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I am for doing good to the poor, but | differ in opinion of the
means. | think the best way of doing good to the poor is not mak-

ing them easy in poverty, but leading or driving them out of it.

—Benjamin Franklin

UNDERSTANDING POVERTY IN AMERICA

BY ROBERT E. RECTOR AND KIRK A. JOHNSON, PH.D.

Poverty is an important and
emotional issue. Last year, the
Census Bureau released its annu-
al report on poverty in the United
States declaring that there were
nearly 35 million poor persons
living in this country in 2002, a
small increase from the preceding
year. To understand poverty in America, it is
important to look behind these numbers—to look
at the actual living conditions of the individuals
the government deems to be poor.

For most Americans, the word “poverty”
suggests destitution: an inability to provide a
family with nutritious food, clothing, and rea-
sonable shelter. But only a small number of the
35 million persons classified as “poor” by the
Census Bureau fit that description. While real
material hardship certainly does occur, it is lim-
ited in scope and severity. Most of America’s
“poor” live in material conditions that would be
judged as comfortable or well-off just a few gen-
erations ago. Today, the expenditures per person
of the lowest-income one-fifth (or quintile) of
households equal those of the median American
household in the early 1970s, after adjusting for
inflation.

As a group, America’s poor are far from
being chronically undernourished. The average
consumption of protein, vitamins, and minerals
is virtually the same for poor and middle-class
children and, in most cases, is well above recom-
mended norms. Poor children actually consume
more meat than do higher-income children and
have average protein intakes 100 percent above
recommended levels. Most poor children today
are, in fact, supernourished and grow up to be,
on average, one inch taller and 10 pounds heav-
ier that the GIs who stormed the beaches of
Normandy in World War II.

While the poor are generally
well-nourished, some poor fami-
lies do experience hunger, mean-
ing a temporary discomfort due
to food shortages. According to
the U.S. Department of Agricul-
ture (USDA), 13 percent of poor
families and 2.6 percent of poor
children experience hunger at some point during
the year. In most cases, their hunger is short-term.
Eighty-nine percent of the poor report their fam-
ilies have “enough” food to eat, while only 2 per-
cent say they “often” do not have enough to eat.

Overall, the typical American defined as poor
by the government has a car, air conditioning, a
refrigerator, a stove, a clothes washer and dryer,
and a microwave. He has two color televisions,
cable or satellite TV reception, a VCR or DVD
player, and a stereo. He is able to obtain med-
ical care. His home is in good repair and is not
overcrowded. By his own report, his family is
not hungry and he had sufficient funds in the
past year to meet his family’s essential needs.
While this individual’s life is not opulent, it is
equally far from the popular images of dire
poverty conveyed by the press, liberal activists,
and politicians.

Of course, the living conditions of the aver-
age poor American should not be taken as rep-
resenting all the poor. There is actually a wide
range in living conditions among the poor. For
example, over a quarter of poor households
have cell phones and telephone answering
machines, but, at the other extreme, approxi-
mately one-tenth have no phone at all. While the
majority of poor households do not experience
significant material problems, roughly a third do
experience at least one problem such as over-
crowding, temporary hunger, or difficulty get-
ting medical care.
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The best news is that remaining poverty can
readily be reduced further, particularly among
children. There are two main reasons that Amer-
ican children are poor: their parents don’t work
much, and fathers are absent from the home.

In good economic times or bad, the typical poor
family with children is supported by only 800
hours of work during a year: That amounts to 16
hours of work per week. If work in each family
were raised to 2,000 hours per year—the equiva-
lent of one adult working 40 hours per week
throughout the year—nearly 75 percent of poor
children would be lifted out of official poverty.

Father absence is another major cause of
child poverty. Nearly two-thirds of poor chil-
dren reside in single-parent homes; each year, an
additional 1.3 million children are born out of
wedlock. If poor mothers married the fathers of
their children, almost three-quarters would
immediately be lifted out of poverty.

While work and marriage are steady ladders
out of poverty, the welfare system perversely
remains hostile to both. Major programs such
as food stamps, public housing, and Medicaid
continue to reward idleness and penalize mar-
riage. If welfare could be turned around to
encourage work and marriage, remaining pover-
ty would drop quickly.

What Is Poverty?

For most Americans, the word “poverty” sug-
gests destitution: an inability to provide a fami-
ly with nutritious food, clothing, and reasonable
shelter. For example, the “Poverty Pulse” poll
taken by the Catholic Campaign for Human
Development in 2002 asked the general public
the question: “How would you describe being
poor in the U.S.?” The overwhelming majority
of responses focused on homelessness, hunger or
not being able to eat properly, and not being able
to meet basic needs.

But if poverty means lacking nutritious food,
adequate warm housing, and clothing for a fam-
ily, relatively few of the 35 million people iden-
tified as being “in poverty” by the Census
Bureau could be characterized as poor. While
material hardship does exist in the United
States, it is quite restricted in scope and severi-
ty. The average “poor” person, as defined by the
government, has a living standard far higher
than the public imagines.

Property and Amenities

Some 46 percent of poor households own

their own home. The typical home owned by
the poor is a three-bedroom house with one-
and-a-half baths. It has a garage or carport and
a porch or patio and is located on a half-acre
lot. The house was constructed in 1967 and is
in good repair. The median value of homes
owned by poor households was $86,600 in
2001 or 70 percent of the median value of all
homes owned in the United States.

Some 73 percent of poor households own a
car or truck; nearly a third own two or more
cars or trucks. Over three-quarters have air con-
ditioning; by contrast, 30 years ago, only 36
percent of the general U.S. population had air
conditioning. Nearly three-quarters of poor
households own microwaves; a third have auto-
matic dishwashers.

Poor households are well-equipped with mod-
ern entertainment technology. It should come as
no surprise that nearly all (97 percent) poor
households have color TVs, but more than half
actually own two or more color televisions. One-
quarter own large-screen televisions, 78 percent
have a VCR or DVD player, and almost two-
thirds have cable or satellite TV reception. Some
58 percent own a stereo. More than a third have
telephone answering machines, while a quarter
have personal computers. While these numbers
do not suggest lives of luxury, they are notably
different from conventional images of poverty.

Housing Conditions

A similar disparity between popular concep-
tions and reality applies to the housing condi-
tions of the poor. Most poor Americans live in
houses or apartments that are relatively spa-
cious and in good repair. Fifty-four percent of
poor households live in single-family homes,
either unattached single dwellings or attached
units such as townhouses. Another 36.4 percent
live in apartments, and 9.6 percent live in
mobile homes.

Crowding is quite rare; only 2.5 percent of
all households and 5.7 percent of poor house-
holds are crowded with more than one person
per room. By contrast, social reformer Jacob
Riis, writing on tenement living conditions
around 1890 in New York City, described
crowded families living with four or five persons
per room and some 20 square feet of living
space per person.

America’s poor compare favorably with the
general population of other nations in square



footage of living space. The average poor Amer-
ican has more square footage of living space
than does the average person living in London,
Paris, Vienna, and Munich. Poor Americans
have nearly three times the living space of aver-
age urban citizens in middle-income countries
such as Mexico and Turkey.

Hunger and Malnutrition

There are frequent charges of widespread
hunger and malnutrition in the United States. To
understand these assertions, it is important, first of
all, to distinguish between hunger and the more
severe problem of malnutrition. Malnutrition (also
called undernutrition) is a condition of reduced
health due to a chronic shortage of calories and
nutriments. There is little or no evidence of pover-
ty-induced malnutrition in the United States.

Hunger is relatively rare among U.S. chil-
dren, and it has declined sharply since the mid-
1990s. The number of hungry children was cut
by a third between 1995 and 2002.

Overall, some 97 percent of the U.S. popula-
tion lived in families that reported they had
“enough food to eat” during the entire year,
although not always the kinds of foods they
would have preferred. Around 2.5 percent stated
their families “sometimes” did not have “enough
to eat” due to money shortages, and one-half of
1 percent (0.5 percent) said they “often” did not
have enough to eat due to a lack of funds.

Among the poor, the hunger rate was obvi-
ously higher: During 2002, 12.8 percent of the
poor lived in households in which at least one
member experienced hunger at some point.
Among poor children, 2.4 percent experienced
hunger at some point in the year. Overall, most
poor households were not hungry and did not
experience food shortages during the year.

When asked, some 89 percent of poor house-
holds reported they had “enough food to eat”
during the entire year, although not always the
kinds of food they would prefer. Around 9 per-
cent stated they “sometimes” did not have
enough to eat because of a lack of money to buy
food. Another 2 percent of the poor stated that
they “often” did not have enough to eat due to
a lack of funds.

The principal nutrition-related health problem
among the poor, as with the general U.S. popula-
tion, stems from the overconsumption, not
underconsumption, of food. While overweight
and obesity are prevalent problems throughout

FEATURES

the U.S. population, they are found most fre-
quently among poor adults. Poor adult men are
slightly less likely than non-poor men to be over-
weight (30.4 percent compared to 31.9 percent);
but poor adult women are significantly more like-
ly to be overweight than are non-poor women
(47.3 percent compared to 32 percent).

Living Conditions and Hardships

Overall, the living standards of most poor
Americans are far higher than is generally
appreciated. The overwhelming majority of
poor families are well-housed, have adequate
food, and enjoy a wide range of modern ameni-
ties, including air conditioning and cable televi-
sion. Some 70 percent of poor households
report that during the course of the past year
they were able to meet “all essential expenses,”
including mortgage, rent, utility bills, and
important medical care.

The most common problem facing poor
households was late payment of rent or utilities.
While having difficulty paying monthly bills is
stressful, in most cases late payment did not
result in material hardship or deprivation.

While it is appropriate to be concerned about
the difficulties faced by some poor families, it is
important to keep these problems in perspective.
Many poor families have intermittent difficulty
paying rent or utility bills but remain very well-
housed by historic or international standards. Even
poor families who are overcrowded and hungry,
by U.S. standards, are still likely to have living con-
ditions that are far above the world average.

Reducing Child Poverty

The generally high living standards of poor
Americans are good news. Even better is the fact
that our nation can readily reduce remaining
poverty, especially among children. To accom-
plish this, we must focus on the main causes of
child poverty: low levels of parental work and
high levels of single parenthood.

In good economic times or bad, the typical
poor family with children is supported by only
800 hours of work during a year: that amounts to
16 hours of work per week. If work in each fam-
ily were raised to 2,000 hours per year—the
equivalent of one adult working 40 hours per
week through the year—nearly 75 percent of poor
children would be lifted out of official poverty.

The decline in marriage is the second major
cause of child poverty. Nearly two-thirds of poor
children reside in single-parent homes; each year,
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an additional 1.3 million children are born out of
wedlock. Increasing marriage would substantial-
ly reduce child poverty: If poor mothers married
the fathers of their children, almost three-quar-
ters would immediately be lifted out of poverty.

In recent years, the United States has estab-
lished a reasonable record in reducing child
poverty. Successful anti-poverty policies were
partially implemented in the welfare reform leg-
islation of 1996, which replaced the old Aid to
Families with Dependent Children (AFDC) pro-
gram with a new program called Temporary
Assistance to Needy Families (TANF).

A key element of this reform was a require-
ment that some welfare mothers either prepare
for work or get jobs as a condition of receiving
aid. As this requirement went into effect, wel-
fare rolls plummeted and employment of single
mothers increased in an unprecedented manner.
As employment of single mothers rose, child
poverty dropped rapidly. For example, in the
quarter-century before welfare reform, there
was no net change in the poverty rate of chil-
dren in single-mother families; after reform was
enacted, the poverty rate dropped in an
unprecedented fashion, falling from 53.1 per-
cent in 1995 to 39.8 percent in 2001.35

In general, however, welfare reform has been

limited in both scope and intensity. Even in the
TANF program, over half the adult beneficiaries
are idle on the rolls and are not engaged in
activities leading to self-sufficiency. Work
requirements are virtually nonexistent in relat-
ed programs such as food stamps and public
housing. Even worse, despite the fact that mar-
riage has enormous financial and psychological
benefits for parents and children, welfare reform
has done little or nothing to strengthen marriage
in low-income communities. Overall, the wel-
fare system continues to encourage idle depen-
dence rather than work and to reward single
parenthood while penalizing marriage.

If child poverty is to be substantially reduced,
welfare must be transformed. Able-bodied par-
ents must be required to work or prepare for
work, and the welfare system should encourage
rather than penalize marriage.

Robert E. Rector is Senior Research Fellow
in Domestic Policy Studies and Kirk A. John-
son, Ph.D., is Harry and Jeaneite Weinberg Fel-
low in Statistical Welfare Research in the Center
for Data Analysis at The Heritage Foundation.
A longer version of this paper, containing charts
and citations, is available at hitp://www.her-
itage.org/Research/Welfare/bg1713.cfm.

THE WELFARE STATE

BY STAR PARKER

Sondra was born in 1980. Her
dad was a postal worker, and her
mom worked on and off at a
variety of entry-level jobs. When
her mom got mixed up in drugs
and broke up the marriage, Son-
dra bounced between the two
homes. Before long her grades in
school reflected the chaos. If we defined pover-
ty in the context of our nation’s wealth and stan-
dards of living then Sondra would be classified
as poor. If we used a political definition to
describe the demographics of her living condi-
tions then Sondra would be classified as having
grown up in the ghetto. If the teacher’s union
were making its classic case to whine for more
federal funds for education they would use Son-
dra’s high school experience to stir up a collec-

tive sense of guilt. Even so, does
it necessarily follow that, at the
ripe old age of twenty-one, Son-
dra’s place on the welfare roll is
really a result of racism and
poverty?

Sondra got pregnant during
high school and had an abortion.
Sondra got pregnant again right after high
school and had a baby boy. When she told the
father of the child she was pregnant, he called it
a “keep a nigga baby,” a common phrase used
by inner city men who have no intention of tak-
ing care of their responsibilities. It is used by a
deadbeat dad as an epithet to keep the woman
in check, to let her know he is convinced she got
pregnant on purpose as a means to keep him in
her life. Ah, young love. It warms the heart.



