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Figure 6.
Distribution of People by Income-to-Poverty Ratios: 2020
(In percent)

1 Includes unrelated individuals under the age of 15.
Notes: Details may not sum to totals due to rounding. More information on confidentiality protection, sampling error, nonsampling error, 
and definitions is available at <https://www2.census.gov/programs-surveys/cps/techdocs/cpsmar21.pdf>.
Source: U.S. Census Bureau, Current Population Survey, 2021 Annual Social and Economic Supplement (CPS ASEC).
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DISTRIBUTION OF INCOME-
TO-POVERTY RATIOS: 
OFFICIAL AND SPM

Comparing the distribution of 
pretax cash income with that of 
SPM resources also allows an 
examination of the effect of taxes 
and noncash transfers across 
the income/resource distribu-
tion. Figure 6 shows the percent 
distribution of income-to-poverty 
ratio categories for all people and 
by major age category. Dividing 
income by the respective poverty 
threshold controls income by unit 
size and composition. Appendix 
Table 4 shows the distribution of 
income-to-poverty ratios for vari-
ous groups in 2019 and 2020.

Overall, the comparison shows 
that a smaller share of the popu-
lation had incomes below half of 

their poverty threshold using the 
SPM compared to the official mea-
sure. Including targeted noncash 
benefits and tax credits/stimulus 
payments, and subtracting neces-
sary expenses, reduced the per-
centage of the population in the 
lowest category for children under 
the age of 18 and adults aged 18 to 
64. The share of individuals aged 
65 and older with income below 
half their poverty threshold was 
not statistically different between 
SPM and the official measure.

Many of the noncash benefits 
included in the SPM, such as 
SNAP, Program for Women, 
Infants, and Children (WIC), 
and school meals, as well as tax 
credits and stimulus payments are 
targeted at families with children 
or increase in benefit value with 

children. When these policies and 
programs are taken into account 
in the SPM, the share of children 
with income below 50 percent 
of their poverty thresholds is 
lower using the SPM definition of 
resources (2.9 percent) than with 
the official measure (7.6 percent).

At the other end of the distribu-
tion, relative to the official mea-
sure, the SPM shows a smaller 
percentage of the population 
with income four or more times 
the poverty threshold relative 
to the official measure. The SPM 
resource measure subtracts 
taxes—compared with the  
official measure, that does not— 
bringing down the percentage of 
people with income in the highest 
category.

https://www2.census.gov/programs-surveys/cps/techdocs/cpsmar21.pdf



