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The theme of this year's APPAM conference is the
relationship between public policy analysis/research and public
policy.  APPAM has encouraged the participation of both policy
analysts and policy practitioners in the conference.  Implicit in
this theme and this encouragement is the idea that public policy
issues may look different to analysts and practitioners, and that
both groups may benefit by sharing their different perspectives
on public policy issues.

Policy issues may also look different to persons at
different levels of the public policy system--for instance, the
lower level at which policy is carried out, as compared with the
higher level at which policy is made and modified.  Similarly,
policy issues may also look different to members of the general
public--another group with at least some interest in public
policy issues.

Questions from Members of the American Public

The writer of this paper is a civil servant--a policy
practitioner, if you will, but one who works at the level at
which policy is carried out, not the level at which policy is
made.  I prepare the annual update of the poverty guidelines1--
the administrative (program-eligibility) version of the federal
poverty measure.  I answer public inquiries about the guidelines,
as well as questions about the development and history of poverty
lines in the United States.  The questions that I receive come
from other policy practitioners (both public and private), policy
researchers and analysts, and members of the general public.

One of the public policy issues that is sometimes raised in
inquiries I receive from the public is the issue of income
inadequacy.  For many practitioners (particularly at higher
levels) and many researchers, this issue might take a rather
abstract form.  However, for some of the people who put questions
to me, this issue takes the form "How much does it cost a family
to live?" or "How much is enough for a family to live on?"

From time to time I get questions from personnel in
companies, nonprofit organizations, or local governments who have
been directed to assess the level of wages paid by their
organizations.  Sometimes I receive inquiries from local
practitioners or researchers who are seeking to establish an
amount for a living wage for a locality, and want information
about the official poverty line in connection with that.  I have
gotten inquiries from several companies, a public pension fund, a
labor union, and a church group that were interested in assessing
the level of retirement pensions that they paid.  And during the
last several years I have occasionally received e-mail messages
or letters from members of the general public with more personal
concerns:
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o "What minnimum [sic] amount of money would it take for such
a family [two adults and three children in Dallas, Texas] to
meet bare necessities (food, clothing, shelter, etc.)?"
(1997 letter)

o "I am a single Mother and work two jobs which equal about
$18,000 per year.  We barely afford rent, electric, cable,
phone, water, food, taxes and vehicle expenses.  [But] the
federal poverty level is $11,060 [the 1999 poverty guideline
for a family of 2].  My daughter and I have zero, no, zilch
money left after paying the bills for medical or clothing. 
How on earth does the Federal Government expect us to pay
for cars....There just is NOT enough money left at the end
of the month for a car payment....Please tell me...how they
expect people to live on under $20,000 per year."  (1999 e-
mail message)

o "...what [are] the expenses...for a family of six. (2 adults
and four children.)...I am trying to help a couple with four
children."  (2001 e-mail)

There is, of course, no single standard answer to questions
of this type from organizations and individuals.  My response to
a given question depends on the specifics of the question and the
broader context within which it is being asked.  The issue is not
an easy one to respond to, especially since this particular form
of it has not been the subject of as much research in this
country as one might wish.

I would like to use this paper as an opportunity to more
fully address this question--"How much does it cost a family to
live?"--as a public policy issue, since it is a question to which
some of the members of the public who phone me and write to me 
want answers.  For this conference, we are encouraged to look at
issues using perspectives that cross disciplines and national
boundaries.  Accordingly, I will discuss four approaches to
determining or estimating a socially acceptable minimum standard
of living that have been developed or put into practice in recent
years mainly by British social scientists, the majority of them
working in the areas of social policy [a separate academic
discipline in Britain] and sociology.  (The principal exception
to this generalization is the "subjective" poverty line approach,
which was pioneered by Dutch economists.)  Relatively few
American policy practitioners and policy researchers are familiar
with several of these approaches, and I hope that this paper may
modestly reduce that lack of familiarity.

The Approaches to be Discussed--General Background

The approaches to determining a socially acceptable minimum
standard of living (poverty) that I will discuss may be labeled
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as follows:  1) the "consensual deprivation indicator" approach;
2) the budget standards approach; 3) the "subjective" poverty
line approach; and 4) the "consensual budget standards" approach. 
(Terminology for the first and last of these is still fluid, as
they have only been developed in the last two decades.)  My
discussion of these four approaches is essentially an expansion
of a framework in recent work by British poverty researcher John
Veit-Wilson.2

Without going into the detail that the subject deserves, I
will note that the conceptual context within which many British
social scientists consider poverty definition and measurement
differs considerably from the analogous conceptual context for
many American policy researchers and policy practitioners.3 
These British social scientists have generally been strongly
influenced by the following conceptual definition of poverty
stated in 1979 by Peter Townsend, the dean of post-World-War-II
British poverty researchers:

Poverty can be defined objectively and applied
consistently only in terms of the concept of relative
deprivation....The term is understood objectively
rather than subjectively.  Individuals, families and
groups in the population can be said to be in poverty
when they lack the resources to obtain the types of
diet, participate in the activities and have the living
conditions and amenities which are customary, or are at
least widely encouraged or approved, in the societies
to which they belong.  Their resources are so seriously
below those commanded by the average individual or
family that they are, in effect, excluded from ordinary
living patterns, customs and activities.4

(A summarized version of this definition included the sentence,
"People are deprived of the conditions of life which ordinarily
define membership of society."5)  A number of these social
scientists hold that it is possible to empirically test or refute
hypotheses about the existence of socially defined standards
(held by a majority of a society's members) for the minimum
adequacy of resources/income or for social participation
(participation in society), as well as hypotheses about the range
of resources needed to meet these socially defined standards and
the boundary--the poverty level--below which resources are
insufficient to meet these standards.6

The "Consensual Deprivation Indicator" Approach

The approach that I am calling the "consensual deprivation
indicator" approach7 was first implemented by Joanna Mack and
Stewart Lansley in the 1983 Breadline Britain survey, conducted
by Market and Opinion Research International (MORI) for the
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London Weekend Television (LWT) series Breadline Britain.8  This
approach was subsequently used by Mack, Lansley, David Gordon,
Christina Pantazis, and colleagues in the 1990 Breadline Britain
survey, conducted by MORI for the LWT series Breadline Britain in
the 1990s, with additional funding from the Joseph Rowntree
Foundation for analysis of the data9; and by Gordon, Pantazis,
Peter Townsend, and colleagues in the 1999 Poverty and Social
Exclusion Survey of Britain, funded by the Joseph Rowntree
Foundation and conducted by the Office for National Statistics.10

The "consensual deprivation indicator" approach as
implemented in Mack and Lansley's 1983 Breadline Britain survey
was a modified version of the relative deprivation poverty
measurement methodology used by Peter Townsend in his landmark
1979 study of poverty in Britain (which was based on a survey
conducted in 1968-1969).11  There are two major differences
between the two methodologies:

o In the Townsend methodology, the choice of deprivation
indicators finally used (from a preliminary set of
indicators) was made by the investigator.  In the Mack and
Lansley methodology (as explained below), that choice was
made by the general public--more specifically, by a
nationally representative sample of the general public.

o When a survey respondent indicated that s/he did not have an
item or activity in the final list of deprivation
indicators, Mack and Lansley--unlike Townsend--asked the
respondent if s/he did not have the item because s/he did
not want it, or because s/he did want it but could not
afford it.

Although the "consensual deprivation indicator" methodology
of measuring poverty has sometimes been confused with the study
of material hardship indicators (as exemplified by the work of
Mayer and Jencks in the U.S.), it should be stressed that despite
some superficial similarities, the latter is not a variant of the
former; see Appendix B.

In implementing the "consensual deprivation indicator"
methodology in the 1983 Breadline Britain survey, Mack and
Lansley defined poverty as "an enforced lack of socially
perceived necessities."12  They and their successors have
operationalized these terms on the basis of survey responses from
nationally representative samples of the British population.13

Mack and Lansley (and their successors) presented survey
respondents with a list of "items indicative of various aspects
of our way of living"--goods, physical amenities, and social
activities.  They noted that these items "were seen not only in
terms of personal 'consumption' but also, following Townsend, in
terms of social activities" [emphasis in original].  They tested
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"only those aspects of life facilitated by access to money...";
they thus excluded health care and education, since one generally
did not have to pay for those public services in Britain during
the early 1980's.  Examples of items that they presented (and
that a majority of respondents designated as necessities) are "a
refrigerator," "heating to warm living areas of the home if it's
cold," and "celebrations on special occasions such as Christmas." 
They asked respondents whether each item was part of "the living
standards you feel all adults [or families with children, for
child-related items] should have in Britain today"--whether they
thought each item was one "which you think [is] necessary, and
which all adults [or families with children] should be able to
afford and which they should not have to do without...."14  (It
is methodologically significant that they asked about items that
all adults or families should have, rather than asking
respondents what they thought poor people should have.15)

Mack and Lansley (and their successors) classified an item
as a socially perceived necessity if more than 50 percent of
survey respondents (after weighting to make the sample
representative of the whole population) identified it as being a
necessity.  "While there is inevitably an element of
arbitrariness at the margins for any cut-off point, a straight
majority seems as fair an interpretation of a consensual view as
any."16,17

In the 1983 Breadline Britain survey, most of the 22 items
in the final list of necessities related to adults, but four
related to children under 16.  (Examples included "three meals a
day for children" and "toys for children.")  Similarly, in the
1990 Breadline Britain survey, seven of the 32 items in the final
list of necessities related to children.  In the 1999 Poverty and
Social Exclusion Survey, by contrast, separate lists of
necessities were developed for adults and for children.18

Gordon and Pantazis did a statistical analysis for
reliability of the final list of necessities in the 1990
Breadline Britain survey, using Cronbach's Coefficient Alpha in
the context of the Domain-Sampling Model.  For the questions
about the 32 necessities, Cronbach's Coefficient Alpha was
0.8754.  "...the Alpha Coefficient score of 0.87 for the
Breadline Britain questions indicates that they have a high
degree of reliability and also that effectively similar results
would have been obtained if any other reliable set of 32
deprivation questions had been asked instead."  A similar
analysis of the list of adult necessities in the 1999 Poverty and
Social Exclusion Survey found a Cronbach's Coefficient Alpha of
0.8853--indicative of a highly reliable index; for the list of
children's necessities, the corresponding figure was 0.8339.19

For each of the items on the list of necessities, Mack and
Lansley (and their successors) asked respondents if they had the
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item, if they did not have it because they did not want it, or if
they did not have it because they could not afford it.  (For
child-related items, they asked the parents rather than the
children themselves.)  The respondent's deprivation score--the
number of necessities that a respondent lacked because s/he could
not afford them--was used to determine the respondent's poverty
status.20

In the 1983 Breadline Britain survey, Mack and Lansley set
the poverty line at a deprivation score of three or more
necessities--that is, a household whose respondent had a
deprivation score of three or more necessities was counted as
poor.  In an extensive analysis of types and numbers of
deprivations experienced, Mack and Lansley had found that the
effect of lacking only one or two necessities was relatively
marginal; the only area in which a majority of this group cut
back was leisure activities.  By contrast, the effects of lacking
three or more necessities were widespread, with multiple areas of
life being affected; most of this group cut back on food, some
cut back on clothing, on heating, and on social obligations, or
lived in bad housing, while most cut back on leisure activities
and non-necessities (items on the preliminary list which were not
designated by a majority as necessities).21  Subsequently, a
regression analysis confirmed the three-or-more-necessities-
lacked poverty line for the 1983 survey (by showing that this was
the point which maximized the variation in income between the
multiply deprived and less deprived groups while minimizing the
variation of income within each group).  In the 1990 Breadline
Britain survey, discriminant analysis showed that three-or-more-
necessities-lacked was the optimum poverty line for households. 
In the 1999 Poverty and Social Exclusion Survey, poverty was
determined not for the household as a whole but separately for
adults and children, based on separate lists of necessities.  For
adults, general linear models (ANOVA and logistic regression)
both showed that the optimum position for the poverty line was at
two or more necessities lacked.  For children, discriminant
function analysis showed that the optimum position for the
poverty line was at one or more necessities lacked; however,
because a large proportion of children poor by this definition
lacked one specific item (a holiday away from home once a year),
the analysis also used a more restrictive deprivation threshold
of two or more necessities lacked.22

Besides Britain, the "consensual deprivation indicator"
approach has been used in surveys in Ireland, Belgium, Holland,
Germany, Denmark, Sweden, Finland, and Vietnam.23

In Ireland, researchers at the Economic and Social Research
Institute have worked with a set of 24 deprivation indicators
drawn in large part from Mack and Lansley's list of 22 socially
perceived necessities.  The researchers applied factor analysis
to their 24 indicators and found that they clustered into three
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groups:  "basic" indicators, "housing and durables" indicators,
and "other" indicators.  They proceeded to do exploratory work
with poverty measures which combined relative income poverty
lines (various percentages of average equivalent disposable
income) and the eight "basic" deprivation indicators.24  In 1997,
the Irish government adopted a National Anti-Poverty Strategy
with a target for reducing poverty as measured by poverty
measures combining two relative income poverty lines and the
"basic" deprivation indicators.25

Two Irish researchers have also used the deprivation
indicators drawn largely from Mack and Lansley's list to begin
exploring the question of whether persons in the same household
may be experiencing different levels of deprivation--
specifically, whether married women are more deprived than their
husbands.26

Although the "consensual deprivation indicator" approach
generally uses deprivation indicators rather than incomes as such
to set poverty lines, the correlation of deprivations with low
incomes plays an important part in this approach.27  From a
broadly similar perspective (although not using the specific
"consensual deprivation indicator" methodology), a recent
Canadian report examined 27 elements of child development and how
outcomes in these areas vary by family income.  Based on their
research, the authors suggested that a child poverty line should
be set between $30,000 and $40,000 (annual income in Canadian
dollars) for a family of four, since the risk of negative child
outcomes and the likelihood of poor living conditions were
noticeably higher among children in families with incomes below
these levels; to look at it from the other direction, "the risks
of poor developmental outcomes and living conditions decline
steeply as families approach these income levels."28  Along the
same line, an American statistician has called for (American)
social scientists to study empirically the relationship between
different family income/resource levels and undesirable social
outcomes in such areas as family stability and instability,
health status and mortality, food insecurity, and school
performance.29

The Budget Standards Approach

"A budget standard is a specified basket of goods and
services which when priced can represent a particular standard of
living.  Budgets can be devised to represent any living
standard."30  The term "budget standard(s)" has been used
particularly in recent literature in Britain and Australia.  In
the older American literature (from at least the 1920's through
the 1960's) the term "standard budget" was used for the same
concept.31  (For brief comments on the use of budget
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standards/standard budgets in other periods and other countries,
see the end of this section.)

Since budgets can be developed to represent any standard of
living, the use of the budget standards approach does not by
itself guarantee that the result will be a socially acceptable
minimum standard of living.32  Accordingly, if one does have the
goal of developing a budget that represents a socially acceptable
minimum standard of living, it is probably advisable to take
conscious, specific steps towards accomplishing that goal (as do
both the budget standard studies discussed below).

In an unpublished 1993 paper prepared for the National
Research Council's Panel on Poverty and Family Assistance,
American poverty researcher Harold Watts distinguished several
variants of the budget standards approach.  In one variant, a
detailed, comprehensive list of budget items is drawn up--for
instance, individual clothing items are specified, rather than
simply having a "clothing" category.  (Watts called this the
"market basket approach," while the Poverty Panel termed it the
"detailed budget approach.")  In another variant, expenditure
amounts are specified for a relatively small number of
consumption categories; the expenditure amount for an individual
category is often a single aggregate, although it can also be
based on a detailed list of items--for instance, one of the U.S.
Department of Agriculture's food plans.  (Watts termed this
approach "category standards," while the Poverty Panel called it
the "categorical approach.")33  Both budget studies discussed
below followed the detailed budget approach.34

In 1993 a group of persons from the Family Budget Unit,
under the direction of social policy researcher Jonathan
Bradshaw, published a book presenting budget standards at two
different levels for the United Kingdom.  The project was funded
by the Joseph Rowntree Foundation.  The book presented budget
standards for six different household types at a "modest but
adequate" standard of living and at a "low cost" standard.  The
"modest but adequate" standard was described as "a level of
living which is sufficient to 'satisfy prevailing standards of
what is necessary for health, efficiency, the nurture of children
and for participation in community activities.'"  (The term was
taken from the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics' City Worker's
Family Budget, published in 1948.)  No precise definition of the
"low cost" standard was given, but it was described as not being
a "minimum budget," and as including "adequate health care, a
healthy diet, a warm shelter with a minimum space for each family
member and opportunity to participate in community activities." 
To construct these budgets, the researchers consulted experts on
various commodities, surveys and reports on consumers' actual
behavior in various areas, standards recommended for various
areas (e.g., housing, food) by official groups, and earlier
budget standards from other countries, as well as using their own
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judgments.  They also presented the modest but adequate budget to
groups of consumers, asking their opinions and then adjusting the
budget on the basis of feedback from the consumer groups.  The
researchers followed several general guidelines in determining
the contents of the budgets:  If more than 50 percent of a
certain type of household (in the general population) had a
certain commodity, then it was generally included in the "modest
but adequate" budget for that type of household.  If more than 75
percent of the population owned an item--or if more than two
thirds of the general population believed an item to be a
necessity (according to the Breadline Britain 1990 survey
described above)--then it was included in the "low cost" budget. 
The reason for these guidelines (as well as for the consultation
with consumers) will have been an effort to ensure that the
budgets met a "socially accepted standard."  After the budgets
were developed, the researchers compared them with data from the
Family Expenditure Survey (FES)--presumably in part for reasons
similar to the preceding; however, the researchers had not used
FES data to develop the budgets, since they did not want the
budgets to reflect consumption behavior constrained by
insufficient income.35

In 1998 the Budget Standards Unit (BSU) of the Social Policy
Research Centre of the University of New South Wales, under the
direction of social policy researcher Peter Saunders, published a
report presenting budget standards at two different levels for
Australia.  The report was the Consultant's Report for a project
commissioned by the (Australian) Department of Social Security. 
The report presented budget standards for twelve basic household
types (26 different types after differentiation for labor force
status and housing tenure).  The project took as its starting
point the budget standards developed by Bradshaw and associates
for the United Kingdom, modifying them to suit Australian
circumstances; Bradshaw served as external consultant to the
project.  Like the British project, the BSU project developed
budget standards at a "modest but adequate" standard and at a
"low cost" standard.  "It is...important to note that both
standards embody not only appropriate levels of material
consumption sufficient to satisfy needs for food, housing and so
on, but also make allowance for participation in relevant
socially-endorsed activities" [emphasis in original].  The modest
but adequate standard was described as "one which affords full
opportunity to participate in contemporary Australian society and
the basic options it offers.  It is seen as lying between the
standards of survival and decency and those of luxury as these
are commonly understood."  The low cost standard "represents a
level of living which may require frugal and careful management
of resources but would still allow social and economic
participation consistent with community standards and enable the
individual to fulfil community expectations in the workplace, at
home and in the community.  Whilst it should not be seen as a
minimum standard, the low cost standard is intended to describe a
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level below which it becomes increasingly difficult to maintain
an acceptable living standard because of the increased risk of
deprivation and disadvantage."  The BSU researchers secured
advice from a Budget Standards Unit Steering Committee which
included experts in fields relating to the budgets and their
components, members from two leading non-government welfare
agencies, and employees of the Department of Social Security. 
The researchers made use of legislation relating to minimum
standards for housing and the recommended dietary intakes
developed by the National Health and Medical Research Council,
viewing these as existing normative judgments embodying
prevailing community standards.  The researchers also secured
feedback from focus groups (organized independently by the two
non-government welfare agencies, not by the BSU) about the
articulation of the budget standards, the items to be included in
the budgets, and initial costings of the budget.  "The main aim
of the focus group discussions was thus to provide an initial
external assessment of the budgets so that they could be modified
to conform more closely with prevailing community standards,
attitudes and behaviour."  The researchers followed several
ownership rules in determining the contents of the budgets: 
items owned or activities undertaken by at least 50 percent of
the population were incorporated into the modest but adequate
budgets, while those owned or undertaken by at least 75 percent
of the population were incorporated into the low cost budgets. 
These rules were used because "the legitimacy of budget standards
depends in part on the extent to which they reflect current
aspirations, values and patterns of community behaviour." 
However, "[e]xceptions were made to the 50/75 per cent rule on
normative grounds in some instances, in order to ensure that the
budget standards do not simply reflect existing patterns of
inequality in society."  The researchers also consulted data from
the Household Expenditure Survey and similar relevant statistics
while developing the budgets.  However, in many cases the budgets
were not modified to bring them closer to such statistical data
on the grounds that the statistical data reflected behavior
constrained by insufficient resources; the budgets were "designed
to reflect what is needed, not what can be afforded" [emphasis in
original].36

Standard budgets/budget standards are traditionally seen as
being developed by "experts," without any input from the general
public.37  However, it is of interest that both budget standards
studies just described secured feedback from consumer groups or
focus groups--that is, members of the general population.  By
doing so, they moved a modest step in the direction of the
"consensual budget standards" approach described below (although
the 1994 Middleton et al. study had not been published when
Bradshaw and colleagues did their work, and Saunders and
colleagues appear not to have been aware of it).
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Standard budgets/budget standards have been developed in a
number of different periods and different countries.

In the United States, some sort of standard budget appears
to have been referred to as early as 1877, while the Iowa Bureau
of Labor Statistics published a 33-item standard budget in 1891. 
Standard budgets (representing several different standards of
living) flourished between about 1902 and 1920, during the
Progressive Era.  Standard budgets continued to be developed
during the 1920's and 1930's, but on a somewhat more routinized
basis.38  After World War II, the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics
developed and updated standard budgets (all at standards of
living higher than poverty) between the late 1940's and the early
1980's.39  (Mollie Orshansky's poverty thresholds were not a
standard budget, as noted in endnote 33.)  In general, though,
the standard budget methodology fell into disfavor in the United
States during the 1960's, 1970's, and 1980's.40  In the early
1990's, however, several pathbreaking standard budgets were
published41, and since then a number of researchers and advocates
have developed basic needs budgets for working families in
various states and localities in the context of the Living Wage
movement and in the context of welfare-to-work activities.42 
Most of these recent budgets were developed using the
"categorical approach" mentioned above rather than the detailed
budget approach used by the British and Australian budget studies
described above.  (Note that the Panel on Poverty and Family
Assistance's 1995 proposal for a new U.S. poverty measure is not
a standard budget, since it is not based on a list of specific
goods and services and their prices.)

In Britain, Seebohm Rowntree published his "primary" poverty
line--a budget standard--in 1901.43  Other budget standard
poverty lines were published between that date and 1951, usually
as parts of social surveys.44  During the post-World-War-II
period, however, budget standards became "deeply unfashionable"
in Britain, largely because they had become associated with
"concepts of minimum subsistence and absolute definitions of
poverty...."45  With the 1993 publication of the study by
Bradshaw and colleagues, though, that situation has changed
significantly.46  In 1998 and 2000, the Family Budget Unit
published "low cost but acceptable" budgets for two different
population groups.47

In Australia, budget standards were published in 1920 and
195248, and another budget standard was developed about 1970.49

In Canada, a handful of standard budgets were published
between 1922 and 1943.50  In recent years, various local social
agencies in Canada have developed standard budgets.51 
(Statistics Canada's Low Income Cut-Offs are not a standard
budget, since they are not based on a list of specific goods and
services and their prices.)
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In western Europe, countries in which standard budgets have
been developed include Norway, Sweden, the Netherlands, and
Germany.  In Sweden, the budget prepared by the National Board
for Consumer Affairs constitutes the nation's Minimum Income
Standard, while in Norway, budgets have been used to evaluate the
adequacy of that nation's Minimum Income Standard.52

In eastern Europe, countries in which standard budgets have
been developed at different times include the Soviet Union,
Czechoslovakia, Hungary, and Poland.53

Other countries in which budget standards have been
developed include Malaysia and Hong Kong.54

The "Subjective" Poverty Line Approach

Among the four approaches discussed in this paper, this
approach is much more well-known to Americans than the
"consensual deprivation indicator" approach and the "consensual
budget standards" approach.55

There are four variants of the "subjective" poverty line
approach:  the Subjective Poverty Line (SPL) (in a more specific
sense), the Leyden Poverty Line (LPL), the Centre for Social
Policy (CSP) poverty line, and a British variant which does not
yet have an acronym.  The SPL and LPL were developed by
economists at the University of Leyden in the Netherlands in the
mid-1970's.  The CSP poverty line was developed by Herman Deleeck
and associates at the Centre for Social Policy at the University
of Antwerp in Belgium about 1976.  The British variant was
developed by Peter Townsend and colleagues during the mid-1980's. 
As indicated above, this is the one approach discussed in this
paper which originated entirely outside the British
sociology/social policy tradition (although a British variant was
later developed).56

The Subjective Poverty Line (SPL) is derived from survey
responses to what has been termed the Minimum Income Question
(MIQ); in the original 1975 survey, the question wording was as
follows [translated into English]:  "We would like to know which
net family income would, in your circumstances, be the absolute
minimum for you.  That is to say, that you would not be able to
make both ends meet if you earned less" [emphasis in original]. 
[Note that the question did not include the words "poor" or
"poverty."]  The SPL for different family types is set (by
regression) at the point where the answer to the MIQ equals
actual family income.57

The Centre for Social Policy (CSP) poverty line is based on
the Minimum Income Question and on an additional question which
asks how well recipients can make ends meet, supplying a range of
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answers from "with great difficulty" to "very easily."  For the
subset of respondents who choose the answer "with some
difficulty," the lower of their actual household income and their
answer to the MIQ is selected; the CSP poverty line for different
household types is based on averages of these amounts.58 
Although the CSP poverty line is unofficial, it has been tacitly
accepted by the government of Belgium as a Minimum Income
Standard.59

The Leyden Poverty Line (LPL) is derived from survey
responses to the Income Evaluation Question, in which respondents
are asked to give household income amounts corresponding in their
judgment to a range of evaluative terms--for instance, a set of
six terms ranging from "very bad" to "very good."  These terms
can be converted to a numerical welfare level scale ranging
between 0 and 1.  For each household type (differentiated by size
and possibly by other characteristics), survey responses can be
aggregated so that an income figure can be associated with each
evaluative term, or with welfare levels such as 0.4 and 0.5.  The
researcher or other data user can then choose the welfare level
at which s/he wishes to set the poverty line--for instance, at
0.5 (halfway between "sufficient" and "insufficient"), or at 0.4
(slightly below "insufficient").60

Beginning in 1985, Peter Townsend and colleagues developed a
British variant of the "subjective" poverty line approach and
have used it in a number of surveys.  (This variant has
occasionally been referred to as the "population average
method.")  They first applied this variant in the 1985-1986 Booth
Centenary Survey of Londoners' Living Standards, funded by the
Greater London Council (before its abolition) and the Poverty
Research (London) Trust, and in a related study conducted in 1987
in Islington for the Islington Borough Council.  Townsend, David
Gordon, Jonathan Bradshaw, and Brian Gosschalk added questions
using this variant to national surveys of Britain conducted by
Market and Opinion Research International (MORI) in 1996 and
1997.  Townsend, Gordon, and colleagues included questions using
this variant in the 1999 Poverty and Social Exclusion Survey of
Britain.  (In the 1997 MORI survey and the 1999 Poverty and
Social Exclusion Survey, they also added questions to identify
income amounts for "absolute poverty" and "overall poverty" as
defined by the United Nations' 1995 World Summit for Social
Development.)  In the 1996, 1997, and 1999 surveys, the "poverty"
question was worded as follows:  "How many pounds a week, after
tax, do you think are necessary to keep a household such as the
one you live in, out of poverty?"  (There were only minor wording
variations from this in the Greater London and Islington
surveys.)  The researchers commented that in a question being
used to construct "subjective" poverty lines, it seemed "more
useful" to use the word "poverty" rather than "euphemisms for
poverty...such as 'making ends meet' or 'living decently'." 
Rather than applying SPL-style regressions to the data, the
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researchers calculated poverty lines for different household
types by taking the average of the responses to the "poverty"
question from households of a given type; they called this the
"simplest and arguably most democratic method of producing a
'subjective' poverty line...."  In the Greater London survey,
Townsend and colleagues also constructed poverty lines for
different household types using a relative deprivation
methodology (apparently non-"consensual"); when these poverty
lines were compared with the "subjective" poverty lines for the
same household types from the Greater London and Islington
surveys, the figures showed "remarkably close agreement" in
almost all cases.61

The SPL, LPL, and CSP variants of the "subjective" poverty
line approach have been used in surveys in a number of countries-
-for instance, eight countries of the European Community62, five
countries and two subnational regions of the European
Community63, Australia and Sweden64, the United States and the
Netherlands65, Canada66, and the United States67.

The Minimum Income Question used in the SPL and CSP variants
of the "subjective" poverty line approach may have been
influenced by a question that has been asked by Gallup Poll
organizations in several English-speaking countries since the
1940's.68  In the United States, since January 1946, the American
Institute of Public Opinion's Gallup Poll has repeatedly asked
the following question:  "What is the smallest amount of money a
family of four (husband, wife, and two children) needs each week
to get along in this community?"  (This question is often
referred to as the "get-along" question.)  In Canada, at least
since 1973, the Canadian Institute of Public Opinion has
repeatedly asked essentially the same question:  "Generally
speaking, what do you think is the least amount of money a family
of four--husband, wife and two children--needs each week to get
along in this community?"  In Australia, since February 1945, the
Morgan Gallup Poll has repeatedly asked the following question: 
"In your opinion, what is the smallest amount a family of four -
two parents and two children - need a week to keep in health and
live decently - the smallest amount for all expenses including
rent?"69,70  (Note that these Gallup questions do not include the
words "poor" or "poverty.")

These Gallup questions were not used to calculate poverty
lines for some decades after they began to be asked.

In Australia, Allan Halladay used the 1969 response to the
Morgan Gallup Poll (MGP) question to develop one of six
alternative poverty lines that he used in a study of large
families in Sydney.71  Two decades later, Peter Saunders and
Bruce Bradbury used the July 1987 response to the MGP question to
calculate a poverty line for a four-person family using the SPL
methodology.  (They did note that "the terms 'health' and
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'decency' [sic] are possibly more ambiguous for current purposes
[developing a poverty line] than an evaluation in terms of
'making ends meet'.")72

In the United States, the Families USA Foundation
commissioned the American Institute of Public Opinion to ask the
following question in Gallup Poll samples between July and
October 1989:  "People who have income below a certain level can
be considered poor.  That level is called the 'poverty line.' 
What amount of weekly income would you use as a poverty line for
a family of four (husband, wife and two children) in this
community?"  (The Gallup Poll had asked the "get-along" question
in May 1989.)  The Foundation decided to commission a new
question in place of the "get-along" question "because it is not
clear how 'the smallest amount of money a family...needs each
week to get along' is related to the poverty line."  The average
response given to the "poverty line" question was equal to 124
percent of the 1988 official U.S. weighted average poverty
threshold for a family of four, while the average response given
to the "get-along" question was equal to 173 percent of the 1988
threshold for a family of four.73  In 1993, Denton Vaughan used
the "get-along" responses for the period 1947-1989 plus the
response to the 1989 "poverty line" question to construct a
"Gallup-based" poverty line series for a four-person family for
the 1947-1989 period.74

I do not know of any effort to use the Canadian Gallup "get-
along" question to calculate a poverty line.  However, the
Canadian Council on Social Development, a social advocacy group,
uses a multi-year comparison between the "get-along" amount and
Statistics Canada's Low Income Cut-Offs (LICOs) to suggest that
the LICOs are a reasonable poverty line or measure of income
inadequacy for Canada.75  (Statistics Canada has always said that
the LICOs are a measure of low income, not a measure or
definition of poverty.76)

The "Consensual Budget Standards" Approach

In 1987, British social policy researcher Robert Walker
wrote an article critiquing existing "consensual" approaches to
defining poverty.  The approaches that he discussed included
those here termed the "consensual deprivation indicator" approach
and the "subjective" poverty line approach, as well as an
approach in which people are asked what level of social
assistance benefits they are prepared to fund.  Walker accepted
the importance that these approaches give to determining poverty
lines on the basis of the views of society as a whole, rather
than on the basis of the judgments of "experts."  However, he
argued that these approaches may not do justice to that goal when
they attempt to implement it through surveys.  Survey respondents
"are typically asked for immediate responses to tightly worded
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questions about complex and sensitive issues to which few of them
will previously have given much thought"; the result may well be
"[o]pinions grounded in ignorance" which "are likely to be very
unstable."  He also noted that "the survey methodology used will
not have tapped the interactive process through which informed
consensus is forged."  Instead, he proposed a modification of the
budget standards approach in which a budget would be developed
not by a committee of experts but by committees of members of the
public in order to "directly determin[e] a socially approved
budget standard."  Groups of members of the public would be asked
to negotiate and agree upon acceptable minimum sets of goods and
services.  Information including the costs of these goods and
services would be fed back to them.  The tentative budgets
developed would be referred to other groups for evaluation,
presumably leading ultimately to final budgets agreed on by all
groups.77

The "consensual budget standards" approach was developed by
Sue Middleton, Robert Walker, and colleagues at Loughborough
University's Centre for Research in Social Policy (CRSP), on the
basis of Walker's 1987 proposal.  This approach was used to
develop budget standards for children of various ages as part of
the 1994 Family Fortunes study; that study (including the
development of the "consensual budget standards" methodology) was
funded by the Joseph Rowntree Foundation.  Several years later,
the States of Jersey78, as part of their contribution to the
International Year for the Eradication of Poverty, commissioned
CRSP to use the "consensual budget standards" approach to develop
minimum essential budget standards for all types of households
living in Jersey.  The distinctive feature of this approach is
that budget standards are developed not by academics,
professionals, government officials, or civil servants, but by
ordinary people--members of the general population.  To develop a
budget standard for a particular household type (e.g., retired
couples or single-parent families), groups of persons from such
households are recruited from the general population.  (To
develop budget standards for children, groups of parents were
recruited.)  Groups are chosen to include persons from differing
social backgrounds and economic circumstances (and from different
parts of the country, unless standards are being developed for
one jurisdiction only); the goal of the research is to achieve a
consensus, and this cannot be done if persons of different socio-
economic circumstances are isolated from each other.  The groups
begin by discussing and agreeing on a definition of "essential
minimum"; such definitions are usually adapted from a United
Nations definition of an adequate lifestyle--"things which are
necessary for a person's physical, mental, spiritual, moral and
social well-being."  Groups are encouraged to avoid
considerations of cost as much as possible, since "as soon as
people begin to discuss incomes and costs[,] issues of spending
patterns arise.  This gives rise to judgements about whether some
groups of the population are more 'deserving' than others.  Since
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the aim of the research is to produce budget standards which
apply to all people in similar household types, such discussions
need to be avoided" [emphasis in original].  In most cases the
groups develop and agree on a "case study" of the type of
person(s) for whom they are constructing a budget standard,
including assumptions about their lifestyle.  The groups then
discuss, negotiate, and agree upon a list of specific goods and
services deemed essential for a minimum living standard for the
household type in question.  The resulting list is then costed by
researchers at stores recommended by the groups, resulting in a
draft minimum budget standard.  In the final phase, "check-back"
groups go over the uncosted list, coming to agreement on any
unresolved issues and reaching a final consensus.  The strength
of the consensus is tested, with researchers giving group members
the cost of the final list and its components, and seeing if this
information makes group members want to make any changes in the
list.  In addition, group members are asked to imagine that they
have presented the costed budget to the Chancellor of the
Exchequer and that he had told them that the nation could not
afford to ensure that every person had all the items in the
budget; they were asked how they would respond and if they would
reduce the budget.  (In the case of the budgets for children,
"[m]others from all social backgrounds refused to consider
reducing any of their lists of essential items, stating firmly
that these were an absolute minimum which no child should have to
do without.")  The final list of items resulting from this phase
is costed, producing a final consensually agreed minimum budget
standard.  In describing the budget standards resulting from this
process, the researchers noted that "the agreed poverty lines are
not 'wish lists' representing what everyone should be able to
have in an ideal world.  They are the absolute minimum which
people believe to be necessary for a dignified and participatory
lifestyle in the communities in which they live."  In the case of
the budget standards for children, "parents felt that their lists
represented an absolute basic minimum, and would have been
devastated if this was all their own children had."79  In the
September 14, 1999, meeting of the States of Jersey, in response
to a question from a senator, the Vice-President of the
Employment and Social Security Committee briefly described the
household budgets submitted to that Committee by the Centre for
Research in Social Policy earlier that year, and stated that
"Some further analysis is currently being undertaken on the
report findings which should help in the development of the
proposed low income support benefit."80

A somewhat similar approach--also inspired by Walker's 1987
article--was used by the (nongovernmental) New Zealand Poverty
Measurement Project to develop an unofficial poverty line in that
country.  This Project was initiated in the wake of social and
economic policy changes during the 1980's and early 1990's; it
was funded by the New Zealand Foundation for Research, Science
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and Technology, and was carried out by three agencies--a business
economic research unit, a university public policy department,
and a community-based social policy research unit.  The Project
combined a macro analysis (involving tabulations of data from the
Household Expenditure and Income Survey) and a micro analysis. 
In the latter, independent focus groups of low-income families
from different demographic groups were asked to estimate "minimum
adequate household expenditure" (the basis for a poverty line)
and "minimum expenditure that is fair for households to
participate adequately in their community" for two different
household types.  The focus groups were asked to estimate
individual budget components as well as overall totals.  As
Project personnel noted, "Directly accessing the budgeting
expertise of low-income householders anchors the analysis of
poverty in the experience and knowledge of those who have to live
on low incomes on a daily basis."  The budgets from the different
focus groups were generally fairly close to each other; where
significant differences occurred, they could usually be traced to
individual components (e.g., housing).  On the basis of the focus
group budgets, the researchers set a national poverty line for
1993 at 60 percent of median equivalent disposable household
income.81  Middleton notes that while this New Zealand method is
similar to the CRSP method, the two differ in that the New
Zealand method includes only low-income families in its focus
groups, while the CRSP method includes persons from a wide range
of socioeconomic levels.82

A broadly similar approach was used by the Social Planning
Council of Winnipeg (Canada) and Winnipeg Harvest (an emergency
food assistance program) to develop their Acceptable Living Level
budget; they issued the 2000 update of this budget in March 2001. 
Both this update and the original 1997 budget were developed with
the input of participants (also known as consultants) from
Winnipeg's low-income population who "gave their insight,
expertise, and unique perspective in developing the nature and
extent of commodities included in the market basket of goods and
services."  For the 2000 revision, ten participants (one of whom
had participated in the development of the original 1997 budget)
met six times over a four-month period "to discuss the
appropriate components and quantities of the proposed market
basket of goods and services.  Winnipeg Harvest and the Social
Planning Council helped facilitate the discussions and record
proceedings."  The budget was intended to represent "a fair,
modest and acceptable living level"--"a standard we believe
should be within everyone's reach in a country as wealthy as
Canada."83  Much like the New Zealand budgets, this Winnipeg
budget was based on input from only low-income persons, in
contrast to the CRSP budgets, which were developed by groups
including persons from a wide range of socioeconomic levels.

Conclusion
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The preceding material shows that British, European, and
Australian social scientists have found a number of interesting
and innovative ways to address the public policy issue of income
inadequacy--"How much does it cost a family to live?"  Some of
the approaches discussed are (in Jonathan Bradshaw's phrase) "big
social science," so it may not be possible to use them
immediately to provide specific answers to the questions of
American policy practitioners and members of the public who are
struggling with this issue on a smaller scale.  However, some of
the other approaches or some of the other reports and articles
mentioned may provide helpful suggestions for practitioners or
members of the public dealing with this issue.  Moreover, if
American policy researchers decide over time to replicate or
adapt some of these approaches, their results may also be helpful
to other Americans trying to address this issue.



                                                       APPENDIX A

Some Conceptual Definitions of Poverty
from Britain, the European Community, and the United Nations

Britain--Peter Townsend

In his landmark 1979 study, Poverty in the United Kingdom,
Peter Townsend gave a conceptual definition of poverty in the
first chapter.  In one of the concluding chapters, he included a
summarized version of this definition.  The definition (including
the summarized version) read as follows:

Poverty can be defined objectively and applied
consistently only in terms of the concept of relative
deprivation....The term is understood objectively
rather than subjectively.  Individuals, families and
groups in the population can be said to be in poverty
when they lack the resources to obtain the types of
diet, participate in the activities and have the living
conditions and amenities which are customary, or are at
least widely encouraged or approved, in the societies
to which they belong.  Their resources are so seriously
below those commanded by the average individual or
family that they are, in effect, excluded from ordinary
living patterns, customs and activities....I have
suggested that an alternative, and more objective,
conception [of poverty] might be founded on 'relative
deprivation' -- by which I mean the absence or
inadequacy of those diets, amenities, standards,
services and activities which are common or customary
in society.  People are deprived of the conditions of
life which ordinarily define membership of society.  If
they lack or are denied resources to obtain access to
these conditions of life and so fulfil membership of
society, they are in poverty.84

In his 1993 book, The International Analysis of Poverty,
Townsend restated his conceptual definition of poverty as
follows:

People are relatively deprived if they cannot obtain,
at all or sufficiently, the conditions of life - that
is, the diets, amenities, standards and services -
which allow them to play the roles, participate in the
relationships and follow the customary behaviour which
is expected of them by virtue of their membership of
society.  If they lack or are denied resources to
obtain access to these conditions of life and so fulfil
membership of society they may be said to be in
poverty.85
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Britain--Mack and Lansley

In their 1985 book about the first Breadline Britain survey,
Mack and Lansley gave the following conceptual definition of
poverty:

This study defines 'poverty' in terms of an enforced
lack of socially perceived necessities [emphasis in
original].86

The European Community87

In 1975, the Council of Europe adopted the following
conceptual definition of poverty:

Persons beset by poverty:  individuals or families
whose resources are so small as to exclude them from
the minimum acceptable way of life of the Member State
in which they live.88

The Council also adopted the following definition of resources:

Resources:  goods, cash income, plus services from
public and private sources.89

In December 1984, a Council Decision modified this
conceptual definition of poverty as follows:

the poor shall be taken to mean persons, families and
groups of persons whose resources (material, cultural
and social) are so limited as to exclude them from the
minimum acceptable way of life in the Member State in
which they live.90

However, instead of trying to determine empirically the
income/resource levels below which families became unable to
participate in the minimum acceptable way of life in their
country, the European Community adopted a relative (half of mean
adjusted income/expenditure) definition of poverty as its
operational definition of poverty.91

United Nations Definitions of "Absolute Poverty" and "Overall
Poverty"

In 1995, the United Nations' World Summit for Social
Development adopted a Declaration and Programme of Action which
included definitions of "absolute poverty" and "overall poverty." 
"Absolute poverty" was defined as follows:
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Absolute poverty is a condition characterised by severe
deprivation of basic human needs, including food, safe
drinking water, sanitation facilities, health, shelter,
education and information.  It depends not only on
income but also on access to social services.92

The forms which "overall poverty" can take were given as follows:

...lack of income and productive resources to ensure
sustainable livelihoods; hunger and malnutrition; ill
health; limited or lack of access to education and
other basic services; increased morbidity and mortality
from illness; homelessness and inadequate housing;
unsafe environments; and social discrimination and
exclusion.  It is also characterised by lack of
participation in decision-making and in civil, social
and cultural life.  It occurs in all countries:  as
mass poverty in many developing countries, pockets of
poverty amid wealth in developed countries, loss of
livelihoods as a result of economic recession, sudden
poverty as a result of disaster or conflict, the
poverty of low-wage workers, and the utter destitution
of people who fall outside family support systems,
social institutions and safety nets.93

The "absolute poverty" and "overall poverty" concepts have
been adapted for use in Britain using the "subjective" poverty
line approach.94  Work is also going on to adapt these concepts
for use in Britain using the "consensual deprivation indicator"
approach.95



                                                       APPENDIX B

Social Deprivation in Britain vs. Material Hardship in the U.S.

As suggested on p. 4 above, both Europeans and Americans
have sometimes confused the "consensual deprivation indicator"
methodology of measuring poverty and the study of material
hardship indicators (as exemplified by the work of Mayer and
Jencks96) with each other.  However, despite some superficial
similarities, there are major differences between these two
enterprises; they are not simply variants of "the same thing." 
Here I will note two major differences.

Mack and Lansley were engaged in an effort to measure
poverty on the basis of the views of society as a whole, rather
than the views of experts.97  Accordingly, as described above,
they determined their final list of necessities by submitting a
preliminary list of items to a national sample representative of
the public, and including in their final list only those items
identified by at least half of survey respondents as being a
necessity.  Mayer and Jencks, by contrast, used a list of
material hardship indicators that they selected themselves,
rather than asking a nationally representative sample to vote on
them.  (The question here is not whether one approach is better
than the other; instead, the point is that the two approaches are
different in this respect.)

Secondly, Mack and Lansley did not confine themselves to one
segment of human needs.  They viewed potential human needs "not
only in terms of personal 'consumption' but also...in terms of
social activities" [emphasis in original].  In their instructions
to MORI for designing the Breadline Britain survey, they noted
that the socially acceptable minimum standard of living that they
wanted to explore "may cover not only the basic essentials for
survival (such as food) but also access, or otherwise, to
participating in society and being able to play a social role."98 
Mayer and Jencks, by contrast, focused only on material
hardships.  Even the possible indicators that they rejected were
material consumption items (e.g., new clothes, an automobile),
not social activities.99
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