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Poverty in the U.S.: 
Scale & Scope of the Problem



11.1%
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And so on. . . .
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Between 2009-2012, 34.5% of 
the U.S. population had at least 
one spell of poverty lasting two 
months or more. 

U.S. Census Bureau,  
Dynamics of Economic Well-Being 



Between 2009-2012, 2.7% of the 
population was poor for the entire 
48-month period. 
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Q: Have you set aside emergency or rainy day funds that 
would cover your expenses for three months? 

No = 57.9%

Q: Could you cover your expenses for three months by 
borrowing money, using savings, selling assets, or 
borrowing from friends/family 

No = 42.2%

Source: U.S. Federal Reserve, 2014, p. 18 
http://www.federalreserve.gov/econresdata/2013-report-economic-well-being-us-households-201407.pdf
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Between 2009-2012, 49% of African Americans 
and 53% of Hispanic Americans had at least 
one spell of poverty lasting two months or more. 

U.S. Census Bureau,  
Dynamics of Economic Well-Being 
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lasting two months or more. 
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Causes of Poverty:
A State of Mind?
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Between 2009-2012, 2.7% of the population was 
poor for the entire 48-month period. 

U.S. Census Bureau,  
Dynamics of Economic Well-Being



*about 1 in 5 men
and 1 in 6 women 
die within 5 years 
after they start 
collecting DI 
benefits. . . . .
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http://livingwage.mit.edu/metros/23420

(now $10.50)
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http://www.cepr.net/index.php/blogs/cepr-blog/update-low-
wage-worker-1979-2013

typical low-wage worker 
in US in 2013 = middle-
aged white woman 
with children (and a HS 
diploma or some 
college)

http://www.cepr.net/index.php/blogs/cepr-blog/update-low-wage-worker-1979-2013
http://www.cepr.net/index.php/blogs/cepr-blog/update-low-wage-worker-1979-2013


https://www.nytimes.com/2017/05/31/
business/economy/volatile-income-

economy-jobs.html?ref=todayspaper&_r=0

https://www.nytimes.com/2017/05/31/business/economy/volatile-income-economy-jobs.html?ref=todayspaper&_r=0
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/05/31/business/economy/volatile-income-economy-jobs.html?ref=todayspaper&_r=0
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/05/31/business/economy/volatile-income-economy-jobs.html?ref=todayspaper&_r=0


http://visualizingeconomics.com/
incomegulde/



http://www.coalitionforthehomeless.org/the-catastrophe-of-homelessness/facts-about-homelessness/



https://www.fresno.gov/citymanager/wp-content/uploads/sites/7/2016/10/10yrPlanWhitepaper_v3b.pdf

https://www.fresno.gov/citymanager/wp-content/uploads/sites/7/2016/10/10yrPlanWhitepaper_v3b.pdf


h"p://www.slate.com/blogs/moneybox/2012/04/10/
america_s_largest_housing_subsidy_the_mortgage_interest_tax_deducBon.html

http://www.slate.com/blogs/moneybox/2012/04/10/america_s_largest_housing_subsidy_the_mortgage_interest_tax_deduction.html
http://www.slate.com/blogs/moneybox/2012/04/10/america_s_largest_housing_subsidy_the_mortgage_interest_tax_deduction.html


http://
www.washingtonp

ost.com/news/
wonkblog/wp/

2015/09/30/jeb-
bush-says-black-
voters-get-free-
stuff-so-does-he/

http://www.washingtonpost.com/news/wonkblog/wp/2015/09/30/jeb-bush-says-black-voters-get-free-stuff-so-does-he/
http://www.washingtonpost.com/news/wonkblog/wp/2015/09/30/jeb-bush-says-black-voters-get-free-stuff-so-does-he/
http://www.washingtonpost.com/news/wonkblog/wp/2015/09/30/jeb-bush-says-black-voters-get-free-stuff-so-does-he/
http://www.washingtonpost.com/news/wonkblog/wp/2015/09/30/jeb-bush-says-black-voters-get-free-stuff-so-does-he/
http://www.washingtonpost.com/news/wonkblog/wp/2015/09/30/jeb-bush-says-black-voters-get-free-stuff-so-does-he/
http://www.washingtonpost.com/news/wonkblog/wp/2015/09/30/jeb-bush-says-black-voters-get-free-stuff-so-does-he/
http://www.washingtonpost.com/news/wonkblog/wp/2015/09/30/jeb-bush-says-black-voters-get-free-stuff-so-does-he/
http://www.washingtonpost.com/news/wonkblog/wp/2015/09/30/jeb-bush-says-black-voters-get-free-stuff-so-does-he/


http://www.thelancet.com/series/america-equity-equality-in-health

http://www.thelancet.com/series/america-equity-equality-in-health


Poverty is common in US, and fluid

Largest group of poor people is children 

Most poor adults who can work do

There are obstacles to working or working more


care giving

disability (adults or children)

lack jobs (or suitable, accessible jobs)

low wages, irregular hours, no benefits

cost of living (esp. health care, housing)

physical health (including dental)

mental health
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Enrichment	Expenditures:	music	and	art	lessons,	books,	sports,	tutoring.

Source:	Whither	Opportunity?			Russell	Sage 8
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Source: http://
www.pewsocialtrends.org

/2011/05/15/is-college-
worth-it/
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*A majority of poor adults 
have gotten married and have 

graduated HS .  . .  
And are still  poor.

http://www.cepr.net/
index.php/blogs/cepr-blog/
contra-santorum-most-
adults-in-poverty-have-

been-married-and-
finished-high-school?
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What Can We Do About Poverty?













http://www.cbpp.org/sites/default/files/atoms/files/7-22-16pov-factsheets-ca.pdf

http://www.cbpp.org/sites/default/files/atoms/files/7-22-16pov-factsheets-ca.pdf


http://jaredbernsteinblog.com/poverty-markets-
taxes-and-transfers/

http://jaredbernsteinblog.com/poverty-markets-taxes-and-transfers/
http://jaredbernsteinblog.com/poverty-markets-taxes-and-transfers/




What CanYou Do About Poverty?





Recognize the effects of stress 
on decision-making and attitude

Stress of poverty can make IQ drop by 
14pts — equivalent of being sleep 

deprived after staying awake for 24 
hours. When stress is gone, IQ rises 

again

Living in poverty is living in a constant 
state of cognitive load due to 

financial scarcity



*HOST = children and adults who live in public and mixed-
income communities with concentrated poverty, chronic 

violence, and low levels of trust and social cohesion. 

http://www.urban.org/urban-wire/
povertys-toll-mental-health
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Look for the Hidden Rationality in What Seems 
Irrational or Irresponsible



Poor People Don’t Need Fixing

. . .  but many of the 
systems that serve 
them do. . . .



Remember that Most of Us
Will be Poor



Politics is a 
strong and slow boring 
of hard boards

--Max Weber, 1919







http://www.resourcelibrary.gcyf.org/sites/gcyf.org/
files/resources/2015/

gcyf_insight_fall_2015_web_10-27.pdf

http://www.resourcelibrary.gcyf.org/sites/gcyf.org/files/resources/2015/gcyf_insight_fall_2015_web_10-27.pdf
http://www.resourcelibrary.gcyf.org/sites/gcyf.org/files/resources/2015/gcyf_insight_fall_2015_web_10-27.pdf
http://www.resourcelibrary.gcyf.org/sites/gcyf.org/files/resources/2015/gcyf_insight_fall_2015_web_10-27.pdf


Thank You!



Questions?

https://xkcd.com/1256/





https://talkpoverty.org/2014/10/15/
reflections-on-hand-to-mouth/



https://talkpoverty.org/
2014/10/15/reflections-on-

hand-to-mouth/


