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On June 9, the Population Association of America, a COSSA Governing Member, hosted a Congressional 
briefing, “The War on Poverty – 50 Years Later and the Battle Continues.”  COSSA was a co-sponsor of the 
event.    
 
The briefing featured presentations by a federal official and university researchers who discussed current 
poverty trends and ways in which poverty is measured.  Linda Jacobsen, Population Reference Bureau 
and chair of PAA’s Government and Public Affairs Committee, moderated the briefing, noting in her 
introductory remarks that 47 million Americans still live in poverty, 50 years after President Lyndon 
Johnson declared war on poverty.  
 
Kathleen Short, Social, Economic and Housing Statistics Division of the U.S. Census Bureau, provided 
details on how the federal government measures poverty through the Current Population Survey (CPS), 
which is the official poverty measure used by Census.  This survey has been releasing statistics on poverty 
since the 1960s and finds that the poverty rate for 2012 (the year for which the most current data are 
available) is 15 percent, compared to 22.4 percent in 1959.   
  
However, the CPS is not a perfect measure, Short explained.  The CPS does not account for other 
measures that impact poverty (both positively and negatively), such as provision of noncash benefits (like 
food stamps), necessary expenses (like taxes, health care, and work related expenses), changes in family 
and/or household structure, or geographic price differences among U.S. regions.  In response, the 
Supplemental Poverty Measure (SPM) was developed, based on recommendations in a 1995 National 
Academies report, Measuring Poverty: A New Approach.  The SPM would not replace the CPS as the 
official poverty measure, but be used to improve the CPS by taking additional measures into 
consideration.   
 
Short outlined some of the key similarities and differences between the data collected by the CPS versus 
the SPM.  For example, while both measures consider individuals poor if the resources they share with 
others in their household are not enough to meet basic needs, the CPS defines “household” as “family,” 
while the SPM includes others who may not be related but share resources, such as foster children or 
unmarried couples.  In addition, in measuring basic needs, the official measure uses the cost of a 
minimum food diet—that is, the cost of a meal times three meals a day.  The SPM, on the other hand, 
calculates the costs of basic needs to include food, clothes, shelter, and utilities.  She also discussed the 
SPM’s accounting for regional price differences.   
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Comparing the data from the two measures, Short explained that for most population groups, the SPM 
rates are higher than the official poverty rates, with the exception of children, African Americans, 
individuals with disabilities, and a few other groups who show lower poverty rates when adjusted by the 
SPM.  Under the SPM, people are found to be above the poverty line when accounting for things like 
Social Security, refundable tax credits, and SNAP and other benefits and subsidies.  The SPM shows 
individuals falling below the poverty line when accounting for out-of-pocket medical expenses, work-
related expenses, income tax, and other expenses that the CPS does not measure.   
 
John Iceland, Pennsylvania State University, discussed some of the trends in poverty over the last 50 
years.  He has found, when using the official poverty measure, there was substantial decline in poverty in 
the 1960s, but little progress since the 1970s with levels fluctuating since then.  When looking at the 
older population (65 years and older), the data show a better story than the general population, with 
poverty rates of 35.2 percent in 1959 versus 9.1 percent in 2012.  Looking at the population aged 18 to 
64, the rates of poverty were 17 percent in 1959 and 13.7 percent in 2012.  Of particular note, Iceland 
explained, are the higher rates of poverty among children under the age of 18; the rate in 1959 was 27.3 
compared to 22.3 in 2012, which is higher than the rate for the aggregate population when using the 
official poverty rates.  Iceland concluded that while poverty is still common, poverty is higher in the U.S. 
compared to peer countries, and income inequality has grown since the War on Poverty was declared, 
anti-poverty and income assistance programs have contributed to reducing poverty in the U.S. overall.   
 
Lastly, Colleen Heflin, University of Missouri, spoke about measuring “material hardship,” noting that 
“consumption poverty” and “income poverty” are distinctive and do not track well with each other.  
Material hardship measures include food insecurity, medical hardship (i.e. unable to visit a doctor, 
dentist, or hospital when needed), utility hardship (i.e. not able to pay your entire gas, oil or electricity 
bill), home hardship (i.e. did not pay rent or mortgage), and essential expense hardship (i.e. inability to 
meet “essential expenses”).  Heflin noted a number of predictors of impending material hardship, such as 
changes with earnings (which is more important than total household income), household composition 
changes, and changes in disability status.  She concluded by stating that policy reforms like SNAP, the 
Affordable Care Act, the Low-Income Heating Assistance Program, and mortgage reforms are designed to 
address material conditions and to not improve income.  She argued for more frequent measures of 
materials hardship.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


