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(USDA). Based on the 1955 Household Food Consumption Survey, the USDA deter-
mined that families of three or more people spent about one third of their after-tax 
income on food. The poverty threshold was set at three times the cost of the econo-
my food plan. The definition of the poverty threshold was revised in 1969 and 1981. 
Since 1969, annual adjustments in the levels have been based on the consumer price 
index (CPI) instead of changes in the cost of foods in the economy food plan.

The poverty threshold considers money or cash income before taxes and excludes 
capital gains and noncash benefits (public housing, Medicaid, and the Supplemen-
tal Nutrition Assistance Program). The poverty threshold does not apply to people 
residing in military barracks or institutional group quarters or to unrelated individ-
uals younger than age 15 (foster children). In addition, the definition of the poverty 
threshold does not vary geographically.

The poverty guidelines, issued each year by the U.S. Department of Health and 
Human Services, are used to determine family or individual eligibility for federal pro-
grams such as Head Start, the National School Lunch Program, or the Low Income 
Home Energy Assistance Program. The poverty guidelines are designated by the year 
in which they are issued. For example, the guidelines issued in January 2014 are desig-
nated as the 2014 poverty guidelines, but the guidelines reflect price changes through 
the calendar year 2013. There are separate poverty guidelines for Alaska and Hawaii. 
The current poverty threshold and guidelines are presented in Tables 2.2 and 2.3.

Poverty guidelines: 
Used to determine family 
or individual eligibility for 
relevant federal programs

Size of 
Family Unit

Related Children Under 18 Years

None 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8+

One person 
under 65

65 years or 
older

12,119

11,173

Two people

Householder 
under 65

Householder 
65 or older

15,600

14,081

16,057

15,996

Three 18,222 18,751 18,769

Four 24,028 24,421 23,624 23,707

Five 28,977 29,398 28,498 27,801 27,376

Six 33,329 33,461 32,771 32,110 31,128 30,545

Seven 38,349 38,588 37,763 37,187 36,115 34,865 33,493

Eight 42,890 43,269 42,490 41,807 40,839 39,610 38,331 38,006

Nine or more 51,594 51,844 51,154 50,575 49,625 48,317 47,134 46,842 45,037

SOURCE: DeNavas-Walt and Proctor 2014. 

Table 2.2 � Poverty threshold in 2013 by size of family and number of related children under 18 years (in dollars)


