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There has been renewed interest in the United States in recent years in issues relating to the definition and 
measurement of poverty.(1) In October 1989, the Joint Economic Committee of Congress released a staff study 
discussing current poverty measurement procedures and suggesting that the poverty thresholds be raised in real 
terms to reflect the major changes in consumption patterns and relative prices that have occurred in the United 
States since the mid-1950's. In January 1990, the Bush Administration approved an initiative on improving the 
quality of federal economic statistics; the current poverty measure was one of several dozen statistical series 
which was examined as part of that initiative. In April 1990, Urban Institute economist Patricia Ruggles published 
a book(2) which urged an increase in the poverty line to reflect changes in consumption patterns and changing 
concepts of what constitutes a minimally adequate standard of living. In July 1990, two private organizations 
concerned with the poor and the elderly issued a report(3) reviewing current poverty measurement procedures 
and describing a Gallup poll in which a nationally representative sample of Americans set an average dollar 
figure for the poverty line which was 24 percent higher than the current official poverty line. In 1992 and 1993, 
two pairs of authors published budgets(4) developed with the purpose of replacing the current poverty thresholds. 
And in May 1995, a Panel on Poverty and Family Assistance appointed by the National Academy of 
Sciences/National Research Council (in response to a 1990 Congressional request) published a report(5)

proposing a new approach for developing an official poverty measure for the U.S.
In view of this recent renewed interest in poverty definition and measurement, it may be useful to reexamine how 
the current official poverty thresholds were originally developed, and what their subsequent history has been. 



The following account of the poverty thresholds is based largely on primary sources--e.g., papers and articles by 
Mollie Orshansky, who developed the thresholds, and unpublished records of federal interagency committees 
which reviewed the thresholds at various times. (A number of published descriptions of the poverty thresholds 
have either failed to consult published primary sources with sufficient care or have failed to consult them 
altogether, resulting in errors and inaccuracies.) This account concentrates on the internal or administrative 
history of the poverty thresholds; external debates about the poverty measure have been conducted in large part 
on the public record, while the primary sources for the internal administrative history tend to be either neglected 
or simply not available in published form.
The poverty thresholds are the primary version of the federal poverty measure--the other version being the 
poverty guidelines. The poverty thresholds are issued nowadays by the Census Bureau, and are generally used 
for statistical purposes – for example, for estimating the number of persons in poverty nationwide each year and 
presenting data classifying them by type of residence, race, and other social, economic, and demographic 
characteristics. The poverty guidelines(6) are issued by the Department of Health and Human Services, and are 
used for administrative purposes--for instance, for determining whether a person or family is financially eligible 
for assistance or services under certain federal programs.
The poverty thresholds were originally developed in 1963 and 1964 by Mollie Orshansky, an economist working 
for the Social Security Administration (SSA). As indicated below, she actually developed two sets of poverty 
thresholds--one derived from the Agriculture Department's economy food plan and one derived from the 
Agriculture Department's somewhat less stringent low-cost food plan. She described an initial version of these 
thresholds--for families with children only--in a July 1963 article in the Social Security Bulletin.(7) She published 
an analysis using a refined and extended version of the two sets of thresholds (including thresholds for unrelated 
individuals and families without children, as well as for families with children) in a January 1965 Social Security 
Bulletin article.(8)

As Orshansky later indicated, her original purpose was not to introduce a new general measure of poverty(9); 
instead, she was trying to develop a measure to assess the relative risks of low economic status (or, more 
broadly, the differentials in opportunity) among different demographic groups of families with children.(10)

However, her work appeared at a strategic time. The Johnson Administration had announced a War on Poverty 
in January 1964, and in late 1964 (when preprints of Orshansky's January 1965 article were being widely 
circulated) the Economic Opportunity Act of 1964 was being implemented and the Office of Economic 
Opportunity (OEO) was being set up.(11) As noted below, OEO adopted the lower of Orshansky's two sets of 
poverty thresholds as a working definition of poverty for statistical, planning, and budget purposes in May 1965. 
Certain aspects of the poverty thresholds were revised in August 1969 based on the recommendations of a 
federal interagency committee; in the same month, the Bureau of the Budget designated the just-revised poverty 
thresholds as the federal government's official statistical definition of poverty.(12) Additional minor revisions in the 
poverty thresholds were made in 1981 based on the recommendations of another federal interagency 
committee.
This paper will first describe how Orshansky developed the poverty thresholds. It will then describe some of the 
background and events which led up to Orshansky's 1963 development and 1964 refinement and extension of 
the thresholds. (The chronological sequence is partially reversed in this fashion because some of the earlier 
events are easier to understand when placed in the context of how the thresholds were developed.) It will then 
describe the history of the thresholds after the Office of Economic Opportunity and other federal agencies started 
using them in 1965; this last part will focus to a great extent on reviews of the thresholds by various federal 
interagency committees.
How Orshansky Developed the Poverty Thresholds
Orshansky did not develop the poverty thresholds as a standard budget--a more precise technical term for what 
is today commonly called a "market basket." (A standard budget is "a list of goods and services that a family of a 
particular size and composition would require in a year to live at some specified level."(13)) If generally accepted 
standards of minimum need had been available for all or most of the major essential consumption items of living-
-housing, medical care, clothing, transportation, and so on--Orshansky could have followed a standard budget 
approach by costing out all the standards and adding up the costs. However, except for the area of food, no 
definitive and accepted standards of minimum need for major consumption items existed at the time Orshansky 
developed the thresholds--and it is still true that no such standards in non-food areas exist today.(14) It should be 
noted that Orshansky's decision not to use the standard budget approach in developing the poverty thresholds 
was based on considerably more familiarity with standard budgets(15) than many "mainstream" economists had 
at the time (or have today). While her 1959 article on standard budgets(16) was written well before she began to 
develop the poverty thresholds, its discussion of some of the issues and problems with such budgets (pp. 12-13, 
17) can be read--strictly in hindsight-- almost as a listing of reasons for not using the standard budget approach 
in developing the thresholds.(17)



In Orshansky's words, "...there is no generally accepted standard of adequacy for essentials of living except 
food."(18) As her "generally accepted" standards of adequacy for food, she made use of the food plans prepared 
by the Department of Agriculture.(19) At the time she was developing the thresholds, the Agriculture Department 
had food plans at the following four cost levels (listed here from the most costly to the cheapest): liberal, 
moderate, low-cost, and economy. The first three plans go back to the original introduction of the food plans in 
1933(20), while the economy food plan was developed and introduced in 1961 using data from the Agriculture 
Department's 1955 Household Food Consumption Survey.(21) Orshansky used the low-cost and economy(22)

food plans in developing her two sets of poverty thresholds, describing them as follows: "The low-cost plan, 
adapted to the food patterns of families in the lowest third of the income range, has for many years been used by 
welfare agencies as a basis for food allotments for needy families and others who wished to keep food costs 
down. Often, however, the actual food allowance for families receiving public assistance was less than that in the 
low-cost plan....spending as much as this food plan recommends by no means guarantees that diets will be 
adequate....Recently the Department of Agriculture began to issue an 'economy' food plan, costing only 75-80 
percent as much as the basic low-cost plan, for 'temporary or emergency use when funds are low.'...The food 
plan as such includes no additional allowance for meals eaten out or other food eaten away from home."(23) To 
be more precise, what Orshansky used in developing the poverty thresholds was the dollar costs of the foods in 
the two food plans; while the actual foods in both plans provided a fully nutritious diet, families spending for food 
at the dollar cost level of the economy food plan "had about an even chance of providing a fair or better diet for 
the family, but really only one chance in 10 of providing a good diet."(24)

"Moving from the cost of food for a family to the total income required i.e., the poverty threshold entailed three 
basic steps. First...it was necessary to define the family size and composition prototypes for which food costs 
would be computed. It was then necessary to decide how much additional income to allow for items other than 
food, and finally how to relate the cash needs of farm families to those of their comparable nonfarm cousins. In 
view of the special interest in the economic status of families with children, and because logic suggests that 
income requirements are related to the number in the family, estimates were made separately for nonfarm 
families varying in size from two members to seven or more, further classified by sex of head and number of 
related children under 18."(25) (The reference to number of children means that among three-person families, for 
instance, there were separate subcategories with the following compositions: three adults; two adults, one child; 
and one adult, two children.) "To allow for the special interest in the aged, the majority of whom live alone or in 
couples, 2-person families were further classified by age of head as those under age 65 or aged 65 and 
older...."(26) (The fact that there are lower poverty thresholds for aged units of the smallest size is simply a 
mechanical consequence of the fact that there were separate subcategories for two-person families with aged 
and nonaged heads, and the food plan costs calculated for the aged families were lower than those for the 
nonaged families. Orshansky did not claim that necessary nonfood expenditures for the aged are or should be 
lower than those for the nonaged.) As noted below, poverty thresholds for unrelated individuals (one-person 
units) were not derived from food plan costs; instead, they were calculated directly from the thresholds for two-
person families.
Calculating food plan costs for each of the 58 nonfarm family subcategories that Orshansky had established was 
a complicated process. The food plans that she was using included separate food cost figures for nineteen 
different age-sex categories of persons.(27) However, to a great extent data were not available to show the 
distribution of persons by age and sex within each of her family subcategories. She used data distributions from 
the 1960 Decennial Census and made additional assumptions about characteristics of family members not 
shown in the Census data distributions. For each subcategory of families with children, a combination of ages of 
children was chosen that yielded a food cost that was higher than the food costs of two thirds of the (simulated) 
families in that subcategory. "Because food requirements for children increase rapidly with advancing age and 
the food plan cost is already critically low, this protection was deemed necessary to ensure adequate allowance 
for growing youngsters."(28) Food plan costs for the 58 nonfarm family subcategories were calculated using 
January 1964 prices for the economy and low-cost food plans.(29)

To get from food plan costs to estimates of minimum necessary expenditures for all items, "...an adaptation was 
made of a principle most of us learn by heart:"(30) "...for individuals as for nations...the proportion of income 
allocated to the 'necessaries,' and in particular to food, is an indicator of economic well-being."(31) "...a low 
percentage of income going for food can be equated with prosperity and a high percentage with privation."(32)

(The "principle" that Orshansky referred to is known as Engel's Law.(33),(34)) Orshansky adapted Engel's Law by 
assuming (for families of three or more persons) that "equivalent levels of adequacy were reached only when the 
proportion of income required to purchase an adequate diet was identical."(35)

To determine the proportion of total income that should be assumed to be spent for food, Orshansky made use 
of another Agriculture Department product--the Household Food Consumption Survey, a survey which the 
Department conducts on a recurring basis at approximately ten-year intervals. At the time she was developing 



the thresholds, the most recent of these surveys which was available was the one for 1955. She made use of 
one major finding from this 1955 survey--that for families of three or more persons, the average dollar value of all 
food used during a week (both at home and away from home) accounted for about one third of their total money 
income after taxes.(36),(37)

 (It should be noted that this finding relates to families at all income levels, not just 
families at low income levels; one of the most common errors made in describing the development of the 
thresholds is to assert that they are based on a finding that "poor people spend a third of their income on food." 
The reason for using the proportion for all families can be gleaned from the discussion on p. 6 below.)
Besides considering the Agriculture Department's 1955 Household Food Consumption Survey, Orshansky also 
looked at the Bureau of Labor Statistics' 1960-1961 Consumer Expenditure Survey, which also provided an 
estimate of the proportion of total after-tax income going for food. However, "questions employed by the Bureau 
of Labor Statistics to obtain the data on annual food outlays usually have yielded lower average expenditures 
than the more detailed item-by-item checklist of foods used in a week that serves as a questionnaire for the 
Agriculture Department."(38) She briefly discussed the possibility of using the BLS survey to derive a poverty 
measure; this would have resulted in a "multiplier" (see below) of just over four, rather than three. However, she 
finally decided to use the 1955 Agriculture Department survey, with its one-to-three ratio of food expenditures to 
after-tax money income, in developing the poverty thresholds.(39)

In effect, Orshansky started her food-costs-to-total- expenditures procedure by considering a hypothetical 
average (middle-income) family, spending one third of its income on food, which was faced with a need to cut 
back on its expenditures.(40) She made the assumption that the family would be able to cut back its food 
expenditures and its nonfood expenditures by the same proportion. This assumption was, of course, a 
simplifying assumption or first approximation, as she herself recognized. However, she had no data to support a 
specific different relationship between food and nonfood expenditure cutbacks.(41) Under this assumption, one 
third of the family's expenditures would be for food no matter how far it had cut back on its total expenditures.
When the hypothetical family cut back its food expenditures to the point where they equalled the cost of the 
economy food plan (or the low-cost food plan, in the case of her second set of thresholds) for a family of that size 
and composition, the family would have reached the point at which its food expenditures were minimal but 
adequate, assuming that "the housewife will be a careful shopper, a skillful cook, and a good manager who will 
prepare all the family's meals at home."(42) Orshansky made the assumption that at that point, the family's 
nonfood expenditures would also be minimal but adequate, and established that level of total expenditures as 
the poverty threshold for a family of that size. Since the family's food expenditures were still (by her earlier 
assumption) one third of its total expenditures, this meant that (for families of three or more persons) the poverty 
threshold for a family of a particular size and composition was set at three times the cost of the economy food 
plan (or the low- cost food plan) for such a family. The factor of three by which the food plan cost was multiplied 
became known as the "multiplier."(43)

It is important to note that Orshansky's "multiplier" methodology for deriving the thresholds was normative, not 
empirical--that is, it was based on a normative(44) assumption involving (1955) consumption patterns of the 
population as a whole, and not on the empirical consumption behavior of lower-income groups.
Orshansky used somewhat different procedures to calculate poverty thresholds for one-person and two-person 
units(45), noting that "it is generally acknowledged that a straight per capita income measure does not allow for 
the relatively larger fixed costs that small households face. Moreover, the more recent consumption curves 
themselves indicate that the 1- or 2-person families, who as a group are less homogeneous in composition, 
seem to be 'out of line' with larger families with respect to the spending pattern."(46) For two-person families, the 
1955 Household Food Consumption Survey had found a food/total-after-tax-money- income ratio of 0.27 rather 
than a third; accordingly, she used a multiplier of 1/0.27, or 3.7, to derive poverty thresholds for two-person 
families.(47)

To derive poverty thresholds for unrelated individuals (one- person units), Orshansky did not use a multiplier at 
all; she noted that "the consumption data for this group are hard to interpret because of the heavy representation 
of aged individuals not shown separately...."(48) In this case, she followed slightly different procedures for her two 
sets of thresholds--those based (for families) on the low-cost food plan and those based on the economy food 
plan. For poverty "at the low-cost level," she set thresholds for unrelated individuals at 72 percent of the 
corresponding thresholds for two-person families, "following BLS recent practice."(49) For poverty at "the 
economy level"--that is, the definition of poverty that is still in use today--she set the thresholds for unrelated 
individuals at 80 percent of the corresponding thresholds for two-person families, "on the premise that the lower 
the income, the more difficult it would be for one person to cut expenses such as housing and utilities below the 
minimum for a couple."(50) Note that Orshansky used the 80 percent factor to derive separate thresholds (at the 
"economy level") for male aged, male non-aged, female aged, and female non-aged unrelated individuals. 
However, because of the different weighting factors involved for one-person and two- person units, the weighted 



average poverty threshold for a one- person unit is not precisely equal to 80 percent of the weighted average 
poverty threshold for a two-person unit.
Having calculated poverty thresholds from each food plan for 58 categories of nonfarm families and 4 categories 
of nonfarm unrelated individuals, Orshansky had 62 detailed poverty thresholds (from each food plan) for 
nonfarm family units. Her next step was to develop separate detailed thresholds for the corresponding categories 
of farm family units.(51) She noted that in 1955 (according to the most recent Household Food Consumption 
Survey) "about 40 percent of the food items consumed by all farm families--valued at prices paid by any families 
who did buy them--came from their home farm or garden rather than being purchased for cash....Farm families 
generally can count not only some of their food but most of their housing as part of the farm operation."(52)

Because farm families purchased for cash only about 60 percent of the food they consumed, and because of the 
issue of classifying farm housing expenses as part of the farm business operation, Orshansky decided to set 
farm poverty thresholds at 60 percent of the corresponding nonfarm thresholds.(53) (As noted below, this figure 
was changed to 70 percent in 1965 when OEO adopted the thresholds, to 85 percent in 1969, and to 100 
percent--that is, the differential was eliminated--in 1981.)
It is important to note that Orshansky's farm/nonfarm distinction was not the same as a rural/urban (or 
nonmetropolitan/metropolitan) distinction. In April 1970, for instance, the Decennial Census found that of a total 
rural population of 53.9 million persons, only 10.6 million (19.7 percent) lived on farms. The nonfarm poverty 
thresholds were applied to the rural nonfarm population as well as to the urban population. It should also be 
noted that the reason for the farm/nonfarm distinction was not a generalized "Living-costs-are- cheaper-in-farm-
or-rural-areas" argument.
With 62 detailed poverty thresholds for nonfarm family units and 62 detailed thresholds for farm family units, 
Orshansky had a total of 124 detailed thresholds at each of the two cost levels (low-cost and economy). Instead 
of doing a tabular presentation of 248 separate income cutoff figures, she decided to present a smaller set of 
weighted average thresholds.(54) The weighted average nonfarm poverty thresholds at the economy level and at 
the low-cost level for calendar year 1963 are shown in the table below.(55)

Poverty thresholds at Ratio of Poverty thresholds low-cost level low-cost Size of at economy level near-
poverty/low-income thr. to family unit poverty thresholds thresholds poverty thr.
1 person $1,539 NA NA (under age 65) 1,580 $1,885 1.19 (aged 65 or over) 1,470 1,745 1.19 
2 persons 1,988 NA NA (head under 65) 2,050 2,715 1.32 (head 65 or over) 1,850 2,460 1.33
3 persons 2,440 3,160 1.30 4 persons 3,130 4,005 1.28 5 persons 3,685 4,675 1.27 6 persons 4,135 5,250 1.27 
7 or more persons 5,090 6,395 1.26
Note that calendar year 1963 has always been the base year for the poverty thresholds, both before and after 
the 1969 revision discussed below.(56)

When Orshansky was developing the poverty thresholds, the Census Bureau's Current Population Survey (CPS) 
was the only good source of nationally representative income data. Accordingly, Orshansky had to apply her 
poverty thresholds to the CPS income data, even though the CPS used a before-tax money income concept, 
while the thresholds had been developed on the basis of the after-tax money income concept used in the 
Agriculture Department survey from which the multiplier was derived. Orshansky was aware from the beginning 
of the inconsistency of applying after- tax thresholds to before-tax income data, but had no other alternative; she 
reasoned that the result would yield "a conservative underestimate" of poverty. As she noted, at that time (as 
well as for some years thereafter) most families and individuals at the poverty level had little or no federal income 
tax liability. (Some did, however, pay Social Security payroll taxes and/or state income taxes.)(57)

The poverty thresholds were presented as a measure of income inadequacy--in Orshansky's words, "if it is not 
possible to state unequivocally 'how much is enough,' it should be possible to assert with confidence how much, 
on an average, is too little."(58) In a 1965 SSA memo, it was not the poverty level but the near- poor or low-
income level--the thresholds derived from the low- cost food plan--that was described as "a minimum adequate 
standard."(59)

Orshansky accurately described her poverty thresholds as a "relatively absolute" measure of poverty(60), 
inasmuch as they were developed from calculations that made use of the consumption patterns (at a particular 
point in time) of the U.S. population as a whole. (In the dichotomy between relative and absolute definitions of 
poverty, one of the essential characteristics of a purely "absolute" definition of poverty is that it is derived without 
any reference to the consumption patterns or income levels of the population as a whole.(61)) However, while 
Orshansky's poverty thresholds were not a purely absolute measure, they were also quite clearly not a purely 
relative measure, such as the 50-percent-of-median-income measure proposed by Britain's Peter Townsend in 
1962 and (in the United States) by Victor Fuchs in 1965.(62)

Poverty lines--including Orshansky's--have often been called "arbitrary." The application of the term "arbitrary" to 
poverty lines can be traced back at least as far as 1915, when two Englishmen--a statistician and an economist--
described a pair of English standard-budget-based poverty lines as "being, to a considerable extent, abstract 



and arbitrary."(63) Orshansky also applied the term to her poverty thresholds in her January 1965 article. 
However, the specific wording that she used was "arbitrary, but not unreasonable."(64) Subsequent writers have 
often repeated the first phrase while ignoring the second. An additional point worth noting about the word 
"arbitrary" is that it has several distinct connotations, including: 1) depending on judgment, choice, or discretion 
(used in particular of the decision of a judge as contrasted to a decision or sentence specified in a statute); and 
2) random or capricious. Orshansky used the word with the first connotation, while a number of subsequent 
writers seem to use it with the second connotation.
Based on an extensive study of over forty poverty lines and subsistence budgets developed in the U.S. during 
the 1900-1965 period, the author's assessment is that the analysts who developed those poverty lines were not 
merely picking "arbitrary," capricious numbers at random. Instead, they were generally trying to develop figures 
that approximated a rough social consensus about the level of a socially acceptable minimum standard of living 
at a particular time.(65) This assessment applies to Orshansky's poverty thresholds also; and there is some 
specific evidence that her thresholds approximated a rough social consensus about an acceptable minimum 
standard of living during the early 1960's both among experts and among the general population:
When one looks at twelve expert-developed poverty or low- income lines applied to families of four during the 
1959- 1964 period, one finds that eight of them were between $3,000 and $3,500 in current dollars(66), showing a 
rough consensus among experts(67) during this period about the level of a socially acceptable minimum standard 
of living. Orshansky's poverty threshold of $3,128 (in 1963 dollars) for a nonfarm family of four fit in well with this 
expert consensus. (As Orshansky herself noted in an April 1963 memo (see p. 15 below), "A variety of criteria 
have been used to produce poverty estimates of the same order of magnitude.")
We do not have any direct evidence about the views of the general population in 1963 about the level of a 
socially acceptable minimum standard of living--i.e., about where the public would have placed a poverty line at 
that time. However, in 1993 Denton Vaughan constructed a socially defined poverty standard for the 1947-1989 
period using Gallup Poll responses to the "get-along" question for those years and a Gallup Poll response to a 
question specifically about the poverty line in 1989.(68) (He assumed that the ratio of the poverty line response 
and the "get-along" amount for 1989 could be applied to the earlier years.) His Gallup-Poll-based poverty 
standard for a family of four for 1963 was $3,108--almost identical to Orshansky's 1963 poverty threshold of 
$3,128 for a nonfarm family of four. In Vaughan's words (p. 28), this suggests that Orshansky's poverty line "was 
generally consistent with societal notions about the poverty level prevailing at about the time it was introduced."
Orshansky's landmark work of developing her poverty thresholds is well known not only in the United States but 
also among poverty researchers in such countries as Canada, Great Britain, the Netherlands, and Australia.(69)

The Historical Background and the Early History of the Poverty Thresholds
Concerning the genesis of the poverty thresholds, Orshansky wrote the following in a 1988 introduction to a 
reprinting of her January 1965 article:
The Social Security Administration (SSA), in carrying out its basic research mission, regularly assesses and 
reports on the economic well-being of selected groups. Widows under age 62 with minor children was one such 
group for whom an annual income series was developed to compare the economic status of these "young 
survivors" and of other women bringing up young children without a father present in the household. By 1962, 
changing health and industrial conditions resulted in too few new "orphans" each year to warrant an annual 
report. However, the number of children with no father in the household for reasons other than death was 
growing and their family groups had a less favorable income status than the young survivors. In an exploratory 
mode, 1961 income data for all families with children were requested from the March 1962 CPS Current 
Population survey. The results were striking: As a group, mother- child families averaged less than half the 
income of two- parent families, but many of the latter had low income also. To suggest the insufficiency of family 
funds for the rearing of children, "crude indexes" of poverty at two levels were constructed by relating minimal 
food costs to family income. The findings were published in the July 1963 Social Security Bulletin article 
"Children of the Poor."...Meanwhile, the Council of Economic Advisors planning for the War on Poverty to be 
proclaimed in 1964 was using $3,000 as the poverty line for a family of two or more....The SSA research plan to 
extend the crude index of poverty to families without children was accelerated and "Counting the Poor: Another 
Look at the Poverty Profile" resulted, followed by a number of analyses for subsequent years.(70)

In a 1971 interview, Orshansky had given a little additional information about the genesis of the thresholds:
In 1963, I wrote a paper called..."Children of the Poor." It grew from a research project I was doing which was 
part of social security business. My boss, Mrs. Merriam Ida Merriam, Assistant Commissioner for Research and 
Statistics, had asked for a general study on poverty among different types of families, not just the aged. She saw 
the potential uses for the information that would be gained....I picked children for my research because 
personally I happen to like children better than people....Since I had to indicate which kids I was talking about, I 
developed a crude statistical measure of poverty to work with.(71)

A 1970 interview of Orshansky noted that her "years at the U.S. Department of Agriculture were invaluable 
training for her future development of the 'poverty line,' since she was involved with living standards and 



spending patterns of American farm families." She also became "familiar with the sample diets food plans for 
upper, middle and low-income families devised by the Agriculture Department," later using one of these 
Agriculture Department food plans "as the basis of her poverty yardstick."(72) In a 1989 interview, Orshansky 
noted, "...I had worked in the Department of Agriculture, in what was at that point the Bureau of Human Nutrition 
and Home Economics...what happened was that I got to know some of the things that 'the ladies' were interested 
in. I knew what they were doing on food and nutrition."(73) "What they were doing on food and nutrition" included 
not only the Agriculture Department food plans but also the 1955 Household Food Consumption Survey, which 
Orshansky also used in developing the poverty thresholds.
Although not mentioned by Orshansky in the above article and interviews, direct antecedents of her poverty 
thresholds go back several years before "Children of the Poor" in 1963. On April 11, 1960, Arthur S. Flemming, 
Secretary of Health, Education, and Welfare, was testifying before a Senate subcommittee on the subject of 
health needs of the aged and aging. Senator Pat McNamara D-Mich., the subcommittee chairman, asked him, 
"Do you have any figures on how much it costs a retired couple to live these days? What are your recent 
figures?" Secretary Flemming said that he did not have any such figures with him at the time, but "We would be 
very glad, in cooperation with the Department of Labor, to develop some figures and submit them for the record 
at this point."(74) For some reason, the Labor Department did not provide material to respond to the senator's 
question, so Orshansky prepared a response, which was submitted by HEW (without attribution) and printed as 
"Income Needs of the Aged."(75) In this response, she mentioned the SSA's 1948 budget for an elderly couple, 
which had not been updated since 1950, as well as a similar current budget for elderly people in New York City, 
with October 1959 cost figures for a couple and for male and female individuals living alone. She noted that the 
Bureau of Labor Statistics was in the process of revising the budget for an elderly couple. (As noted in footnote 
15, she wrote an article about this BLS revision of the budget later in the same year.) She went on to state that
Other means of approximating income need can be devised. For example, the total can be estimated from the 
cost of food, which is one category for which generally accepted standards of adequacy are available. She then 
gave the January 1960 cost of the Agriculture Department's low-cost food plan--at that point the cheapest of 
three food plans-- for an elderly couple. Analyses from the most recent nationwide food consumption study 
carried out by the U.S. Department of Agriculture, in spring 1955, suggest that families with a homemaker age 
sic 60 or older, were spending for food in a week at a rate equivalent to only about one-fourth (27 percent) of the 
year's money income after taxes, compared with one-third for families of all ages. On the premise, therefore, that 
food should not claim more than one-fourth of the income of an aged couple, it can be said on the basis of the 
low-cost food plan that an income less than $2,560 for an elderly couple is probably "uncomfortably low." This is 
just about the same as the income ($2,675) exempted from Federal income tax for a couple with both members 
65 and over, who take no more than a standard deduction. By the same token, an income of less than $2,080 for 
the couple might be termed inadequate, because at current prices more than $1 out of $3 would have to be 
devoted to food to get an adequate diet at low cost.
In other words, Orshansky used an Agriculture Department food plan and results from the Agriculture 
Department's 1955 Household Food Consumption Survey to derive two measures of low or inadequate income--
almost exactly as she was to do several years later in her July 1963 and January 1965 articles.
About eight months later--on December 19, 1960--the office(76) in which Orshansky worked issued a Research 
and Statistics Note, "Facts About Financial Resources of the Aged," which was specifically credited to her.(77)

This note was "prepared...for the Chartbook for the White House Conference on Aging, January 9- 12, 1961." On 
p. 2 of the note, after mentioning the just- released costs of the BLS revised budget for an elderly couple, 
Orshansky went on to quote almost verbatim from the material on "Income Needs of the Aged" that she had 
prepared earlier in the year:
...on the premise--consistent with the spending patterns of older families--that food should claim no more than 
one- fourth of income, it might be said, based on the Low-Cost Food plan of the U.S. Department of Agriculture, 
that income less than $2400-$2,500 sic for an elderly couple is uncomfortably low.
This sentence was not carried over into the actual Chartbook for the White House Conference on Aging.
These two 1960 items of Orshansky's were not Social Security Bulletin articles, and they contained no analysis 
of the population below the income cutoffs described. Yet they did contain the essence of the poverty threshold 
concept presented in her July 1963 and January 1965 articles. However, with only one exception(78), the writer 
has never seen the two 1960 items cited or referred to in print. The complete contrast between the fate of these 
1960 items and the fate of Orshansky's 1963 and 1965 work is an outstanding illustration of her own comment, 
"Apparently the right timing is as important as the right idea."(79) In 1960, most middle-class Americans and most 
social scientists were just not giving any thought to the subject of poverty in America.(80)

As Orshansky noted (see p. 11 above), her work on what became "Children of the Poor" came in the wake of the 
termination of the series of reports on the incomes of "young survivors" (widows under age 62 with minor 
children). The articles that she did on this group were published in September 1959, September 1960, and 
October 1961 (see footnote 70). If another article in that series had been published, it would probably have come 



out in September or October 1962. Accordingly, the decision to discontinue the series of reports may have come 
as late as the summer of 1962. As will be seen below, the decision to involve Orshansky in what became 
"Children of the Poor" may have come in or shortly after January 1963.
Parts of the history of the project that became "Children of the Poor" can be traced in several documents found 
in the Ida Merriam Collection of Social Security Papers now located in the Gelman Library of George Washington 
University in Washington, D.C. A Fiscal Year 1963 work plan(81) for the Division of Program Research--
apparently but not certainly prepared before the July 1962 beginning of that fiscal year--contained (p. 7) a brief 
description of Project DPR5, Poverty as it Affects Children: "Analyses of the financial resources of families with 
children, and of the general circumstances in which these families live. A monograph will be prepared including 
estimates of number of children living in poverty, and the impact of social security and social welfare programs 
on normal sic families and on families broken by death or marital discord." An estimated completion date of 
December 1964 was given, with the comment "(1/4 completed in fiscal 1963)"--apparently, from the context, 
meaning that one quarter of the project was to be completed in Fiscal Year 1963 (the year ending June 30, 
1963). This project was included together with at least four others under the heading "Family Economics 
Studies."
An October 3, 1962, memorandum (from Ida C. Merriam, Director, Division of Program Research, to Robert M. 
Ball, Commissioner of Social Security--Subject: Studies of poverty among families with children) mentions "a 
number of special and more limited studies we could do in the course of the next year." For one of these special 
studies, "The priority might well be raised on Project DPR 5 in our Fiscal Year 1963 Work Plan (Poverty as it 
Affects Children)." The memo ends, "Will you let me know your general reaction to the idea of our markedly 
stepping-up our research relating to poverty among families with children as part of the SSA contribution to 
current understanding of the situation in AFDC Aid to Families with Dependent Children." (The reference is to a 
number of projects--including but not limited to Project DPR 5.) A handwritten response from "RMB" Robert M. 
Ball to "Ida" at the bottom of the first page of the memo says, "I am all for it. I think a concentration on problems 
of children in low income families with many projects over next several years is just the right emphasis."
A memorandum (Revised January 3, 1963, from Robert A. Dentler to Ida C. Merriam--Subject: Research 
Priorities in the Social Security Research Institute) does not mention Project DPR 5 as such, but does say "the 
Institute should attend to the urgently needed study of selected subgroups of household units defined as least 
adequate" (p. 7--emphasis in original). On the back of this 17-page memo, handwritten notes include the notation 
"selected subgroups of least adequate households--Alvin Schorr or Mollie". (Alvin Schorr was Mollie Orshansky's 
immediate supervisor--personal communications with Mollie Orshansky, June 14, 1988, and February 10, 1989.)
The above documents show a clear interest in SSA in 1962 and 1963 in the problems of economically insecure 
households, especially poor families with children; they fit in well with Orshansky's statement that "'Children of 
the Poor'....grew from a research project I was doing which was part of social security business. My boss, Mrs. 
Merriam, had asked for a general study on poverty among different types of families, not just the aged" (see pp. 
11-12 above).
The handwritten notation on the back of the January 1963 memo strongly suggests that Orshansky became 
involved in a study of certain "least adequate households" in or shortly after January 1963. By April 11, 1963, 
she had completed a 14-page memorandum to Ida C. Merriam called "The Children of the Poor - Some 
Suggestions for Research"; this memo contained much of the material that was included two months later in 
"Children of the Poor," as well as a number of proposals for research projects. In discussing the limitations of the 
"crude" poverty measures that she was putting forward, Orshansky commented,
Identifying the deserving poor is presently almost a national pastime--although doing something about them has 
not yet achieved such popularity. A variety of criteria have been used to produce estimates of the same order of 
magnitude. The similarities in result are striking enough to engender a feeling either of helpless disquietude, or 
defensive disbelief. This is, after all, an enlightened economy and the thought of hungry children is unpleasant.
She discussed her proposals for research under the headings "Assay of existing programs," "Wage mobility," 
"The legacy of poverty," "Beneficiary studies," "Studies of educational opportunities," "Living with poverty," 
"Defining poverty," and "International comparative studies." Under "The legacy of poverty," she wrote, "A special 
sample of families with children, oversampled for those with low income, should be designed to yield enough 
broken families and low-income husband-wife families of whom one might ask retrospective questions. (A 
prospective study with follow-up interviews at specified intervals for a period of 5 to 10 years would be more 
useful....)...."(82) She concluded a section on "Implications for research" with the words "We must continue to look 
for the basic causes of poverty but we cannot wait for success before we treat the symptoms. We may find as 
often happens in medicine that learning what measures are successful (or unsuccessful) in bringing relief helps 
narrow the list of suspected etiologic agents."
In July 1963, Orshansky's article "Children of the Poor" was published in the Social Security Bulletin. Much of the 
analysis in the article was based on a special tabulation of data from the March 1962 Current Population Survey 
(covering incomes for calendar year 1961) which SSA purchased from the Census Bureau.(83) "The cost of...the 
tabulation, Orshansky recalls, was $2,500 and the results showed that the median income of a mother female 



family head with children was about $2,300 a year. 'I got sick about the fact that what the government SSA paid 
for one tabulation was more than what half of these families had to live on for an entire year,' Miss Orshansky 
reported. "I determined I was going to get my $2,500 worth.' She did just that--and then some."(84)

The opening paragraphs of the article contained two statements reflecting the concept now known as the income 
elasticity of the poverty line: "Creature comforts once the hallmark of luxury have descended to the realm of the 
commonplace, and the marvels of modern industry find their way into the home of the American worker as well 
as that of his boss....As the general level of living moves upward and expands beyond necessities, the standards 
of what constitutes an irreducible minimum also change."(85) The actual discussion of Orshansky's "standards 
of...an irreducible minimum" in the eleven-page article was relatively brief, being confined to two pages. It began, 
"A crude criterion of income adequacy--that the low-cost food plan priced by the Department of Agriculture in 
January 1962 represents no more than one-third of total income-- consigns about 71 percent of the mother-child 
families to low- income status in calendar year 1961. Even the use of the Agriculture Department's economy food 
plan, estimated to cost about 20 percent less than the low-cost plan, leaves at 61 percent the proportion of the 
mother-child families who must devote to food more than $1 out of $3 to get a nutritious diet."(86) The relevant 
table designated families and children as being "Poor by low-cost diet" and "Poor by economy diet."(87)

Orshansky did not present a table of poverty lines for families, but did end the discussion by stating, "By way of 
suggesting the level of living implied by the present approximation, the income required for a husband, wife, and 
two children not on a farm would be $3,165 by the more conservative economy measure, or $3,955 by the more 
liberal low-cost measure. The mother-and- two-child family, with allowance for the additional relative assumed to 
be living with the family, would require $2,945 or $3,680."(88)

As can be seen, Orshansky presented the low-cost-food-plan- based poverty thresholds first in her July 1963 
article. Besides presenting the economy-food-plan-based thresholds second, she introduced them with the 
dismissive adverb "Even." Similarly, in her table presenting poverty figures, the column heading "Poor by low-
cost diet" came before "Poor by economy diet." These facts suggest that the thresholds based on the low-cost 
food plan may well have been the poverty measure that she preferred. After the original version of the present 
paper was completed, Orshansky confirmed this inference (personal communication, August 23, 1994), stating 
that the thresholds based on the low-cost food plan were indeed her preferred version of the poverty measure. 
(Similar sentiments can be detected "under the surface" in comments that she made in a 1969 article: "At the 
Social Security Administration, we decided that we would develop two measures of need....It was not the Social 
Security Administration that labeled one of these the poverty line. It remained for the Office of Economic 
Opportunity and the Council of Economic Advisers to select the lower of the two measures and decide they 
would use it as the working tool....It is interesting that few outside the Social Security Administration ever wanted 
to talk about the higher measure."(89) And note that in a May 1964 memorandum (see pp. 20-21 below), 
Orshansky described the low- cost-food-plan-based poverty measure as "probably more realistic" than the 
economy-food-plan-based poverty measure.)
In his January 1964 State of the Union address, President Lyndon Johnson announced a War on Poverty. At the 
President's express wish(90), the 1964 Report of the Council of Economic Advisers (CEA) contained a chapter on 
"The Problem of Poverty in America."(91) The chapter set a poverty line of $3,000 (in 1962 dollars) for families of 
all sizes; for unrelated individuals, the chapter implicitly set a poverty line of $1,500 (a selection which was 
shortly made explicit). "Refined analysis would vary the income cut-off by family size, age, location, and other 
indicators of needs and costs. This has not been possible." The $3,000 figure was specified as being on the 
basis of before-tax annual money income. There was a brief discussion of the theoretical desirability of using 
estimates of "total incomes-- including nonmoney elements....such...as the rental value of owner-occupied 
dwellings and food raised and consumed on farms...", but it was not possible to obtain such estimates. "Of 
course, the total of money plus nonmoney income that would correspond to the limit the poverty line of $3,000 in 
money income used here would be somewhat higher than $3,000."(92)

After referring to the poverty lines in "Children of the Poor" (see next paragraph) and their assumption of one 
third of money income going for food, the chapter indicated that out of its $3,000 poverty "budget," $1,000 could 
be assumed to go for food. "...a conservative estimate for housing (rent or mortgage payments, utilities, and 
heat) would be another $800."(93) The $800 figure was presumably loosely based on the contemporary "rule of 
thumb" that one fourth of a family's income "ought" to go for housing; this figure will have come from the CEA 
staff, since the Orshansky poverty lines did not contain any assumption whatsoever about what proportion of a 
poverty income ought to go for housing.
The chapter began its discussion of a poverty line by stating that
...society does not have a clear and unvarying concept of an acceptable minimum income standard....But for our 
society today a consensus on an approximate standard can be found. One such standard is suggested by a 
recent study, described in a publication of the Social Security Administration, which defines a 'low-cost' budget 
for a nonfarm family of four...as $3,955. The cost of what the study defined as an 'economy-plan' budget was 
$3,165. Other studies have used different market baskets, many of them costing more. On balance, they provide 



support for using as a boundary, a family whose annual money income from all sources was $3,000 (before 
taxes and expressed in 1962 prices).(94)

People who have read this passage generally think that it means that the CEA's $3,000 poverty line was derived 
to a greater or lesser degree from Orshansky's $3,165 (economy-food-plan-based) poverty line. However, 
several printed sources(95) note that Robert Lampman (a member of the CEA staff) had been working on an 
analysis of poverty using the $3,000 figure as early as the spring of 1963, providing data to CEA Chairman 
Walter Heller for a memorandum to President Kennedy dated May 1, 1963. Since "Children of the Poor" was not 
published until July 1963, it could not have determined the choice of the $3,000 figure, despite its being referred 
to in the January 1964 CEA report chapter in connection with the $3,000 figure.
Lampman (personal communications, September 10, 1987, and October 30, 1993) provided the following 
specific information about the development of the CEA's $3,000 poverty line in a 1987 telephone conversation 
and a 1993 interview with the author. (Lampman was the primary author of the CEA report's poverty chapter.(96)

He had been brought on to the CEA staff because of his 1959 paper on the low income population.(97))
Orshansky's $3,165 poverty figure from "Children of the Poor" was not used in deriving the CEA's $3,000 poverty 
line.
The poverty-as-half-of-median-income concept was not a consideration in setting the $3,000 poverty line. 
Lampman specifically denied later claims that the $3,000 figure was an attempt to covertly introduce a half-of-
median-income poverty line.(98)

There was no connection between the CEA's $3,000/$1,500 poverty line and the AFL-CIO's 1960 poverty line(99)

using the same figures; indeed, Lampman had not been aware of the AFL- CIO poverty line.
The CEA's $3,000 poverty line was a "consensus" figure based on several separate considerations. It was 
roughly the amount that someone would earn if working year-round at the minimum wage.(100) It was at the 
approximate level at which a family of four started paying taxes.(101) It was not too far above the highest state 
payment under the Aid to Families with Dependent Children program.(102)

Gardiner Ackley a member of the Council of Economic Advisers decided that the CEA's poverty line for the 1964 
Economic Report should not vary by family size. He said that a poverty line with different figures by family size 
would be too complicated for this sort of document--that a single number would be enough. He was, however, 
willing to have the refinement of an adjustment for family size introduced later.
It appears that Orshansky was aware that her $3,165 figure had not actually been used in deriving the CEA 
$3,000 figure.(103)

When Orshansky saw the January 1964 CEA report, with its reference to her July 1963 work, she was disturbed 
by the CEA's failure to vary its $3,000 family poverty line by family size.(104) The CEA "standard led to the odd 
result that an elderly couple with $2,900 income...would be considered poor, but a family with a husband, wife, 
and four little children with $3,100 income would not be."(105) "Inevitably this led to an understatement of the 
number of children in poverty relative to aged persons. And it was...this inequity"(106) that concerned Orshansky. 
Someone raised the possibility of her finishing the work on poverty thresholds that she had started in "Children of 
the Poor." She was called in one Saturday and asked if she could extend her families-with-children poverty lines 
to the whole population. She said that she could--but that she couldn't complete that assignment in only three or 
four weeks, no matter how much funding they gave her to do it. It was decided that she and the Division of 
Research and Statistics would proceed to extend her poverty lines to the rest of the population.(107)

As an early step in this process, Lenore Epstein issued a Research and Statistics Note(108) in late February 1964 
which included poverty lines for an elderly couple derived from the low-cost and economy food plans by applying 
the multiplier procedure that Orshansky had described in her April 1960 "Income Needs of the Aged" (see 
footnote 75). Perhaps at the same time-- and definitely by March 19--a poverty line for an unrelated individual 
based on the economy food plan had also been calculated.(109) In early April, Ida Merriam wrote,
For a more exact measure of poverty than the CEA's $3,000 figure for families what is needed is a series of 
income cut-off points that represent equivalent levels of living for families of different size and type. Just as there 
is no one standard of minimum adequacy, so there is no definitive scale of equivalence....The Division of 
Research and Statistics is planning to buy from the Bureau of Labor Statistics special tabulations from the 1960-
61 consumer expenditure survey that we think will give us a better basis for developing income-consumption 
equivalence scales than anything now available. This work will be time consuming. It may well be the fall of 1965 
before a new scale can be developed. In the meantime, we are calculating a rough scale based on the 
Department of Agriculture economy-cost food budgets for families of different types and the average relationship 
of food to income shown by earlier consumption studies for several types of families....We are now discussing 
with the Census Bureau the possibility of getting runs of Census Current Population Survey data for 1963 
showing the number of persons in families with incomes below the poverty level, as calculated on this economy 
cost food standard, for about 35 different family types. Neither the cost nor the time required is definite as yet.
(110)



In late May, Orshansky wrote a memorandum to the Census Bureau enclosing
an experimental set of poverty-line criteria for farm and nonfarm families....derived from the Agriculture 
Department's economy and low-cost food budgets....Following our earlier discussions, it is my understanding 
that these income tests are to be applied to the data obtained in the March 1963 Current Population Survey.(111)

The poverty lines enclosed were differentiated by family size, number of family members who were children, and 
age (for one- and two-person units only), but not by sex of family head. While this memo discussed applying the 
figures to March 1963 CPS data, March 1964 CPS data (covering incomes for calendar year 1963) were used 
for the final version of Orshansky's January 1965 article. The enclosure to the memo described the economy-
food- plan-based poverty measure as "a most conservative measure," and the low-cost-food-plan-based poverty 
measure as "a more generous but still conservative measure. It is probably more realistic."
Orshansky had completed the work for "Counting the Poor: Another Look at the Poverty Profile" by late 1964(112), 
and the article was published in January 1965. The subtitle of the article may imply a contrast with the CEA's 
January 1964 chapter as a first look at the poverty profile. Much of the substance of the article has been 
discussed above in connection with the development of the thresholds.
In the opening pages of the article, Orshansky first mentioned her poverty lines based on the economy food plan, 
and then mentioned the "somewhat less conservative but by no means generous standard" based on the low-
cost food plan.(113) (This reversed the order of presentation in "Children of the Poor.") She generally 
distinguished the two sets of poverty lines by means of the phrases "the economy level" and "the low-cost level." 
When she used the term "poor" without further qualification, she was generally referring to poverty at the 
economy level.
As noted, preprints of Orshansky's January 1965 article "were circulated fairly widely before their formal 
publication..." (see footnote 112). The CEA's 1965 report, also published in January, contained two paragraphs 
on "Differences in family composition" noting that SSA had developed poverty lines varying by family size and 
other factors, and that these poverty lines at the economy level, while not changing the poverty population total 
very much from that under the CEA's January 1964 definition, did result in fewer aged persons and many more 
children in the poverty count.(114) Preprints of Orshansky's article "landed in enthusiastic laps just at the time 
Sargent Shriver was beginning to implement the Economic Opportunity Act of 1964 by setting up the Office of 
Economic Opportunity. Hyman Bookbinder brought a copy of the article from the Council of Economic Advisers 
to Shriver the Director of OEO. The latter referred it to Leon Gilgoff, Acting Director of the Office of Research, 
Plans, Programs, and Evaluation, with marginal notes recommending serious consideration for official adoption 
by OEO."(115) On March 7, 1965, Gilgoff sent a briefing memorandum on the Orshansky poverty lines to Shriver, 
describing them as a "second generation definition of poverty"(116)--meaning that they represented a significant 
step beyond the CEA's initial $3,000/$1,500 poverty line. On March 12, Joseph Kershaw of OEO's Office of 
Research, Plans, Programs, and Evaluation gave a presentation before the Economic Opportunity Council a 
council whose official members included a number of Cabinet members which included material on the "Second 
Generation Definition of Poverty." One chart in this briefing, titled "Economy Level vs. Low-Cost Level," 
compared the poverty population, the poverty rate, and the poverty gap under the two definitions of poverty, but 
the other four poverty charts all used the economy level poverty definition.(117) The new poverty measure 
(particularly the one at the economy level) seems to have met a favorable reception, although it was not officially 
adopted by OEO at this time.(118)

On April 5, 1965, SSA convened a meeting of an ad hoc interdepartmental advisory group "to advise regarding 
several technical questions immediately at issue in preparing final specifications for SSA's special tabulations on 
income from the March 1965 Supplement to the Current Population Survey."
There was general agreement that conceptually the poverty cut-off points must be adjusted for price change, 
even when the change is small....Faith Clark Director, Consumer and Food Economics Research Division, 
Agricultural Research Service, Department of Agriculture suggested that a better measure than the Consumer 
Price Index of price changes for this purpose would be the change in the per capita cost of the economy food 
budget (which involves a different weighting of foods than the overall price index). It was agreed that this was a 
technically better procedure and it was adopted.(119)

(Specifically, it was the December-to-December change(120) in the per capita cost of the economy food plan that 
was used to update the thresholds for annual price changes.)
At the same meeting,
The group gave particular attention to the farm-nonfarm relationship in the index. After considering such points 
as the relative presence or absence of public services, the relative cost of housing for farm and nonfarm families, 
and the generally recognized understatement of income of farm families in the Census Current Population 
Survey data, the group agreed that the basic methodology used by SSA to establish a relationship was the only 
method consistent with the underlying approach. It was also agreed, however, that the data on the proportion of 
home produced food from the new 1965 Department of Agriculture Household Food Consumption survey should 
be substituted for the 60 percent derived from the 1955 survey. (At the time of the meeting, the final figures were 



not available. They have since been provided by the Department of Agriculture and as a result we have moved 
the ratio up to 70 percent.)(121)

(The specific decision to use a 70 percent farm/nonfarm differential in the SSA poverty tabulations appears to 
have been made at a meeting in May(122); presumably this is when the relevant data from the new Agriculture 
Department survey became available.)
OEO adopted the lower (economy level) of Orshansky's two sets of poverty thresholds as a working definition of 
poverty for statistical, planning, and budget purposes in May 1965(123); this adoption was announced by Sargent 
Shriver, Director of OEO, on May 2.(124) From this point until 1969 (see below), the Orshansky poverty thresholds 
were the quasi-official federal definition of poverty.(125) A May 10 internal OEO briefing memorandum on the new 
poverty definition noted that while the poverty thresholds at the low-cost level "cannot be characterized as 
excessive," the thresholds at the economy level had been selected as OEO's poverty definition "on the premise 
that the first order task of the War Against Poverty is to get at the hard-core poor."(126)

In her January 1965 article, Orshansky had avoided repetition of a single term by using a number of synonyms-- 
"poverty cutoff points," "poverty line," "income cutoffs," "standards," and "poverty income criteria." She did not, 
however, use the term "poverty thresholds" in this article. Her first use of the term "poverty threshold" which the 
writer has found was in a paper presented on May 24, 1965, at the annual meeting of the National Conference 
on Social Welfare.(127) In her later articles, she added the new term to the other synonyms that she used for the 
same concept.
In late 1965, the CEA asked SSA to provide trend data on poverty in years before 1963 for the CEA's 1966 
report.(128) SSA provided prior-year data for 1959-1962, as well as the already available data for 1963 and 1964. 
These data were published in the CEA's 1966 report(129) and in an April 1966 Social Security Bulletin article.(130)

Combining information from written sources and conversations with Orshansky, it appears that Current 
Population Survey tapes were available as far back as income year 1958, but the tabulations were begun with 
income year 1959 because of a change in the definition of "farm" which became effective at that point.(131)

All of Orshansky's articles and analyses of poverty used tabulations of Census Bureau (Current Population 
Survey) data. The first appearance of statistics using her poverty concept in a Census Bureau publication was in 
March 1966, in an advance report of results of an OEO-financed survey of Watts and adjoining areas of Los 
Angeles in the wake of the riots there during the summer of 1965.(132) The first appearance of national-level 
poverty population data in a Census publication was in a table in an August 1967 advance report on 1966 family 
income(133), while the first full Census Bureau report on the subject of poverty was issued in May 1968.(134)

In "Recounting the Poor...", her April 1966 Social Security Bulletin article, Orshansky indicated (p. 20) that her 
lower poverty measure--the one at the economy level--had "now generally been adopted as the poverty level...", 
while her "somewhat less stringent measure at the low-cost level has now been designated as the 'near poor' 
level. Persons rated poor or near poor by these measures can be said to be in the 'low-income' category." On the 
same page, she also referred to the near poor level as "the low-income threshold."
The 1969 Revision of the Poverty Thresholds
Beginning less than twelve months after Orshansky's poverty thresholds at the economy level had been adopted 
by OEO as the federal government's quasi-official definition of poverty, SSA personnel began to express 
concern about how the thresholds should be affected by the historical fact that poverty/subsistence measures 
have tended to rise in real terms as the real incomes of the general population have risen.(135) (Orshansky had in 
effect set the scene for this concern by her comment in her July 1963 article (p. 3), "As the general level of living 
moves upward and expands beyond necessities, the standards of what constitutes an irreducible minimum also 
change.")
In the November 1965 memo cited in footnote 128, Robert M. Ball (the head of SSA) wrote (p. 3), "Measures of 
income adequacy (or of poverty) change over time with the rise in general levels of living....one of the most 
difficult methodological questions we will have to face in the next few years is when and how to adjust the 
definition of poverty."
In the April 1966 Social Security Bulletin, Orshansky wrote, "...no upward adjustment was made over the 1959-
1964 period in either of the poverty measures to take account of the higher standard of living that a rising real 
income makes possible for the majority....The difficulties in setting the poverty line are increased when the 
definition is to be used to measure progress over a span of time. Statistical nicety will be better served if the 
criterion selected remains invariant. The realities of everyday living suggest it cannot be--at least not for very 
long. Though the change in consumption patterns from any one year to the next might be minuscule, over the 
long run the upgrading that goes with the developing United States economy will be too great to be ignored. 
Research in consumer economics is not yet at a stage precise enough to specify just how long the long run 
is."(136) (The context indicates that "upward adjustment" refers to a raising of the real level of the poverty line--not 
just adjustment for price changes.)



In a January 1967 draft, Ida Merriam wrote, "It is easy to observe that poverty in the U.S. today cannot 
meaningfully be defined in the same way as in the U.S. of 1900 or in India today. It is more difficult to project 
forward when and by what amounts the measure of poverty will need to be changed in the future. Yet obviously 
today's measure, even if corrected year by year for changes in the price level-- the purchasing power of money--
should not be acceptable twenty, ten or perhaps even five years hence."(137)

In March 1967, responding to a comment on a paper of hers, Lenore Epstein said, "There would seem to be real 
merit in concurrent use of two measures of poverty, one that changes with productivity and, for periods of five or 
at the very most ten years, one that changes only with price level....I would question using any budget-type 
measure-- whether constructed in great detail or more roughly as the SSA index--that is adjusted only for price 
change for a period as long as that from 1947 to 1965...."(138)

In November 1967, Orshansky wrote, "There must be a framework for adjusting a poverty line...for changes over 
time in the level of economic activity and the resultant rise in wages and general standard of living."(139)

In a December 1967 professional paper, Ida Merriam wrote, "An acceptable social minimum is obviously related 
to the general level of affluence of a society. In a dynamic economy it must therefore change over time. It is easy 
to reach agreement that what was an appropriate poverty measure in 1900 or 1933 is no longer relevant. It is 
also possible to get agreement that an acceptable social minimum in 1985 will be higher than today. It is difficult 
to find a satisfactory method of gradually moving the level up from its present to a hypothetical future 
position....Thus far the poverty index has been adjusted only for price changes. The need for a more substantial 
upward adjustment of the index level has been noted by many commentators. One solution that has much to 
recommend it would be two concurrent indexes. The SSA poverty and low-income indexes could be continued--
adjusted only for changes in purchasing power--through say 1969. A second set of indexes could be adjusted to 
reflect productivity as well as price changes. The second set could start from the 1959 level...or the divergence 
could start in 1963 or later."(140)

In the March 1968 Social Security Bulletin, Orshansky wrote, "...as time goes on, a continuing rise in economic 
activity will make it difficult to avoid raising the poverty line."(141)

In addition to this concern, SSA personnel were also concerned about the fact that prices in general (as 
measured by the Consumer Price Index) had been rising more rapidly than the food prices (the per capita cost of 
the economy food plan) which were then being used to adjust the poverty thresholds for inflation each year; in 
other words, as measured by the CPI, the thresholds were actually decreasing in real terms.(142) In particular, the 
per capita cost of the economy food plan--and thus the poverty thresholds (at the economy level)--did not 
change at all from 1963 to 1964 and again from 1966 to 1967, even though overall consumer prices did rise 
during those periods.(143)

Because of its concerns about the poverty-line/standard-of- living issue and the price index issue, SSA seems to 
have made a tentative decision early in 1968 to adjust the poverty thresholds to bring them more in line with the 
higher general standard of living by using data from the 1965 rather than the 1955 Household Food 
Consumption Survey. The specific step proposed to do this was to use the recently revised version of the 
economy food plan--updated on the basis of consumption data from the 1965 survey--to recalculate the 
(economy-level) thresholds; the revised economy food plan cost 8 percent more than the unrevised (1955-
survey-based) plan, so the thresholds would have been raised in real terms by that percentage. (The revised 
low-cost food plan cost 4 percent more than the unrevised low-cost food plan, which would have resulted in a 4 
percent rise in the near- poverty or low-income thresholds.) One argument advanced for using the revised food 
plans was that they rather than the unrevised food plans were being used in the family budgets which the Bureau 
of Labor Statistics had just begun to release.(144)

On April 26, 1968, SSA convened an interagency meeting of technical staff from the federal agencies with an 
interest in poverty. (SSA personnel present included Merriam, Lenore Epstein Bixby, and Orshansky.) In a May 3 
memo, Merriam described this as an "informal group called together to advise ORS-SSA on changes to be 
made" in the poverty and low-income thresholds for 1967. SSA presented to the group its proposal to use the 
revised food plans to recalculate the poverty and low-income thresholds, and the group agreed with the 
proposal. (In June 21 and July 23 memos, Merriam described the "decision" presumably meaning the final 
decision to revise the thresholds as having been made after consulting with the agency representatives at the 
meeting.)(145)

Other subjects were also discussed at the April 26 meeting. One was an SSA proposal to adjust "the nonfood 
portion" of the poverty thresholds for inflation by "the total CPI minus medical care," while presumably continuing 
to use the per capita cost of the economy food plan to adjust the food portion of the thresholds. The interagency 
group favored a shift to CPI indexing of the thresholds, but decided that it should not be implemented for 
processing data for the current year (1967).(146)

The specifics of the SSA proposal to adjust the thresholds for inflation are of interest because they imply that 
SSA viewed the poverty thresholds as not including any implicit allowance for medical expenditures--in other 
words, that SSA assumed that a family unit with a poverty-level income should not have to meet medical costs 



out of that amount of cash income. (Presumably SSA assumed that such a family unit would receive charity 
medical care, care under the Hill-Burton Uncompensated Services Program, or care under the relatively new 
programs of Medicaid or Medicare.) After the original version of the present paper was completed, Orshansky 
confirmed this inference (personal communication, April 15, 1993).
Also discussed at the April 26 meeting was an idea to replace the poverty threshold multiplier of 3 (derived from 
the 1955 Household Food Consumption Survey) with a higher multiplier derived from the 1965 survey(147), 
although this idea was not part of the formal SSA proposal for revising the thresholds. Together with the use of 
the revised food plan, this higher multiplier would have resulted in poverty thresholds 25 to 30 percent higher 
than the existing thresholds. "...it was agreed that it would be unwise to change this factor at this time....it was 
thought that additional data and analysis should underlie any new decision on this aspect of the index" (Merriam 
memo, p. 2).(148) "There was also some sentiment for moving over to a 'relative' rather than an 'absolute' 
definition of poverty, or as a possible compromise, for raising the standard periodically (perhaps every 4 or 5 
years) to reflect general increases in the standard of living enjoyed by the average U.S. family" (Stein memo, p. 
5).(149)

According to the Stein memo about the April 26 meeting (pp. 4-5), "Representatives of USDA the Department of 
Agriculture expressed dissatisfaction with the present ratio which indicates that farm families require only 70 
percent of the money income required by nonfarm families to attain a presumably equivalent level of living. The 
studies by USDA imply that the ratio should be raised to 85 percent. This proposal was thought to need more 
study and was not suggested for adoption this year." According to the Merriam memo (p. 2), "The 
representatives of the Department of Agriculture confirmed the fact that the 1965 Household Food Consumption 
survey data provide no reason to change the 30 percent home produced food ratio used for farm families."(150)

SSA started to implement its decision to revise the poverty thresholds on the basis of the revised food plans, and 
by about mid-June had poverty population figures for calendar years 1966 and 1967 on both the old and the 
revised basis. However, SSA's informal agreement with the technical representatives of other agencies began to 
come unraveled about mid-June. (The approximate timing can be inferred from a June 21 memo of Merriam's.) 
"The first use of the new poverty series was to have been in the White House Report on the Negro. The Census 
Bureau proposed to issue a press release giving the 1967 poverty estimates on the old and the new series basis 
a day or two in advance of the release of the White House report. In the process of review and clearance of this 
release, the whole question of whether there should be a new series was raised. (For 1967, the new series count 
of the poor is about 2.8 million higher than the old series count.) Several agencies, notably OEO and the Council 
of Economic Advisers, repudiated the position taken by their representatives on our advisory group, and argued 
against publication of the new series figures. The issue became intertwined with questions regarding the effect of 
a new imputation procedure used by Census to estimate 1967 income (conceptually unrelated, but affecting all 
data tied to income), and with questions relating to the preferred method of adjusting the poverty index for price 
change" (July 23 Merriam memo, p. 1). "A difficulty at the time was that the Office of Economic Opportunity had 
used the poverty index for operating purposes in a number of its programs and a change would have affected 
budgets and/or rules and regulations to a serious extent. This kind of difficulty will be faced by any Administration 
and any Government agency that uses this or any similar poverty index for operating purposes. There is no easy 
resolution" (February 5, 1969, attachment, p. 4).(151)

On July 16, 1968, the head of the Office of Statistical Standards in the Bureau of the Budget (BoB) sent a letter 
to the head of the Census Bureau directing that there be "no change in the criteria for computing the poverty 
'thresholds' for income year 1967"--in other words, that the 1967 thresholds be based on the unrevised (1955-
survey-derived) food plans. The letter spoke of "a number of unresolved conceptual issues as well as technical 
problems and limitations of data. Tabulations of the 1965 food budget information are not yet available for the full 
year. More important, a revision in the recommended nutritional standards, which are basic to the whole system, 
is likely in the near future." The letter also said that BoB would appoint a task force "immediately" to start 
"intensive work...as quickly as possible to develop concepts and technical information required to re-evaluate the 
poverty thresholds for future use."(152)

Merriam noted that the July 16 BoB letter, overruling SSA's decision to revise the poverty thresholds and 
announcing the appointment of a task force to reevaluate the thresholds, raised the question of which federal 
agency should be assigned primary responsibility for the thresholds. "From 1963 until this year, the SSA has 
produced the poverty (and low-income) cut-off points. These have been published in the Social Security Bulletin 
and have been made available to others in more detail on request. The arrangements, however, have been 
informal--SSA wanted the data for its own research, bought tabulations from the Census Bureau year after year, 
developed special tabulations for the Council of Economic Advisers and others on request, and published 
analytic articles" (February 5, 1969, attachment, p. 5). "From time to time the Budget Bureau seems to expect 
SSA to continue in that role....The method of announcing the Task Force, however, would suggest a different 
interpretation" (July 23 Merriam memo, p. 2). Reviewing other agencies that might be considered candidates for 
being assigned responsibility for the thresholds, Merriam wrote, "OEO should not take over the function since it 



uses the poverty cut-off points for administrative purposes; the Census Bureau does not do the kind of analytic 
research that is required; BLS the Bureau of Labor Statistics has its own budget approach; the Council of 
Economic Advisers cannot carry on a continuing function of this kind" (July 23 Merriam memo, p. 2).(153) (The 
ultimate resolution of this question was that while the Census Bureau was given responsibility for publishing 
poverty statistics, no agency was given primary responsibility for maintaining the definition of poverty and doing 
research related to it.(154))
Members (including Ida Merriam) of an interagency Poverty Level Review Committee had been selected by late 
September 1968. A September 17 BoB letter (which the present writer has not found) spoke of setting up a 
technical support group for the Committee.(155) The Committee held its first meeting on October 2, 1968. All 
members of the Committee were federal agency employees except for Harold Watts of the University of 
Wisconsin's Institute for Research on Poverty, who had been hired by BoB's Office of Statistical Standards to 
serve as a consultant to the group. Merriam discussed how the poverty and low-income indexes had been 
developed. She noted that the thresholds were adjusted for price changes "on the basis of food prices, although 
we now think use of a somewhat broader price index would be better, but this is a very minor question. The real 
issue is how often adjustments should be made to reflect changes in the level of living. I stated our reason for 
recommending that the 1967 levels thresholds reflect the new food expenditure patterns shown in the 
Department of Agriculture's '65 Household Food Consumption survey, but stressed that there was no scientific 
basis either for establishing a poverty index in the first place or for decisions as to how it should be changed." 
Additional issues were discussed--the Agriculture Department food plans, the appropriate income concept to 
use, and whether it was desirable to set relative poverty levels. A CEA representative commented that "from the 
political point of view one simply could not increase the poverty level in a year when employment was good." 
Later in the meeting "it was emphasized that with respect to overall government policy it was essential that 
means be found for 'score-keeping' without sudden shifts in the level poverty threshold. A consistent measure, 
adjusted basically for price movement, is necessary in order to measure the effect of government policies and 
changes in the economy upon the number of families and persons below a 'poverty' income level." Near the end 
of the meeting, Committee members were asked to nominate persons from their agencies to serve on the 
technical group "to support the work of the Committee." (Names for this group were supplied later; one of them 
was Orshansky.) "Two assignments were given to the technical group: (1) to consider the matter of year to year 
price adjustment and to recommend an index, or appropriate alternatives, and (2) to explore the subject of 
varying poverty levels by geographic areas; whether it is feasible to do this; if so, how many areas; consideration 
of the farm non-farm problem."(156)

The Technical Staff prepared papers on the two assigned subjects and presented them to the Committee, which 
discussed the issues in question.(157) On January 6, 1969, the Committee Chairman presented a proposal for 
1969 (applicable to data for 1968) under which the poverty thresholds would be indexed by applying the 
Consumer Price Index (rather than the per capita cost of the economy food plan) to the poverty thresholds at the 
economy level for the base year 1963. Under this proposal, no change was to be made in either the 
farm/nonfarm ratio or the food plans used to calculate the base-year thresholds.(158) At a meeting on March 7, 
the Committee accepted this proposal. It was also proposed and agreed that tabulations would be presented for 
two additional levels, one 25 percent above and one 25 percent below the poverty level. "It was recognized that 
the 25 percent above figures would be essentially the same as the SSA low-income index." It was also agreed 
that Harold Watts would be asked to prepare an exploratory paper on additional or alternative measures of 
poverty for review by the Committee.(159)

"Subsequently, the Department of Agriculture representative, Mr. Lynn Daft, who was not present at the March 7 
meeting, urged a reconsideration of the decision not to change the farm- nonfarm differential. He did not 
question Miss Faith Clark's statement that no precise determination could be made (Miss Clark represented Mr. 
Daft at the meeting) but asserted that there was strong evidence to support a reduction, to 15% or lower. I 
Lawrence N. Bloomberg, the Committee's Secretary discussed the matter with Mr. Bowman the Chairman, who 
is out of the city, by phone and he instructed me to poll the Committee and if there was agreement, or no 
objection to a reduction to 15% to inform the Census Bureau so that the tabulation plan outlined in the minutes of 
the March 7 meeting would be modified accordingly....There was a clear consensus for a change. This was a 
combination of advocacy and an expression of no objection. Accordingly, the Census Bureau has been 
instructed to reduce the...farm-nonfarm differential from 30% to 15%."(160)

Accordingly, the final form of the changes in the poverty definition that the Committee agreed to make was as 
follows:
The annual change in the Consumer Price Index was made the basis for the annual adjustment in the poverty 
thresholds, replacing the previous adjustment basis--the annual change in the per capita cost of foods in the 
economy food plan.
Farm poverty thresholds were set at 85% rather than 70% of corresponding nonfarm poverty thresholds.



Nonfarm poverty thresholds for the base year 1963 were retained, and the new annual-adjustment and 
farm/nonfarm provisions were applied to them to yield revised poverty thresholds for both earlier and later years; 
revised poverty population data for 1959 and subsequent years were tabulated using the revised thresholds.(161)

(The table on the next page shows weighted average poverty thresholds for a nonfarm family of four for 1959-
1967 on the unrevised basis and for 1959-1990 on the revised basis.)
Poverty thresholds for a nonfarm family of four, 1959-1990-- unrevised and revised definitions
Unrevised (pre-1969) Revised (post-1969) basis--indexed basis--indexed Year by food plan by CPI
1959 $3,059 $ 2,973 1960 NA 3,022 1961 NA 3,054 1962 NA 3,089 1963 (base year) 3,128 3,128 1964 3,128 
3,169 1965 3,200 3,223 1966 3,335 3,317
1967* 3,335 3,410 
1968 3,553 1969 3,743 1970 3,968 1971 4,137 1972 4,275 1973 4,540 1974 5,038 1975 5,500 1976 5,815 1977 
6,191 1978 6,662 
1979 7,412 1980 8,414 1981 9,287 1982 9,862 1983 10,178 1984 10,609 1985 10,989 1986 11,203 1987 
11,611 1988 12,092 
1989 12,674 1990 13,359 
*the last year for which thresholds indexed by the food plan were calculated
Sources: Unrevised thresholds--U.S. Bureau of the Census, Current Population Reports, Series P-23, No. 28 
(cited in footnote 162); Putnam, p. 278 in Technical Paper I (with 1964 threshold on unrounded basis to match 
1963 threshold--cf. "Who's Who Among the Poor...", p. 4)
Revised thresholds--U.S. Bureau of the Census, Current Population Reports, Series P-60, No. 175, Poverty in 
the United States: 1990, Washington, D.C., U.S. Government Printing Office, August 1991, p. 194, Table A-1 
(For a table showing nonfarm poverty thresholds for families of different sizes since 1959, see Table 3.E1 in the 
Social Security Bulletin, Annual Statistical Supplement for 1991 and more recent years.)
These two changes--the new annual-adjustment and farm/nonfarm provisions--comprise the 1969 revision in the 
poverty definition. The changes were described and explained in a Census Bureau publication issued on August 
12, 1969.(162) On August 29, 1969, the Bureau of the Budget issued an amendment to a BoB circular(163) which 
directed all federal Executive-Branch agencies to use the revised-definition poverty statistics and thresholds (as 
issued by the Census Bureau) for statistical purposes. It was this action that made the Orshansky thresholds (on 
the revised-definition basis) the Federal Government's official statistical poverty thresholds.
As can be seen in the description above, SSA's low-income or near-poverty index was not included in the 1969 
revision of the poverty definition. However, the 1969 revision did include a provision that figures be published on 
the population below 125 percent of the poverty level. As noted on p. 30, that income level was recognized as 
being "essentially the same as the SSA low-income index."(164) By 1971, the term "near-poverty" was being 
applied to that income level, with the term "near-poor" being applied to the population between 100 percent and 
125 percent of the poverty level.(165)

As early as 1967, activist scholars S.M. Miller, Martin Rein, Pamela Roby, and Bertram Gross had anticipated an 
outcome such as occurred in 1968-1969, writing, "We believe that poverty lines based upon budget-oriented 
approaches will continue to be inadequate because of the deep political implications which each upward 
adjustment involves. Although a budget-based poverty line may be rapidly falling farther behind the rising 
standard of living enjoyed by the rest of the population, it will not be adjusted upward until that change appears 
politically feasible."(166) After the decision not to raise the poverty line had been made, Miller and Roby wrote, "In 
the 1960's, unlike earlier periods, the budget-oriented estimates of the poverty line have not changed to keep up 
with changes in average styles of life. This break with previous practice is because of political, not conceptual, 
constraints."(167) Expressing similar insights, Canadian economist Lars Osberg wrote in 1984 (in a book on 
economic inequality in the U.S.), "Unfortunately, once three times the subsistence food budget became 
enshrined in 1963 as the poverty line, it has become very difficult to make the periodic revisions to the 
subsistence budget which were normal before 1963. As a result, 'subsistence' as officially defined has fallen 
further and further below the average American's standard of living."(168)

In a 1970 newspaper interview, Orshansky commented that the 1969 decision "tends to freeze the poverty line 
despite changes in buying habits and changes in acceptable living standards."(169)

The "Low-Income" Terminology Shift and the 1971-1972 Technical Committee on Poverty Statistics
The 1971 attempt during the Nixon Administration to replace the terms "poverty" and "poor" with the term "low-
income" (see below) had two possible precursors, one inside and one outside the federal statistical system, 
although no direct connection has been traced between either possible precursor and the 1971 attempt.
Specifications for publishing poverty data from the 1970 Decennial Census were prepared about mid-1968, and 
were reviewed by advisory committees and government agencies interested in such data. Some reviewers 
criticized the use of the word "poverty" in Decennial Census publications. Some held that "poverty" data should 
not be published in the regular Decennial Census publications, asserting that the Census Bureau had never 
before published data based on value judgments. To respond to these and other criticisms, the Census Bureau 



completely revised its publication specifications; one of the changes which was made was to replace the word 
"poverty" with the term "low income," with the hope that the latter would be "less objectionable." (This change 
had been made by June 1969, when it was described in an unpublished paper.)(170)

In early February 1970, Carol Khosrovi, the Office of Economic Opportunity's Congressional relations chief, 
circulated a memorandum to her staff which stated that the poor should be called "low income individuals." Two 
weeks later, on February 23, Donald Rumsfeld, the Director of OEO, issued a memo stating that the use of the 
term "poor" was "accurate and entirely appropriate, reports to the contrary notwithstanding."(171)

Beginning at the end of June 1971, there was an Executive Branch attempt to replace the terms "poverty" and 
"poor" with the term "low-income." A July 1 memo concerning a meeting of the interagency Technical Committee 
on Poverty Statistics (see below) mentions "A discussion of replacement terminology for the term 'poverty'," and 
says that "Miss Martin has discussed this item individually with most of you"(172) (implying discussions that 
occurred before July 1). A July 16 New York Times story said that "a Federal interagency committee is 
considering eliminating the word 'poverty' from official reports....at least one agency, the Census Bureau, already 
plans to use 'low-income level' on the ground that it is technically more precise than the word 'poverty'....The new 
redefinition effort is one of several actions that have come following a census report May 7 showing an increase 
in poverty in calendar year 1970, which some Administration officials regarded as politically embarrassing."(173),

(174)

A Census Bureau report(175) issued on June 24, 1971, was still using the word "poverty," but the next Census 
report(176) in that series, issued in July 1971, had begun using the term "low income." In Census Bureau 
publications issued during this period, although a footnote would generally state that "In the text of this report, 
the terms 'poverty' and 'low-income' are used interchangeably,"(177) only the term "low-income" was used in 
publication titles and table headings. This went on for about four years. A Census Bureau report(178) issued in 
January 1975 was still using the term "low-income" in the title, but the next Census report(179) in that series, 
issued in July 1975, had resumed using the term "poverty" in the title. A Census report(180) issued in September 
1975 had resumed using the word "poverty" in table headings, but one Census poverty report(181) (while using 
the word "poverty" in the title) was still using the term "low-income" in table headings as late as January 1976. 
Although the term "low- income" may still be used as a synonym for "poverty" or "poor," it is not the principal term 
for the Orshansky poverty concept.(182)

In 1971--apparently in July--the Office of Management and Budget established a federal interagency Technical 
Committee on Poverty Statistics. (Orshansky was one of the members of the Committee.) This Committee held 
its first (known) meeting on July 13. There were two items on the agenda for the first meeting: the possible 
replacement of the term "poverty" by a term such as "low income"; and the definition of poverty areas to be used 
in future Census tabulations.(183) The minutes of the meeting note that "'Low income' or 'low income level' are the 
only alternative nomenclature which have been offered to this point. Arguments in favor of changing the term 
'poverty' to a more neutral term like 'low income' include both the facts that low-income is a less value-laden term 
and that it is a more accurate description of the statistic. The term 'poverty' in common usage suggests low 
assets and future vulnerability to low income as well as existing low income. The statistic measures only those 
below an income index level determined by family size, the sex of the family head, the age of family members 
and place of residence. In opposition to the change, it was argued both that the term has been used for 8 years 
and is now reaching the point of being a technical term and that changing the label at this time might lead to 
serious public relations problems."(184) A discussion of the effects of a possible terminology shift on legislative 
and administrative requirements led to a request that agency representatives provide lists of the uses of the 
terms "poverty" and "low income" in their agencies. "Discussion of poverty area definitions was incomplete due 
to the length of the meeting."(185)

By October, consideration was being given to establishing a policy committee to which the Technical Committee 
would serve as staff and which might initiate changes in the poverty definition.(186) (No such policy committee 
was actually appointed.) When the possibility of a policy committee was raised in the Technical Committee's 
October 5 meeting, "it was pointed out that there should be recorded in a statement to the policy committee not 
only the pros and cons of changing the poverty nomenclature but also that a majority of the technicians were 
opposed to a change in nomenclature." In this meeting the Committee also discussed poverty area definitions 
and also briefly discussed possible alternative measures of poverty.(187) The last meeting of the Committee of 
which the present writer has found any record was on May 25, 1972.(188)

The Technical Committee agreed to a new definition of poverty areas.(189) In June 1972, the Committee 
completed a report on administrative and legislative uses of the terms "poverty" and "low-income."(190) The 
Committee did not make any changes in the poverty definition.
The 1973 Interagency Subcommittees on Cash Income, on Non-Cash Income, and on Updating the 
Poverty Threshold



In April 1973, the Office of Management and Budget's Statistical Policy Division requested the Interagency 
Committee on Income Distribution and the Interagency Committee on Poverty Statistics to conduct a thorough 
review of the federal statistics in those areas. Subcommittees were formed to study the following topics: updating 
the poverty threshold; improving the measurement of cash income; and measuring noncash income.(191) This 
was the most recent federal interagency review of the poverty measure which made recommendations for 
significant changes in the poverty measure. This review is also significant because many of the professionals 
who conducted it had been working with poverty and income concepts for years; they were familiar not only with 
these concepts themselves but also with the contexts in which they had been developed and (in a number of 
cases) with what had been done before the existing concepts were put in place. (By the end of the decade, a 
number of these professionals were no longer with the federal government due to retirement and other reasons.)
The three subcommittees made final reports during the summer of 1973; along with a consolidated report of the 
three subcommittee chairpersons, the subcommittee reports were transmitted to OMB in September 1973.(192)

The Subcommittee on Measurement of Cash Income made a number of specific recommendations for improving 
the reporting of income on the Current Population Survey. The Subcommittee also recommended "a separate 
income survey vehicle that would encompass many of the items not covered in the CPS....to collect better 
money (and nonmoney) income data."(193) This last recommendation was one of the sources that ultimately led 
to the development of the Survey of Income and Program Participation.(194)

The Subcommittee on Non-Cash Income discussed a draft conceptual framework for measuring non-money 
income that was "worth further exploration"; agreed on some priority areas for research; and reviewed available 
data and data needs in the areas of food, health, and housing. "The Subcommittee agreed that income in-kind 
was received by families throughout the income distribution.(195) They felt that an attempt should be made to 
value the income received in-kind for all recipients and not just those...at the low end of the distribution....They 
were also concerned that in many areas valuing income in-kind at the cost to the distributor would overstate the 
income-value that the recipient derives from the income component."(196) The Subcommittee supported the Cash 
Subcommittee's recommendation for a new income survey vehicle.(197)

The Subcommittee on Updating the Poverty Threshold, recognizing that nutritional standards and consumption 
patterns change over time, recommended that the relationships contained in the poverty series--e.g., the 
appropriate minimum standard of nutrition and the multiplier derived from the average proportion of family 
income spent on food--be updated every ten years, while retabulating poverty data for the previous ten years 
using the new thresholds to make comparisons over time possible. "...the logical time for the earliest updating of 
the threshold would be after the 1974 revision of the economy food plan....the ratio of income/food expenditures 
from the Department of Agriculture's 1965 food expenditure survey would be the most appropriate of the 
available choices for the derivation of a new multiplier."(198) The Subcommittee considered this recommendation 
"a workable position between having an out-of-date absolute measure and having an up-to-date measure which 
is difficult to use for making comparisons over time...." "The Subcommittee recognizes the need for more 
frequent studies of household food consumption surveys in order to permit evaluation of the need for basic 
adjustment in the poverty threshold at five year intervals, as opposed to the Subcommittee's recommended ten 
year revision cycle." The Subcommittee also noted that "The factor by which the food budget is multiplied to 
obtain the poverty threshold should be consistent with the income definition used for the full income distribution. 
Thus, if noncash income is included in the income distribution, it should be included in both parts of the food to 
nonfood factor"--more precisely, in both parts of the food-to-total-income ratio from which the multiplier is 
derived.(199) The Subcommittee also recommended "a long-term statistical research effort which will provide the 
basis for the development and evaluation of improvements in the measurement of poverty." The Subcommittee 
noted that even if data were at some point to become available "suitable for making place-to-place comparisons 
of costs of living....the desirability of introducing such variation in the poverty threshold by region and/or 
metropolitan/nonmetropolitan residence is open to question. Moreover, the Subcommittee recommends deletion 
of the current differentiation between farm and nonfarm poverty thresholds."(200) However, no changes were 
made in the poverty definition as the result of the 1973 review of poverty and income statistics.(201)

The Poverty Studies Task Force and Its 1976 Report, The Measure of Poverty...
The Education Amendments of 1974 (P.L. 93-380) included provisions which revised the formula under which 
funds were distributed to states and school districts for the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) 
Title I program for educationally deprived children. Instead of using the number of children from families with 
incomes below $2,000 a year, the revised formula used the number of children from families with incomes below 
the Orshansky poverty index.(202) Presumably because of the introduction of the Orshansky poverty index into 
the fund distribution formula, section 823 of the Education Amendments of 1974 included a requirement that the 
Assistant Secretary of Education in the Department of Health, Education, and Welfare (HEW) supervise "a 
thorough study of the manner in which the relative measure of poverty for use in the ESEA Title I program may 
be more accurately and currently developed."(203)



At the end of 1974 an interagency Poverty Studies Task Force was established under the leadership of HEW to 
respond to the section 823 requirement. (Orshansky was one of the members of the Task Force.) This Task 
Force undertook an intensive review of the current measure of poverty and of the implications of various 
alternative measurement schemes.(204) Two roughly contemporary pieces of legislation had contained 
requirements for related work. Section 312(d) of the Comprehensive Employment and Training Act of 1973 had 
required the Secretary of Labor to "develop methods to establish and maintain more comprehensive household 
budget data at different levels of living, including a level of adequacy..." emphasis added.(205) Section 102(a)(8) 
of the Housing and Community Development Act of 1974 gave the Secretary of Housing and Urban 
Development authority to make adjustments in the Orshansky poverty level, "if feasible and appropriate and in 
the sole discretion of the Secretary, for regional or area variations in income and cost of living...."(206) Because of 
these related requirements, the Poverty Studies Task Force broadened the coverage of its study to include 
implications of the findings for poverty-related programs of all affected federal departments and agencies.(207) A 
final report, The Measure of Poverty: A Report to Congress as Mandated by The Education Amendments of 
1974, was submitted to Congress in April 1976. This report thoroughly explored all the issues involved in 
developing and revising poverty measures, gathering extensive supporting information which was presented in 
the report itself and in 17 Technical Papers. (Technical Paper XI, "Update of the Orshansky Index," was never 
published.) While additional research has subsequently been done in a number of areas, a knowledge of the 
contents of this report and the associated Technical Papers is still important for anyone with a serious interest in 
U.S. poverty definition and measurement. The report did not recommend specific changes in the current poverty 
measure.
One section of the report, entitled "Orshansky Update" (pp. 75-77), presented four possible alternative poverty 
measures constructed by Orshansky. To a great extent, the section was a sensitivity analysis of possible 
alternative poverty thresholds. It noted (p. 75) that "many critical judgments significantly affect the level of the 
current poverty lines. These judgments pertain to: the level of food plans considered as adequate, the multiplier 
relating total income requirements to the cost of the food, the appropriateness of before-tax or after-tax 
income....To understand how significant these judgments can be, one need only consider the implications of 
using the low-cost food plan rather than the economy food plan and using a 5:1 rather than the 3:1 multiplier. 
These two changes, both within the range of reasonable judgment and based on statistical interpretations, would 
more than double the official poverty thresholds and would include about one-third of the population as poor." 
The four alternative poverty measures presented were all based on a multiplier of 3.4 derived from the 1965 
Household Food Consumption Survey, and used revised food plans that were also based on data from the 1965 
survey. In other words, they represented the type of poverty thresholds that SSA and Orshansky would have 
liked to introduce in 1968. The table on the next page compares the official weighted average poverty thresholds 
for 1974 with alternative poverty measures for the same year based on the thrifty and low-cost food plans.(208)

(Note that the alternative measures shown extend the family unit size range to 11 persons or more--see pp. 75-
76 of The Measure of Poverty.)
Weighted Average Poverty Thresholds for 1974--Official and Alternative Revised--based on Revised--based on 
thrifty plan low-cost plan Ratio to Ratio to Size of Official family unit thresholds 
1 person (under age 65) $2,557 $ 3,868 1.51 $ 4,467 1.75 (aged 65 or over) 2,352 3,459 1.47 3,956 1.68
2 persons (head under 65) 3,294 4,835 1.47 6,204 1.88 (head 65 or over) 2,958 4,324 1.46 5,494 1.86
3 persons 3,910 5,052 1.29 6,450 1.65 4 persons 5,008 6,366 1.27 8,118 1.62 5 persons 5,912 7,645 1.29 9,737 
1.65 6 persons 6,651 9,228 1.39 11,742 1.77 7 persons ) ( 10,039 NA 12,765 NA 8 persons ) 8,165 ( 11,120 NA 
14,138 NA 9 persons ) ( 12,182 NA 15,479 NA 10 persons ) ( 13,255 NA 16,837 NA 11 persons or more ) 
( 14,683 NA 18,687 NA
Source: The Measure of Poverty, p. 76, Table 8.
Technical Paper I of The Measure of Poverty--"Documentation of Background Information and Rationale for 
Current Poverty Matrix"--was compiled by Orshansky. It includes "Children of the Poor," "Counting the Poor: 
Another Look...", and five more of Orshansky's poverty articles published in the Social Security Bulletin between 
July 1963 and March 1968; otherwise unpublished 1970 papers on the history of the poverty thresholds by 
Orshansky and by Israel Putnam of OEO; Orshansky's February 1969 Monthly Labor Review article, "How 
poverty is measured"; the August 1969 Census Bureau report announcing the revision in the poverty series; 
excerpts on poverty from the 1964-1969 Reports of the Council of Economic Advisers; and several other 
poverty-line- related items. It is obviously a very useful historical source on the development and history of the 
poverty thresholds.(209)

The Selection of a Version of the Consumer Price Index (the CPI-U rather than the CPI-W) for Indexing 
the Poverty Thresholds (ca. 1980)
In January 1978, the Bureau of Labor Statistics introduced a second version of its Consumer Price Index--the 
Consumer Price Index for All Urban Consumers (CPI-U)--in addition to the existing version, the Consumer Price 
Index for Urban Wage Earners and Clerical Workers (CPI-W). This presented Census Bureau personnel with the 



question of which version of the index they should use to update the poverty thresholds annually for inflation. In 
late January 1979, the Bureau's poverty statistics staff put out an estimate of the weighted average poverty 
thresholds for calendar year 1978.(210),(211) The note explaining the calculation included the following sentences: 
"As in previous years, the average annual change was computed on the basis of the CPI for urban wage earners 
and clerical workers. The new CPI for all urban consumers was not used because comparable 1977 figures are 
not available." Sample calculations comparing the detailed poverty threshold matrix for 1978(212) with the detailed 
matrix for 1977(213) show that the 1978 detailed thresholds were calculated by using the increase of the 1978 
CPI-W over the 1977 CPI(-W). The decision to do this must have been made by November 1979--the publication 
date for the advance report on income and poverty in 1978(214)--since there was no change in the 1978 weighted 
average poverty thresholds between the 1978 advance report (p. 27, Table 17) and the 1978 final report (p. 208, 
Table A-3).
Sample calculations comparing the detailed poverty threshold matrix for 1979(215) with the detailed matrix for 
1978 show that the 1979 detailed thresholds were calculated by using the increase of the 1979 CPI-U over the 
1978 CPI-U (and not either the 1979 CPI-W over the 1978 CPI-W, or the 1979 CPI-U over the 1978 CPI-W). The 
decision to do this must have been made by October 1980--the publication date for the advance report on 
income and poverty in 1979(216)--since there was no revision in the 1979 weighted average poverty thresholds 
from the 1979 advance report (p. 28, Table 17) to the 1979 final report (p. 207, Table A-3).
Accordingly, it appears that the decision to use the CPI-U rather than the CPI-W to update the poverty thresholds 
annually for inflation was probably made at some point between November 1979 and October 1980. 
(Alternatively, based on the note on the calculation of the preliminary estimated weighted average thresholds for 
1978, there may have been an intention from the beginning to use the CPI-U which was not put into effect for the 
first year because of an overscrupulous reluctance to use the increase of the 1978 CPI-U over the 1977 CPI
(-W).) The present writer has been unable to find any record of discussions or deliberations about the decision to 
use the CPI-U. The decision may simply have mirrored the decision made at roughly the same time to adjust 
Census median family income data for inflation using the CPI-U rather than the CPI-W. This decision was the 
only decision about a change in the current official poverty definition which was not made by a federal 
interagency committee.
As indicated above, the level of the 1978 poverty thresholds reflects the increase in the CPI-W from 1977 (181.5) 
to 1978 (195.3), while the level of the 1979 poverty thresholds reflects the increase in the CPI-U from 1978 
(195.4) to 1979 (217.4). The keen-eyed reader will note, however, that this means that the poverty thresholds 
were never adjusted to reflect the difference between the 1978 CPI-W (195.3) and the 1978 CPI-U (195.4).
The 1979 Fendler/Orshansky Paper and the 1981 Revision of the Poverty Thresholds
In August 1979, Carol Fendler of the Census Bureau and Orshansky (still working at SSA) presented a paper, 
"Improving the Poverty Definition" (cited in footnote 62), at the annual meeting of the American Statistical 
Association. This paper is significant not only because of its authorship and its content but also because it was 
later specifically cited by the Census Bureau as the source of the technical changes made in the poverty 
definition in 1981 (see below). In this paper, Fendler and Orshansky discussed an updated poverty measure 
based on the thrifty food plan and a multiplier of 3.4 from the 1965 Household Food Consumption Survey. They 
also discussed several possible modifications of the detailed matrix for the current poverty measure: elimination 
of the farm/nonfarm differential by applying nonfarm thresholds to all families; eliminating separate sets of 
detailed poverty thresholds based on "the sex of the family head and the number of children in the family of a 
given size"; and expansion of the detailed poverty matrix to make the largest family size category "11 or more 
persons" rather than "Seven or more persons." The updated poverty measure they discussed was a slight 
modification of one of those presented by Orshansky on pp. 75-77 of The Measure of Poverty, while the 
modifications of the current detailed poverty matrix they discussed were among the more modest possible 
changes in the current poverty measure presented in Chapters IV and V of that report.
A slightly longer version of the paper(217) included a table showing the dollar values of the updated poverty 
measure they were using. Those dollar values are shown in the table on the next page. (They are slightly lower 
in constant dollars than the thrifty-plan revised thresholds in The Measure of Poverty because they were 
calculated using the base year 1975, while the revised thresholds in The Measure of Poverty were calculated 
using the base year 1974; see the discussion on pp. 94-96 of The Measure of Poverty.)
Updated Official 1977 thresholds 1977 Ratio to Size of nonfarm official family unit thresholds thr.
1 person (under age 65) $ 3,152 $ 4,333 1.37 (aged 65 or over) 2,906 4,064 1.40
2 persons (head under 65) 4,072 5,415 1.33 (head 65 or over) 3,666 5,080 1.39
3 persons 4,833 5,922 1.23 4 persons 6,191 7,442 1.20 5 persons 7,320 8,921 1.22 6 persons 8,261 10,751 
1.30 7 persons ) ( 11,955 NA 8 persons ) 10,216 ( 12,961 NA 9 persons ) ( 14,148 NA 10 persons ) ( 15,413 NA 
11 persons or more ) ( 17,108 NA
At a November 1979 meeting of the Interagency Committee on Income and Wealth Distribution Statistics(218), it 
was reported that the Justice Department's Task Force on Sex Discrimination had found that Statistical Policy 



Directive No. 14 the current version of the 1969 BoB directive that Executive-Branch agencies use the Census 
Bureau poverty thresholds for statistical purposes discriminated against women; the reason for this finding was 
that the (detailed) poverty thresholds for male- headed families were higher than those for female-headed 
families of the same size and composition. (Even though the male- headed/female-headed distinction had never 
been carried through to the poverty guidelines used for program eligibility purposes, "the use of separate male 
and female thresholds may have a significant impact on program evaluation uses.") It was stated that "the 
Committee should examine whether the poverty measure appeared to discriminate against women 
and...determine whether agreement could be reached on ways apparently discriminatory features of the poverty 
definition could be eliminated within the framework of the current measure....the Committee might wish to make 
recommendations for other changes which would not be perceived as having a significant impact on the number 
of persons counted as poor, and which would not significantly modify the structure of the current measure." In 
addition to the elimination of the male-headed/female-headed distinction, the Committee also agreed on the 
elimination of the farm/nonfarm distinction(219) and the "extension of the poverty matrix to families of up to 11 or 
more persons."(220)

The Committee's recommendations were formally written up in February 1980(221); in May 1980, the last 
recommendation was slightly modified for technical reasons to refer to families of nine or more persons.(222) (The 
May 1980 package included a proposed rewrite of Statistical Policy Directive No. 14 that specified that the 
poverty thresholds should be updated annually using the CPI-U, implying that the Census Bureau decision to 
use the CPI-U to index the thresholds may well have been made by this time.) In June 1980, the Carter 
Administration's cabinet-level Statistical Policy Coordination Committee approved these changes in the poverty 
definition; briefing packages about the changes were sent to the Office of Management and Budget and to the 
Congressional Budget Office (for distribution to appropriate Congressional committee staff members) in March 
1981.(223) After the change of presidential administrations, the earlier approval of the changes was reviewed and 
approved in November 1981 by the Reagan Administration's Working Group on Economic Statistics of the 
Cabinet Council on Economic Affairs.(224) The Census Bureau published an announcement of the changes in the 
poverty definition on page 62674 of the December 28, 1981, issue of the Federal Register. The three changes, 
as described below, comprise the 1981 revision in the poverty definition(225):
The farm/nonfarm differential in poverty thresholds was eliminated by applying nonfarm thresholds to all families. 
(This was mathematically equivalent to setting farm thresholds at 100 percent of nonfarm thresholds.)
The detailed matrix of poverty thresholds had previously included separate sets of thresholds for "Families with a 
female householder, no husband present" and "All other families" (the current Census Bureau terms--more 
precise, but longer--for what used to be called "female-headed" and "male-headed" families). This distinction 
was eliminated, with the two sets of thresholds being merged by averaging into a single set.
The detailed matrix of poverty thresholds was extended to make the largest family size category "Nine persons 
or more" rather than "Seven or more persons." (This change was made possible by the expanded sample size of 
the CPS.)
These three changes are explicitly described (p. 9) in the Census Bureau publication cited in footnote 225 as 
"some of the changes explored in the 1979 Fendler/Orshansky paper"; besides being discussed (in slightly 
different form) on pp. 641-642 of that paper, these changes had also been discussed on pp. 75-76 and 105 of 
The Measure of Poverty. The elimination of the farm/nonfarm differential had also been recommended by the 
1973 Subcommittee on Updating the Poverty Threshold. The 1973 Subcommittee had also discussed "further 
articulation of the poverty threshold for family sizes above seven," while the same change had also been 
recommended in the April 1968 interagency meeting at which SSA had proposed to revise the poverty 
thresholds on the basis of data from the 1965 Household Food Consumption Survey.
Developments During the 1980's and the Early 1990's--Debates and "Experimental" Estimates
During the 1980's, there were extensive discussions and debates about poverty measurement--particularly about 
proposals to count government noncash benefits as income for measuring poverty without making corresponding 
changes in the poverty thresholds. There was no official committee review of the poverty thresholds during this 
period, and no changes were made in the official poverty definition. However, the Census Bureau did begin to 
publish two sets of "experimental" or "exploratory" estimates of poverty--one based on the valuation of selected 
noncash benefits as income, and one based on the use of an alternative price index.(226) Perhaps by 
coincidence, both sets of "experimental" estimates resulted in lower poverty counts.
A full treatment of the issues involved in the controversial "experimental" estimates of poverty--or even a full 
historical account of the debates on these subjects--will not be given here. (However, note the articles, books, 
and other items cited in footnote 230.) The biggest of these debates involves proposals to count noncash 
benefits as income for purposes of measuring poverty. In the context of the history of the poverty thresholds, it is 
evident that the proponents of the valuation of noncash benefits as income generally ignore the principle 
enunciated by the 1973 Subcommittee on Updating the Poverty Threshold and by Technical Paper VII of The 
Measure of Poverty (1976)--that if noncash benefits are to be counted as income for the purpose of measuring 



poverty, they should also be counted as income in the calculation of the multiplier used to compute the poverty 
thresholds.(227) The same basic principle has been reiterated by a number of persons and groups since then. In 
particular, the National Research Council's Panel on Poverty and Family Assistance (see next section) put great 
emphasis on the principle that in poverty measurement, the definition of family resources income used should be 
consistent with the concept underlying the poverty thresholds.(228) The Panel noted that this consistency principle 
is violated by "experimental" poverty figures (such as those published by the Census Bureau since the 1980's) 
that add the value of public and private health insurance to families' resources without adjusting the thresholds to 
account for medical care needs; the Panel said that such measures "should be discontinued."(229)

Significant salvoes in the debate on poverty and noncash benefits go back as far as the mid-1970's.(230)

Responding to factors arising out of this debate, the Census Bureau issued its first paper on the valuation of 
noncash benefits and poverty in 1982.(231) By late 1983, the Director of the Office of Management and Budget, 
David Stockman, was publicly urging that noncash benefits valued at market value (the highest of several 
alternatives being discussed) should be included as income for the purpose of measuring poverty.(232)

The second "exploratory" Census Bureau paper on valuing noncash benefits as income to measure poverty--
issued in February 1984--included a statement that "The Bureau of the Census and the Office of Management 
and Budget plan to convene a special panel of economic experts to review the noncash benefit valuation issues 
and to make recommendations concerning valuation techniques and methods for integrating these values into 
the official estimates of poverty."(233) By April it became known that the Census Bureau had chosen eight 
economists for the panel, with concurrence by OMB, and that the panel was to hold a single meeting, on May 18, 
which would be closed to the public and the press. The chairmen of several committees of the House of 
Representatives sent a letter expressing concerns about problems with the work of the panel, and Rep. Robert 
Matsui D-Calif. and several anti-poverty groups filed suit in federal court seeking to open the panel meeting to 
the public. While contending that the panel was not covered by the Federal Advisory Committee Act (which 
requires public access to meetings of such committees), the Census Bureau announced in a May 3 letter that it 
had canceled the meeting.(234)

On December 12-14, 1985, the Census Bureau held a conference in Williamsburg, Virginia, on the measurement 
of noncash benefits. "The purpose of the conference is to allow persons outside the Census Bureau to review 
the methodologies used to value noncash benefits to measure poverty in these Census Bureau technical papers 
and, more specifically, to address the following issues: 1. What types of cash receipts and noncash benefits 
should be included in the Census Bureau's definition of income? 2. What are the most appropriate 
methodologies for valuing various noncash benefits? 3. If income is defined to include noncash benefits, what 
are the issues of data comparability for the current income and poverty measures? 4. What are the implications 
for Federal laws requiring the use of poverty data in allocating funds to states and local areas?"(235) The 
conference was attended by 115 persons--23 from the Census Bureau, 40 from universities and nonprofit 
research organizations, 16 from public interest groups and other private sector organizations, and 36 from other 
government agencies and Congressional committees.(236) (Orshansky was one of the invited attendees at the 
conference. The present writer was also one of the invited attendees.) "The conference attendees were not 
asked to produce a set of recommendations....Most participants at the noncash conference agreed that poverty 
thresholds would have to be changed if the value of medical care were to be included in the income 
definition."(237) One volume of proceedings was published (see footnote 236). Comments about the conference 
are available in the 1986 Congressional hearing document cited in footnote 57 and in a 1986 General 
Accounting Office (GAO) report requested by several members of Congress.(238) In 1986 and 1987 GAO also 
issued two reports on the Census Bureau's experimental valuation methods for noncash benefits.(239)

In January 1990, the Bush Administration approved an initiative on improving the quality of federal economic 
statistics. One of several dozen statistical series which was examined as part of this initiative was the federal 
poverty measure; under "Family Income and Poverty," the CEA press release on the initiative described the 
following "suggested improvements": "Begin research on developing a new benchmark estimate of poverty 
appropriate to prices, consumption patterns and family composition in the 1990s; and continue publication of the 
experimental estimates of real family income and poverty." The appendix on the initiative in the 1990 CEA report 
noted (p. 284) that "the poverty index we use is based on research that was done in the 1950s and 1960s and 
may not be well suited to the 1990s. Although most major statistical series are revised every 5 years to reflect 
current price, consumption, and production patterns, the official poverty measure has not had a significant 
revision in over 25 years." It went on to mention the experimental Census Bureau estimates of poverty using 
different definitions of income and price changes, and concluded, "Nevertheless, our basic understanding of 
appropriate measures of poverty remains far from complete. Additional research on relevant prices, consumption 
patterns, and family composition in the 1990s is needed to improve our understanding of the level and 
distribution of economic need in this country."(240) In June-July 1990, an interagency working subgroup on 
poverty, composed of employees from a number of Executive-Branch agencies, prepared a draft agenda for 



possible research on poverty measurement and submitted it to the Council of Economic Advisers. No further 
actions on poverty measurement were taken by federal Executive- Branch agencies pursuant to this initiative.(241)

The National Research Council's Panel on Poverty and Family Assistance
As reported by the House Appropriations Committee in July 1990, the Fiscal Year 1991 Labor/Health and 
Human Services/Education appropriation bill included the provision of $600,000 to the Bureau of Labor Statistics 
"to enable the Bureau to develop, in conjunction with the National Academy of Sciences, appropriate methods of 
revising the current official poverty measure. The Bureau should contract with the National Academy for a study 
to provide a basis for the revision."(242) The Senate Appropriations Committee version of that bill noted that the 
Senate Committee "did not...agree with the House recommendation of $600,000 for revising the current official 
poverty measure; this matter would appear to be more appropriately considered under Department of Commerce 
appropriations, as a Bureau of the Census activity."(243) In the conference on the bill, the Senate receded, so that 
the House provision was adopted, even though it was not reflected in the text of the final appropriations act(244)

(P.L. 101-517--104 Stat. 2196). The Bureau of Labor Statistics transferred the funds to the Census Bureau. In 
February 1992, the Census Bureau signed a contract with the National Academy of Sciences for a combined 
study responding to the Congressional directive for a study on poverty and to another Congressional directive 
(under the Family Support Act of 1988--P.L. 100-485) calling for a National Academy of Sciences study on 
various issues related to family assistance and welfare programs. (The Department of Health and Human 
Services transferred funds to the Census Bureau to support the public-assistance-related portion of the study.)
Under the Census Bureau contract implementing the Congressional directive, in June 1992 the Committee on 
National Statistics of the National Academy of Sciences convened a panel of academic experts (the Panel on 
Poverty and Family Assistance) to conduct a 30-month, two-part study. One part of the study was a study of 
statistical issues involved in measuring and understanding poverty. (The other part of the study was a study of 
statistical issues that would be involved if a national minimum welfare public assistance benefit for low income 
families with children were to be established.) The study was to focus on concepts, information needs, and 
measurement methods for such purposes.(245)

The Panel on Poverty and Family Assistance published its report(246) of its study in May 1995. In the report, the 
Panel proposed a new approach for developing an official poverty measure for the U.S.--although it did not 
propose a specific set of dollar figures.
In its report, the Panel acknowledged Mollie Orshansky's work in developing the current poverty line--"a poverty 
measure that proved broadly acceptable and widely useful."(247) However, the Panel argued that "the current 
poverty measure has weaknesses both in the implementation of the threshold concept and in the definition of 
family resources. Changing social and economic conditions over the last three decades have made these 
weaknesses more obvious and more consequential. As a result, the current measure does not accurately reflect 
differences in poverty across population groups and across time. We conclude that it would be inadvisable to 
retain the current measure for the future."(248)

The Panel's proposal would continue to define poverty as economic deprivation.(249) Rather than deriving poverty 
thresholds using a food plan and a multiplier, the Panel's proposal would derive a poverty threshold that would 
comprise a combined budget allowance for food, clothing, and shelter (including utilities), plus a small additional 
amount to allow for other needs (e.g., household supplies, personal care, and non-work-related transportation). 
To develop a poverty threshold for its reference family (two adults and two children), the Panel's proposal would 
set the food/clothing/shelter budget allowance as a percentage--the Panel said that 78 to 83 percent would be a 
reasonable range--of median annual expenditures by all two- adult/two-child families for these items according to 
the Consumer Expenditure Survey. (The Panel also expressed the food/clothing/shelter budget allowance range 
as the amount spent for these items by two-adult/two-child families at the 30th to 35th percentiles of the 
distribution for spending on these items by such families.) The threshold would be derived by applying a 
relatively small multiplier (between 1.15 and 1.25) to the food/clothing/shelter budget allowance.(250) After 
adjusting for the differences between the Panel's family resources concept see below and the current official 
Census definition of income, the range proposed by the Panel for the new threshold would be between 14 and 
33 percent higher than the current poverty threshold; this would take into account the real growth in the general 
population's standard of living since the official poverty thresholds were first established three decades ago see 
next paragraph.(251)

The Panel's proposal would update its poverty threshold each year to reflect changes in food/clothing/shelter 
expenditures by two-adult/two-child families in the general population (using a three-year average of 
expenditures to moderate business-cycle- related fluctuations).(252) In other words, the Panel's threshold would 
rise in real terms over time as the real standard of living of the general population increased. The Panel cited 
considerable historical evidence that successive absolute poverty lines and budgets rise in real terms over time 
as the real income of the general population rises.(253) "...we conclude that the relevant question is not whether 



poverty thresholds should be updated for changes in real consumption, but whether they should be updated on a 
sporadic or on a regular basis."(254)

The Panel put great emphasis on the principle that in poverty measurement, the definition of family resources 
income used should be consistent with the concept underlying the poverty thresholds.(255) The Panel noted that 
the current poverty measure violates this consistency principle, since poverty thresholds calculated on the basis 
of after-tax money income are applied to before-tax money income data.(256) On the same grounds, the Panel 
criticized "experimental" poverty figures (such as those published by the Census Bureau since the 1980's) that 
add the value of public and private health insurance to families' resources without adjusting the thresholds to 
account for medical care needs(257); the Panel said that such measures "should be discontinued."(258) On the 
basis of the consistency principle, the Panel's proposal would define family resources as "the sum of money 
income from all sources together with the value of near- money benefits (e.g., food stamps) that are available to 
buy goods and services in the budget, minus expenses that cannot be used to buy these goods and services. 
Such expenses include income and payroll taxes, child care and other work-related expenses, child support 
payments to another household, and out- of-pocket medical care costs, including health insurance 
premiums."(259)

In particular, note that the Panel's proposal would deal with the conceptual problems of medical expenses by 
excluding them from both the poverty thresholds and the definition of family resources.(260) The Panel's poverty 
thresholds would not include any allowance for medical expenses. The Panel's family resources definition would 
subtract out-of-pocket medical care costs and would not add in the value of health insurance. The Panel's 
reasons for separating the measurement of economic poverty from the measurement of medical care needs (and 
resources to meet them) are that medical care benefits are not very fungible (they cannot be spent for other 
goods such as food and housing) and that medical care needs vary widely across the population.(261)

The Panel's proposal would use a new equivalence scale to develop poverty thresholds for different family sizes 
and types from the poverty threshold for the reference family.(262)

The Panel's proposal would adjust the poverty thresholds for differences in the cost of housing across 
geographic areas; the Panel believed that housing cost differences can be measured using Decennial Census 
data. The adjustment would be made not by state but by the nine Census divisions and (within each division) the 
size of metropolitan area.(263)

The Panel proposed that "the Survey of Income and Program Participation should become the basis of official 
U.S. income and poverty statistics in place of the March income supplement to the Current Population 
Survey."(264)

Conclusion
After so many pages about the definition and measurement of poverty, perhaps the most appropriate way to 
close this paper is with a quotation from Mollie Orshansky: "Unlike some other calculations, those relating to 
poverty have no intrinsic value of their own. They exist only in order to help us make them disappear from the 
scene....With imagination, faith and hope, we might succeed in wiping out the scourge of poverty even if we don't 
agree on how to measure it."(265)
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