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Poverty — Long and Short Term

Poverty is a temporary situation for
some persons, a persistent condition
for others.

Thanks to the Census Bureau’s Sur-
vey of Income and Program Partici-
pation (SIPP), we can examine not
only how many are poor at a point
in time, but also how common pov-
erty is on a long-term basis. We can
also see how many move into and
out of poverty over a period of time.
Using a variety of measures, this
Brief does each of these things.

In a typical month, 1 in 8 of us
live in poverty.

Monthly poverty status was deter-
mined by comparing one’s monthly
family income to the appropriate
monthly poverty threshold; the
thresholds differ based on family
size and composition.

According to this measure, 32 mil-
lion Americans — 13 percent —
were poor in an average month of
1990; both the number (34 million)
and proportion (14 percent) in-
creased in 1991. Even more per-
sons were poor for 2 or more
months (46 million, or 19 percent,
in 1990 and 49 million, or 20 per-
cent, in 1991). The difference be-
tween these rates indicates consid-
erable movement in and out of
poverty over the period. A smaller,
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though still imposing, number were
poor during every month of 1990
and 1991 (11 million, or 5 percent).

Among those who became poor
after October 1989, stays in pover-
ty lasted a median of 4 months.
The median was longer for

Blacks (5.8 months) and Hispanics
(4.9 months) than for Whites

(3.9 months). (The Hispanic/
Black difference was not statisti-

cally significant.)
‘Who is most likely to be poor?

The graph on the back shows both
monthly and long-term poverty
rates for various demographic and
socioeconomic groups. As you can
see, the groups with higher month-
ly rates generally had higher long-
term rates as well.

Poverty is a revolving door.

Annual, rather than monthly,
poverty estimates provide another

perspective. They show that many
more people change poverty status
from year-to-year than are shown
simply by the net change in the
poverty rate. We calculated these
annual estimates by summing
monthly family income over the
year, then comparing it to the
sum of the 12 corresponding
monthly poverty thresholds, based
on family size and composition in
each month.

Using this measure, we see that
poverty was a persistent situation
for 19 million persons; that is, they
were poor during both 1990 and
1991. Another 5 million escaped
poverty — they were poor in 1990,
but not the next year. Unfortunate-
ly, they were more than replaced
by the 6 million who were not poor
in 1990, but slipped below the pov-
erty line in 1991. In other words,
21 percent of persons who were
poor in 1990 were not poor in
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1991, while 3 percent of those

above the poverty line in 1990 were Poverty Rates Differ by Group

poor the following year. Percent of persons who were poor: average month in 1990

If you were poor in 1990, you had
a better chance of escaping poverty
in 1991 if you were in a married-
couple family both years. Nearly 3
in 10 such persons who were poor
in 1990 were no longer poor the
next year. The corresponding fig-
ure for those in other types of fam-
ilies both years was only 12 per-
cent. Likewise —

® Twenty-three percent of Whites,
but only 17 percent of Blacks and
14 percent of Hispanics who were
poor in 1990 were no longer poor
the next year.

= Non-elderly adults (25 percent)
fared better than either children
(19 percent) or the elderly (14 per-
cent). The figures for children and
the elderly were not significantly
different from one another.

More information:

Dynamics of Economic Well-
Being: Poverty, 1990-1992.
Current Population Reports,
Series P70-42. Contact Customer
Services (301-457-4100) for
ordering information.

Contacts:

Poverty —
Martina Shea
301-763-8578

Statistical Briefs —
Robert Bernstein
301-457-1221

This Brief is one of a series that
presents information of current policy
interest. It may include data from
businesses, households, or other
sources. All statistics are subject to
sampling variability, as well as survey
design flaws, respondent classifica-
tion errors, and data processing
mistakes. The Census Bureau has
taken steps to minimize errors, and
analytical statements have been
tested and meet statistical standards.
However; because of methodological
differences, use caution when
comparing these data with data
from other sources.

and every month of 1990 and 1991, by selected characteristic
Il Average month [ | Every month
Family Status

Married-couple F— 7%
1%

Female householder, r 35%
no husband present 18%
i 19%
Unrelated individual W
Marital Status

Married F 0%
1%
Separated, divorced, 19%
or widowed 9%
: 15%
Never married w

Race and Hispanic Origin

. 10%
White 3%

30%
Biocy [E——

Hispanic origin 10%

20%

18-64

O, /
65 and over m o% /

Not a high 219,
school graduate 5
High school r 9%
graduate, no college 3%

1+ years of college 1%

Employment and Labor Force Status
Employed full-time F At

Employed part-time F 12%

Unemployed 10% A%

. 18%
Not in labor force 8%

Disability Status
With a work 18%
dlsablhty 7%
Without a F 9%
work disability 2%

Residence
Central city W 18%
Suburbs [2CH 8%
Nonmetro 5% 16% *Less than 1%
Region Note: Disability status

category pertains to individuals
15-69 years old. Educational |
attainment, marital status, and |
employment and labor force |
16% Status categories pertain to

10%
—
. 12%
iwest [

South 6% persons 18 years old and
West 12% over. Persons of Hispanic

3%, origin may be of any race.
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