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For more than a decade, the Census Bureau has been developing an alternative measure of
poverty that is intended to better reflect the costs of basic living expenses as well as the
resources people have to pay them. The bureau has just released results for 2010 from the
alternative metric—called the Supplemental Poverty Measure (SPM)—that uses a wider range
of factors than the official federal measure to determine poverty status.

The additional data used in
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measure, SPM flgUI'ES http://www.census.gov/hhes/povmeas/methodology/supplemental/research.html.
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Bureau show a higher
national poverty rate for
2010, 16.0%, compared with the official poverty rate of 15.2% (Short, 2011).! The number of

! The official poverty rates included in the Census Bureau’s new report, “The Research Supplemental Poverty Measure: 2010,” are
higher than those published by the bureau earlier this year. For example, the 2010 official national poverty rate reported in “The
Research Supplemental Poverty Measure: 2010” was 15.2%. In announcing the official poverty statistics for the nation on Sept.
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poor people in 2010 was 49.1 million using
the alternative measure, compared with 46.6
million using the official measure. Using the
SPM also resulted in higher poverty

rates for some groups and lower poverty
rates for others, when compared with the
official measure.

Among the nation’s largest racial and ethnic
groups, poverty rates using the alternative
measure are higher than official poverty rates
for Hispanics, whites? and Asians, but are
lower for blacks. For Hispanics, the SPM
poverty rate (28.2%) was 1.5 percentage
points higher than the official poverty rate of
26.7%. For whites, the SPM poverty rate was
11.1% while the official poverty rate was
10.0%. For Asians, the SPM poverty rate was
16.7% versus the official poverty rate of
12.1%. By contrast, the SPM poverty rate for
blacks, 25.4% in 2010, was 2.1 percentage
points lower than the official poverty rate of
27.5%.

The Census Bureau report on the alternative
poverty measure did not explain why poverty
rates for race groups and Hispanics change
under the alternative measure.3

Table 1

U.S. Poverty Rate by Different Poverty
Measures, 2010

% of population in poverty

Official Supplemental Percentage

poverty poverty point
measure  measure difference
All 15.2 16.0 0.8
Age
Younger than 18 22.5 18.2 -4.3
18 to 64 13.7 15.2 1.6
65 and older 9.0 15.9 6.9
Race and Ethnicity
Hispanic 26.7 28.2 1.5
White 10.0 11.1 1.0
Black 27.5 25.4 -2.1
Asian 12.1 16.7 4.6
Nativity
Native born 14.5 14.7 0.1
Foreign born 20.0 25.5 5.6
Naturalized 1) 4 16.8 5.5
citizen
Not a citizen 26.7 32.4 5.6
Residence
Inside MSAs 15.0 16.6 1.7
Outside MSAs 16.6 12.8 -3.8

Notes: Whites include only non-Hispanic whites. Blacks and
Asians include both Hispanic and non-Hispanic components of
those populations. MSA: Metropolitan Statistical Area.
Percentage point differences may not sum to totals because of
rounding.

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, Short (2011). For more
information on the Census Bureau’s supplemental poverty
measure see
http://www.census.gov/hhes/povmeas/methodology/suppleme
ntal/research.html.

PEW RESEARCH CENTER

16, 2011, the Census Bureau gave the number as 15.1% (DeNavas-Walt, Proctor and Smith, 2011). This difference reflects the

inclusion of unrelated children below age 15 in the more recent report, allowing for a direct comparison of SPM and official
poverty rates. Poverty rates reported in the earlier report excluded unrelated children below age 15 from its calculations.

2 Reference to whites refers to its non-Hispanic component only. Reference to blacks and Asians includes both Hispanic and non-

Hispanic components of each population.

3 In a paper presented to the American Sociological Association meeting in 2002, Census Bureau researchers mentioned two
reasons for higher Hispanic poverty rates under some alternative measures of poverty. First, Hispanics are less likely than others
to have health insurance, which is one factor that may affect out-of-pocket medical costs. Second, Hispanics are somewhat more
likely to live in areas, such as California, where housing costs are higher. See
http://www.census.gov/hhes/povmeas/publications/poor/define.pdf.
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When the alternative measure is used, a greater share of Hispanics in 2010 lived in poverty
than any other group. By contrast, when using the official poverty rate, a greater share of
blacks in 2010 lived in poverty than Hispanics or any other group. Even so, no matter which
measure is used, Hispanics make up nearly three-in-ten of the nation’s poor—28.6% under the
official poverty measure and 28.7% under the SPM.

The nation’s youngest and oldest age groups also show notable differences in their poverty
rates depending on whether the official measure or the SPM is used. For children younger than
18 in 2010, the SPM poverty rate was lower than the official poverty rate—18.2% versus
22.5%.4 For the elderly, by contrast, the SPM poverty rate was higher than the official poverty
rate—15.9% versus 9.0%. One explanation of the difference for children is that the SPM, but
not the official measure, accounts for the in-kind benefits of government programs that target
families with children, according to the Census Bureau. One explanation of the higher poverty
rates for the elderly shown in the SPM, according to the bureau’s analysis, is that the
alternative measure incorporates out-of-pocket spending on health care costs.

The share of people born in the U.S. who are poor did not change significantly using the SPM
in 2010, compared with the official measure, but the poverty rate for immigrants was higher—
25.5% versus 20.0%. For immigrants who are not U.S. citizens, the SPM poverty rate was
32.4% in 2010, while the official poverty rate was 26.7%. For naturalized citizens, the SPM
poverty rate was 16.8% in 2010, compared with the official poverty rate of 11.4%.

Because the SPM accounts for cost-of-living differences across geographic areas, it produced
different results from the official rates for cities, suburbs and non-metropolitan areas. The
SPM poverty rate for residents outside of metropolitan areas was lower than the official
poverty rate—12.8% versus 16.6%. By contrast, among those who live in metropolitan areas
(cities and suburbs), the SPM poverty rate was higher than the official poverty rate—16.6%
versus 15.0%.

The SPM, which was developed by the Census Bureau and Bureau of Labor Statistics®, will not
replace the official measure of poverty that has been used since the 1960s. The federal

4 SPM poverty rates for Hispanic children, and other groups of children, were not available from the Census Bureau. Official
poverty rates for children are available in Mark Hugo Lopez and Gabriel Velasco (2011), “The Toll of the Great Recession:
Childhood Poverty Among Hispanics Sets Record, Leads Nation” at http://pewhispanic.org/files/reports/147.pdf.

5 The two agencies received technical guidance from an Interagency Technical Working Group, and much of the early foundational
research on the supplemental measure was done by the National Academy of Sciences. For more information see
http://www.census.gov/newsroom/releases/archives/poverty/cb11-tps44.html.
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government’s official poverty measure defines thresholds based on the cost of a basket of food,
adjusted for householder age, family size and composition. These costs are compared with
before-tax cash income (including Social Security payments and cash welfare grants) to
determine poverty status.

The alternative poverty measure, by contrast, starts with the cost of a basket of food, clothing,
shelter and utilities, and adjusts it based on a wider range of family types and housing costs in
different areas. The SPM also accounts for a larger range of financial resources, adding the
value of non-cash benefits such as food stamps and subsidies for school lunches, housing costs
and energy bills, while subtracting expenses such as taxes, child care costs and out-of-pocket
spending for medical bills.
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