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As we move forward in the New National Conversation on Poverty and Economic Security, one of the challenges is that there are a very wide range of perceptions about what is meant by the terms poverty and economic security.   The Partnership created a Working Group on the Conditions of Poverty to try to review how these terms are used in different contexts, and to draft some descriptions that will help us explain to other potential participants in the Conversation what we want them to talk about.

1.  DECLINE IN USEFULNESS OF THE CONCEPT OF POVERTY AS MEASURED BY THE POVERTY INDEX
The problems with the poverty index have been accumulating and have been well-documented over the past 25 years.  For starters, the poverty index is based only on a food consumption pattern.  Other costs including housing, child care, health and transportation are dramatically higher now than they were when the poverty index was created.  And, even that food consumption premise is no longer accurate – the amount of income needed for food in 1966 was 33%, now the average household spends 14% on food.  Furthermore, the poverty index measures cash income -- but does not include all forms of cash income or equivalents such as Food Stamps or Medicaid.  The poverty index does not reflect other types of assets, including family ties, educational attainment, skills and other forms of social capital.  The dichotomous nature of poverty/not poverty suggests that once a person is a dollar over the income threshold, they are no longer in poverty.  However, the millions of people who are among the working poor or living in very high-cost areas prove that being slightly over or even moderately over the threshold does not really mean that you have really achieved a condition of not-poverty.  So, the index as a representation of the concept of poverty has had its usefulness continue to decline over time.

The other problem with the poverty index is that it does not directly lead to strategies to change it.  The index reflects the product of many entangled and often unstated causes of poverty -- but does not show us how those elements contribute to the index.  So, what are those dynamic elements, and how can we sort them out them in such a way that they lead directly to strategies to change them?
2.  WORKING GROUP CREATED TO SEEK SUPPLEMENTS TO OR ALTERNATIVES TO THE POVERTY INDEX

The Working Group on Conditions of Poverty was created by the National Community Action Partnership (CAP) to do preparatory work for what has become the New National Conversation on Poverty and Economic Security (NCPES).  This will include a National Symposium in May of 2007 and a National Summit in May of 2008, at which stakeholder groups will create a set of national goals, accountability measures, and suggested strategies.  This idea grew out of the Unity Summit in Boston in 2005.  The participation of the community action network in the NCPES is being guided by a Steering Committee, consisting of representatives from CAP, NASCSP, CAPLAW and NCAF.  
In creating the Working Group, the Partnership asked the State CAA associations to identify one or two people within their state who had created or were familiar with descriptions of poverty causes and conditions to participate in the Working Group.  A few members of the Steering Committee also joined the working Group.   (Working Group membership list is attached)   Jim Masters from the Center for Community Futures was asked to facilitate this Working Group.
3.  WHAT THE WORKING GROUP DID

The Working Group used conference calls and e-mail to collect and review all the definitions and characteristics of poverty and economic security that we could find.  Some of us wandered around in this conceptual wilderness for many weeks.  It would be a good thesis topic for somebody to figure out if the new ideas emerged BECAUSE of the loosening up that took place during this chaotic phase, or if they emerged IN SPITE OF this chaos (
Three members of the Working Group (Terry Beardon, AR; Heather Tritton, UT; Troy Reynolds, MN) shared their approaches to defining and describing poverty in a workshop at the CAP Conference in Orlando in 2006.  The Arkansas CAA association has a definition of economic security that really helped us get going on the issues related to economic security.  
We began to disassemble all the definitions into their sub-elements and factors.  All these factors were put into a list which eventually had over a hundred elements to it.  And we clustered them.  So for example, one cluster might have in it (a) a lot of debt with no cash or savings, (b) no debt but no savings, (c) saving of $5,000 or more, (d) savings equivalent to 3 months of living expenses.
I think it was Marcy Harris from Minnesota who said something like “You know, when you lay these sequences out next to each other they look a lot like a ROMA scale….” And a light bulb went off.  
On literally the same day that Marcy made her comment Betsy Morris, who is not familiar with ROMA, said something like “I think most these clusters (housing, savings, income, social capital, etc) could be turned into continuums, and the continuums could be related to each other.”  And she came up with a four-layer continuum.  (We later expanded this to 5 layers.)
About this same time, some of us (re)discovered the USDA four-layer continuum of food security, e.g. from very low food security, to low food security, to marginal food security to high food security.  The process that developed the new continuum of food security took many years.  See http://www.ers.usda.gov/briefing/FoodSecurity/labels.htm     And another light bulb went off for some of us (In all fairness, this light bulb has been ‘on’ for years among many of the Working Group members.)  So we began seeing that a continuum with many sub-elements at each layer of the continuum offered advantages over the poverty index that led to a poverty/not poverty definition that was dichotomous in nature.
4.  A CONTINUUM RELATED TO ECONOMIC SECURITY IS MORE USEFUL THAN A POVERTY INDEX

The continuum approach is much more useful than the poverty/not poverty approach, because:

(a) You can see the elements that make up each layer.

(b) You can see how an element changes as it goes across the layers.  
(c) You can see how the layers in the continuum relate to each other.

(d) You can see how a change in some combination of elements within a layer can enable people to move up (or down) a layer.

(e) Every bullet in every stage of the continuum has a strategy behind it.  Effective implementation of the strategy changes the circumstance of the family/community on that element.  And, if enough elements change, the family moves up (or down) a layer.
(f) You can measure the condition or progress on every element.

(g) The continuum shows how ALL of us are not that far away from trouble,

(h) Business people can relate to the idea of economic security because that creates customers for them

(i)  The continuum incorporates the concepts of “the working poor” and the “one-paycheck away from eviction.”  And shows where they are in relation to other stages.
(j) It has some of the characteristics of what in ROMA terms we have been calling a ‘composite’ index, like the way a “Healthy Community” is measured.
(k) It is all done in ‘plain English” so that anybody can understand it.

(l) It takes the concept of security head on.  One of the greatest challenges in creating economic security  is the volatility in the private sector economy -- the incredible turnover brought about by competition, technological advance, and globalization.  About 30% of private sector jobs disappear each year.  This does not happen in the publicly funded jobs – most of the people who work in these stable sectors don’t see this volatility.  But in the private sector this accelerated game of musical chairs creates uncertainty and anxiety.
And so we created the attached draft of Continuum of Economic Security.  This is still a work in progress.  In some cases a single element is not represented in all the 5 layers.  And there may be some overlap at the edges of adjoining layers.  We think that these are solvable problems, and like other scales it will be improved over time.  
To help build out this idea of the continuum, Marcy and Betsy are drafting a ROMA-type grid that gives a definition within each category (housing, transportation, health) at each level of economic security.  So, one way to look at this is that we are synthesizing all the existing family and community scales into a larger scale that can be used generically to explain what we mean by economic security.  Comments?  E-mail jmasters@cencomfut.com  Or, join us on the next Working Group conference call!  Send me an e-mail if you are interested and I will send you the call-in info.

5.  CONTINUUM OF ECONOMIC SECURITY

My long-time colleague Dr. Betsy Morris has been helping provide staff support for the Working Group.  I have left her transmittal memo on the most recent iteration of the continuum since her comments provide additional perspective.

What we traditionally have been calling poverty is laced throughout the bottom two layers of Economically in Crisis and Economically Vulnerable/At Risk.  You can still go back and find it when you need to (e.g. a statutory requirement for an income threshold), but the concept of economic security with its sub-elements is going to be more useful to us in the long run to change the causes and conditions affecting people’s lives, and to show how these issues are of concern to everybody in America because everybody is on this continuum someplace and even people at the higher levels can go down a level or two very quickly.
