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Figure 1: Percent of People in Poverty by State, 1997–99 Three-Year Average

50 states and District of Columbia

Source: U.S. Census Bureau

Poverty in the United States

Indiana has the third-lowest poverty

rate in the nation, according to the

U.S. Census Bureau (see Figure 1).

On average, 8.3% of Indiana residents

lived in poverty between 1997 and

1999. Nationally, poverty afflicts

12.6% of the population, or 34.4

million people. Imagine — 34.4

million equals the entire population of

Indiana times six, and they all live in

poverty. Yet current poverty rates are

the lowest since the late 1970s, even

when broken down by age or race and

ethnicity.

Unfortunately, lower poverty rates

do not necessarily mean that fewer

people are in poverty relative to the

past. The rate is only a percentage of

the total population, which has grown

since the 1970s. For example, in 1980,

12.6% of the population would have

equaled 28.5 million people compared

to today’s 34.4 million because the

U.S. population has grown by 46.2

million since 1980. So while the

proportion of the population in poverty

may be the same, 5.9 million more

people — approximately the

population of Indiana — live in

poverty today than in 1980 had the rate

then been 12.6%.

Looking closer to home, Indiana has

the fewest number of people in poverty



9November 2000 CONTEXTIN

IN THE NEWS

Illinois Indiana Kentucky Michigan Ohio
0

2

4

6

8

10

12

14

P
er

ce
nt

10.4

8.3

13.8

10.3
11.4

Figure 3: Regional Poverty Rates, 1997–99 3-Yr. Average

Indiana’s poverty rate was lower than the surrounding states

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, Current Population Survey
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Figure 2: Number of People Living in Poverty, 1997–99 3-Yr. Average

Large-population states have largest number of people in poverty

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, Current Population Survey

Illinois 12,128,370 10.4 1,261,350

Indiana 5,942,901 8.3 493,261

Kentucky 3,960,825 13.8 546,594

Michigan 9,863,775 10.3 1,015,969

Ohio 11,256,654 11.4 1,283,259

Table 1: Poverty in Indiana and Surrounding States, 1997–99 3-Yr. Average

compared to its surrounding states (see

Figure 2). With a poverty rate of 8.3%,

there are 490,000 Hoosiers living in

poverty (see Table 1 and Figure 3).

Kentucky has the largest percentage of

impoverished residents (13.8%), while

Ohio has the highest number of

individuals living in poverty (1.2

million). Poverty levels by state are

often used to distribute federal funding

for programs such as the Children’s

Health Insurance Program (CHIP),

Head Start and the National School

Lunch Program. Workforce-

development funding and Community

Development Block Grant allocations

are also influenced by state poverty

rates. These programs are far more

effective at redistributing our nation’s

wealth than changes to our tax

structure, according to the Census

Bureau’s June report on income

distribution.

Defining poverty
Individuals and families are considered

impoverished if their pre-tax income

falls below the U.S. Census Bureau’s

poverty thresholds. The thresholds are

based on two variables resulting from

past research done by the U.S. Depart-

ment of Agriculture:

• the cost of the “economy food

plan,” which provided a nutritionally

adequate diet for the least amount of

money, and

• evidence that a family of three or

more persons spends approximately

one-third of their income on food.

Thus, to survive, a family of three

would need an income of at least three

times the cost of the economy food

plan. The result is then adjusted by
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Source: U.S. Census Bureau, Current Population Survey, March 1998, 1999 and 2000
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household size and the number of

children in the household. In 1963,

when this poverty measure was

developed, the threshold for a family

of four was $3,128. Today, that same

family would need an income of more

than $17,029 to be considered above

the poverty line (see Table 2).

It is generally accepted that this

methodology underestimates the level

of poverty in the United States. At the

same time, it does not show the impact

of taxes and public assistance on

family income or regional differences

in the cost of living. Although

improvements of this measure are

regularly under consideration, there is

no hope that a new measure will make

poverty vanish.
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One person (unrelated individual)  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . $8,501
Under 65 years  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . $8,667
65 years and over  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . $7,990

Two people  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . $10,869
Householder under 65 years  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . $11,214
Householder 65 years and over . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . $10,075

Three people  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . $13,290
Four people  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . $17,029
Five people  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . $20,127
Six people  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . $22,727
Seven people . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . $25,912
Eight people  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . $28,967
Nine people or more  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . $34,417

Table 2: Poverty Thresholds in 1999, by Size of Family

Size of Family Unit
Weighted Average

Threshold

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, Current Population Survey, March 1998, 1999 and 2000
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