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What is Poverty?

For most Americans, the word poverty 
suggests destitution, an inability to provide a 

family with nutritious food, adequate clothing, 
and reasonable shelter.  But only a small 

fraction of the 36 million persons classified as 
“poor” by the Census Bureau fit such a 

description.

2

• The typical American defined as poor by the government has a car, 
air conditioning, a refrigerator, a stove, a clothes washer and dryer, 
and a microwave.

• He has two color televisions, cable or satellite TV reception, a
VCR or DVD player, and a stereo.

• He is able to obtain medical care.

• His home is in good repair and is not overcrowded.

• By his own report, his family is not hungry and he had sufficient 
funds in the past year to meet his family’s needs.
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Consumer Goods

Housing

Nutrition and Anthropometry

Food Intake and Hunger

Difficulties and Material Problems
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Problems with Current CPS
Poverty Measure

• Undercounts income

• Official measure ignores in-kind benefits

• Ignores assets

• Even if income is below poverty thresholds, the 
household does not necessarily experience deprivations
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Two Bedrooms
      for One Person 27%

At Least One Bedroom 
     for One Person 43%

Two Bedrooms
     for Three Persons 11%

Less Than Two Bedrooms 
     for Three Persons 19%

Poor Households:
Bedrooms Per Person
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All Poor 
Households Households

6.9% 10.5%

4.1% 7.9%

0.8% 1.9%

2.6% 4.5%

Wider Than Edge of a Dime 4.0% 7.1%

0.9% 2.1%

Source:   U.S. Census Bureau, Survey of Income and Program Participation,
Adult Well-Being Topical Module, 1998

6) Holes in Floor Big Enough for Someone 
to Catch Their Foot On

% With Problem

Physical Upkeep Problems in Houses or Apartments

Wall in Finished Areas of Home
4) Toilet, Hot Water Heater, or Other

Plumbing That Does Not Work
5) Holes in Walls or Ceiling or Cracks

1) Leaking Roof or Ceiling 
2) Broken Window Glass or Windows That 

Cannot Shut
3) Electrical Wires Running on Outside of
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Average Protein Intakes as Percentage of Recommended Daily Allowance

267%

235%

159%

274%

225%

164%
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Above 350% of Poverty)

100% RDA
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Obesity Among Adult Women
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Source:  Interagency Board for Nutrition Monitoring and Related Research, Third Report on Nutrition Monitoring , Vol. 2, p. VA 219.
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In the last 30 days, an adult in the household did not eat for a whole day because there was
not enough money to buy food.

Yes
1/125

In the last 30 days, a child skipped a meal because there was not enough money to buy
food.

Yes
1/200

In the last 30 days, a child did not each for a whole day because there was not enough
money to buy food.

Yes
1/1,000

Hunger in America
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Material Problems in U.S. Population 
 
        % of all persons 
 
Crowding (more that one person per room)   6.3% 
Three or more housing upkeep problems   4.3% 
Had phone disconnected due to non-payment  4.2% 
Lacks medical insurance and someone in 

family needed to go to the doctor 
but did not go      3.0% 

Gas, electricity, or oil cut off     2.4% 
Sometimes not enough food to eat    1.9% 
Lacks refrigerator      0.8% 
Lacks stove       0.7% 
Often not enough food to eat     0.5% 
Evicted for non-payment     0.5% 

 
Total Number of Problems in Household 

 
Has one problem   11.5% 
Has two problems    3.5% 
Has three or more problems   1.8% 


