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Abstract 

The Census Bureau reports poverty statistics annually based on American Community Survey (ACS) data.  

For the past two years this has included listing the ten places with the highest poverty rates and the ten 

with the lowest poverty rates. This study considers the interpretation of these statistics when different 

geographies form the analytical framework.  As expected, interpretation of these statistics is influenced 

by the Modifiable Areal Unit Problem (MAUP) in geography.  

Introduction 

Measuring poverty in the United States is difficult.  Poverty levels, as defined by the Office of 

Management and Budget (OMB), are based on income and family size.  Surveys are used to collect this 

information from a sample of the population. Aggregate estimates are calculated from the individual 

sample data. Interpretation of the summary statistics often invokes strong political and emotional 

responses.  

The Census Bureau reports poverty statistics annually based on American Community Survey (ACS) data. 

For the past two years these reports included listing the ten places with the highest and lowest poverty 

rates. In fact, the bureau summarizes poverty statistics for many different  geographies including 

urbanized areas, metropolitan areas, states and the nation.  Place boundaries are legally defined, such 

as incorporated cities.  Urbanized area boundaries are based on the density or concentration of the 

population.  Metropolitan areas are defined by OMB using county boundaries as the basic unit and 

economic linkages to measure spatial interaction.  Note that places, urban areas, and metropolitan 

areas are not hierarchical or nested geographies. In addition, urbanized and metropolitan areas can 

cross state boundaries. This study 

considers the interpretation of poverty 

rates when different geographies form 

the analytical framework for the 

estimates.  Analysis focuses on 

locations with the ten worst and ten 

best rates. 

Analysis 

The ten places with the highest poverty 

rate estimates in 2006 and 2007 are 

Table 1 нллс ǇƻǾŜǊǘȅ ǊŀǘŜǎ ŦƻǊ ǇƭŀŎŜǎ ŦǊƻƳ άLƴŎƻƳŜΣ 9ŀǊƴƛƴƎǎΣ ŀƴŘ 
tƻǾŜǊǘȅΥ 5ŀǘŀ CǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ нллс !ƳŜǊƛŎŀƴ /ƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ {ǳǊǾŜȅέΣ 
American Community Survey Reports, By Bruce H. Webster Jr. & 
Alemayehu  Bishaw, August 2007, p. 25. 
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shown in Tables 1 and 2. Memphis, TN joined the 

group in 2007 and St Louis, MO dropped off the 

list. Cincinnati, OH has the only statistically 

significant change at a 90% confidence level 

during this period. This city went from having the 

third largest estimate to claiming the tenth 

largest estimate. 

Contrary to what was reported in the local 

media, in 2006, there is no statistically significant 

difference between the poverty rate in Buffalo, 

NY and the poverty rate in Detroit, Cincinnati, 

Cleveland Miami, and St. Louis.  In 2007, there is 

no significant difference between the poverty 

rate in Buffalo, NY and the poverty rate in Cleveland, El Paso, Memphis, and Miami. 

Table 3 details the relationships between cities in the 2007 top ten worst rate group and their 

corresponding urbanized and metropolitan areas with respect to land area and population. Figures 1 

through 10 are maps showing the positional relationships of these boundaries.   

Table 3 2007 Cities with highest poverty rates land area and population relationships with surrounding urbanized and 
metropolitan areas. 

These ten cities follow four general patterns with respect to their relationship to the surrounding 

urbanized and metropolitan areas. Miami and Newark represent very small proportions of both land 

area and population with respect to the other geographies. The opposite may be said of El Paso and 

Memphis which represent over 70% of the land area and more than two thirds of the population of the 

surrounding urban area.  Excluding Milwaukee, the remaining five cities represent between 8% and 12% 

of the land area and between 18% and 28% of the population of the surrounding urban area.  

Milwaukee falls between these cities and the two cities that represent both large land area and 

¢ŀōƭŜ н нллт ǇƻǾŜǊǘȅ ǊŀǘŜǎ ŦƻǊ ǇƭŀŎŜǎ ŦǊƻƳ άLƴŎƻƳŜΣ 9ŀǊƴƛƴƎǎΣ 
ŀƴŘ tƻǾŜǊǘȅΥ 5ŀǘŀ CǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ нллт !ƳŜǊƛŎŀƴ /ƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ {ǳǊǾŜȅΣέ 
American Community Survey Reports, By Alemayehu Bishaw & 
Jessica Semega, August 2008, p. 25. 
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population.   With respect to the surrounding metropolitan area, all cities except El Paso represent a 

very small proportion of the land area.  Five cities have less than one fifth of the metropolitan area 

population. Another two have less than one fourth the metro area population and another two 

represent less than one half of the metro area population. 


