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Understanding the characteristics of the poor is crucial for crafting effective anti-poverty policies. In this 

Economic Analysis, we document characteristics of the 46.7 million Americans—14.8 percent of the 

population—who lived in poverty in 2014. Using the Current Population Survey Annual Social and 

Economic Supplement (CPS ASEC) collected in March 2015, the source of official poverty statistics, we 

describe who lives in poverty as well as the characteristics of the working-age poor and those working-age 

poor who were employed less than full-time year-round.1 

 

FIGURE 1. 

Characteristics of Individuals Living Below Poverty, 2014 
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Consider the following sobering statistics, illustrated in the figure above: 

 More than a third of those who live in poverty are children. More than 15.5 million children lived 

in poverty in 2014. 

 About 13 percent of those living in poverty are senior citizens or retired.  

 A quarter of those who live in poverty are in the labor force—that is, working or seeking 

employment.  

 A tenth of those in poverty are disabled.  

 Eight percent of those living in poverty are caregivers, meaning that they report caring for children 

or family. 

 Students, either full- or part-time, make up another seven percent of those living in poverty. 

 Just three percent of those living in poverty are working-age adults who do not fall into one of 

these categories—that is, they are not in the labor force, not disabled, and not a student, caregiver, 

or retired. 

 

FIGURE 2. 

Characteristics of Working-Age Adults Living Below Poverty, 2014 

 
 

Just over half of those who live in poverty are of working-age, defined as between the ages of 18 and 64. 

Figure 2 categorizes working-age adults living below the poverty line in 2014. Among working-age adults 

living in poverty, 45% are in the labor force: 

 13 percent are full-time, year-round workers, meaning that they usually worked 35 hours or more 

per week for at least 50 weeks during 2014. 

 Just over one quarter of poor working-age adults work less than full-time year-round, meaning 

that they worked during the previous year, but not on a full-time, full-year schedule. 

 5 percent report that they are seeking employment – a classification that means that these adults 

were in the labor force – throughout the year. 
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The remaining 55 percent of working-age adults are not in the labor force. Additional data from the CPS 

ASEC, which asks respondents why they are not in the labor force, allows us to further describe who these 

non-workers are. As a share of the total working-age adult living in poverty population: 

 18 percent —a third of the non-workers living in poverty—are disabled. 

 26 percent—just under half of non-workers—are caregivers or students.  

 6 percent are retired, though it is important to note that only the working-age population is 

considered here, so this constitutes early retirement. 

 5 percent of the total population of working-age adults in poverty are not in the labor force and   

are neither disabled, a caregiver, a student, nor retired.  

 

Certainly some share of those who are disabled, a caregiver, a student, or retired—as well as the remaining 

small fraction outside those groups—are people who are capable of employment. As Figure  3 illustrates, 

a portion of those living in poverty who are disabled, a caregiver, a student, or retired are indeed in the 

labor force.  

 

Though 13 percent of working-age adults living in poverty are working full-time year-round, about twice 

as many were employed less than full-time year-round in 2014. Figure 3 further investigates the 

composition of working-age adults living in poverty that reported usually working part-time and who 

were working part-time in March 2015.   

 

FIGURE 3. 

Characteristics of Working-Age Adults Living In Poverty and Working Part-time, March 

2015 
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About 40 percent of those working part-time during the year are involuntarily part-time – meaning that 

they would like to work full time but cannot due to an economic reason such as inability to find a full-time 

job, employer reduction of hours, or slack work. Just under half of part-time workers were students, 

caregivers, or disabled. Only about 1 in 6 of these part-time workers worked fewer than 35 hours a week 

or less than 50 weeks a year for some other reason. 

 

In order to address poverty, we must first know who is poor. Using the most recently available data on 

poverty, we describe the population living in poverty as well as the working-age poor. This analysis 

suggests that most deviations from full-time, full-year employment are readily explicable in terms of factors 

like disability, education, or caregiving.  

 
 

Endnotes 

1. We thank Arloc Sherman of the Center on Budget and Policy Priorities for helpful comments and for 

recalculating the characteristics of individuals living below poverty for calendar year 2012 using the 

Transfer Income Model, version 3 (TRIM3) microsimulation model as an analysis check. TRIM3 corrects 

for underreporting of benefit receipt in the CPS ASEC March and is maintained and developed by the 

Urban Institute, under primary funding from the Department of Health and Human Services. Calculations 

using this model were within about a percentage point of estimates using the ASEC supplement weight  
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The Hamilton Project seeks to advance America’s promise of 

opportunity, prosperity, and growth.  

 

We believe that today’s increasingly competitive global economy 

demands public policy ideas commensurate with the challenges of the 21st 

Century.  The Project’s economic strategy reflects a judgment that long-

term prosperity is best achieved by fostering economic growth and broad 

participation in that growth, by enhancing individual economic security, 

and by embracing a role for effective government in making needed 

public investments.   

 

Our strategy calls for combining public investment, a secure social safety 

net, and fiscal discipline.  In that framework, the Project puts forward 

innovative proposals from leading economic thinkers — based on credible 

evidence and experience, not ideology or doctrine — to introduce new and 

effective policy options into the national debate.  

 

The Project is named after Alexander Hamilton, the nation’s first Treasury 

Secretary, who laid the foundation for the modern American 

economy.  Hamilton stood for sound fiscal policy, believed that broad-

based opportunity for advancement would drive American economic 

growth, and recognized that “prudent aids and encouragements on the 

part of government” are necessary to enhance and guide market 

forces.  The guiding principles of the Project remain consistent with these 

views. 
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