
Measuring Inequality and Poverty in the 
United States:  Challenges and 

Opportuni;es in the Interna;onal 
Context
Trudi	Renwick	

Assistant	Division	Chief	

Economic	Characteris9cs	

Social,	Economic	and	Housing	Sta9s9cs	Division	

U.S.	Census	Bureau	

June	28,	2018	

The	views	expressed	in	this	presenta0on	are	solely	those	of	the	
author	and	do	not	necessarily	reflect	the	official	posi0ons	or	
policies	of	the	U.S.	Census	Bureau.		



Outline

• Measurement	of	poverty	and	inequality	in	the	United	States	
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•  Involvement	in	interna9onal	ini9a9ves	
•  SDG	2030	Working	Groups	and	Repor9ng	PlaQorm	
•  Par9cipa9on	in	the	UNECE	Expert	Group	on	Income	and	Poverty	

•  Annual	conferences	
•  Guide	on	poverty	measurement	
•  Working	group	on	disaggrega9on	of	poverty	sta9s9cs		

•  Contribute	to	the	OECD	interna9onal	data	base	
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Two basic dimensions of 
economic inequality
Separate	but	inter-related:		income	and	wealth	
	
	
	

3	
Source:		Pew	Research	Center	



Economic inequality metrics

•  Single	index	numbers	to	describe	inequality	(e.g.	Gini	index)	that	allow	
comparisons	across	9me	and	geography	

•  Descrip9ons	of	the	income/wealth	distribu9on		
•  Income	amounts	that	define	points	in	the	income	distribu9on,	e.g.	the	middle,	the	
top	5%,	the	top	1%	

•  Share	of	wealth,	income	or	income	growth	received	by	each	fi]h	of	the	popula9on	
•  Ra9os	of	the	cutoffs	for	groups	–	e.g.		Income	amount	that	define	the	top	quin9le	
divided	by	the	bo`om	quin9le	cutoff	

•  Poverty	rates,	poverty	gaps,	income	to	poverty	ra9os	
•  Size	and/or	well-being	of	the	middle	class	
• Mobility	–	likelihood	of	moving	up	or	down	the	income	distribu9on	
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Income inequality indices
•  GINI	index	(2016=0.481)		

Most	commonly	used	measure.		
Area	between	the	Lorenz	curve	
and	hypothe9cal	line	of	
absolute	equality.			(0	perfect	
equality,	1	perfect	inequality)		

•  Other	index	numbers	
reported	by	the	Census	
Bureau:	

•  Theil	index	(0.425)	
•  Mean	logarithmic	devia9on	

of	income	(0.601)	
•  Atkinson	measures	(0.103,	

0.201,	0.306)	
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Descrip;ons of the income distribu;on

•  Examine	income	
cutoffs	for	each	
segment	of	the	
distribu9on:		lowest	
quin9le,	median,	
highest	quin9le,	95th	
percen9le	

•  Ra9o	of	two	cutoffs,	
2016	

•  90th/10th	=	12.53	
•  95th/20th	=	9.38	
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Inequality measures based on shares

•  Shares	of	aggregate	
income	received	by	each	
quin9le	

•  Some	analyses	look	at	
the	share	of	“growth”	by	
quin9le	

•  SDG	10.1	indicator	is	
growth	of	per	capita	
income	of	the	bo`om	40	
percent	compared	to	per	
capita	income	growth	of	
the	total	popula9on	
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Poverty measures
•  Poverty	–	official	or	supplemental	

poverty	measures	
•  Head	count	–	how	many	people	

have	income	below	the	poverty	
thresholds?	

•  Poverty	gap	–	what	is	the	
difference	between	the	poverty	
thresholds	and	income	for	
those	in	poverty	

•  Income-to-poverty	ra9os	–	how	
many	people	have	income	
below	50%	of	poverty	
thresholds;	below	125%	of	
poverty	thresholds,	etc.	

	
•  Mul9-dimensional	poverty	–	expand	

concept	beyond	income	to	include	
health,	housing,	neighborhoods,	
educa9onal	opportuni9es,	
employment,	etc.	
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The Geography of Upward Mobility in the United States 
Average Individual Income for Males with Parents Earning $25,000 (25th percentile) 

Note: Green = More Upward Mobility, Red = Less Upward Mobility 

56.9 ($34.5k) 

49.0 ($27.6k) 

42.9 ($22.8k) 

Atlanta		
$23.1k	

	Washington	DC		
$27.8k	

Charlo`e		
$22.5k	

San	Francisco	
Bay	Area	
$28.8k	

Sea`le		
$27.6k	

Salt	Lake	City	$31.2k	

Cleveland		
$24.6k	

Los	Angeles		
$27.6k	

Dubuque	
$31.7k	

Newark	$30.1k	

Source:	:		h`p://www.equality-of-opportunity.org/documents/	Race	and	Economic	Opportunity	in	the	United	States:		An	Intergenera9onal	Perspec9ve			



Black Men White Men 

Note: Green = More Upward Mobility, Red = Less Upward Mobility; Grey = 
Insufficient Data 

Boston 
$24k 

Boston 
$31k 

Atlanta 
$18k 

Atlanta 
$26k 

Newark 
$20k 

San  
Francisco  

$19k 

San  
Francisco  

$31k 

Two Americas: The Geography of Upward Mobility by Race 
Average Individual Income of Males with Parents Earning $25,000 (25th percentile) 

45.8	
($25k)	

<36.5	
($17k)	

>56.9	
($35k)	

Newark 
$32k 

Source:	:		h`p://www.equality-of-opportunity.org/documents/	Race	and	Economic	Opportunity	in	the	United	States:		An	Intergenera9onal	Perspec9ve			



How to measure resources?

•  Income	vs.	wealth	vs.	consump9on	vs.	
earnings	

•  Measurement	concerns	
•  A]er	tax	payments	and	tax	credits	
•  Include	the	value	of	noncash	benefits	–	
e.g.	SNAP,	housing	assistance	

•  Include	value	of	health	insurance?	
•  Adjust	for	differences	in	family	size	–	
equivalence	adjustment	

•  Adjust	for	geographic	differences	in	
the	cost	of	living	
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Source:			U.S.	Census	Bureau	



U.S. Poverty by Different Poverty Measures:  2016
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Percentage	of	People	in	Poverty	by	Different	Poverty	Measures:		2016	(In	Percent)	

Official	Poverty	 SPM	 Consump9on	

Sources:		Official	and	Supplemental	Poverty	Measure,	2017	Annual	Social	and	Economic	Supplement.		Consump9on	poverty	es9mates	from		
American	Enterprise	Ins9tute,	Annual	Report	on	U.S.	Consump9on	Poverty:		2016	
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Sources of Data
• Household	surveys:	

•  CPS	ASEC	–	na9onal	data,	long	9me	series	
•  American	Community	Survey	–	smaller	geographies	
•  Survey	of	Income	and	Program	Par9cipa9on	-	wealth	
•  Consumer	Expenditure	Survey	-	consump9on	
•  Federal	Reserve	Survey	of	Consumer	Finances	-	wealth	

• Administra9ve	Data	
•  IRS	Sta9s9cs	of	Income	–	sample	of	tax	returns	

• Bureau	of	Economic	Analysis	
•  Per	capita	income	
•  Gross	domes9c	product	
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How we disseminate data

• Reports	
• Websites	
•  Table	packages	
•  Infographics	
• Maps	
•  Tools	
• Microdata	files	
• Applica9on	Programming	Interface	



Interna;onal Ini;a;ves
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SDG 2030 
hPps://sdg.data.gov/ 
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UNECE Expert Task Force on Poverty and 
Inequality
• Annual	mee9ngs	with	other	poverty	and	inequality	measurement	
experts:	

•  Geneva	–	2016	
•  Montenegro	–	2017	
•  Vienna	–	2018	

• Opportunity	to	share	experiences	and	challenges	with	colleagues	
from	many	different	countries	

• Other	interna9onal	ini9a9ves:	
•  UN	Expert	Group	Mee9ng	on	Time	Use	Sta9s9cs	
•  OECD/OCDE	data	base	
•  Eurostat/OECD	Expert	Group	on	Income,	Consump9on	and	Wealth	
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Guide on Poverty Measurement

•  Chapter	1	–	Introduc9on	
•  Chapter	2	–	Overview	of	
poverty	and	related	
concepts		

•  Chapter	3	–	Income	and	
consump9on	expenditure	
measures	

•  Chapter	4	–	Non-monetary	
depriva9ons	

•  Chapter	5	–		Mul9-
dimensional	poverty	

•  Chapter	6	–	Challenges	for	
the	future	
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Task Force on Disaggregated Poverty 
Measures
•  Introduc9on:		measurement	of	poverty	for	policy	relevant	target	groups	
•  Standard	core	variables	for	disaggrega9on	
•  Addressing	coverage	problems	in	poverty	measurement	
•  Improving	response	rates	and	sampling	precision	for	target	groups	
•  Improving	accuracy	of	measurement	
•  Summary	of	recommenda9ons	on	the	produc9on,	analysis	and	dissemina9on	of	
disaggregated	indicators	

•  Topics	for	further	work	
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OECD/OCDE

• Contribute	
to	the	
OECD	
Database	



Contact Informa;on

	
	

Trudi	Renwick	
U.S.	Census	Bureau	

Trudi.j.Renwick@census.gov	
301-763-5133	



•  Census	Bureau:		Income	and	Poverty	in	the	United	States	(September	2017).	
h`ps://www.census.gov/library/publica9ons/2017/demo/p60-259.html		
	

•  Congressional	Budget	Office:		The	Distribu9on	of	Household	Income	and	Federal	Taxes,	2014	(November	2014).	
Combines	Census	and	SOI	data.		

h`ps://www.cbo.gov/publica9on/53597		
	

•  Internal	Revenue	Service	-	Individual	Income	Tax	Return	(Form	1040)	Sta9s9cs.	(Spring	2015).		
h`p://www.irs.gov/uac/SOI-Tax-Stats-Individual-Income-Tax-Returns		
	

•  Joint	Economic	Commi`ee:	Income	Inequality	in	the	United	States	(January	2014).	
h`p://www.jec.senate.gov/public/_cache/files/04a5e372-05d5-4f06-a95e-ede43027c6cd/inequality-report---01-16-2014.pdf	
	

•  U.S.	Department	of	Commerce:		Middle	Class	in	America	(January	2010).	
h`p://www.esa.doc.gov/sites/default/files/middleclassreport.pdf	
	

•  Board	of	Governors	of	the	Federal	Reserve	System:		Report	on	the	Economic	Well-Being	of	U.S.	Households	in	
2017	(May	2018).		

h`ps://www.federalreserve.gov/publica9ons/files/2017-report-economic-well-being-us-households-201805.pdf		
	

•  Bureau	of	Labor	Sta9s9cs:		A	look	at	pay	at	the	top,	the	bo`om,	and	in	between	(May	2015).	
h`p://www.bls.gov/spotlight/2015/a-look-at-pay-at-the-top-the-bo`om-and-in-between/home.htm	
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Government Reports on Income and 
Wealth Inequality: 



•  Organiza9on	for	Economic		Coopera9on	and	Development	(OECD)	In	It	Together	Why	Less	
Inequality	Benefits	All.		

h`p://www.oecd.org/els/soc/OECD2015-In-It-Together-Chapter1-Overview-Inequality.pdf	
	

•  The	World	Bank,	Taking	on	Inequality:	Poverty	and	Shared	Prosperity	2016	
							h`p://www.worldbank.org/en/publica9on/poverty-and-shared-prosperity		
	

•  	World	Inequality	Lab,	World	Inequality	Report,	2018		
							h`p://wir2018.wid.world/files/download/wir2018-full-report-english.pdf		
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International Reports on Income and 
Wealth Inequality: 



•  Census	Bureau	–	income	and	poverty	websites.		Include	detailed	tables	for	each	year	and		
historical	tables	
							h`ps://www.census.gov/topics/income-poverty.html		
	

•  Internal	Revenue	Service	–	Sta9s9cs	of	income	
h`p://www.irs.gov/uac/SOI-Tax-Stats-Individual-Income-Tax-Returns	

	

•  Bureau	of	Economic	Analysis	–	Personal	income	
h`p://www.bea.gov/itable/index.cfm	

	

•  Bureau	of	Labor	Sta9s9cs	–	Consumer	expenditures	
h`ps://www.bls.gov/cex/tables.htm		
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Tables: 



•  American	FacQinder	–	ACS	Data	
h`p://facQinder.census.gov/faces/nav/jsf/pages/index.xhtml	
•  Median	household/family	income	
•  Poverty	rates/Gini	coefficients	
	

•  CPS	ASEC	Table	Creator	
h`p://www.census.gov/cps/data/cpstablecreator.html	

•  Customize	income	defini9ons	
•  Poverty	rates/median	income	
	

•  Small	Area	Income	and	Poverty	Es9mates	
h`ps://www.census.gov/programs-surveys/saipe.html		
	

•  Poverty	rates	by	county	1959-2010	
h`p://www.census.gov/hhes/www/poverty/data/census/Poverty-Rates-by-County-1960-2010.xlsm	
	

•  Census	Applica9on	Programming	Interface	(API)		
h`p://www.census.gov/developers/	
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Census Bureau Data Tools: 



•  h`p://www.washingtonpost.com/blogs/wonkblog/wp/2013/09/19/watch-the-growth-of-u-s-
income-inequality-with-this-animated-map/					

	

•  h`p://www.reuters.com/subjects/income-inequality	
	

•  h`p://www.bloomberg.com/infographics/2014-05-12/income-inequality-map.html	
	

•  h`p://www.movoto.com/blog/opinions/income-inequality-map/	
	

•  h`p://www.ny9mes.com/2015/03/31/upshot/income-inequality-its-also-bad-for-your-
health.html?_r=0&abt=0002&abg=0	

	

•  h`p://www.citylab.com/work/2014/05/mapping-three-decades-income-inequality-state-
state/9067/	
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Inequality Maps: 



•  h`p://www.huffingtonpost.com/2013/06/12/inequality-us-_n_3421381.html	
	

•  h`p://www.motherjones.com/poli9cs/2011/02/income-inequality-in-america-chart-graph	
	

•  h`ps://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QPKKQnijnsM	
	

•  h`p://www.ib9mes.com/infographic-data-income-inequality-us-do-not-paint-pre`y-
picture-1540868	

	

•  h`p://budgetandpolicy.org/schmudget/infographic-income-inequality-is-pulling-washington-
state-apart	

	

•  h`p://randycoffeyillustra9on.com/wp-content/uploads/the-distribu9on-of-wealth-in-the-
u.s.pdf	

	

•  h`p://www.business2community.com/infographics/defining-americas-future-rising-
inequality-01030632	

	

•  h`p://visual.ly/inequality-wealth	
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Infographics: 



Inequality Related Websites: 
•  h`p://inequality.is/real	(Economic	Policy	Ins9tute)	
	

•  h`p://inequality.org	
	

•  h`p://www.equality-of-opportunity.org/	
	

•  h`p://wealthinequality.org/	
	

•  h`p://www.oecd.org/inequality.htm	
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