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INTRODUCTION

The Poverty Tracker is a longitudinal study of poverty and well-being in New York City
conducted in partnership between Robin Hood and Columbia University. Unlike other
studies, the Poverty Tracker surveys the same New Yorkers across multiple years,
allowing for critical insights on the dynamics of income poverty' and other forms of
disadvantage in the city. Prior Poverty Tracker studies,? for example, have shown that
certain common life events—including having work hours cut or losing employment,
welcoming a baby, and ending a relationship—are associated with an increased risk of
falling into poverty. Transitions in and out of poverty across years mean that, while the
New York City poverty rate has been persistently high—20% or higher in all but three
years since 2015—it is not the same New Yorkers living below the poverty line year after
year. Instead, from one year to the next, a sizable share of New Yorkers exit poverty, just
as a sizable share fall below the poverty line.?

In this Data Snapshot, we leverage the Poverty Tracker’s longitudinal data to address additional questions
about the dynamics of poverty in New York City: on average, what share of New Yorkers living below
the poverty line exit poverty from one year to the next? And are New Yorkers who exit poverty likely to
stay above the poverty line for multiple years, or are poverty exits more often temporary? Specifically,
we estimate the share of adult New Yorkers who exit poverty in an average year and, among them, the
proportion who either fall back below the poverty line within the next two years or remain above it. We also
examine whether such trends have changed over time.

How many New Yorkers living below the poverty line exit poverty the
following year?

While the New York City poverty rate has been elevated in recent years amidst the rising cost of living, about
20% of adult New Yorkers, or roughly 1.3 million, lived below the poverty line in an average year between
2015 and 2021 (Figure 1).* Using multiple years of Poverty Tracker data to follow the same adults over time,®
we find that roughly half (51%) of New Yorkers living in poverty in a given year exit poverty the following
year, while just under half (49%) continue to live in poverty.?

" The Poverty Tracker measures income poverty in New York City using the Supplemental Poverty Measure. See Appendix A.

2 Poverty Tracker Research Group at Columbia University (2023), The State of Poverty and Disadvantage in New York City: Vol. 2. Access here.

3 See Wimer, C., et al. (2018). The State of Poverty and Disadvantage in New York City. Access here.

4 For this study, we do not incorporate poverty rates from more recent years because we are examining transitions out of and into poverty over four-year
periods, and 2021 is the latest starting year that allows us to observe these transitions.

® These results draw from data collected over six consecutive four-year periods beginning in 2015, and are thus reflective of transitions out of and into
poverty across those periods. The first four-year period covers 2015 to 2018, and the last period covers 2021 to 2024.

% In Poverty Tracker longitudinal analyses like these, which pool respondents from multiple cohorts and survey waves with varying sample designs, survey
weights must be adjusted to account for both original design features and repeated respondent inclusion. Cohort-specific weights are first calibrated
to a common distribution scale for comparability, and the adjusted longitudinal weights are then divided by the number of waves each respondent
appears in the pooled dataset to avoid overrepresentation. This ensures the final weights accurately reflect the survey design and longitudinal structure,
supporting valid and consistent population inferences over time.
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https://robinhood.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/08/POVERTY_TRACKER_REPORT19.pdf
https://robinhood.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/08/POVERTY_TRACKER_REPORT19.pdf
https://robinhood.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/07/POVERTY_TRACKER_REPORT13.pdf
https://robinhood.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/07/POVERTY_TRACKER_REPORT13.pdf

Likelihood of exiting poverty among adult New Yorkers in poverty
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Source: Findings drawn from longitudinal Poverty Tracker data collected from the second, third, fourth, and fifth study cohorts.
Note: Population counts are rough estimates based on the city’s average population size from 2015 to 2021.

Among New Yorkers who exit poverty, how many fall back below the
poverty line soon thereafter?

Looking at subsequent years of data, we are also able to examine whether New Yorkers who exit poverty
stay out of poverty long-term, or if their stays above the poverty line are more often short-lived. We find that
a majority of adult New Yorkers who exit poverty soon fall back below the poverty line, with more than half
(53%) falling back into poverty within two years of their exit (Figure 2). The remaining half (47%) who exit
poverty continue to remain above the poverty line in the following two years.
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Likelihood of falling back into poverty after exiting
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Source: Findings drawn from longitudinal Poverty Tracker data collected from the second, third, fourth, and fifth study cohorts.
Note: Population counts are rough estimates based on the city’s average population size from 2015 to 2021.

How has the likelihood of falling back into poverty after exiting changed
over time?

We are also interested in investigating if the likelihood of falling back into poverty after exiting has changed
over time. Here, we examine how this likelihood compares for New Yorkers who exited poverty before the
COVID-19 pandemic (i.e., between 2016 to 2019), those who exited during the peak of the pandemic (i.e., in
2020 or 2021), and those who exited after the peak of the pandemic (i.e., in 2022).

Figure 3 shows that just over half (52%) of adult New Yorkers who exited poverty before the pandemic
fell back into poverty within two years of their exit. New Yorkers who exited poverty during the pandemic,
however, were far more likely to fall back below the poverty line in the following two years. We find that
nearly 2 in 3 (64%) adult New Yorkers who exited poverty during the peak of the pandemic fell back into
poverty soon thereafter. This trend may be attributed to the fact that many of these New Yorkers were likely
moved above the poverty line by unprecedented, temporary policy reforms that bolstered the safety net
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and helped stabilize incomes during the peak of the pandemic.” The subsequent rollback of these reforms,
and associated loss of support, consequently plunged an even higher number of New Yorkers back below
the poverty line. In the years since the peak of the pandemic, however, the likelihood of falling back into
poverty after an exit has returned to pre-pandemic levels. We find that roughly half (49%) of adult New
Yorkers who exited poverty after the peak of the pandemic, in 2022, fell back below the poverty line within
two years.

Changes in the likelihood of falling back into poverty within two years of exiting
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52% fell back into poverty

Exited poverty

during peak pandemic 64% fell back into poverty

Exited poverty
after peak pandemic

49% fellback into poverty
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Source: Findings drawn from longitudinal Poverty Tracker data collected from the second, third, fourth, and fifth study cohorts.

Note: The “Exited poverty before pandemic” group includes New Yorkers who exited poverty between 2016 to 2019 (see top). The
“Exited poverty during peak pandemic” group includes those who exited in either 2020 or 2021 (see middle). The “Exited poverty after
peak pandemic” group includes those who exited in 2022 (see bottom).

7In 2020 and 2021, the federal government responded to the COVID-19 pandemic with various policy packages that included Economic Impact Payments
(EIPs, or “stimulus checks”), expansions to Unemployment Insurance (Ul) and the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP), a federal
eviction moratorium, and an expanded Child Tax Credit, among others. For more details on how such policies helped New Yorkers stay afloat during the
pandemic, see Poverty Tracker Research Group at Columbia University (2022), The State of Poverty and Disadvantage in New York City: Vol. 4. Access
here; and, Poverty Tracker Research Group at Columbia University (2023), The State of Poverty and Disadvantage in New York City: Vol. 5. Access here.
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https://robinhood.org/reports/poverty-tracker-annual-report-2023/
https://robinhood.org/reports/poverty-tracker-annual-report-2023/

CONGLUSION

This Data Snapshot reveals that while a sizable share of New Yorkers exit poverty from one year to the next,
these exits from poverty are more often temporary than long-lasting. Leveraging longitudinal data from the
Poverty Tracker, we find that more than half of adult New Yorkers who move out of poverty fall back below
the poverty line within two years of their exit. This snapshot also highlights how lasting policy interventions
can not only move New Yorkers out of poverty, but also make them less likely to be pushed back into
poverty. This is made clear when examining how the likelihood of falling back into poverty after an exit has
fluctuated over time. Our data shows that approximately half of New Yorkers who exited poverty before and
after the peak of the COVID-19 pandemic fell back below the poverty line within two years. However, New
Yorkers who exited poverty during the height of the pandemic—in large part because of temporary policy
interventions—were much more likely to fall back into poverty after these policies were rolled back. While
unprecedented policy reforms in 2020 and 2021 bolstered the safety net and helped both lift and keep New
Yorkers out of poverty, their expiration left New Yorkers who were moved out of poverty more vulnerable
than ever to falling back below the poverty line. Ultimately, our findings suggest that more permanent and
robust expansions to social programs, rather than temporary supports, could help make exits from poverty
longer-lasting, especially when paired with increased access to stable, well-paying employment.
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APPENDIX A,

The Supplemental Poverty Measure

Every September, the U.S. government releases the latest results on national poverty using the Official
Poverty Measure (OPM). The OPM was developed in the 1960s and compared families’ total before-tax cash
income with a poverty line, or threshold. The threshold was defined as three times the cost of a minimally
adequate food budget during that time. With the exception of some minor adjustments, this measure
has only been updated annually to account for changes in inflation. Over time, this formula has become
increasingly outdated. Food costs have become less important in family budgets, while things like housing
and child care have become costlier. A focus on before-tax cash income ignores benefits that many families
receive through the tax system, such as the Earned Income Tax Credit, or in noncash form, such as nutrition
assistance or housing vouchers. Importantly, the poverty threshold under the OPM does not vary with costs
of living, particularly housing costs, which are notoriously high in New York City.

The Supplemental Poverty Measure (SPM) improves the measurement of poverty on all of these fronts. The
poverty threshold is based on contemporary spending on food, as well as on other necessities like clothing,
shelter, and utilities. The poverty threshold in places like New York City is also higher given its higher than-
average housing costs, and the threshold is different for renters and homeowners. In 2024, for example,
the SPM threshold for a two-adult, two-child family of renters in New York City was $50,283. In the SPM,
tax credits and noncash benefits are also counted as income, and for families who incur them, medical,
work, and child care costs are subtracted from income. The Poverty Tracker collects all the requisite data
necessary to directly calculate the SPM in its sample of New Yorkers, and this data forms the basis of our
income poverty statistics.

The Poverty Tracker measures poverty in New York City using the SPM. The New York City government
also tracks trends in the city’s poverty rate using the NYCgov Poverty Measure. There are slight differences
between the construction of the SPM and the NYCgov Poverty Measure, thus they produce slightly different
annual poverty rates. The differences between the NYCgov Poverty Measure and the SPM are discussed in
the NYCgov Poverty Measure annual report.®

& Learn more about the NYCgov Poverty Measure at https://www1.nyc.gov/site/opportunity/index.page.
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