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Who is Poor in the United States? Examining the Characteristics and Workforce Participation of
Impoverished Americans

By Diane Whitmore Schanzenbach, Lauren Bauer, & Ryan Nunn

Understanding the characteristics of the poor is crucial for crafting effective anti-poverty policies. In this
Economic Analysis, we document characteristics of the 46.7 million Americans—14.8 percent of the
population—who lived in poverty in 2014. Using the Current Population Survey Annual Social and
Economic Supplement (CPS ASEC) collected in March 2015, the source of official poverty statistics, we
describe who lives in poverty as well as the characteristics of the working-age poor and those working-
age poor who were employed less than full-time year-round.’

FIGURE 1.
Characteristics of Individuals Living Below Poverty, 2014

Disabled 10% Senior citizens 10%

Students 7%

Early Not in labor
Children 35% Labor force 25% Caregivers 8% retirement 3%  force 3%
Source: Current Population Survey March Supplement 2015 THE
HAMIH‘QN
"ROJECT
BROOKINGS

! We thank Arloc Sherman of the Center on Budget and Policy Priorities for helpful comments and for recalculating
the characteristics of individuals living below poverty for calendar year 2012 using the Transfer Income Model,
version 3 (TRIM3) microsimulation model as an analysis check. TRIM3 corrects for underreporting of benefit
receipt in the CPS ASEC March and is maintained and developed by the Urban Institute, under primary funding
from the Department of Health and Human Services. Calculations using this model were within about a percentage
point of estimates using the ASEC supplement weight.



Consider the following sobering statistics, illustrated in the figure above:

e More than a third of those who live in poverty are children. More than 15.5 million children
lived in poverty in 2014.

e About 13 percent of those living in poverty are senior citizens or retired.

e A quarter of those who live in poverty are in the labor force—that is, working or seeking
employment.

e Atenth of those in poverty are disabled.

e Eight percent of those living in poverty are caregivers, meaning that they report caring for
children or family.

e Students, either full- or part-time, make up another seven percent of those living in poverty.

e Just three percent of those living in poverty are working-age adults who do not fall into one of
these categories—that is, they are not in the labor force, not disabled, and not a student,
caregiver, or retired.

FIGURE 2.

Characteristics of Working-Age Adults Living Below Poverty, 2014

Disabled 18% Full-time
year-round 13% Students 12%

Seeking
Less than full-time Early retirement employment Unclassified
year-round 27% Caregivers 14% 6% 5% 5%

HAMILTON

Source: Current Population Survey March Supplement 2015
BROOKINGS

Just over half of those who live in poverty are of working-age, defined as between the ages of 18 and 64.
Figure 2 categorizes working-age adults living below the poverty line in 2014. Among working-age adults
living in poverty, 45% are in the labor force:

e 13 percent are full-time, year-round workers, meaning that they usually worked 35 hours or
more per week for at least 50 weeks during 2014.



e Just over one quarter of poor working-age adults work less than full-time year-round, meaning
that they worked during the previous year, but not on a full-time, full-year schedule.

e 5 percent report that they are seeking employment — a classification that means that these
adults were in the labor force — throughout the year.

The remaining 55 percent of working-age adults are not in the labor force. Additional data from the CPS
ASEC, which asks respondents why they are not in the labor force, allows us to further describe who
these non-workers are. As a share of the total working-age adult living in poverty population:

e 18 percent —a third of the non-workers living in poverty—are disabled.

e 26 percent—just under half of non-workers—are caregivers or students.

e 6 percent are retired, though it is important to note that only the working-age population is
considered here, so this constitutes early retirement.

e 5 percent of the total population of working-age adults in poverty are not in the labor force and
are neither disabled, a caregiver, a student, nor retired.

Certainly some share of those who are disabled, a caregiver, a student, or retired—as well as the
remaining small fraction outside those groups—are people who are capable of employment. As Figure 3
illustrates, a portion of those living in poverty who are disabled, a caregiver, a student, or retired are
indeed in the labor force.

Though 13 percent of working-age adults living in poverty are working full-time year-round, about twice
as many were employed less than full-time year-round in 2014. Figure 3 further investigates the
composition of working-age adults living in poverty that reported usually working part-time and who



were working part-time in March 2015.
FIGURE 3.

Characteristics of Working-Age Adults Living in Poverty and Working Part-time, March 2015
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About 40 percent of those working part-time during the year are involuntarily part-time — meaning that
they would like to work full time but cannot due to an economic reason such as inability to find a full-
time job, employer reduction of hours, or slack work. Just under half of part-time workers were
students, caregivers, or disabled. Only about 1 in 6 of these part-time workers worked fewer than 35
hours a week or less than 50 weeks a year for some other reason.

In order to address poverty, we must first know who is poor. Using the most recently available data on
poverty, we describe the population living in poverty as well as the working-age poor. This analysis
suggests that most deviations from full-time, full-year employment are readily explicable in terms of
factors like disability, education, or caregiving.



