	����	� ���/�� �	
	��� ����� ��
������	��� ����� ��	� ���	� ��
	���
����	���7� ���� !��	���� ��
� ����
� 	
�����
� �	
������ � 	
���	�
	
� ��� ����� �	!�����5��	�	�A� ��� ��	�
"��#�����
�!�	
A���������
��	����	�	
���
�!�	�	��	
 �����������������
	�A�����	����������
	��A�!����
�
��
	�����
��+� ��� ����
� 	
�����
� �	
������� ��� !����
 ����A� ��	� �	����	� �����
� �	� 
	�
���	
� ��� ��
�	����	� ��� 3:;��	�	��� ���� ��
��	4� ����	�� ����� ��� �� �	����	� ��� 3!��	���4� ��� 3	
�����
�

	!���������4����������
���7	�
�	����������	��	���� 	����/������
	���������
��	���������	����	����
!��	���� ��� 	
�����
� 
	!��������A� ��
� ����� ����� ���� ��
��	� !	�!�	� ����� ��
��	�� ����	� ����
	;��	�	��� ���� ���	����
�� 	;!	��	�
	� �������� ������ � �� ���	����� 
	!��������� ����
���	
� ����� �	���
!��	���A���
��
��+����+	����
����
����	
�����A���
� �������
��
�������+���
����	�	���	����
�
RECOMMENDATION 4.1—SETTING THE INITIAL SIPM TREHSOLDS AND ADJUSTING THEM FOR 

CHANGES IN LIVING STANDARDS. The SIPM thresholds should be tied to a percentage of 
median income or based on expenditures on a modern basket of necessities. �
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RECOMMENDATION 5—PUBLIC CONSULTATION PROCESSES. The public should be given the 
opportunity to provide meaningful input into the development of the SIPM and other proposed 
measures.  
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TABLE 1 
Major Differences Between the Current Poverty Measure, the NAS Alternative, and SIPM 

 Current Measure NAS Recommendations  SIPM as Proposed March 2010 

Poverty 
Threshold 

Initial thresholds set based on 
“economy food plan” (derived 
from 1955 food consumption 
data) multiplied by three. 
Subsequent thresholds updated 
annually using the Consumer 
Price Index. 

Thresholds based on a budget for 
food, clothing, shelter (including 
utilities and telephone), and an 
additional amount to allow for 
other needs (household supplies, 
personal care, and transportation 
not related to work). Threshold 
should be developed using 
consumer expenditure data and 
updated annually to reflect changes 
in expenditures on food, clothing, 
and shelter over the previous three 
years. 
 
The panel did not recommend a 
specific dollar amount to set the 
thresholds, but concluded that a 
“reasonable range” was a dollar 
amount set at somewhere between 
78 to 83 percent of median 
expenditures for food, clothing, 
and shelter for a family of four, 
with a multiplier of between 1.15 
and 1.25 for other needed 
expenditures. 

Same as NAS, but based on five 
years of expenditure data rather 
than three. 
 
Sets threshold at 33rd percentile of 
the distribution of expenditures on 
food, clothing, and shelter, with a 
multiplier of 1.2 for other 
necessities. Reference sample 
would include all family units with 
exactly two children (not just two-
adult-two-child ones). 
 
Also adjusts thresholds for 
housing status, distinguishing 
between renters, owners with a 
mortgage, and owners without a 
mortgage. 

Resources 
Definition 

Gross money income: 
 
Includes pre-tax earnings, 
unemployment compensation, 
workers’ compensation, Social 
Security, Supplemental 
Security Income, public 
assistance, veterans’ payments, 
survivor benefits, pension or 
retirement income, interest, 
dividends, rents, royalties, 
income from estates, trusts, 
educational assistance, 
alimony, child support, 
assistance from outside the 
household, and other 
miscellaneous sources. 
 
Excludes: non-cash benefits, 
including food stamps and 
housing assistance, Earned 
Income Tax Credit, capital 
gains and losses. 

Money and near-money disposable 
income: 
1) money income included in 
current measure, 
plus  
2) near-money, non-medical in-
kind benefits (including food 
stamps, housing assistance, school 
lunch, energy assistance), 
less 
3) out-of-pocket medical care 
expenditures (including health 
insurance premiums), income taxes 
and Social Security payroll taxes, 
actual child care costs for families 
in which there is no non-working 
parent, a flat amount per week 
worked to account for work-related 
transportation and miscellaneous 
expenses for each working adult, 
child support payments from the 
income of the payer. 

Same as NAS, with some 
difference in how expenses would 
be calculated.  

�
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FIGURE 2 
Median Income, Alternative Income Poverty Lines and Official Poverty Line Four-Person Families, 1959-2008 
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FIGURE 3 
Most Households Experiencing Food Insecurity Have Incomes Above the Poverty Line 
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Source: CEPR Calculations from USDA, Household Food Security, 2008 
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TABLE 2 
Percent of Low-Income Families Experiencing Economic Hardships, 1996 
 One or More Hardships Two or More Hardships 
“Critical” Hardships   
   Below 100% of Poverty (FPL) 29.4% 6.8% 
   Between 100-200% of FPL 24.5% 4.6% 
“Serious” Hardships   
    Below 100% of FPL 74.1% 44.1% 
    Between 100-200% of FPL 63.2% 33.9% 
Source: Boushey (2001) analysis of National Survey of American Families. 
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FIGURE 4 
Official and NAS Poverty Rates by Disability Status, 1997 
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FIGURE 5 
Official Poverty Rates Compared with NAS Poverty Rates in Five Poor States and the United States, 2005-
2007 
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FIGURE 6 
Massachusetts, West Virginia, and United States Official and NAS Poverty Rates, 2005-2007 
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Rank on American Human Development Index (Income, Housing, Health):

Massachusetts: 2nd Highest

West Virginia: 2nd Lowest

West Virginia also scores lower than Massachusetts on food insecurity, life 
expectancy, infant mortality, teenage pregnancy, education, incarceration, and 
various other indicators.

 
�
�
���	� ��������+� �	�� ��� ����� �
���	�!����� $6�+��	�� *� �8%� ���7�� ��� ����� ����	� ���	� ����	����
����� ���
	;������+���	��	���������!���	��		������	�!��	����� ��	�A�����	����
����	
���������	�A���
�5 ���
��	�A�
��
� ������+� ���� ��	�	� �	���������!�� 
���+	� ��	�� ��� �&"� !��	���� �	����	� ����� ��� �
>���	
� ����
+	�+��!��
� 
���	�	�
	�� ��� ������+� !��
	� �	�	��� ��� � ��������	
�� !4��	�� ; � ������ �� �	�����	��� ���	���
!������	� �	���������!� �	��		�� ���
� ���	
������ ��
� ! ��	���� $��	� 
���	������� ��� 8�=0%H����� ��A� ���
	;!	
�	
A� ����	� ���
� ���	
������ ���	�� ��
�	��	� ��� � ���	� !��	���� ���	�� ��
�	��	A� ������+�� 
�	����� ���	� �



CEPR A Modern Framework for Measuring Poverty and Basic Economic Security  �   41 
  

 
��
����� ����� 
��	� ����� !����� "��������A� !4��	��< � ������ �� �	�����	��� ���	��� �	+����	� �	���������!�$� �	�

���	������� ��� 8�=�%� �	��		�� ����	��	�	�� !��	���� �� 
� �� 5	�����:
�
������ ��
	;� 
	���	
� ����� ��	�
&�	��
���5 ���&+���A���� 	;!	
�	
A���+�	�� !��	���� �� �	�� ��	� ����
���	
� ����� ���	�� �	�	��� ��� �	�����
��
�	
�
��������
�
��	��	;�������
���	�!�����������������!!	�����	���� ��&"�!��	�����	����	�������������	
�������	�
����
����!��	�������	�����������
��	�A���	�����
��� ������	�7	��
����
	��������	���&"�!��	�������	��
��	����������	
���������
����!��	�������	�����	�
�� �	��������	��		������	��	�	���&"�!��	�������	����
�
���
� ���	
������$ !4��	��= %������� ���8���R�����	� ��	�	� ��� 	��	�������� ��� 
��� 	������� �	��		�� ����	��	�	��
�&"�!��	�������	����
���	�5	�����:
�
��������
	;�$ !4��	���> %�������	����	�
��!����������	�
��	�
����� ��� �&"����	
� !��	���� �	����	� ����� 
�	�� ���� ��
 ��
	� +	�+��!��
� �
>����	��A� ��	� ���+�����
	;!	
�	
� ����
�������� ��	� �	����	
�$ �??���4@�!4��	��� ��6��� - %A���
� 	�	�� ���	� ���	����� ��+�	��

���	��������$8��=� ���� ���
� ���	
������ ��
�8��?� ��� � ��	�5 �%A���++	����+� ����� ���	�� 	�	�	���� ��� ���
�&"� �	����	� ��!���	� ��� ��	� ����
���� ��	�� ��	�	� ���� ��	�� ��	� �
����	
��� ����
A����� ���	�� �	�	��
��
�	�
�	�� �������� 
��
��������� J���+� �����������	� �	+ �	������ ��������A� "����� 
��
��
	�� ����� ��	� �&"�
�	����	� 3������ ��� ��!���	� ��	� �	���������!� �	��		�� ��
��	� !��	���� ��
� ���	����� ���
���!� ���
�����
�������
���!�4 �80��
�
�
FIGURE 7 
Food Insecurity and Income Poverty (Official Measure): 2005-2007 
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Source: CEPR analysis of USDA food insecurity data and Census poverty data. 
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FIGURE 8 
Health-Education Index and Income Poverty (Official Measure): 2005-2007 
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Source: CEPR Analysis of Census poverty data and American Human Development Index data. 
 
FIGURE 9 
Food Insecurity and NAS Alternative Income Poverty Rate (with Housing Cost Adjustment): 2005-2007 
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Source: CEPR analysis of USDA food insecurity data and NAS poverty rates calculated using Census Table Creator 
II. �
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FIGURE 10 
Health-Education Index and NAS Alternative Income Poverty Rate (with Housing Cost Adjustment): 2005-
2007 
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Source: CEPR analysis. NAS poverty rates calculated using Census Table Creator II and American Human 
Development Index data. 
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APPENDIX FIGURE 1 
NAS State Poverty Rates (with no geographic adjustment for housing costs) compared to State Food 
Insecurity Rates 

:=
:2

:�

:�2>

2�

<>

>?

>6

&7

&@

8�
!�

�8
�A

�+

6=
62

6�

6B

6+

6.

67

6@

�>

�&

��

�6

��

�.

�7
��

%�

A=A&

�6
�%

�7��

+�


�

)%
7.

7@

@>

@�
@�

�C

�8

�%
�A

8 � �D��(�	��

�

�




�

�

��

��

�


��

��

��

� � �� �� �� �� 	�

6�&�!�"�#�$�8����6��+��*�����'E�*������-93

)�
�'�

��*
���

#�
�$

�-
93

�
 
APPENDIX FIGURE 2 
NAS State Poverty Rates (with no geographic adjustment for housing costs) compared to American Human 
Development Health-Education Index 
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