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Reducing Cost-of-Living Adjustment Would Make
Poverty Line a Less Accurate Measure of Basic Needs
By Arloc Sherman and Paul N. Van de Water1
The Trump Administration is publicly weighing plans to gradually lower the official poverty line
by applying a smaller cost-of-living adjustment each year.2 Doing so would be unjustified for several
reasons:
• An alternative inflation index may be less accurate for those with low incomes. Recent

evidence casts doubt on claims that the current method for adjusting the poverty line for
inflation each year — which is based on the consumer price index for all urban consumers
(CPI-U) — overstates inflation for the poor. Prices have been rising faster than the CPI-U
does for the broad categories of goods and services that dominate poorer households’
spending. The poorest fifth of households devote twice as large a share of spending to rent as
the typical household, for example, and the cost of rent rose 31 percent from 2008 to 2018,
compared to 17 percent for the overall CPI-U. In addition, recent studies find that lowincome households may face more rapidly rising prices than high-income households even for
the same types of goods, possibly because low-income households have fewer choices about
where and how to shop.

• The official poverty line is already too low. The high rates of hardship and financial

insecurity among both poor and near-poor families suggest that hardships are likely common
among families whom the Administration’s plan would define as no longer poor — namely,
those who now are just below the poverty line. In addition, official estimates of minimum
living costs consistently exceed the poverty line by a wide margin; just two parts of a family’s
budget — rent for a modest two-bedroom apartment in a medium-cost metropolitan area as
determined by the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD), and the
cost of a minimum nutritionally adequate diet as estimated by the U.S. Department of
Agriculture (USDA) — would cost $21,000 in 2018, or 83 percent of the poverty threshold
for a two-adult family. Surveys also show that most Americans would set the poverty line
higher than the official poverty line.
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• Annual updates of the official poverty line should fully reflect changes in the costs of

meeting basic needs. Price indexes are designed to capture price growth but not the cost of
“new necessities” for families, such as the growing need for child care as more women enter
the paid work force. The poverty line should also capture rising living standards, as items that
were once unavailable — such as a computer and internet service — become minimum
requirements of acceptable living (and increasingly important for finding and retaining a job).
The Administration’s plan arbitrarily focuses on one questionable technical change that would
lower the poverty line while ignoring the ample evidence that incomes at the poverty line are
generally too low to make ends meet and have failed to keep up with basic needs.

Alternative Inflation Index May Be Less Accurate for Those with Low Incomes
The Administration appears to believe that the CPI-U, which the Census Bureau now uses to
update the federal poverty line each year, is not as accurate a measure of inflation as alternative (and
slower-rising) indices such as the “chained CPI.” Using the chained CPI instead of the CPI-U to
adjust the poverty threshold would slow its growth by about 0.2 percentage points a year. Many
analysts may agree that the chained CPI is a more accurate gauge of price changes across the whole
economy. But it is not at all clear that it would be more accurate for low-income households.
There are two reasons why a slower-rising index may understate price increases for the poor.
First, prices have been rising faster than the CPI-U for the broad categories of goods and services
that dominate poorer households’ spending and constitute a larger share of low-income households’
budgets than of the average household’s budget.
• Low-income households spend a larger share of their income on housing — especially rent,

which has been rising faster than the overall CPI-U in recent years. The cost of rent rose 31
percent from 2008 to 2018, much faster than the overall CPI-U (17 percent). The poorest fifth
of households dedicate 40 percent of their spending to housing (including shelter, fuel,
utilities, furnishings, and operations), compared with 33 percent for all households. Spending
on rent is even more concentrated among the poor: the poorest fifth dedicate 16 percent of
their spending to rent, compared with 7 percent for all households, according to Bureau of
Labor Statistics (BLS) data for 2017. 3

• BLS has created experimental price indices that are focused on “basic necessities.” These

indices show that the price of a market basket consisting only of shelter, groceries, clothing,
energy, and medical care — items that together make up a disproportionately large share of
poor households’ spending — rose at an average rate of 2.99 percent per year from 1982 to
2014, or 0.21 percentage points faster than a market basket reflecting all households’
consumer purchases (2.78 percent).4

• The Federal Reserve Bank of Chicago compiles price indexes designed to calculate how

inflation affects specific socio-economic and demographic groups. These indices show that

Price changes for housing made up 42 percent of the overall CPI-U in December 2018; rent of one’s primary residence
made up 8 percent.
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prices for the average bundle of goods and services purchased by households in poverty rose 0.18
percentage points a year faster from December 2003 to December 2013 than prices for the
average bundle of items purchased by all income groups.5
Second, other recent studies find that low-income households may face more rapidly rising prices
than average and upper-income households even for the same (or very similar) types of goods.
Low-income households may have fewer retail outlets in their neighborhood, lack access to
convenient transportation, be less able to buy cheaper items in bulk, or lack internet service at home
that would let them take shop cheaply online, for example. Or, in other ways, they may be less able
to change their consumption patterns when relative prices change.
• Researchers at the University of Chicago and the Federal Reserve Bank of Chicago, using

detailed product bar-code data matched from stores and shoppers’ homes, find “striking”
differences in inflation rates across income groups for the subset of food and other retail
goods in their sample. From 2004 to 2013, prices rose by 33 percent for the goods and
services bought by households making less than $20,000, but by 25 percent for households
with incomes over $100,000.6

• Researchers at the Federal Reserve Bank of Minneapolis and the University of California San

Diego have developed income-specific price indexes using similar detailed data on household
retail purchases. They find that, from 2004 to 2010, retail prices rose 0.6 percentage points
faster each year for the purchases made by the poorest fourth of the population than for the
purchases of the richest fourth. “[H]igh-income households are better able to pay lower prices
for the same category of goods by shifting their expenditures to less expensive brands” during
economic downturns, the researchers noted. This strategy is less available to low-income
households if they have been using less expensive brands all along.7
• Economists at the University of California Berkeley identify another reason low-income

households may experience higher inflation: larger, more productive firms have responded to
rising income inequality by catering to wealthier households, offering them lower costs on
innovative high-end goods to gain their business.8
• London School of Economics economist Xavier Jaravel draws a similar conclusion. Using

detailed product-level data on retail purchases, he finds that annual inflation for these goods
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from 2004 to 2013 was 0.65 percentage points higher for households earning below $30,000
than for those making $100,000 or more. He finds evidence that this occurred in large part
because “(i) the relative demand for products consumed by high-income households increased
because of growth and rising inequality; (ii) in response, firms introduced more new products
catering to such households; (iii) as a result, the prices of continuing [i.e., older] products in
these market segments fell due to increased competitive pressure.”9
• Recent preliminary work at BLS examining price changes from 2014 to 2017 finds some

evidence that, within a given product category, prices rose faster for lower-cost items than for
higher-cost items, a difference that could raise inflation for low-income households by as
much as 0.7 percentage points a year. Moreover, the general link between low income and
inflation rates is “consistent with prior BLS research suggesting the poor tend to face higher
inflation rates compared to the rich,” the BLS analysts noted.10

• The chained CPI, which the Administration is considering as an alternative to the CPI-U, rises

more slowly than the CPI-U because it accounts for consumers’ ability to partly offset the
effect of changes in relative prices by switching between types of products. Yet in one of the
only studies to directly ask whether this holds for low-income households, BLS economists in 1996
found evidence that poorer households may be less — perhaps much less — able to change
their consumption patterns, which casts further doubt on the validity of using the chained CPI
to track the living costs of the poor.11

Although not definitive, these two types of studies — those comparing inflation rates across
different types of goods and those comparing inflation rates for similar types of goods across
different income groups — suggest that low-income households experience higher inflation than
average or high-income households.12 If so, indexing the poverty threshold by an inflation measure
that grows less rapidly, such as the chained CPI, could make the poverty threshold less accurate, not
more so. At the very least, more data collection and research are needed before any change is made.
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Official Poverty Line Is Already Too Low
Adopting an inflation index that may be less accurate for low-income households would be
especially unwise given that evidence suggests, and many experts and the public tend to agree, that
the poverty line is already too low.
One sign of how modest a living standard the poverty line sets is that hardship and insecurity are
widespread among families modestly above the poverty line, as well as those in poverty. This
suggests that hardships likely are common among the families whom the Administration’s plan
would define as no longer poor, namely, those who now are just below the poverty line.
• Over 60 percent of non-elderly adults with income between 100 and 200 percent of the

poverty line reported one or more material hardships such as food insecurity, missed
payments for utility bills or rent or mortgage, or problems paying family medical bills, a 2017
Urban Institute survey found — not significantly different than for those in poverty.13
• In the same survey, 51 percent of these near-poor adults experienced one or more forms of

financial insecurity, such as lacking $400 to pay an unexpected expense — almost as many as
among those in poverty (about 58 percent). Some indicators of financial insecurity, such as
being contacted by a bill collector, were at least as common among near-poor adults as poor
adults.14
• Some 29 percent of households with children with income between 100 percent and 130

percent of the poverty line couldn’t consistently afford adequate food in 2017, not far below
the 40 percent figure for those below the poverty line, Agriculture Department data show.15

The difficulty of making ends meet on income near the poverty line becomes clear when one adds
up the cost of basic needs. Various experts have estimated minimum living costs (leaving no room
for eating out, retirement saving, entertainment, or other “discretionary” items such as children’s
school trips or birthday parties), and the results consistently exceed the poverty line by a wide
margin. For example:
• Just two parts of a family’s budget — rent for a modest two-bedroom apartment in a medium-

cost metropolitan area as estimated by HUD (known as the “fair market rent”)16 and the cost
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of a minimum nutritionally adequate diet as estimated by USDA17 — would cost over $21,000
annually, or 83 percent of the poverty threshold for a two-adult family ($25,465 in 2018). This
would leave little room for child care, commuting costs, clothing, diapers, laundry, or other
necessities.
• Even in low-cost areas, estimates of the cost of necessities exceed the poverty line. A 2005

report commissioned by the West Virginia Governor’s Workforce Investment Division
concluded that “the official poverty line is only 67 percent of the minimum amount necessary
to meet family needs” without government assistance for a parent with two children in that
state’s least expensive county.18

• Nationwide, the income that an average single parent with two children required to meet basic

needs in 2018 without government assistance was three times the official poverty line for such
a family, according to the Living Wage Calculator developed by an economic geographer at
the Massachusetts Institute of Technology ($61,482 versus $20,231).19
Other experts have concluded that the official poverty line is too low. A 1995 expert panel of the
National Academy of Sciences (NAS) concluded that the official poverty line — designed in the
1960s based on 1955 spending patterns, as explained below — was out of date. The panel proposed
raising the poverty thresholds20 and making other changes to the poverty measure. After years of
careful study, the federal government created a measure of poverty known as the Supplemental
Poverty Measure (SPM) that largely reflects the NAS recommendations. The SPM poverty line is
higher than the official poverty threshold for most household types and most people,21 and the
overall SPM poverty rate is slightly higher than the official poverty rate.
Moreover, public opinion surveys indicate that most Americans would set the poverty threshold
higher than the official poverty line.
• The median American considers the poverty line to be $30,000 for a family of two adults and

two children, according to a 2016 survey by the American Enterprise Institute and Los Angeles
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Times.22 This is 24 percent higher than the official poverty threshold for such a family ($24,339
in 2016).
• Poor and non-poor Americans largely agree on minimum living requirements. They had

similar responses ($29,000 and $30,000, respectively) to the 2016 survey, which asked, “What
do you think is the highest annual income [a] family of four can have and still be considered
poor by the federal government?”

• A 1989 poll asked, “What amount of weekly income would you use as a poverty line for a

family of four (husband, wife and two children) in this community?” This appears to be the
only national poll to ask the question in this way, with a focus on what the poverty line should
be. The public’s average response was nearly one-fourth higher than the official poverty line.23

An even higher poverty line would result if the methods used to create the official poverty
measure in the 1960s were repeated today. As the 1995 NAS expert panel on the poverty measure
noted, “If the original approach were used to develop the poverty thresholds today, their value
would be significantly higher.”
Analysts at BLS and the Census Bureau conducted such a calculation in 2008. The original
poverty threshold was calculated by multiplying the cost of a minimum diet by three to reflect the
fact that the average family spent roughly one-third of its income on food, according to the 1955
Household Food Consumption Survey. The BLS and Census analysts found that the average ratio of
food spending to total income had since risen from 1:3 to between 1:6.2 and 1:9.8, depending on the
approach used. The least generous of the poverty thresholds they calculated using these updated
ratios was more than one and one-half times the current poverty threshold.24

Updates of Official Poverty Line Should Fully Reflect the Costs of Meeting
Basic Needs
Price indexes are not intended to fully capture all changes in families’ needs.25 They aim to capture
price growth, but not the cost of adding “new necessities” to a family’s budget in the first place. For
example, rising employment rates for women at all income levels have resulted not only in new child
care costs for many families but also in higher spending for prepared foods or meals outside the
home by reducing working families’ time to prepare meals. By design, price indexes do not fully
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respond to the need to purchase more child care or prepared food, but these “new necessities”
impose a cost on the growing number of two-earner and single-working-parent families and thus are
appropriate to consider when updating or rethinking a poverty line.26 This casts further doubt on the
contention that the poverty line, as adjusted by the CPI-U, has risen too much.
In the long run, a poverty line should also capture rising living standards. Items such as plumbing
or electricity that were once unavailable have become minimum requirements of acceptable living.
More recently, access to a computer and internet service have rapidly become necessities for finding
a job, completing schoolwork, or shopping less expensively online.
Those responsible for developing the official poverty measure recognized that family needs and
living standards would likely rise slightly faster than inflation over time and assumed that the official
poverty line would rise faster, too. Economist Mollie Orshansky, who in the 1960s developed what
became the official poverty measure, wrote in 1963 that “the standard of adequacy changes with
time.” Orshansky’s supervisor at the Social Security Administration, Ida Merriam, commented in
1967, “obviously today’s [official poverty] 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.”
In a similar vein, Republican members of the Joint Economic Committee, commenting on the
new poverty line in 1964, wrote, “In America, as our standard of living rises, so does our idea of
what is substandard.”27
Most Americans apparently agree. Over time, public opinion about the smallest amount of money
needed to get along in their community has risen about as fast or faster than the official CPI,
according to Gallup polling data from 1967 to 2007. 28 These poll-based levels thus have risen faster
than the slower-growing inflation measures the Administration has cited as candidates for adjusting
the poverty line each year, such as the chained-CPI and the Personal Consumption Expenditures
(PCE) deflator.
Other governmental measures of living standards have long tended to rise slightly faster than the
CPI-U. For example, family budgets developed from 1947 to 1959 by the Labor Department and
designed to capture a “modest but adequate” living standard rose 37 percent more than the CPI-U
over that period.29
Price indices will capture rising prices for each hour of child care or each package of prepared food, but not the rising
impact on the family’s needs if they must purchase a greater quantity of child care or prepared food whether or not the
price per unit rises.
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Similarly, the 1995 National Academy of Sciences panel on redesigning the poverty measure
expressly designed its poverty line to rise slightly faster than the CPI-U to reflect increases in typical
households’ consumption of necessities. The panel observed that families’ child care needs had risen
due to women’s rising employment and added that it expected its proposed poverty threshold would
evolve further as technology and society evolved. For example, the threshold would likely
incorporate items such as computing technology once these became viewed as necessities and were
incorporated into government data on household housing and utility expenses.
The Trump Administration’s approach of making only one, narrow technical change to lower the
official poverty line, while ignoring the very strong evidence that the poverty line is rising too slowly
to keep up with changing basic needs, is one-sided.

Conclusion
Efforts to lower the poverty threshold over time by adopting a slower-growing inflation measure
are not justified by the evidence. Indeed, the lower inflation measures that the Trump
Administration has floated may track the prices that poor households pay less accurately than the
current measure does, not more accurately. They also would likely make an already low poverty line
increasingly inadequate to raise a family.
At the very least, no change should be made to the indexing of the poverty threshold without
collecting better price data for low-income households and undertaking much more careful and
balanced study of the analytical issues involved, preferably by an external group such as the National
Academy of Sciences.
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