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  To understand the relationship between poverty 

and living conditions, a multifaceted understanding 

of what it means to be poor is required. In one 

sense, the answer to the question "What does it 

mean to be poor?" is straightforward-having cash 

income below the official poverty line for a given 

family size. In a broader sense, the living 

conditions of the poor are difficult to measure, 

both because annual cash income is only one factor 

related to living conditions; and because the poor 

are quite heterogeneous. 

This article represents an effort to get closer to 

the answer by summarizing findings from nine 

national surveys that shed light on the living 

conditions of individuals living in poor and 

nonpoor families. It differs from earlier 

examinations of living conditions and the material 

well-being of American families in that it draws 

upon a broader set of household surveys and 

attempts to maximize uniformity in the definition 

of family types and poverty. This work represents 

a coordinated effort of representatives of various 

Federal agencies that produce and analyze data 

from nationally representative surveys.1 The aim in 

this process has been to produce measurements of 

material well-being for an expanded set of 

dimensions, following a methodology that would 

promote comparability across surveys as much as 

possible. 

Related research 2 

 

Although the official poverty measure in the 

United States is defined in terms of current 

before-tax cash income, some aspects of economic 

welfare can be more accurately gauged by 

measuring consumption or other dimensions of 

living conditions. Income measures ignore 

homeownership and other assets that can be 

important sources of consumption. Thus, some 

people, such as those who are retired or those 

whose incomes are only temporarily low, may be 

classified as poor based on income but do not have 

low consumption. Furthermore, the official poverty 

rate does not account for taxes or in-kind transfers 

such as food stamps or government-provided 

medical insurance, which improve living 

conditions without affecting a family's official 

poverty status.3 

To address some of the limitations of basing the 

measure of poverty solely on cash income, David 

M. Cutler and Lawrence F. Katz compare poverty 

rates constructed using consumption expenditure 

data from the Consumer Expenditure Survey with 

the official poverty rates based on income from the 

Current Population Survey. They find that, while 

the poverty rate is lower when measured using 

expenditures, trends in poverty rates based on both 

income and expen- 
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ditures are similar, and both rates rose during the 1980's, 

particularly for the nonelderly. 

Daniel T. Slesnick also finds that consumption expenditure-

based poverty rates are lower than income-based measures.5  He 

notes that the reported postwar trend poverty is sensitive to the 

equivalence scale used and, for the late 1970’s and the 1980’s, 

to the price indexes used for the analysis. 

Other researchers have analyzed measures of specific 

dimensions of material and economic well-being such as 

housing, neighborhood quality, consumer durables, income 

sources, spending patterns, and health to study the living 

conditions of low-income children and families. For example, 

Robert Rector analyzes the 1989 American Housing Survey and 

finds that nearly 40 percent of all households with incomes 

below the official poverty line own their own homes, but that 

only 18 percent of poor, single-parent families are 

homeowners.6 The median value of homes owned by the poor is 

58 percent of the median value of all homes owned in the 

United States. In addition, he reports that only 8 percent of poor 

households are overcrowded (defined as more than one person 

per room), and 53 percent of poor households have some type 

of air conditioning. 

A recent Children's Defense Fund report summarizes findings 

along a large number of dimensions of disparities in resources 

and outcomes between poor and nonpoor children.7 The 

evidence ranges from analysis of national data sources to studies 

limited to a specific State or community. According to the 

report, poor children have higher rates of various health 

problems, inferior housing, inferior schools, less access to 

computers and educational materials at home, inferior child care, 

higher rates of child abuse, higher rates of parental substance 

abuse, more frequent moves, more exposure to toxic chemicals 

and pollution, higher rates of lead poisoning, and other 

disadvantages. 

Using data from the American Housing Survey, the decennial 

census, the Consumer Expenditure Survey, and the National 

Health Interview Survey, Susan Mayer and Christopher Jencks 

examine trends in various measures of the material well-being of 

children from 1969 to 1989.8 They find that children in families 

in the lowest quintile of income have made both absolute and 

relative gains over time across a variety of measures of housing 

quality. Low-income children are now less likely to live in 

crowded housing and more likely to live in homes with indoor 

plumbing, central heat, and major appliances such as air 

conditioners and dishwashers. In addition, they are now more 

likely to have seen a doctor in the preceding year. At the same 

time, low-income children are now less likely to live in 

households that own their own homes or have access to an 

automobile, and are more likely to live in neighborhoods 

identified by their parents as having a crime problem. 

Mayer and Jencks suggest that some of the improvement 

in 

housing conditions may have resulted because newer housing 

for low-income families became available as their more 

affluent counterparts moved to the suburbs. Govemment 

programs may also have played a role in improving living 

conditions in some dimensions. For example, these researchers 

report that the proportion of low-income children having access 

to a telephone grew during the 1970's, when universal access 

was a government policy, but ceased growing during the 1980’s 

when universal access declined as a policy priority. In 

summary, Mayer and Jencks note that, despite the gains 

experienced by low-income children, their measured living 

conditions remain significantly lower relative to other 

children's. 

    Using data from the 1992-94 Consumer Expenditure Survey, 

William D. Passero9 examines selected characteristics and 

spending patterns of working poor and nonworking poor 

consumer units. A consumer unit is defined as poor if it 

received welfare income10 at any time during the preceding 12 

months, and as working poor if the unit had at least one 

member who worked outside the home for at least 27 weeks 

over the preceding 12 months.11 

Passero reports that consumer units in the working poor group 

are larger; these units have an average of more than 4 persons, 

compared with 3.5 persons in the nonworking poor group. 

Consumer units in the working group report average total 

expenditures that are 85 percent higher than those of the 

nonworking group. Not surprisingly, the nonworking poor 

apportion a greater share of expenditures to commodities such 

as food, shelter, and utilities. About 40 percent of spending is 

for shelter and utilities and 30 percent is for food among the 

nonworking group, while only 30 percent of the total is for 

shelter and utilities and 20 percent is for food among the 

consumer units with at least one working member. The 

spending share on transportation for the working poor is almost 

twice (18 percent) that of the nonworking poor. Ownership of 

various durable items, or access to them in the home, is 

significantly lower for the nonworking poor. However, home 

computers are scarce among both groups; about 10 percent of 

the working poor report home access to or ownership of 

computers, while 4 percent of the nonworking poor do so. 

Mark Lino examines income sources, spending patterns, and 

characteristics of poor households with at least one child, using 

the 1990-92 Consumer Expenditure Survey.12 Lino applies a 

stricter definition of poverty than has generally been used by 

others: a household is poor if its before-tax income is below the 

official poverty threshold and its total expenditures are below 

the official poverty threshold.13  He reports that a majority of 

these poor households have reference persons who are single 

parents (51 percent) and that 97 percent of these single parents 

are mothers. Food stamps is the most commonly reported source 

of income for poor households with children. (Sixty-nine 

percent of these households reported income from food stamps 



 

during the survey period.) Fifty-four percent of the poor 

households report receiving wages or salaries, and 54 percent 

report receiving some type of public assistance. In addition, 

Lino finds that, of those households with reference persons who 

are unemployed, 65 percent report not working because they 

were taking care of family members and 18 percent report not 

working because of illness. 

 
Scope and method 
Nine nationally representative surveys were analyzed to create a 

comprehensive picture of the living situations of families: the 

1993 American Housing Survey, the 1992-93 Consumer 

Expenditure Survey, the 1993-94 Current Population Survey 

(October 1993 Education Supplement and March 1994 Annual 

Demographic Supplement), the 1992 High School and Beyond 

Survey, the 1992-93 National Crime Victimization Survey, the 

1993 National Health Interview Survey, the 1993 National 

Household Education Survey (School Readiness Component and 

School Safety and Discipline Component), the 1989-90 National 

Maternal and Infant Health Survey, and the 1992 Survey of 

Income and Program Participation-Extended Measures of 

Well-Being topical module. Here, the year of the survey refers 

to the interview or collection period. Reference periods are 

noted in the table footnotes and in the survey descriptions 

presented in appendix A. 

In general, results are shown for individuals living in both 

poor and nonpoor families. Families are defined as including a 

household head, or reference person, and household members 

related to the head by blood, marriage, or other legal 

arrangement. Thus, individuals living alone and unrelated 

individuals living in the household are not included. An 

exception is the analysis of the National Crime Victimization 

Survey; for this survey, results of all households are presented 

because data on families were not available. 

For all surveys but one, the poor are defined as those 

individuals living in families whose before-cash incomes fall 

below the official poverty thresholds for their family type.14 For 

the Consumer Expenditure Survey, total family expenditures, 

rather than incomes, are compared to the official thresholds. In 

each of tire other surveys, the definition of family before-tax 

income is designed to be as close as possible to the definition of 

income used by the Census Bureau in calculating official 

poverty rates. The definition of family expenditures is the same 

as that used in official Bureau of Labor Statistics publications. 

(See appendix A.) Because of differences in the questions asked 

and in the definition of income used, it is not possible to match 

income levels exactly across surveys. However, because poverty 

rates for individuals in each family type are similar across most 

of the surveys, any differences are likely to be minimal." 

All of the estimates presented in this article were tabulated on 

a person-weighted, rather than family-weighted, basis.16 

This is in contrast to the procedure followed in most of the 

previous research cited above. In those other studies, averages 

across families rather than across individuals are produced when 

results by family characteristics of the poor and nonpoor are 

tabulated. With the approach used here, one can make 

statements about the living conditions of individuals. For 

example, in 1993, 40.8 percent of all poor individuals living in 

families lived in homes that their families owned. In most cases, 

the use of person-weights has little impact on the findings. For 

example, results from the American Housing Survey and those 

from the Survey of Income and Program Participation differ 

only marginally when estimated with person-weights versus 

family-weights (results not shown). For the Consumer 

Expenditure Survey and the Current Population Survey, the use 

of person-weights leads to slightly higher mean total family 

expenditures and incomes than when family-weights are used; 

however, the percent distributions of expenditures and income 

change little.17 

 

Person-weights, rather than family-weights, were used here 

for two reasons. First, person-weighted results for surveys in 

which the unit of data collection is the family (the American 

Housing Survey; the Consumer Expenditure Survey; data on 

income sources, taxes, and benefts in the Current Population 

Survey; and the Survey of Income and Program Participation) 

are more directly comparable to results from the surveys in 

which the unit of data collection is the individual (the remaining 

five surveys, and the educational attainment and health insurance 

receipts components of the Current Population Survey). Second, 

the material living conditions of family members are the focus of 

this article and weighting each family's characteristics by the 

number of people in the family gives the best approximation of 

that concept. There is, however, no adjustment for differences in 

economies of scale in the household, nor is account taken of 

differences between adults and children in terms of their needs; 

this is most relevant for understanding the income and 

expenditure results. One can say, for example, that the average 

family income of individuals living in poor families is $8,501; 

however, this. does not mean drat each person has full access to 

this income, but only that the average individual lives in a 

household with this income. With greater family size, 

individuals would likely be worse off in a welfare sense than 

members of smaller families with the same income. 

In addition to estimates for individuals living in poor and 

nonpoor families, results also are produced for two 

subpopulations: individuals in poor, single-parent families and 

individuals in families receiving welfare. Poor, single-parent 

families are defined as families that have incomes below the 

official poverty threshold and that have an unmarried head of 

household and at least one child under age 18.18 Families 

receiving welfare are defined as families with chil- 



 

 

dren19 that report receiving welfare assistance sometime during 

the reference period. To allow for maximum comparability of 

results, the following discussion usually focuses on poor, 

single-parent families because the definition of families 

receiving welfare varies across some surveys and is absent in 

others.20 The accompanying tables present data for all 

individuals living in families receiving welfare assistance, rather 

than for persons in poor families that receive assistance. It is not 

uncommon for families who receive welfare at some point over 

the reference period to have income above the poverty line 

measured over the entire interval. For example, job loss or 

divorce could make a family eligible for welfare assistance at 

some point in the period, even if the average income over the 

whole period is above the poverty line. In addition, some 

programs have eligibility thresholds above the poverty line. 

Because results are similar for both groups, we present 

tabulations for only one. In those cases in which results are 

substantially different, results for poor families receiving 

welfare also are noted. 

Percent distributions of persons and of mean income and 

expenditures of families are presented for four family types: 

nonpoor families; poor families; poor, single-parent families; 

and families receiving welfare. 

 
A portrait of the poor 
The results for individuals living in poor and nonpoor families 

are divided into seven categories: income sources, spending 

patterns, housing, consumer durables and utilities, crime and 

neighborhood, health and nutrition, and education. In the first 

four categories, the unit of data collection is the family; thus, 

results are presented by family characteristic. For example, the 

mean total expenditures of poor families is 

$11,596. The unit of data collection for the last two categories is 

the individual in general; thus, results are for the average 

individual of the relevant population. For example, 27 percent of 

poor children aged 5 to 7 years have fewer than 10 books. The 

crime and neighborhood category has measures of both family 

(or household) and individual characteristics. The final table 

presents an "index of deprivation" for individuals that reflects 

several family characteristics. 

Summary tables of all variables discussed in the text are 

provided for each category. The source survey for each variable 

is noted in each table. All differences discussed below are 

statistically significant at the I -percent level. 

 

 

Income sources. Poor families differ from nonpoor families both 

in the levels and sources of their incomes. (See table 1.) The 

average poor person lives in a family whose income is about a 

sixth as much as the family income of the average nonpoor 

person ($8,501 versus $55,394). For the single-parent poor and 

those in families receiving welfare, average 

family incomes are $6,794 and $12,678.21 

The average nonpoor person lives in a family that receives 

85.1 percent of its income from wages, salaries, and 

self-employment earnings, compared to 52 percent for the poor 

and only 36 percent for those in poor, single-parent families. A 

larger proportion of the income of poor families comes from 

public assistance and welfare: 20 percent, compared with only 

0.2 percent for the nonpoor. For those in poor, singleparent 

families, 40 percent of family income comes from public 

assistance and welfare. 

Not surprisingly, poor families pay less in taxes and receive 

more in government transfers than do the nonpoor. On average, 

the Earned Income Tax Credit fully offsets the Federal and State 

income and FICA payroll taxes for the family of the average poor 

person. Additional taxes, such as sales taxes, are not included in 

these calculations. The family of the average nonpoor person 

pays an estimated $11,660 in Federal and State income and FICA 

taxes (less the Earned Income Tax Credit). The average poor 

person lives in a family that receives $1,727 in public assistance 

and welfare and $1,392 in food stamps. For those in poor, 

single-parent families, welfare and food stamp transfers are 

$2,701 and $1,871($4,381 and $2,241 for families receiving 

welfare). 

 

Spending patterns. In this section, expenditure data from the 

Consumer Expenditure Survey, in conjunction with the official 

poverty thresholds, are used to determine if an individual lives 

in a poor family. Individuals defined as poor using expenditure 

data may not have the same family charac- 



 

 

teristics as individuals identified as income-poor in other 

sections of this article.22 Poverty rates, measured using 

expenditure data, are generally lower than in the other surveys, 

although trends across family types are similar. 

Differences between the poor and the nonpoor in average 

family expenditures are smaller than differences in average 

family incomes. (See table 2.) While average family incomes of 

the non-income-poor are over 6 times as large as those for the 

income-poor ($55,394 versus $8,501), average family 

expenditures of the non-expenditure-poor are only about 3 times 

as large as those for the expenditure-poor ($36,926 versus 

$11,596). For the single-parent poor and those in families 

receiving welfare, average family expenditures are $9,172 and 

$16,280.23 

According to the data presented in tables 1 and 2, total family 

expenditures exceed total before-tax family income for all but 

the nonpoor. Transfer benefits, such as food stamps, are not 

reflected in the income figures, nor are taxes paid by families. 

When these are accounted for in income, the spending power of 

poor families increases. For example, if the value of food 

stamps and the Earned Income Tax Credit are added to 

before-tax income, and taxes paid are subtracted, the ratio of 

expenditures to income becomes smaller, falling from 1.36 to 

1.16 for poor families, from 1.35 to 1.04 for single-parent poor 

families, and from 1.28 to 1.13 for welfare families. The fact 

that expenditures still exceed income is likely related to how 

expenditures are defined (appendix A), possible underreporting 

of income compared to expenditures, differences in the types of 

families that are considered poor on the basis of income versus 

expenditures, and differences in income and expenditure 

distributions.24 

 The composition of spending also varies by family type. 

Not surprisingly, a greater share of poor people's total expen- 

ditures is allocated to purchasing items frequently considered 

necessities: food, shelter, utilities, and apparel. Seventy-one 

percent of poor persons' family expenditures are spent on 

these necessities, compared to 46 percent for the nonpoor. 

For those in expenditure-poor, single parent families, an even 

larger share of total family expenditures, 80 percent, is spent 

on necessities. Spending a larger share of total expenditures 

on necessities leaves a smaller portion for other items such as 

transportation, health care, personal insurance and pensions, 

and entertainment (including admissions to events, television, 

toys, and pets).   

 

Housing. Rates of homeownership vary dramatically across both 

income levels and family types. (See table 3.) Seventyeight 

percent of the nonpoor live in homes that their families own, 

compared with only 41 percent of the poor. For those in poor, 

single-parent families and those in families receiving welfare, 

the homeownership rate is even lower, 24 percent. Thus, the 

nonpoor are 3 times more likely to live in homes they own than 

are those in poor, single-parent families. 

The main reason for the difference in ownership rates 

between all individuals in poor families and individuals in poor, 

single-parent families is the high rate of ownership among 

individuals in poor, elderly families, 63 percent of whom live in 

homes they own (results not shown). In addition, 51 percent of 

people in poor two-parent families live in homes they own. 

The poor are at greater risk of being evicted from their home 

or apartment, with eviction rates 5 times as high as those of the 

nonpoor. While only 0.4 percent of the nonpoor were evicted in 

the previous 12 months, 2.1 percent of the poor, 2.4 percent of 

the single-parent poor, and 2.6 percent of those in 

welfare-recipient families lost their homes. Twenty-six percent 

of the poor and 29 percent of those receiving welfare were in 

families that did not pay the full rent or mortgage at some point 

in the survey year: The rate for the nonpoor was much lower, 

only 7.5 percent. 

Those in poor and nonpoor families differ according to the 

characteristics and condition of their housing as well. For 

example, poor individuals are more than twice as likely to live 

in crowded housing; 19 percent of those in poor families live in 

housing with more than one person per room, compared to only 

4 percent of the nonpoor. Similarly, those in poor families are 

about twice as likely to live in housing with upkeep problems 

as are the nonpoor. Eleven percent of the poor have housing 

with moderate upkeep problems and 4 percent have severe 

upkeep problems. Among persons living in nonpoor families, 4 

percent have housing with moderate problems and 2 percent 

have severe problems.25 

 

Consumer durables and utilities. For some major consumer 



 

 

durables, the poor and nonpoor differ 

little in access. (See table 4.) Almost all 

of the poor, like the nonpoor, have 

access to refrigerators and stoves: 98 

percent versus 99.5 percent. Also, 92 

percent of people in poor and in 

single-parent poor families and 98 

percent of people living in nonpoor 

families have access to a color 

television.26 

For several other consumer durables, 

the poor have considerably lower rates 

of access, although for most of the items 

measured, their access rates are still 

above 50 percent. For example, 77 

percent of the poor and 70 percent of the 

single-parent poor have access to a 

telephone, compared with 97 percent of 

the nonpoor. Similarly, 72 percent of the 

nonpoor live in families that have air 

conditioning (central or room), while 50 

percent of those in poor families and 46 

percent of those in poor, single-parent 

families do. People in poor families also 

are considerably less likely to have 

access to washing machines and apparel 

dryers. (Because the Survey of Income 

and Program Participation asks whether 

the family has these items in either the 

home or the building, actual ownership 

rates of some items are likely lower.) 

About 77 percent of the poor and 64 

percent of those in poor, singleparent 

families have a household car or truck 

available, compared to 97 percent of the 

nonpoor. 

Finally, the poor are more likely to 

have problems paying utility bills and to 

have services cut off. The poor and the 

single-parent poor are more than 3 tunes 

as likely as the nonpoor to have not paid 

their utility bill at some time during a 

12-month period. The poor are more 

than 4 times as likely to have their 

utilities cut off, while the singleparent 

poor are more than 5 times as likely. 

Finally, the poor are 5 times as likely as 

the nonpoor to have their telephone 

service disconnected because payments 

were not made, while the single-parent 

poor are 6 times as likely. 



 

Crime and neighborhood. Individuals who live in poor 

households,27 especially those in poor, single-parent 

households, are much more likely to be victims of crime than 

are those who live in other households. (See table 5.) Those 

living in poor households are twice as likely as the nonpoor to 

be victims of violent crimes (rape, assault, and robbery); those 

in poor, single-parent households are more than 3 times as 

likely. 

The difference in the incidence of personal theft between the 

poor and the nonpoor is not statistically significant, but those in 

poor, single-parent households again suffer crimes at a higher 

rate. Rates of theft for the nonpoor are 60 per 1,000 people per 

year, compared to 66 for the poor and 85 for those in poor, 

single-parent households. The rates of incidence for household 

crimes (burglary, household theft, or motor vehicle theft) are 

high for both the poor and the poor in single-parent families. 

Poor households are almost one and a half times as likely and 

poor, single-parent households are more than twice as likely as 

nonpoor households to suffer these crimes. 

Consistent with the statistics on crime victimization, the poor 

are less likely to report living in safe neighborhoods. 

Ninety-three percent of the nonpoor live in families whose 

family head reports that the neighborhood is safe from crime, 

compared to only 78 percent of the poor, 72 percent of those in 

poor, single-parent families, and 67 percent of those in families 

receiving welfare. Similarly, the poor are more likely to live in 

families whose head reports being afraid to go out28: this was 

the case for only 9 percent of the nonpoor, compared with 19.5 

percent of the poor, 21 percent of those 

in poor, single-parent families, and 25 percent of those in 

families receiving welfare. 

Overall, the poor are more likely to express dissatisfaction 

with the communities in which they live: 18 percent of the poor 

and 25 percent of those in poor, single-parent families are in 

households that report that their neighborhood is bad enough that 

they would like to move, compared with only 7 percent of the 

nonpoor. Similarly, 15 percent of the poor and 20 percent of 

persons in poor, single-parent families are in families that report 

that community services in their neighborhoods are bad enough 

that they would like to move, compared with only 6 percent of 

the nonpoor. 

Given that these measures of safety and neighborhood quality 

are subjective, it is plausible that differences would be greater if 

measured on an absolute scale, because people tend to adjust 

their expectations according to their experiences.' 

 

Health and nutrition. Poor mothers are much more likely than 

are nonpoor mothers to experience problems in birth and 

pregnancy. (See table 6.) The number of infant deaths within the 

first year is higher: 13.5 per 1,000 live births for poor mothers 

and 14.6 for poor, single mothers, compared to 8.3 for nonpoor 

mothers. Similarly, the percentage of live births with low weight 

and the rate of preterm births is about twice as high for poor and 

for single, poor mothers as for nonpoor mothers.' 

Poor and nonpoor mothers also differ in quality of prenatal 

care. The Centers for Disease Control defines inadequate 

prenatal care as lack of prenatal doctor visits in the first 

trimester, 
a strong predictor of birth outcomes. 

Forty-three percent of poor mothers and 

49 percent of poor, single mothers 

reported no prenatal doctor visits in the 

first trimester, compared with only 16 

percent of nonpoor mothers. 

Poor children are more likely to have 

had a disability or health impairment 

lasting more than 6 months: 24 percent 

of poor children (aged 3 through 7) 

suffered such problems, compared to 18 

percent of nonpoor children. Similarly, 

25 percent of poor children in 

single-parent families have had a 

disability. 

Poor children also are less likely to 

have a particular clinic, health center, or 

doctor's office that they usually visit 

when sick, and are more likely to use an 

emergency room as their usual clinic, if 

they have one. Twenty-three percent of 

poor children usually use an emergency 

room or have no usual clinic when sick, 

compared to only 8 percent of nonpoor 



 

children. Poor and nonpoor children do not differ as to whether 

they have a usual place to which they go for routine care. 

Poor and nonpoor children under age 18 do not differ 

significantly in terms of whether they had visited a doctor in the 

past year, perhaps because medicaid is available to poor 

children. However, poor children are less likely to see a dentist 

regularly. Sixty-,two percent of nonpoor children have seen a 

dentist within the last year, compared with only 41 percent of 

the poor. 

Differences also exist in the presence and source of health 

insurance coverage. Thirteen percent of those in nonpoor 

families, compared with 29 percent of those in poor families, are 

not covered by health insurance at any time during the year. 

Those in poor, single-parent families actually have a lower rate, 

19 percent, than do all poor families. The higher coverage of the 

single-parent poor most likely results from their access to 

medicaid. The poor are less likely to be covered by private 

health insurance and are more likely to be covered by medicaid 

for all or part of the year. Only 24 percent of the poor (17 

percent of those 

in poor, single-parent families) have private health insurance, 

while 46 percent are covered-by medicaid (68 percent of the 

single-parent poor). In contrast, 78 percent of the nonpoor have 

private health insurance and only 6 percent are covered by 

medicaid. 

Finally, the poor are more likely to live in families that report 

sometimes or often not having enough food to eat. Ninety-nine 

percent of the nonpoor live in families where the head reports 

having enough food to eat, compared to 89 percent of persons in 

poor families and 87 percent of persons in poor, single-parent 

families. 

 

Education. Poor students are more likely to have repeated a 

grade and to have been expelled from school. (See table 7.) 

Thirty-one percent of poor youth (grades 3 through 12) are 

reported by their parents to have repeated a grade, which is 

twice the rate for nonpoor students, 15 percent. Poor students 

are more than 3 times as likely as are nonpoor students to be 

expelled from school, 3.4 percent versus 1.41 percent. Also, 



 

 

poor students are considerably more likely to attend schools 

with security guards and metal detectors. 

Both poor and nonpoor students have high expectations that 

they will attend and graduate from college. Ninety percent of 

poor students expect to attend school after high school and 83 

percent anticipate graduating. Ninety-six percent of nonpoor 

students expect to continue their education, and 90 percent 

expect to graduate college. On the other hand, actual attendance 

and graduation rates exhibit differences. Forty-eight percent of 

poor students and 70 percent of nonpoor students attend either a 

2- or 4-year college; 17 percent of poor students and 33 percent 

of nonpoor students complete a bachelor's degree.31 

Home computer use by children (aged 14 and younger) varies 

dramatically by income, although it was not prevelant for either 

the poor or the nonpoor. Twenty-three percent of children in 

nonpoor families use a computer at home, compared with only 3 

percent of children in poor families and 2.5 percent of children 

in poor, single-parent families. Children 

have more equitable use of computers at school: 63 percent of 

nonpoor students compared with 55 percent of poor students and 

52 percent of students in poor, single-parent families use a 

computer at school. 

Most poor and nonpoor prekindergarten children are enrolled 

in a nursery or preschool program; only 9 percent of poor and 6 

percent of nonpoor children did not attend such a program. The 

poor are much more likely to attend a Head Start program or 

other public preschool. 

Young children (aged 5 to 7) in poor families watch more 

television than do those in nonpoor households and have fewer 

books. Almost one-third of them watch more than 4 hours of 

television per day, compared to only 15 percent of nonpoor 

children. Twenty-seven percent of poor children and 29 percent 

of poor children in single-parent families have fewer than 10 

books, compared to only 5 percent of nonpoor children. 

Finally, poor children change residence more often. 

twenty-eight percent of poor children aged 5 to 7 move 3 or 



 

 

more times before their fifth birthday, compared to 20 percent 

of nonpoor children. The pattern is similar for older children as 

well. 

 

 

Overall deprivation. The previous discussion provides 

information on the distribution of various assets, consumption 

commodities, and income. However, correlations across 

measures are not apparent. Families with limited resources may 

choose different allocations of commodities in order to make 

ends meet. Examining one dimension of living conditions at a 
time probably understates the extent to which families forego 

important other elements of material well-being. 

To address this issue, an index of deprivation was created 

using data from the Survey of Income and Program 

Participation. (See table 8.) Deprivations were defined on nine 

family characteristics: evicted in the past year, gas or electricity 

turned off in the past year, phone disconnected in the past year, 

did not have enough food in the past 4 months, lives in crowded 

housing (more than one person per room), lives in housing with 

moderate or severe upkeep problems,32 lives without a 

refrigerator, lives without a stove, and lives without a tele- 

phone. For each individual, the number of deprivations reported 

is the total number of these characteristics reported by the 

individual's family. The number of deprivations is between 0 

and 9 for each individual. Each of these hardships was chosen 

because it is relatively rare in the overall U.S. population and 

represents an element of material well-being important in 

day-to-day life in this country that has been forgone.33 

The majority of the poor live with at least one of these 

deprivations: 55 percent of the poor, compared with 13 percent 

of the nonpoor. Similarly, 27 percent of the poor face two or 

more deprivations, compared with only 3 percent of the 

nonpoor. Fifty-seven percent of those in poor, single-parent 

families suffer at least one deprivation and 30 percent live with 

two or more; 65 percent of those in families receiving welfare 

suffer at least one deprivation and 34 percent live with two or 

more. Overall, the average number of deprivations for the poor, 

the poor in single-parent families, and those in families 

receiving welfare is 5 to 6 times higher than for the nonpoor. 

 
Some Caveats 

 
There are several factors that may lead to over- or 

underestimates of the differences in living conditions between 

the poor and nonpoor. For example, the measures presented here 

may overstate the actual deprivation of the poor because 

differences in possessions may reflect differences in preferences 

rather than differences in resources. These data do not permit 

one to distinguish, for each difference in living conditions 

identified here, the relative importance of choice versus limited 

resources. Moreover, an individual's lack of interest in material 

goods would be reflected in lower expenditures and fewer 

possessions. This lack of interest might also translate into lower 

income. 

The use of short-term measures of poverty, such as those 

employed in this study, probably understates the relationship 

between persistent poverty and various outcomes. Roughly half 

of those who are poor in one year will remain poor for some 

years to come.34 Some past studies have found that differences 

are more pronounced for the persistently poor than for those who 

are poor in only one year. For example, poverty is associated 

with deficits in children's cognitive development; the correlation 

is roughly twice as great for children who are in poor families 3 

years in a row as for those poor a single year.35 Jane E. Miller 

and Sanders Korenman find that differentials in children having 

low height for their age (stunting) and low weight for their height 

(wasting) also are greater for those living in long-term rather 

than short-term poverty.36 

An understatement of the difference between poor families 

and the general population is likely to result because, in 

accordance with standard procedure, negative and zero 



 

income and expenditure values were considered to be valid 

responses and were included in the calculation for the 

below-poverty populations. Negative incomes often are due to 

business losses or capital losses, and thus are a poor indicator 

that a family is poor. Calculations from the American Housing 

Survey suggest that excluding families that report negative or 

zero annual incomes from the poverty population increases the 

gap between the poor and the nonpoor for most variables. For 

example, homeownership among persons in poor families falls 

from 41 percent to 36 percent when such persons are excluded. 

Persons in families with negative or zero income have relatively 

high homeownership rates, 64 percent. 

The difference in living conditions also may be understated 

due to a lack of adjustment for quality. If, for example, the 

durables owned by the poor were older or of lower quality, the 

differences between poor and nonpoor families would be 

understated. 

Finally, certain populations, such as the homeless or persons 

who are institutionalized, are rarely included in the sample 

design of Federal household surveys such as these. It is likely 

that the most severe deprivation is concentrated among some of 

these unrepresented groups. If so, the results presented here 

understate the differences between the poor and the nonpoor. To 

more accurately identify the poor, changes in sample design and 

survey instruments need to be developed to specifically get at 

these vulnerable populations. 
 
 
 

THE RESULTS PRESENTED 1N THIS ARTICLE paint a broad 

picture of the living conditions of individuals in American 

families across a variety of measures of well-being, and allow 

comparisons across family types and income levels. Clear 

differ- 

ences between the poor and nonpoor are evident. However, the 

analysis makes it clear that generalizations across the entire 

poverty population can be misleading. For example, 

homeownership rates for people in poor, single-parent families 

and for people in families receiving welfare are only three-fifths 

the rate for those in all poor families. 

It is also important to note that the findings do not necessarily 

reflect a causal relationship between income and living 

conditions. By definition, raising a family's income will end its 

poverty. At the same time, higher income may not remove the 

differences in the living conditions or deprivations that have 

been identified. For example, if low parental education is highly 

related to both low income and a low probability that a child 

will attend college, then raising family income will not 

necessarily lead to an increase in the likelihood that the child 

will attend college. Determining the causality of these 

relationships is a subject for further study. 

The current study can be extended along a number of 

dimensions. While data from a large number of surveys are 

analyzed here, many important aspects of living conditions 

remain unmeasured. For example, measures of assets, access to 

credit, employment patterns, homelessness, environmental 

hazards, accumulation of "cultural capital" such as connections 

to social networks, and more objective characteristics of 

neighborhoods could be included in future research. Further 

separating tile family categories along other dimensions such as 

length of poverty spells, income to poverty threshold ratios, 

race, ethnicity, and geographic region would be useful. 

Similarly, different resource measures than before-tax cash 

income or expenditures and different thresholds than the official 

poverty threshold could be used. For greater progress to be made 

towards understanding the poor, these 

and other dimensions also need to be examined. Q 
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Appendix . Descriptions of the surveys 

American Housing Survey 

 
These data are from a sample of housing units interviewed between July 

and December 1993, and were collected by the Bureau of the census for 

the Department of Housing and Urban Development. The reference 

period is 1993. The same basic sample of housing units is interviewed 

every 2 years. The sample is updated by adding newly constructed 

housing units and units discovered through coverage improvement 

efforts. 

For the 1993 American Housing Survey-National, a sample of 

approximately 56,700 housing units was selected for interview. About 

3,300 of these units proved to be ineligible because they no longer 

existed or because they did not meet the definition of a housing unit 

(intended for occupancy as separate living quarters, not as group 

quarters). About 2,300 of the remaining units (both occupied and vacant 

housing units) were classified as "type A" noninterview because (a) no 

one was at home after repeated visits, (b) the respondent refused to be 

interviewed, or (c) the interviewer was unable to find the unit. 

Sampled units are followed up by telephone or personal visit until an 

interview is obtained or they are classified as type A's. There is no 

oversampling. Biases that arise from nonsampling errors, which are 

larger than those due to sampling errors, are corrected to the extent 

possible through weighting changes. 

 
 
Consumer Expenditure Interview Survey 

 
The expenditure results presented in this article are based on data 

collected from January 1992 through December 1993 in the quarterly 

interview portion of the Consumer Expenditure Survey. The period to 

which the expenditures refer is October 1991 through November 1993. 

The survey is sponsored by the Bureau of Labor Statistics, with data 

collected by the Bureau of the Census under contract to BLS. 

The sample is designed to represent the total civilian noninstitutional 

population and persons living in group quarters such as housing facilities 

for workers and college students. Military personnel living on base are 

not sampled. Approximately 5,000 consumer units, similar to 

households, are interviewed each quarter. 

Expenditures are defined as the transaction costs, including excise 

and sales taxes, of goods and services acquired during the interview 

period. Expenditures include those for gifts, but exclude the value 

purchases or portions of purchases directly attributable to business 

purposes. Also excluded are periodic credit or installment payments on 

goods or services already acquired, although data on interest payments 

are collected. For each durable, the full purchase price is included as the 

expenditure. Vehicle purchase expenditures include the net outlays 

(purchase price minus trade-in value) on new and used cars and trucks, 

and expenditures for other vehicles such as motorcycles and private 

planes. For owned housing, neither the full purchase price of the housing 

nor the mortgage principle payment is included in expenditures; 

however, mortgage interest and related charges are included. Each 

quarter is assumed to be an independent 

sample and is treated as such when population weights are incorporated. 

Given this assumption, data from each quarterly interview are 

aggregated and expenditures are annualized for the purposes of this 

study. 

 
 
Current Population Survey 

 
Two supplements of the Current Population Survey are used for this 

study: the 1994 March Supplement or Annual Demographic 

Supplement, and the 1993 October Supplement on Education. The 

income and health insurance questions were asked in the 1994 March 

Supplement, with 1993 as the reference period. The collection and 

reference period for the education questions is October 1993. 

The Current Population Survey is conducted by the Bureau of the 

Census for the Bureau of Labor Statistics. The population covered 

includes the civilian noninstitutional population of the United States and 

members of the Armed Forces in the United States living off post or 

with their families on post, but excludes all other members of the 

Armed Forces. The sample is about 60,000 households, including 

families and unrelated individuals; data are reported for more than 

150,000 people. Coverage does not include residents of US. territories 

or other areas outside the 50 States and the District of Columbia. 

 

 
High School and Beyond Survey 

 
The data used here are drawn from the 1992 follow-up survey of the 

sophomores of 1980, conducted by the National Center for Education 

Statistics. Data were collected in 1992 and early 1993, with reference 

periods of fall 1980 through spring 1992 for education questions, and 

1991 for total household income before taxes. 

The High School and Beyond Survey was used to interview some 

15,000 sampled members of the sophomore cohort. The survey is a 

longitudinal study of students enrolled in public, private, and parochial 

secondary schools in 1980 at the sophomore and senior grades. Parents, 

teachers, and school officials also were surveyed. The schools were 

selected as a stratifed probability sample. 

 

 

 
National Crime Victimization Survey 

 
The data from this survey were collected by the Bureau of the Census 

for the Department of Justice between January 1992 and June 1993, and 

reflect incidents occuring from January 1 through December 31, 1992. 

The survey collects information on victimization events for a sample of 

60,000 households (130,000 persons). Usually, residents of each 

address are interviewed seven times over 3 years. Data are gathered 

from residents living throughout the United States, including persons 

living in group quarters, such as dormitories, rooming houses, and 

religious group dwellings. Crew members of merchant vessels, Armed 

Forces personnel living in military barracks, and institutionalized 

persons, such as 



 

 

Correctional facility inmates, are not included in the scope of this 

survey. Similarly, U.S. citizens residing abroad and foreign visitors to 

this country are excluded. With these exceptions, individuals aged 12 or 

older living in units designated for the sample were eligible to be 

interviewed. 

 
 
National Health interview surrey 

 
The data for this survey are collected by the Bureau of the Census for 

the National Center for Health Statistics, through a continuing 

nationwide survey of the health and other characteristics of household 

members. A different, probability-sampled set of households with 

civilian, noninstitutionalized occupants is interviewed each week of the 

year. The data used for this study were collected between January and 

December 1993. The reference period is the 12 months prior to the date 

of the interview. The 1993 survey includes a total of 44,978 households 

containing 109,671 persons. 

 
 
National Household Education Survey 

Data used for this analysis were collected by Westat for the National 

Center for Education Statistics in two components: School Readiness 

and School Safety and Discipline. Data were collected from January 

through April 1993, and the reference period was the period since the 

beginning of the 1992-93 school year or "currently." The education 

survey is a telephone survey of the noninstitutional civilian population, 

with households selected using random-digit-dialing methods. 

For the 1993 survey, nearly 64,000 households were screeened. 

Approximately 11000 parents of 3- to 7-year-olds completed interviews 

for the School Readiness component, and about 12,700 parents of 

children in grades 3 through 12 and about 6,500 youth in grades 6 

through 12 were interviewed for the School Safety and Discipline 

component. 

National Maternal and Infant Health Interview Survey 

Data for this survey were collected in 1989 and 1990 by the Bureau of 

the Census for the National Center for Health Statistics. The reference 

period is 1988 for data analyzed in this study. 

Data were collected from stratified systematic samples drawn from 

calendar-year 1988 vital records from 48 States, the District of 

Columbia, and New York City. Mothers were mailed questionnaires 

based on information from vital records. In order to ensure a 

representative sample with regard to such variables as age of mother and 

marital status, implicit stratification was employed That is, after the live 

birth records were stratified, further sorting of vital records was done by 

age of mother and marital status within each of the live-birth strata. 

Similar subsorting was done for fetal and infant death records. 

Respondents included 9,953 women who had live births, 3,309 women 

who had late fetal deaths, and 5,332 women who had infant deaths. 

Survey of Income and Program Participation 

The data presented in the accompanying article were compiled from the 

Extended Measures of Well-Being topical module. Module questions 

were asked in wave 6 of the 1991 panel and wave 3 of the 1992 panel of 

the Survey of Income and Program Participation, an ongoing program of 

the Bureau of the Census. The collection and reference periods are 

September through December of 1992. The combined panels comprise 

responses on living conditions by reference persons representing 

households totaling almost 85,000 persons. 

These data were not imputed for nonresponse, and frequencies thus 

are based only on the proportions of persons answering the questions. 

For the most part, nonresponse levels for these questions were in the 

range of I or 2 percent. 

 

Appendix : Pave rates across surreys 
 

Most of the surveys used for this analysis include a variable that can be 

used to determine whether a family or household's income was below 

the official Federal poverty threshold for its type during the reference 

period of the survey. In most cases, annual before-tax income is 

compared to the poverty thresholds. For example, when data from the 

Current Population Survey are used, annual before-tax cash income for a 

family is compared to the relevant poverty threshold for the 

corresponding year. However, when data from the Survey of Income and 

Program Participation are used, before-tax cash income over the 

4-month reference period is compared to a poverty threshold for the 

same 4 months. When data from the Consumer Expenditure Survey are 

used, quarterly total expenditure data are annualized and compared to 

the appropriate yearly poverty threshold. 

Some of the surveys do not collect actual income amounts, but only 

information about whether the income fails in a particular dollar range. 

These data do not lend themselves to analyses using an exact poverty 

line. In the National Crime Victimization Survey, a household is 

considered under the poverty threshold if it has: 



 

 

1 person and annual income under $7,500, 2 or 3 persons and annual 

income under $10,000, 4 persons and annual income under $15,000, 5 

persons and annual income under $17,500, 6 or 7 persons and annual 

income under $20,000, 8 persons and annual income under $25,000, or 

9 or more persons and annual income under $30,000. In the National 

Household Education Survey, a family is considered under the poverty 

threshold if it has: 2 or 3 persons and annual income under $10,000, 4 

or 5 persons and annual income under $15,000, 6 or 7 persons and 

annual income under $20,000; 8 persons and annual income under 

$25,000, or 9 or more persons and annual income under $30,000. For 

the High School and Beyond Survey, children who report family 

incomes 

below $8,000 are considered poor. 

Poverty rates across surveys are fairly similar. From 13 to 16 percent 

of persons living in families in the United States are poor based on data 

from the American Housing Survey, the Consumer Expenditure Survey, 

the Current Population Survey, the National Crime Victimization 

Survey, and the Survey of Income and Program Participation. For the 

National Health Interview Survey (persons under 18), the National 

Household Education Survey, aril the National Maternal and Infant 

Health Survey, the poverty rates are higher (20 percent or greater) 

because the samples consist of children in the relevant age group in the 

former two surveys and of mothers giving birth in the reference period 

in the latter. 



 



 


