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PRIORITY ISSUE #9: POVERTY

Each gubernatorial election year since 2004, Utah Foundation organizes the Utah Priorities Project in partnership with the Hinckley
Institute of Politics. The project is designed to engage the public and political candidates in serious dialogue on the most important issues
facing our state. It begins with survey work that establishes what voters view as the rop ten issues for the election year. This month, Utah
Foundation releases a series of policy briefs of each of the rop ten issues. In 2012, voters listed poverty as the 9 most important priority in
the election year.
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Poverty also affects subsets of the population differently, hitting children the hardest. Within Utah, Daggett had the lowest
childhood poverty (5.6%) and Piute had the highest (32.5%).? Additionally, poverty rates are higher for females than males, and it
is particularly hard on female heads of households. The national poverty rate for married couples was 6.2% and for male
householders with no spouse present was 16.1%, while the rate for female householders with no spouse present was 31.2%.*
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Social Security, 21.4 million more people
would live in poverty, an almost 50% increase in the number currently in poverty. The relief from Social Security payments is
typically directed toward adults 65 and older. Without Unemployment Insurance, 2.3 million more people would be in poverty.
The impact of Unemployment Insurance is felt by all age groups. Before the new poverty rates were released in September 2012,
many economists expected poverty to rise, due in part to a decrease in Unemployment Insurance relief. This was not the case, even
though Unemployment Insurance payments fell by $36 billion — nearly 25% — from 2010 when the payments helped 3.2 million
people.®
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There are other programs designed to assist people in poverty, but they do not reduce official poverty estimates because they are
considered “non-cash.” For example, the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) (formerly known as "food stamps")
takes 3.6 million people out of poverty. 7 Since 2008, there has been a 119% increase in the number of Utah households utilizing
the program, though only 63% of eligible households (with earnings at 130% of the poverty thresholds) do so.® The Earned Income
Tax Credit (EITC) takes 4.2 million people out of poverty. * If SNAP and EITC were included in the poverty measure, the poverty
rate would be 12.5%. Interestingly, Moody’s Analytics found that the effects of the increased SNAP caseload during the recession
and the Unemployment Insurance expansion from the 2009 stimulus are first and second, respectively, in terms of effectiveness at
economic stimulation. '

The type of assistance has more recently begun to be determined by the type of poverty. Generally, there are two kinds of poverty:
situational (due to a specific, traceable event) and intergenerational (persistent over generations). Utah Department of Workforce
Services has begun tracking intergenerational poverty for the purpose of developing plans and programs to break the “cycle of
poverty.” This cycle is certainly a reality; children who were never in poverty under the age of 15 only have a 0.6% likelihood of
being in poverty at the age of 35, while children who were in poverty for over half of their youth have a 45.3% likelihood."!

How Poverty is Measured

In the early 1960s, an economist from the Social Security Administration named Mollie Orshansky developed measures for the risks
of being poor. At the start of the War on Poverty, President Johnson’s administration used one of these measures to define poverty,
which—with slight changes—has been used ever since. This measure defines people in poverty as spending more than one-third of
their household income on a thrifty food budget.'* This equation is then used to make poverty thresholds for income (based on pre-
tax income without non-cash). To put the poverty thresholds in context, Utah's
median family income was $62,809 in 2011 (down from $63,443 the previous U.S. Poverty Thresholds in 2012
year). U.S. median family income is national benefits average of $61,455."
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(by nearly one half).!*

Regardless of how poverty is measured, the fact remains that many households struggle to make ends meet. That voters identified
poverty as a top priority in the Utah Priorities Survey may be indicative of the post-recessionary pressures that people are feeling in
their lives.

This brief was written by Utah Foundation Research Analyst Shawn Teigen. Contact him ar (801) 355-1400 or by email at
shawn@utahfoundation.org.
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The mission of Utah Foundation is to promote a thriving economy, a well-prepared workforce, and a high quality of life for Utahns
by performing thorough, well-supported research that helps policymakers, business and community leaders, and citizens
better understand complex issues and providing practical, well-reasoned recommendations for policy change.



