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Payments from Social Security and Supplemental Security Income have played a critical role in 

enhancing economic security and reducing poverty rates among people ages 65 and older. Yet many 

older adults have limited income and modest savings. In 2016, half of all people on Medicare had income 

less than $26,200 per person. This analysis provides current data on poverty rates among the 51.1 million 

older adults in the U.S., by age, gender, race/ethnicity, and health status and by state, as context for 

understanding the implications of potential changes to federal and state programs that help to bolster 

financial security among older adults.  

The. U.S. Census Bureau reports two different measures of poverty: the official poverty measure and the 

Supplemental Poverty Measure (SPM). In 2017, the threshold for poverty under the official measure was 

$11,756 for an individual age 65 or older. Unlike the official measure, the SPM poverty thresholds vary by 

geographic area and homeownership status, and the SPM reflects financial resources and liabilities, 

including taxes, the value of in-kind benefits (e.g., food stamps), and out-of-pocket medical spending.  

This analysis presents estimates of poverty under both poverty measures for adults ages 65 and older, 

based on data for 2017 and three-year averages (2015 to 2017). Estimates of poverty based on the SPM 

indicate that the number and share of older adults who are struggling financially are larger than when 

based on the official poverty measure. The difference is largely due to the fact that the SPM deducts out-

of-pocket medical expenses from income, while the official poverty measure does not. 

Key Findings 
 Under the official poverty 

measure, 4.7 million adults 

ages 65 and older lived in 

poverty in 2017 (9.2%), but 

that number increases to 7.2 

million (14.1%) based on the 

Supplemental Poverty 

Measure (Figure 1). 

 More than 15 million older 

adults had incomes below 

200% of poverty based on the 

official poverty measure in 

2017 (30.1%), a number that 

increases to more than 21 million (42.0%) based on the SPM. 

Figure 1

More than 7 million people ages 65 and older had incomes below 

poverty in 2017, based on the Supplemental Poverty Measure, 2.5 

million more than under the official poverty measure

SOURCE: KFF analysis of Current Population Survey, 2018 Annual Social and Economic Supplement. 
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https://www.kff.org/medicare/issue-brief/key-issues-in-understanding-the-economic-and/
https://www.cbpp.org/sites/default/files/atoms/files/10-25-13ss.pdf
https://www.kff.org/medicare/issue-brief/income-and-assets-of-medicare-beneficiaries-2016-2035/
https://www.kff.org/medicare/issue-brief/income-and-assets-of-medicare-beneficiaries-2016-2035/
https://www.census.gov/topics/income-poverty/supplemental-poverty-measure.html
https://www2.census.gov/programs-surveys/cps/tables/time-series/historical-poverty-thresholds/thresh17.xls
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 The poverty rate among people ages 65 and older increases with age and is higher for women, blacks 

and Hispanics, and people in relatively poor health, under both the official poverty measure and the 

SPM.  

 Nearly 3 million women ages 65 and older have incomes below poverty under the official poverty 

measure, but this number rises to more than 4 million under the SPM (based on three-year 2015-2017 

averages). Among older men, 1.6 million live in poverty based on the official poverty measure, a 

number that increases to 2.7 million based on SPM.  

 Across all states, the share of people living in poverty is higher under the SPM than under the official 

poverty measure. Based on the SPM, at least 15% of people ages 65 and older live in poverty in 9 

states (CA, FL, HI, LA, MD, NJ, NM, TX, and VA) and D.C., as compared to just one state (LA) and 

D.C. based on the official poverty measure.    

Introduction  
The Census Bureau's official poverty measure was created in the early 1960s and is used to provide 

official statistics of the share of Americans living in poverty. To calculate the share of people in poverty, 

the Census Bureau compares pre-tax monetary income (such as income from a job and Social Security 

benefits) to the official poverty threshold. Under the official measure, the poverty thresholds are set at 

three times the subsistence food budget from 1963, adjusted annually for inflation, and vary based on the 

size of a family and the age of its members, with lower thresholds for families with members age 65 or 

older. In 2017, the poverty threshold was $12,752 for an individual under age 65, and $11,756 for an 

individual age 65 or older, and the official poverty rate for older adults was 9.2%. 

In response to concerns that the official poverty measure is outdated and does not accurately reflect 

people's financial resources or liabilities, the Census Bureau has developed an alternative measure of 

poverty, known as the Supplemental Poverty Measure (SPM). The SPM differs from the official measure 

in several ways, thereby producing different estimates of poverty (see Appendix for details). Two primary 

differences are how poverty thresholds are measured and how financial resources are measured: 

 Measuring poverty thresholds. The SPM bases poverty thresholds on patterns of expenditures on 

basic necessities that are more recent than 1963, and adjusts thresholds to reflect homeownership 

status and regional differences in housing prices. The SPM thresholds vary by household size, but not 

by age. For example, under the SPM, the poverty threshold in 2017 was about $10,400 for a single 

homeowner without a mortgage living in Charlotte, North Carolina (about $1,400 less than the official 

poverty threshold for an individual age 65 or older), and about $18,400 for a single adult with a 

mortgage in San Jose, California (about $6,600 more than the official poverty threshold for an older 

adult). 

 Measuring resources. In addition to monetary income, the SPM incorporates certain information 

about a household's financial resources and liabilities. Resources include the monetary value of tax 

credits and in-kind government benefits received for food, clothing, shelter, and utilities (e.g., food 

stamps). Liabilities include job-related expenses, taxes paid, and out-of-pocket expenses on health 

care, including premiums.  

https://www2.census.gov/programs-surveys/cps/tables/time-series/historical-poverty-thresholds/thresh17.xls
https://www.census.gov/topics/income-poverty/supplemental-poverty-measure.html
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The deduction of out-of-pocket medical expenses from income is especially important for people ages 65 

and older, who spend a larger share of their household budgets on health care costs than younger 

households do. Below we present our estimates of the share of older adults living below poverty and 

below 200% of poverty, comparing the SPM and official poverty measure, both nationally and at the state 

level. We present estimates for poverty among older adults overall and by age, gender, race/ethnicity, 

and self-reported health status. National estimates are based on 2017 data; subgroup and state-level 

estimates are based on the average across three years of data (2015, 2016, and 2017). 

Findings 
National Estimates of Poverty among People Ages 65 and Older  

The poverty rate among people ages 65 and older is higher under the SPM than the official poverty 

measure at the national level, based on data from 2017. The difference in poverty rates among older 

adults between the two measures is largely due to the fact that the SPM deducts out-of-pocket medical 

expenses from income, while the official measure does not.  

 100% of poverty: Under the 

official poverty measure, 4.7 

million people ages 65 and 

older (9.2%) have incomes 

below the official poverty 

threshold of $11,756, but this 

number increases to 7.2 

million (14.1%)—2.5 million 

more—based on the SPM 

poverty thresholds (Figure 2).  

The difference between the 

two poverty measures is 

smaller among nonelderly 

adults (11.2% vs. 13.2% for 

those ages 18 to 64), and the 

rate of poverty among children 

under age 18 is actually higher based on the official measure than based on the SPM (17.5% vs. 

15.6%), in part due to the inclusion of refundable tax credits and food stamps under the SPM—

although the poverty rate is higher among children than older adults under both poverty measures.  

 200% of poverty: More than 15 million people ages 65 and older (30.1%) have incomes below 200% 

of the official poverty threshold ($23,512 in 2017), but this number increases to 21.4 million (42.0%)—

6.0 million more—under 200% of the SPM poverty thresholds.  

Figure 2

The poverty rate among people ages 65 and older was higher 

under the Supplemental Poverty Measure (14.1%) than under the 

official measure (9.2%) in 2017

SOURCE: KFF analysis of Current Population Survey, 2018 Annual Social and Economic Supplement. 

Official Poverty Measure Supplemental Poverty Measure

400%+

100%-299%

200%-399%

Below 100%

PERCENT OF 

POVERTY 

THRESHOLD:

represents 1 percentage point

Total Number of People Ages 65 and Older, 2017: 51.1 million

https://www.kff.org/medicare/issue-brief/the-financial-burden-of-health-care-spending-larger-for-medicare-households-than-for-non-medicare-households
https://www.census.gov/content/dam/Census/library/publications/2018/demo/p60-265.pdf
https://www.census.gov/content/dam/Census/library/publications/2018/demo/p60-265.pdf
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Poverty among People Ages 65 and Older, by Age, 
Gender, Race/Ethnicity, and Health Status  
Under both the official measure and the SPM, the poverty rate among people ages 65 and older 

increases with age and is higher for women, blacks and Hispanics, and people in relatively poor health, 

based on three-year 2015-2017 averages (Tables 1 and 2). The rate of poverty and the number of people 

living in poverty is higher for all demographic subgroups under the SPM than under the official poverty 

measure.  

Age 
Among people ages 65 and older, the rate of poverty rises with age, based on both the official poverty 

measure and the SPM. Of note, more than half of the 11.5 million adults ages 80 and older, or 6.1 million, 

have incomes below twice the poverty measure, based on the SPM, compared to around one-third of 

those ages 65 to 69.  

 100% of poverty: The official poverty rate—those with incomes below $11,756 in 2017—rises from 

8.2% among those ages 65 to 69 to 11.4% among people ages 80 and older. A similar pattern is seen 

for poverty rates based on the SPM poverty thresholds, but the poverty rates are higher, rising from 

12.2% among those ages 65 to 69 to 18.3% among people ages 80 and older.  

o In absolute numbers, 1.3 million people ages 80 and older live in poverty based on the official 

poverty measure, but this number rises to 2.1 million (0.8 million more) based on the SPM. 

 200% of poverty: Under the 

official poverty measure, the 

share of older adults with 

incomes below 200% of 

poverty ($23,512 in 2017) 

increases with age, from 

24.9% of those ages 65 to 65 

to 40.0% of those ages 85 and 

older (Figure 3). Based on the 

SPM poverty thresholds, these 

shares increase to 35.8% and 

52.6%, respectively.  

o In absolute numbers, 4.6 

million people ages 80 and 

older have incomes below 

200% of poverty under the 

official measure, but this number increases to 6.1 million under the SPM (1.5 million more). 

Figure 3

30.1%

24.9%

29.9%

40.0%

42.0%

35.8%

42.0%

52.6%

All older adults

Ages 65-69

Ages 70-79

Ages 80+

Official Poverty Measure Supplemental Poverty Measure (SPM)

More than half of people ages 80 and older have incomes below 

200% of poverty under the SPM, compared to just over one-third 

of people ages 65 to 69

NOTE: Estimate for all older adults is for 2017; estimates by subgroup are averaged across three years (2015-2017).

SOURCE: KFF analysis of Current Population Survey, 2016-2018 Annual Social and Economic Supplement. 
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Gender 
The number and share of older adults living in poverty is higher among older women than among older 

men under both the official and supplemental poverty measure, and increases with age among both men 

and women. Of note, close to half of women ages 65 and older have incomes below 200% of poverty 

based on the SPM—12.6 million out of 27.2 million older women—and this share increases to more than 

half among women ages 80 and older. 

 100% of poverty: Based on the official poverty measure, 10.5% of women ages 65 and older have 

incomes below 100% of poverty ($11,756 in 2017), which is higher than the poverty rate of 7.4% 

among older men. Based on the SPM thresholds, poverty rates are higher for both groups, with 15.6% 

of older women living in poverty compared to 12.2% of older men.  

o In absolute numbers, 2.8 million older women live in poverty under the official measure, as compared 

to 1.6 million older men. Under the SPM, the numbers rise to 4.2 million and 2.7 million, respectively. 

o Among people ages 80 and older, the difference in poverty rates between women and men is larger 

under both the official poverty measure and SPM. For example, under the SPM, 20.4% of women 

ages 80 and older live in poverty, compared to 15.1% of men (Table 1). 

 200% of poverty: Under the 

official poverty measure, 

34.4% of older women have 

incomes below 200% of 

poverty ($23,512 in 2017), 

compared to 25.8% of older 

men (Figure 4). These rates 

are higher under the SPM 

thresholds, increasing to 

46.5% for older women and 

37.4% for older men.  

o In absolute numbers, 9.4 

million older women have 

incomes below 200% of 

poverty under the official 

measure, which is 

substantially more than the 5.7 million older men who have incomes at this level. Under the SPM, 

these numbers increase to 12.6 million older women and 8.3 million older men with incomes below 

200% of poverty. 

Race/Ethnicity 
The poverty rate is substantially higher among black and Hispanic adults ages 65 and older than among 

older white adults, based on both the official measure and the SPM, and particularly high for older black 

and Hispanic women compared to older white women. Of note, more than 60% of older black and 

Figure 4

30.1%

25.8%

34.4%

42.0%

37.4%

46.5%

All older adults

Men

Women

Official Poverty Measure Supplemental Poverty Measure (SPM)

Close to half (46.5%) of older women have incomes below 200% 

of poverty under the SPM, compared to 37.4% of older men

NOTE: Estimate for all older adults is for 2017; estimates by subgroup are averaged across three years (2015-2017).

SOURCE: KFF analysis of Current Population Survey, 2016-2018 Annual Social and Economic Supplement. 
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Hispanic women have incomes below 200% of poverty compared to 41.4% of older white women, based 

on the SPM. 

 100% of poverty: Under the official poverty measure, the poverty rate is more than twice as large 

among older Hispanic and black adults than among older white adults (17.3%, 18.7%, and 6.9%, 

respectively). The difference in poverty rates between older Hispanic and black adults and older white 

adults grows larger under the SPM, with 25.5% of older Hispanic adults and 23.5% of older black 

adults living in poverty, compared to 11.4% of older white adults.  

o Because the total number of older black and Hispanic adults is much lower than the number of older 

white adults, the absolute number of older black and Hispanic adults living in poverty is smaller than 

the number of older white adults living in poverty under both measures, even though the rates are 

higher among the first two groups. For example, under the official poverty measure, 0.8 million older 

black adults and 0.7 million older Hispanic adults live in poverty, compared to 2.6 million older white 

adults.     

o There are some notable gender differences in the rate of poverty among older adults in different 

racial/ethnic groups (Table 1). Under the official poverty measure, around 20% of older black and 

Hispanic women live in poverty, compared to 16.2% of older black men and 14.1% of older Hispanic 

men. Under the SPM, the poverty rate is higher for older black women than older black men (25.2% 

vs. 21.1%), but similar for both older Hispanic women and men (26.1% vs. 24.7%). 

o Among older women alone, the poverty rate among older black and Hispanic women is more than 

double the rate among older white women; this is the case under both the official poverty measure 

and the SPM. Among older men alone, the rate of poverty among older black and Hispanic men is 

roughly two to three times that of older white men. 

 200% of poverty: Under the 

official poverty measure, close 

to half of older black and 

Hispanic adults have incomes 

below 200% of poverty 

($23,512 in 2017), compared 

to just over one quarter of 

older white adults (Figure 5). 

Based on the SPM poverty 

thresholds, these shares 

increase, with 60.3% of older 

black adults and 65.5% of 

older Hispanic adults having 

incomes below 200% of 

poverty, compared to 37.2% of 

white older adults.  

Figure 5

30.1%

26.7%

47.0%

46.7%

42.0%

37.2%

60.3%

65.5%

All older adults

White

Black

Hispanic

Official Poverty Measure Supplemental Poverty Measure (SPM)

At least 6 in 10 older black and Hispanic adults have incomes 

below 200% of poverty under the SPM, compared to 37.2% of 

older white adults

NOTE: Estimate for all older adults is for 2017; estimates by subgroup are averaged across three years (2015-2017).

SOURCE: KFF analysis of Current Population Survey, 2016-2018 Annual Social and Economic Supplement. 
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o In absolute numbers, the higher poverty rates under the SPM translate to 2.6 million older black 

adults, 2.7 million older Hispanic adults, and 14.1 million older white adults with incomes below 

200% of poverty. 

o Among older women alone, the share of black and Hispanic women living below 200% of poverty is 

substantially higher than the share of white women under both the official poverty measure and the 

SPM. Under the official measure, 50.2% of older black women and 48.7% of older Hispanic women 

have incomes below 200% of poverty, compared to 30.7% of older white women. Based on the 

SPM, these shares increase to 64.1%, 67.4%, and 41.4%, respectively. 

Health Status 
Among older adults, the poverty rate increases as health status worsens, whether based on the official 

poverty measure or the SPM. Of note, more than half of older adults in fair/poor health—7.7 million out of 

13.5 million—have incomes below twice the poverty level, based on the SPM, compared to three in 10 

older adults in excellent/very good health. 

 100% of poverty: Based on the official poverty measure, 5.7% of older adults in excellent or very good 

health had incomes below 100% of poverty ($11,756 in 2017), rising to 14.6% among older adults in 

relatively poor health. The pattern is the same under the SPM poverty thresholds, but the poverty rates 

increase to 9.6% and 20.6%, respectively.  

o In absolute numbers, under the official poverty measure, 2.0 million older adults in fair or poor health 

live in poverty, but this number rises to 2.8 million based on the SPM.  

 200% of poverty: Under the 

official poverty measure, 

20.7% of older adults in 

excellent or very good health 

have incomes below 200% of 

poverty ($23,512 in 2017), a 

rate that increases to 43.9% 

among older adults in fair or 

poor health (Figure 6). Based 

on the SPM poverty 

thresholds, the share of older 

adults living below 200% of 

poverty increases from 30.9% 

of those in excellent or very 

good health to 56.9% of those 

in fair or poor health.  

o In absolute numbers, 5.9 million older adults in fair or poor health have incomes below 200% of 

poverty under the official poverty measure, but this number rises to 7.7 million—1.8 million more—

based on the SPM. 

Figure 6

30.1%

20.7%

30.6%

43.9%

42.0%

30.9%

43.3%

56.9%

All

Excellent/
very good health

Good health

Fair/poor health

Official Poverty Measure Supplemental Poverty Measure (SPM)

Nearly 6 in 10 older adults in fair or poor health have incomes 

below 200% of poverty under the SPM, compared to 3 in 10 older 

adults in excellent or very good health

NOTE: Estimate for all older adults is for 2017; estimates by subgroup are averaged across three years (2015-2017).

SOURCE: KFF analysis of Current Population Survey, 2016-2018 Annual Social and Economic Supplement. 
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Poverty Among People Ages 65 and Older, By State  
The share of people ages 65 and older with incomes below poverty and below 200% of poverty is higher 

in most states under the SPM than under the official measure, and especially high in some states, based 

on three-year 2015-2017 averages. The difference in poverty rates under the official measure compared 

to the SPM may vary geographically for several reasons, including state income distributions; differences 

in housing prices, which are factored into the SPM poverty thresholds; variations in medical use and 

costs, since such costs are deducted from income under the SPM but not the official measure; and 

differences in the generosity of state Medicaid programs, which affects out-of-pocket medical expenses.  

 100% of poverty: In the majority of states (39), less than 10% of all people ages 65 and older have 

incomes below 100% of poverty ($11,756 in 2017), based on the official poverty measure. In contrast, 

based on the SPM poverty thresholds, at least 10% of older adults live in poverty in the majority of 

states (41, plus D.C.) (Table 3).  

o The poverty rate for older adults is above 15% in Washington, D.C. and Louisiana based on the 

official poverty measure, whereas, based on the SPM, at least 15% of older adults live in poverty in 

D.C. and 9 states (California, Florida, Hawaii, Louisiana, Maryland, New Jersey, New Mexico, Texas, 

and Virginia). Under the SPM, nearly 3 in 10 older adults in D.C. and one in five older adults in 

California live in poverty. 

o The poverty rate among older adults is roughly twice as large under the SPM than under the official 

measure in 10 states: California, Colorado, Connecticut, Hawaii, Maryland, Massachusetts, New 

Jersey, Oregon, Utah, and Virginia. 

o 200% of poverty: In most states (37), less than 33% of older adults have incomes below 200% of 

poverty ($23,512 in 2017), based on the official poverty measure. In contrast, based on the SPM 

poverty thresholds, at least 33% of older adults have incomes below 200% of poverty in every state 

except Iowa and Connecticut (see map; Table 4).  

o Under the official poverty 

measure, only one state has 

more than 45% of people 

ages 65 and older living 

below 200% of poverty 

(Mississippi at 45.6%). But 

under the SPM, at least 45% 

or more of older adults live 

below 200% of poverty in 11 

states (Arkansas, California, 

Florida, Georgia, Hawaii, 

Kentucky, Louisiana, 

Massachusetts, Mississippi, 

New Jersey, and New York) 

and D.C.   

More than 33% of older adults in all but two states had incomes 

below 200% of poverty under the SPM, based on the 2015-2017 

average

NOTE: SPM is supplemental poverty measure. Estimate for all older adults is for 2017; estimates by state are 

averaged across three years (2015-2017).

SOURCE: KFF analysis of Current Population Survey, 2016-2018 Annual Social and Economic Supplement. 

<33% 33% < 45% 45% - 51%

2 states 37 states 11 states + DC

200% of SPM Threshold for Adults Ages 65 and Older: 42.0%
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Discussion 
This analysis shows a substantially higher number and share of older adults living in poverty under the 

Supplemental Poverty Measure than under the official poverty measure, primarily because this alternative 

measure takes into account financial liabilities—in particular, medical expenses, which are higher for 

older adults. Based on the official poverty threshold of $11,756 for people ages 65 and older in 2017, the 

number of older adults with incomes below 100% of poverty was 4.7 million, but this number rises to 7.2 

million based on the SPM poverty thresholds, which vary by geographic area and homeownership status. 

In percentage terms, the poverty rate increases from 9.2% to 14.1% among older adults when using the 

SPM to measure poverty. Under both measures, the poverty rate among adults ages 65 and older is 

higher among women, black and Hispanic adults, and people in relatively poor health. At the state level, 

the share of older adults living below poverty is larger in many states under the SPM than under the 

official measure, and roughly twice as large in some states.  

In light of the differences between the official measure of poverty and the SPM, there is ongoing interest 

in assessing these methods for measuring poverty and the implications of each measure for public 

programs designed to serve low-income populations. Our analysis provides context for evaluating the 

implications of proposals that would affect the financial resources of people ages 65 and older, including 

policies that affect Social Security and other sources of income, and policies that affect seniors’ out-of-

pocket health care spending. Higher premiums and cost-sharing requirements under Medicare could lead 

to higher a poverty rate among people ages 65 and older as measured by the SPM, though the official 

poverty rate would be unaffected by these changes. This is because the SPM deducts out-of-pocket 

medical expenses from income. Although Medicaid covers Medicare cost-sharing requirements for some 

low-income people on Medicare, many low-income beneficiaries do not receive Medicaid coverage. 

Proposed reductions in Social Security benefits, such as imposing a slower rate of growth on benefits, 

could also lead to higher poverty rates among adults ages 65 and older under both the official measure 

and the SPM over time. Yet regardless of how such changes would affect estimates of poverty among 

older adults, our analysis of current estimates of poverty based on the SPM suggests that a substantially 

larger number and share of older adults are already struggling financially than is conveyed by the official 

poverty measure. 

Juliette Cubanski, Wyatt Koma, and Tricia Neuman are with the Kaiser Family 

Foundation. Anthony Damico is an independent consultant. 
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Appendix 

Data and Methods 
This analysis reports poverty data for 2015-2017 using the 2016-2018 Current Population Survey March 

Annual Social and Economic Supplement (CPS ASEC) for the estimates of poverty under the official 

measure, and the Supplemental Poverty Measures (SPM) Public Use Research Files, which are derived 

from the CPS ASEC, for poverty estimates under the Supplemental Poverty Measure. The 2018 CPS 

ASEC was used for national estimates (data for 2017); the 2016-2018 CPS ASEC was used for state-

level and subgroup estimates (averaged across the three years, 2015-2017). Standard errors were 

calculated using the replicate weights and a Fay’s adjustment. All reported estimates have a relative 

standard error below 30%. Any estimate with a relative standard error greater than 30% is considered 

unreliable and not reported. 

The poverty rates presented in this brief apply to non-institutionalized people ages 65 and older, and not 

the total Medicare population, which includes both people ages 65 and older and younger people with 

permanent disabilities, and both facility residents and people living in the community. The CPS ASEC 

does not include older adults residing in institutions, such as nursing homes and other long-term care 

facilities. Rates of poverty among the total Medicare population would be larger than the estimates 

presented here because income levels are lower among both nonelderly beneficiaries with disabilities and 

those living in long-term care facilities. Based on our analysis of the Medicare Current Beneficiary Survey 

2016 Survey File, 22% of Medicare beneficiaries under age 65 had incomes less than $10,000 in 2016, 

compared to 11% of those ages 65 and older; 26% of beneficiaries living in facilities (such as nursing 

homes) had incomes less than $10,000, compared to 12% of those living in the community. 

This analysis compares the incomes of family units to poverty thresholds, consistent with the approach 

defined by the official measure and the SPM (although each measure defines families somewhat 

differently). Relying on a unit of measurement other than family units could produce different poverty 

rates. For example, health insurance units tend to be smaller than family units, and poverty rates may be 

much higher when based on the former. Finally, the Census Bureau poverty thresholds analyzed in this 

brief are different from the Health and Human Services (HHS) poverty guidelines (sometimes referred to 

as the “federal poverty level”) that are used to determine income eligibility for certain programs. 

  

https://www.census.gov/programs-surveys/cps/data-detail.html
https://www.census.gov/topics/income-poverty/supplemental-poverty-measure/data/datasets.html
https://www.census.gov/data/tables/time-series/demo/income-poverty/historical-poverty-thresholds.html
https://aspe.hhs.gov/poverty-guidelines
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How the Official Poverty Measures Differs from the 
Supplemental Poverty Measure  
The SPM differs from the official measure in several ways, thereby producing different estimates of 

poverty:  

Differences between the Official and Supplemental Poverty Measures 

 Official  
Poverty Measure 

Supplemental 
Poverty Measure 

BASIS FOR 
POVERTY 
CALCULATION 

3 times subsistence food budget, 1963   

Mean 30th-36th percentile of FCSU expenditures   

THRESHOLDS 

Size of family   
Ages of family members   
Non-related cohabiters   

RESOURCES 

Cash income before taxes   
Public assistance (cash)   
In-kind government benefits (non-cash)   
Tax credits   
Social Security income   
Out-of-pocket medical expenses   
Work expenses   
Child support   

ADDITIONAL 
FACTORS 

Basic necessities (FCSU)   
Geography/cost of housing   
Homeownership   

UPDATES 

Annually for inflation using CPI-U   
5 year average of real change in FCSU 
expenditures   

  

NOTE: FCSU is food, clothing, shelter, and utilities, plus an allowance for basic personal and household needs. 

SOURCE: KFF summary based on https://www.bls.gov/pir/spm/spm_twg_observations.pdf and 
https://www.census.gov/topics/income-poverty/poverty/guidance/poverty-measures.html.  

 

 Measuring poverty thresholds. The SPM bases poverty thresholds on patterns of expenditures on 

basic necessities that are more recent than 1963, and adjusts thresholds to reflect homeownership 

status and regional differences in housing prices. For example, under the SPM, the poverty threshold in 

2017 was about $10,400 for a single homeowner without a mortgage living in Charlotte, North Carolina 

(about $1,400 less than the official poverty threshold for an individual age 65 or older), and about 

$18,400 for a single adult with a mortgage in San Jose, California (about $6,600 more than the official 

poverty threshold for an older adult). Unlike the poverty thresholds under the official measure, the SPM 

thresholds do not vary by age (i.e., thresholds are the same for people under age 65 as for those ages 

65 and older), but they do vary by household size.  

 Measuring resources. In addition to monetary income, the SPM incorporates certain information 

about a household's financial resources and liabilities. The SPM adds to monetary income the 

monetary value of tax credits and in-kind government benefits (such as food stamps) received for food, 

clothing, shelter, and utilities. Job-related expenses, taxes paid, and out-of-pocket expenses on health 

care, including premiums, are deducted from monetary income.  

https://www.bls.gov/pir/spm/spm_twg_observations.pdf
https://www.census.gov/topics/income-poverty/poverty/guidance/poverty-measures.html
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According to the Census Bureau, the national poverty rate for individuals ages 65 and older would not 

differ substantially under the supplemental and official measures if the former did not exclude medical 

expenses. The Census Bureau also notes that elderly poverty rates under the official and supplemental 

measures differ partially because the official poverty threshold is lower for families with seniors in some 

instances, while the supplemental poverty threshold does not differentiate between adults above and 

below age 65. 

The following examples illustrate how the different approaches reflected under the official poverty 

measure and the SPM produce different rates of poverty: 

 John, age 70, lives alone and owns a home with a mortgage in Louisville, Kentucky. In 2017, John's 

sole source of income was $17,500 in Social Security benefits and he incurred $8,000 in out-of-pocket 

medical expenses that year. Under the official poverty measure, John is not counted as living in 

poverty because his $17,500 income in 2017 was higher than the nationwide official poverty threshold 

of about $11,800 for an elderly individual who lives alone. Under the SPM, however, John IS counted 

as being in poverty, because his high medical expenses are deducted from his income, leaving 

resources of $9,500. This amount is less than the SPM poverty threshold for a homeowner with a 

mortgage living alone in Louisville (about $11,500). 

 Doris, age 85, is a widower and rents an apartment in Miami, Florida. In 2017, her sole source of 

income was $12,500 in Social Security benefits, and she spent $500 on out-of-pocket medical 

expenses. Under the official measure, Doris is not counted as living in poverty because her $12,500 

income is higher than the $11,800 official poverty threshold for an elderly person living alone. Under 

the SPM, Doris IS counted as being in poverty because she lives in an area with a high cost of living. 

Doris's resources under the SPM are $12,000 (deducting her medical expenses from her income), 

which is less than the SPM poverty threshold for single renters living in Miami (about $14,300). 

  

https://www.census.gov/content/dam/Census/library/publications/2018/demo/p60-265.pdf
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Tables 

  

Table 1: Adults Ages 65 and Older With Incomes Below 100% of Poverty Under Official and 
Supplemental Poverty Measures, by Selected Characteristics 

  
  

Number of 
people ages 
65 and older 
(in millions) 

Percent below 100% of the poverty 
threshold 

Number below 100% of the poverty 
threshold (in millions) 

Official 
poverty 

measure 

Supplemental 
poverty 

measure Difference 

Official 
poverty 

measure 

Supplemental 
poverty 

measure Difference 

Total 65+1 51.1 9.2% 14.1% 4.9%* 4.7 7.2 2.5 

Age        

65-69 years 16.8 8.2% 12.2% 4.0%* 1.4 2.0 0.7 

70-79 years 21.0 8.5% 13.3% 4.8%* 1.8 2.8 1.0 

80+ years 11.5 11.4% 18.3% 6.9%* 1.3 2.1 0.8 

Gender        

Men 22.1 7.4% 12.2% 4.8%* 1.6 2.7 1.1 

Women 27.2 10.5% 15.6% 5.1%* 2.8 4.2 1.4 

Gender by age        

Men 65-69 years 7.9 7.3% 11.1% 3.9%* 0.6 0.9 0.3 

Men 70-79 years 9.6 7.0% 11.7% 4.7%* 0.7 1.1 0.5 

Men 80+ years 4.6 8.4% 15.1% 6.7%* 0.4 0.7 0.3 

Women 65-69 years 8.8 9.1% 13.1% 4.0%* 0.8 1.2 0.4 

Women 70-79 years 11.4 9.8% 14.7% 4.9%* 1.1 1.7 0.6 

Women 80+ years 6.9 13.4% 20.4% 7.0%* 0.9 1.4 0.5 

Race/ethnicity        

White 37.9 6.9% 11.4% 4.5%* 2.6 4.3 1.7 

Black 4.4 18.7% 23.5% 4.8%* 0.8 1.0 0.2 

Hispanic 4.1 17.3% 25.5% 8.2%* 0.7 1.0 0.3 

Gender by race/ethnicity        

White men 17.3 5.6% 9.6% 4.0%* 1.0 1.7 0.7 

Black men 1.8 16.2% 21.1% 4.8%* 0.3 0.4 0.1 

Hispanic men 1.8 14.1% 24.7% 10.6%* 0.2 0.4 0.2 

White women 20.6 8.0% 12.8% 4.9%* 1.6 2.6 1.0 

Black women 2.6 20.4% 25.2% 4.9%* 0.5 0.7 0.1 

Hispanic women 2.3 19.7% 26.1% 6.4%* 0.5 0.6 0.1 

Health status        

Excellent/very good 18.5 5.7% 9.6% 3.9%* 1.1 1.8 0.7 

Good 17.3 8.4% 13.8% 5.4%* 1.5 2.4 0.9 

Fair/poor 13.5 14.6% 20.6% 6.1%* 2.0 2.8 0.8 

NOTE: The official poverty threshold was $11,756 for adults 65 and older in 2017. 1Estimates for the total 65+ 
population are based on data from 2017; all other estimates are pooled three-year averages from 2015-2017. All 
differences in the table between SPM estimates and official poverty estimates are statistically significant. Subtraction 
of official poverty measure estimates from SPM estimates may not equal estimates in difference column due to 
rounding. 

SOURCE: KFF analysis of Current Population Survey, 2016-2018 Annual Social and Economic Supplement. 
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Table 2: Adults Ages 65 and Older With Incomes Below 200% of Poverty Under Official and 
Supplemental Poverty Measures, by Demographic Characteristics 

  
  

Number of 
people ages 
65 and older 
(in millions) 

Percent below 200% of the poverty 
threshold 

Number below 200% of the poverty 
threshold (in millions) 

Official 
poverty 

measure 

Supplemental 
poverty 

measure Difference 

Official 
poverty 

measure 

Supplemental 
poverty 

measure Difference 

Total 65+1 51.1 30.1% 42.0% 11.8%* 15.4 21.4 6.0 

Age        

65-69 years 16.8 24.9% 35.8% 11.0%* 4.2 6.0 1.8 

70-79 years 21.0 29.9% 42.0% 12.0%* 6.3 8.8 2.5 

80+ years 11.5 40.0% 52.6% 12.7%* 4.6 6.1 1.5 

Gender        

Men 22.1 25.8% 37.4% 11.6%* 5.7 8.3 2.6 

Women 27.2 34.4% 46.5% 12.0%* 9.4 12.6 3.3 

Gender by age        

Men 65-69 years 7.9 22.8% 33.0% 10.2%* 1.8 2.6 0.8 

Men 70-79 years 9.6 25.3% 37.3% 12.0%* 2.4 3.6 1.2 

Men 80+ years 4.6 32.0% 45.0% 13.0%* 1.5 2.1 0.6 

Women 65-69 years 8.8 26.7% 38.3% 11.6%* 2.4 3.4 1.0 

Women 70-79 years 11.4 33.9% 46.0% 12.1%* 3.9 5.2 1.4 

Women 80+ years 6.9 45.2% 57.7% 12.5%* 3.1 4.0 0.9 

Race/ethnicity        

White 37.9 26.7% 37.2% 10.6%* 10.1 14.1 4.0 

Black 4.4 47.0% 60.3% 13.3%* 2.1 2.6 0.6 

Hispanic 4.1 46.7% 65.5% 18.8%* 1.9 2.7 0.8 

Gender by race/ethnicity        

White men 17.3 21.9% 32.3% 10.4%* 3.8 5.6 1.8 

Black men 1.8 42.3% 54.8% 12.5%* 0.8 1.0 0.2 

Hispanic men 1.8 44.0% 63.0% 19.0%* 0.8 1.1 0.3 

White women 20.6 30.7% 41.4% 10.7%* 6.3 8.5 2.2 

Black women 2.6 50.2% 64.1% 13.8%* 1.3 1.7 0.4 

Hispanic women 2.3 48.7% 67.4% 18.6%* 1.1 1.6 0.4 

Health status        

Excellent/very good 18.5 20.7% 30.9% 10.1%* 3.8 5.7 1.9 

Good 17.3 30.6% 43.3% 12.7%* 5.3 7.5 2.2 

Fair/poor 13.5 43.9% 56.9% 13.0%* 5.9 7.7 1.8 

NOTE: The official poverty threshold was $11,756 for adults 65 and older in 2017. 1Estimates for the total 65+ 
population are based on data from 2017; all other estimates are pooled three-year averages from 2015-2017. All 
differences in the table between SPM estimates and official poverty estimates are statistically significant. Subtraction 
of official poverty measure estimates from SPM estimates may not equal estimates in difference column due to 
rounding. 

SOURCE: KFF analysis of Current Population Survey, 2016-2018 Annual Social and Economic Supplement.
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Table 3: Adults Ages 65 and Older With Incomes Below 100% of Poverty Under Official and 
Supplemental Poverty Measures, by State 

State 

Number 
of 

people 
ages 65 

and 
older (in 
millions) 

Percent below 100% of the poverty 
threshold 

Number below 100% of the poverty 
threshold (in millions) 

Official 
poverty 

measure 

Supplemental 
poverty 

measure Difference 

Official 
poverty 

measure 

Supplemental 
poverty 

measure Difference 

Total 65+1 51.1 9.2% 14.1% 4.9%* 4.7 7.2 2.5 

Alabama 0.74 10.8% 11.1% 0.3% 0.080 0.083 0.002 

Alaska 0.08 7.4% 12.8% 5.4%* 0.006 0.011 0.005 

Arizona 1.12 10.1% 14.0% 3.9%* 0.114 0.158 0.044 

Arkansas 0.47 9.7% 13.3% 3.6%* 0.046 0.063 0.017 

California 5.36 10.7% 19.8% 9.1%* 0.571 1.061 0.490 

Colorado 0.77 6.5% 13.0% 6.5%* 0.050 0.100 0.050 

Connecticut 0.58 5.3% 10.3% 5.0%* 0.031 0.060 0.029 

Delaware 0.16 8.2% 11.8% 3.6%* 0.013 0.019 0.006 

District of Columbia 0.09 15.5% 27.3% 11.8%* 0.014 0.025 0.011 

Florida 3.96 9.6% 16.6% 7.0%* 0.380 0.658 0.278 

Georgia 1.29 11.8% 14.1% 2.3% 0.153 0.182 0.029 

Hawaii 0.24 8.0% 15.7% 7.7%* 0.019 0.037 0.018 

Idaho 0.26 6.8% 11.5% 4.7%* 0.018 0.029 0.012 

Illinois 1.91 8.0% 12.6% 4.6%* 0.153 0.242 0.088 

Indiana 1.00 9.5% 13.6% 4.0%* 0.095 0.135 0.040 

Iowa 0.49 6.6% 8.3% 1.6% 0.032 0.041 0.008 

Kansas 0.44 9.7% 12.8% 3.1% 0.043 0.056 0.014 

Kentucky 0.74 13.3% 14.0% 0.6% 0.098 0.103 0.005 

Louisiana 0.64 15.2% 17.4% 2.2% 0.097 0.111 0.014 

Maine 0.26 6.5% 6.9% 0.4% 0.017 0.018 0.001 

Maryland 0.87 7.5% 15.6% 8.1%* 0.065 0.136 0.071 

Massachusetts 1.02 7.8% 14.4% 6.6%* 0.080 0.147 0.067 

Michigan 1.66 6.9% 9.6% 2.7%* 0.115 0.160 0.046 

Minnesota 0.89 6.8% 11.5% 4.6%* 0.061 0.102 0.041 

Mississippi 0.44 12.7% 14.5% 1.8% 0.056 0.064 0.008 

Missouri 0.98 8.7% 11.7% 3.0% 0.085 0.115 0.030 

Montana 0.19 6.7% 9.8% 3.2%* 0.013 0.019 0.006 

Nebraska 0.29 6.5% 8.9% 2.4% 0.019 0.026 0.007 

Nevada 0.46 9.4% 14.4% 5.0%* 0.043 0.066 0.023 

New Hampshire 0.22 6.8% 10.7% 3.9%* 0.015 0.024 0.009 

New Jersey 1.40 8.5% 17.1% 8.6%* 0.120 0.240 0.120 

New Mexico 0.33 11.4% 15.2% 3.8%* 0.038 0.050 0.013 

New York 3.21 10.9% 14.9% 4.0%* 0.349 0.477 0.128 

North Carolina 1.53 8.6% 14.3% 5.7%* 0.132 0.218 0.086 
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Table 3: Adults Ages 65 and Older With Incomes Below 100% of Poverty Under Official and 
Supplemental Poverty Measures, by State 

State 

Number 
of 

people 
ages 65 

and 
older (in 
millions) 

Percent below 100% of the poverty 
threshold 

Number below 100% of the poverty 
threshold (in millions) 

Official 
poverty 

measure 

Supplemental 
poverty 

measure Difference 

Official 
poverty 

measure 

Supplemental 
poverty 

measure Difference 

North Dakota 0.11 9.4% 12.7% 3.3%* 0.010 0.014 0.004 

Ohio 1.81 8.0% 10.8% 2.8%* 0.145 0.196 0.050 

Oklahoma 0.58 9.4% 11.5% 2.2% 0.055 0.067 0.013 

Oregon 0.69 5.4% 10.0% 4.7%* 0.037 0.069 0.032 

Pennsylvania 2.24 7.8% 11.6% 3.8%* 0.174 0.259 0.085 

Rhode Island 0.17 7.8% 9.5% 1.7% 0.013 0.016 0.003 

South Carolina 0.84 7.5% 10.7% 3.2%* 0.063 0.090 0.027 

South Dakota 0.14 10.2% 12.0% 1.8% 0.015 0.017 0.003 

Tennessee 1.09 8.7% 12.9% 4.2%* 0.095 0.141 0.046 

Texas 3.43 10.5% 16.8% 6.3%* 0.361 0.577 0.216 

Utah 0.34 6.3% 11.6% 5.3%* 0.022 0.040 0.018 

Vermont 0.11 6.6% 9.7% 3.1%* 0.007 0.011 0.003 

Virginia 1.18 8.8% 16.3% 7.5%* 0.104 0.192 0.088 

Washington 1.12 6.3% 9.6% 3.3%* 0.071 0.108 0.037 

West Virginia 0.34 9.0% 10.2% 1.3% 0.030 0.035 0.004 

Wisconsin 0.92 5.9% 8.1% 2.3% 0.054 0.075 0.021 

Wyoming 0.09 9.1% 11.8% 2.8% 0.008 0.010 0.002 

NOTE: The official poverty threshold was $11,756 for adults 65 and older in 2017. 1Estimates for the total 65+ 
population are based on data from 2017; all other estimates are pooled three-year averages from 2015-2017. 
*Indicates difference between SPM estimate and official poverty estimate is statistically significant. Subtraction of 
official poverty measure estimates from SPM estimates may not equal estimates in difference column due to 
rounding. 

SOURCE: KFF analysis of Current Population Survey, 2016-2018 Annual Social and Economic Supplement. 
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Table 4: Adults Ages 65 and Older With Incomes Below 200% of Poverty Under Official and 
Supplemental Poverty Measures, by State 

State 

Number 
of 

people 
ages 65 

and 
older (in 
millions) 

Percent below 200% of the poverty 
threshold 

Number below 200% of the poverty 
threshold (in millions) 

Official 
poverty 

measure 

Supplemental 
poverty 

measure Difference 

Official 
poverty 

measure 

Supplemental 
poverty 

measure Difference 

Total 65+1 51.1 30.1% 42.0% 11.8%* 15.4 21.4 6.0 

Alabama 0.74 37.9% 44.4% 6.5%* 0.282 0.330 0.048 

Alaska 0.08 22.0% 35.6% 13.5%* 0.019 0.030 0.011 

Arizona 1.12 28.8% 36.6% 7.8%* 0.324 0.412 0.088 

Arkansas 0.47 39.2% 45.4% 6.2%* 0.185 0.214 0.029 

California 5.36 31.2% 49.3% 18.1%* 1.674 2.645 0.971 

Colorado 0.77 23.6% 36.3% 12.7%* 0.181 0.279 0.097 

Connecticut 0.58 20.8% 32.8% 12.0%* 0.121 0.191 0.070 

Delaware 0.16 24.7% 38.8% 14.1%* 0.040 0.062 0.023 

District of Columbia 0.09 34.0% 51.0% 16.9%* 0.031 0.047 0.016 

Florida 3.96 34.7% 48.4% 13.7%* 1.373 1.915 0.542 

Georgia 1.29 37.7% 47.1% 9.3%* 0.488 0.609 0.121 

Hawaii 0.24 24.6% 47.0% 22.3%* 0.058 0.111 0.053 

Idaho 0.26 31.7% 40.5% 8.8%* 0.081 0.104 0.023 

Illinois 1.91 26.0% 38.2% 12.3%* 0.497 0.732 0.235 

Indiana 1.00 29.1% 40.5% 11.3%* 0.290 0.403 0.113 

Iowa 0.49 24.2% 30.3% 6.1% 0.119 0.148 0.030 

Kansas 0.44 32.0% 39.9% 7.9%* 0.141 0.175 0.035 

Kentucky 0.74 38.4% 45.7% 7.3%* 0.283 0.337 0.054 

Louisiana 0.64 42.0% 49.8% 7.8%* 0.268 0.318 0.050 

Maine 0.26 32.9% 44.7% 11.9%* 0.086 0.117 0.031 

Maryland 0.87 23.8% 41.7% 17.9%* 0.208 0.364 0.156 

Massachusetts 1.02 28.6% 45.4% 16.8%* 0.291 0.462 0.171 

Michigan 1.66 25.7% 35.4% 9.7%* 0.427 0.587 0.160 

Minnesota 0.89 25.5% 34.7% 9.2%* 0.226 0.308 0.082 

Mississippi 0.44 45.6% 49.6% 4.0% 0.201 0.219 0.018 

Missouri 0.98 31.2% 37.9% 6.7%* 0.306 0.372 0.065 

Montana 0.19 30.2% 37.5% 7.3%* 0.059 0.073 0.014 

Nebraska 0.29 26.8% 34.8% 8.0%* 0.078 0.102 0.023 

Nevada 0.46 28.7% 41.8% 13.2%* 0.132 0.193 0.061 

New Hampshire 0.22 22.0% 36.6% 14.5%* 0.049 0.081 0.032 

New Jersey 1.40 28.1% 46.3% 18.2%* 0.394 0.649 0.255 

New Mexico 0.33 36.0% 41.3% 5.3%* 0.119 0.136 0.017 

New York 3.21 31.0% 46.0% 15.0%* 0.996 1.478 0.482 

North Carolina 1.53 33.9% 44.1% 10.2%* 0.518 0.674 0.156 
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Table 4: Adults Ages 65 and Older With Incomes Below 200% of Poverty Under Official and 
Supplemental Poverty Measures, by State 

State 

Number 
of 

people 
ages 65 

and 
older (in 
millions) 

Percent below 200% of the poverty 
threshold 

Number below 200% of the poverty 
threshold (in millions) 

Official 
poverty 

measure 

Supplemental 
poverty 

measure Difference 

Official 
poverty 

measure 

Supplemental 
poverty 

measure Difference 

North Dakota 0.11 31.2% 38.3% 7.2%* 0.033 0.041 0.008 

Ohio 1.81 28.0% 34.8% 6.8%* 0.506 0.629 0.123 

Oklahoma 0.58 36.5% 43.3% 6.8% 0.213 0.253 0.040 

Oregon 0.69 24.0% 34.3% 10.3%* 0.165 0.236 0.071 

Pennsylvania 2.24 27.7% 39.2% 11.5%* 0.619 0.876 0.257 

Rhode Island 0.17 27.8% 36.1% 8.3%* 0.046 0.059 0.014 

South Carolina 0.84 30.3% 39.6% 9.3%* 0.255 0.333 0.078 

South Dakota 0.14 32.2% 37.1% 4.9% 0.046 0.053 0.007 

Tennessee 1.09 33.3% 43.0% 9.7%* 0.363 0.469 0.106 

Texas 3.43 33.3% 44.4% 11.1%* 1.141 1.521 0.380 

Utah 0.34 24.5% 34.3% 9.8%* 0.084 0.117 0.034 

Vermont 0.11 30.2% 40.4% 10.2%* 0.033 0.044 0.011 

Virginia 1.18 31.3% 43.0% 11.6%* 0.368 0.505 0.137 

Washington 1.12 24.2% 34.6% 10.4%* 0.272 0.389 0.117 

West Virginia 0.34 37.4% 41.2% 3.7% 0.127 0.140 0.013 

Wisconsin 0.92 23.6% 34.1% 10.6%* 0.218 0.316 0.098 

Wyoming 0.09 27.4% 35.7% 8.3% 0.023 0.031 0.007 

NOTE: The official poverty threshold was $11,756 for adults 65 and older in 2017. 1Estimates for the total 65+ 
population are based on data from 2017; all other estimates are pooled three-year averages from 2015-2017. 
*Indicates difference between SPM estimate and official poverty estimate is statistically significant. Subtraction of 
official poverty measure estimates from SPM estimates may not equal estimates in difference column due to 
rounding. 

SOURCE: KFF analysis of Current Population Survey, 2016-2018 Annual Social and Economic Supplement. 

 


