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ABSTRACT

I examine how the subjective interpretation of poverty has been affected by the COVID-19 pandemic and
the related economic downturn in St. Louis County, Minnesota, using comparative data from a data
collection conducted before and during the pandemic. The data collection using cultural domain analysis
asked information about the informants’ beliefs about poverty. I find that the importance of the main
perceived consequences of poverty did not change significantly during the pandemic. In both Surveys,
consequences related to material needs made up an important part of the items. A remarkable difference,
however, is that the problem of perpetuated poverty is perceived to be more important during the
pandemic. The subjective poverty lines did not change significantly during the pandemic either. The
income level below which most of the people can be considered poor is between $ 14-15 per capita hourly
net income on average. Three friends who are ready and able to help were enough to avoid poverty. Most
of the large families are perceived to be poor when they bring up at least three children, while it was two
children right before the pandemic. As for educational level, the poverty threshold was increased from
11th grade to high school graduate. It implies that if the individual did not graduate from high school,
(s)he is more likely to become poor than before the pandemic.
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1 Introduction

The paper examines how the subjective interpretation of poverty changed during 2020 in St.
Louis County, Minnesota. The examined period includes the COVID-19 pandemic and the
related economic and social downturn. The research work aims at revealing the changes in the
interpretation of poverty that happened during these unprecedented times, focusing on the
changes of subjective poverty lines and the perceived consequences of poverty. This question
is relevant because unusual social and/or economic strains like the COVID-19 pandemic and
the related social and economic downturn can temporarily modify the public perception of
poverty (Hunt, 1996, Kluegel & Smith, 1986, Lee et al., 1990, Marquis, 2020).

Public perception of poverty was examined in St. Louis County, Minnesota, at the beginning
of 2020 (before COVID-19 pandemic) with cultural domain analysis and the methods of
systematic data collection. In summer 2020, | repeated the data collection to reveal whether the
pandemic has been associated with any effect on the subjective interpretation of poverty in
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Minnesota where racial groups experience multiple disadvantages in spite of the overall high
quality of life and well-being in the state.

The paper first describes the definition and measurement of subjective poverty as well as
poverty in Minnesota, with special regard to the case of its northeastern part. A review of the
applied methodology is then presented. Next, the Results section describes the main
characteristics and changes of the subjective poverty lines and of the perceived consequences
of poverty.

2 Subjective Poverty

Poverty is usually measured with objective (absolute and relative) measures. Absolute poverty
concept assumes that basic necessities of life can be defined regardless of space and time.
Individuals are considered poor if they are not able to satisfy the basic human needs. Using this
definition, comparison of poverty is possible across countries or over time. Relative poverty
concept defines the poor as individuals whose income level falls below some relative poverty
threshold, like the 60% of the equalized median income level. Another relative poverty
threshold can be an income level below which the financial position of a certain part (one tenth
or one fifth) of the population falls (Hegediis & Monostori, 2005).

Subjective poverty is less often used in spite of being beneficial to identify poverty and to work
out effective and successful strategies towards the eradication of poverty (Wang et al. 2020).
Besides referring to the individuals’ own opinions of whether their material situations are
below the level they consider acceptable (Marks, 2007), subjective poverty concept is also a
possible way to examine what people consider necessary to avoid poverty in general.
Subjective poverty can be measured with questionnaire surveys. Three main types of
questionnaires are distinguished in the literature. The Income Evaluation Question was
designed by Van Praag (1968, 1982) to collect data on subjective well-being and to analyze
subjective poverty in European countries. Besides, Goedhart et. al. (1977) developed the
Minimum Income Question and measured subjective poverty in the United States (Danzinger
et al., 1984, Colasanto et al., 1984). Garner and Short (2005) modified Minimum Income
Question and developed Minimum Spending Question to study subjective poverty in the United
States. The Social Policy Question, the third type of questionnaire to measure subjective
poverty, was elaborated by Deleeck and Van den Bosch (1992).

3 Poverty in Minnesota

The so-called Minnesota paradox refers to the troubling inconsistency between the overall high
values of the different measures of economic and social well-being and the large racial
differences in all of these measures, which exists in spite of the relatively small minority
population. Besides economic and social measures, racial disparities can also be detected in
health outcomes like rate of lower birthweight births and the infant mortality rate (Fig. 1.)
(Nanney et al., 2019). Moreover, there are troubling disparities among racial groups in their
education level, median income level, and poverty rate (Mattessich, 2015). The most recent
estimates indicate that around 30% of people that identify as American Indian or Alaska Native
(34%) or as Black or African American (27%) are in poverty, while the poverty rate is
significantly lower for other racial/ethnic groups (7% for White and 19% for Hispanic
ethnicity). Besides racial disparities, poverty is also related to health, and to educational
attainment (People in poverty in Minnesota).
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Figure 1. Disparity ratios for mortality rate for children ages 5-14 in Minnesota
Source. Nanney et al. p. 6.

Northeastern Minnesota, including St. Louis County, has vibrant mining industry, wood-
products industry, and tourism. In spite of the success of these industrial sectors, however, the
regional poverty rate was close to 17% in 2014, which is almost twice the statewide average
(Brown, 2015; Bergstrom, 2019). The copper-nickel and precious metals (CNPM) in St. Louis
County, is assumed to be the world’s largest undeveloped deposit. Some experts believe that
the extraction will create hundreds of jobs and will decrease poverty, while others argue that
mining will impair the region’s development. Only the upcoming decades will determine how
the region’s economy, society, and environment will be affected with CNPM mining and
whether it can help the alleviation of poverty (Bergstrom, 2019).

4 Materials and Methods

The study aims to identify how subjective poverty changed in St. Louis County, Minnesota,
due to the COVID-19 pandemic and the related economic and social downturn. It focuses on
the change in the subjective poverty thresholds and the perception of the consequences of
poverty.

I used cultural domain analysis to trace the underlying conceptual content and structure of the
domain of interest. The qualitative research techniques of systematic data collection related to
cultural consensus analysis are used to define perceived consequences of poverty. These
methods were developed more than 30 years ago by anthropologist Susan Weller and
mathematician Kimball Romney (Romney and Weller 1988).

Details of the pre-pandemic data collection (carried out in February and March of 2020) are
described in Siposné Nandori (2021). The second data collection was realized in the summer
(July and August of 2020)

| first conducted cognitive anthropological cultural domain analysis, based on free-listing
(Johnson et al., 2002, Romney & Weller, 1988), on the individuals’ perceptions of poverty in
general and the consequences of poverty, collected from a small sample of the population of
St. Louis County, Minnesota. Then I linked cultural domain analysis and pile-sort interviews,
which is standard within the framework of consensus theory (Snodgrass et al., 2019), and |
asked a second group of individuals (separately, not as a group) to sort the consequences of
poverty from the free listing creating a total rank order of the consequences. Besides, | asked
the individuals of the second group to find the perceived precise meaning of poverty thresholds,
using rating scales (refer to Fig. 2).
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below which the bulk of the people can be considered poor?

1. Low-income level is considered to be an indicator of poverty. What is the per capita hourly net income
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2. Many people believe that the lack of connections can make people poor. What do you think about it? Most
people are poor if they can count on
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persons that can help in case they need help.
3. People bringing up many children often find it difficult to make ends meet. How many children can cause
such problems in general?
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4. What is the educational level below which the bulk of the people are considered to be poor?
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Figure 2. Questionnaire for rating scales
Source. own compilation

The sample was drawn using multistage cluster sampling, respecting the decomposition of the
County’s population (refer to Tab. 1)

Table 1.
Sample decomposition based on the distribution of the population in St Louis County, Minnesota

Population Sample size for free listing Sample size for pile-sort
(2019) Survey 1 Survey 2 Survey 1 Survey 2
Duluth 85,915 17 13 9 6
Other part of the 113,155 23 18 12 9
county
Total 199,070 40 31 21 15

Source. own compilation based on United States Census Bureau data

5 Results

The most often mentioned consequences of poverty (Fig. 2), like “homelessness”,
“malnutrition”, or “poor health”, express the inability to satisfy the basic human needs. Besides,
“crime”, “addiction”, and “no health insurance” are also mentioned in both Surveys. The items
“perpetuated poverty” and “become stuck in” were mentioned only in Survey 2 in relation to
poverty. This draws the attention to generational poverty and the higher chance of living in
poverty if the parents are also poor. Other items that were first mentioned during the pandemic

are “isolated” and “shorter life expectancy”.
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Figure 2. Perceived consequences of poverty and their importance before and during the pandemic
Source. own compilation

The relative importance of the consequences of poverty before and during the pandemic can
be compared by first expressing their ranking in percentage of the total number of ranked items.
Comparison is possible in the case of six items. After that, change in their relative ranking
(relative mean) can be examined with statistical tests (F test for the equality of variances and t
test for the equality of means) to reveal significant differences. The results (Tab. 2) highlight
that at the 5% significance level, no changes were significant. Some slight changes, however,
can be detected. Distinction is sharpest for the relative position of “addiction”, which was
considered more often related to poverty during the pandemic than before. Besides, “poor
health” was considered less often a consequence of poverty in Survey 2.

Table 2.
Change in the ranking of potential consequences of poverty due to the pandemic
Mean (in percentage)

Consequence of poverty F (sig) t (sig)

Survey 1 Survey 2
Addiction 4.438 (0.043) 1.816 (0.078) 58.04 39.67
Crime 0.278 (0.601) 0.356 (0.724) 61.01 57.67
Homelessness 0.195 (0.662) -0.572 (0.571) 38.69 43.67
No health insurance 0.000 (0.987) -0.840 (0.407) 55.95 64.33
Malnutrition 0.002 (0.966) -0.827 (0.414) 60.12 66.33
Poor health 2.345 (0.135) -1.831 (0.076) 45.24 60.33

Source. own compilation

Based on the results of the rating scales, the perceived meaning of the items of interest can be
found with the use of estimation. To do so, 0.95 confidence level is applied (Tab. 3). The
subjective poverty line in per capita hourly net income was between $ 13 and $ 17 in Survey 1
and between $ 13 and $ 16 in Survey 2. The mean slightly changed and the standard deviation
became smaller. In the case of connections, the bulk of the people were considered poor when
they could count on fewer than three persons in both surveys. The presence of three friends
who are ready and able to help the individual could protect him / her from impoverishment.
The small increase (from 2.75 to 2.93) does not seem to be remarkable.
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Table 3.
Results of the rating scales

Sample 95% confidence interval

Item Year size Mean SD lower upper
Income level Survey 1 21 14.68 4.16 12.78 16.57
Survey 2 15 14.25 3.02 12.58 15.92

Number of Survey 1 21 2.75 2.02 1.81 3.69
connections Survey 2 15 2.93 2.78 1.40 4.47
Number of Survey 1 21 2.05 1.32 1.43 2.67
children Survey 2 15 2.73 1.44 1.94 3.53
Education level Survey 1 21 6.00 2.21 4.99 7.01
Survey 2 15 6.80 1.37 6.04 7.56

Source. own compilation

In the case of large families, people think that the majority of them was considered poor
because of having many children when they bring up more than one to three children in Survey
1. This threshold was increased to two to four children by the summer 2020. It implies that
having at least three children is needed to have a great probability of becoming poor. As for
educational level, the poverty threshold was increased from 11th grade (signed with 6) to high
school graduate (signed with 7). If you have not graduate from high school, now you are more
likely to become poor than before the pandemic. To test weather the changes are significant or
not, statistical tests (F and t tests) were carried out.

The comparison of the rating scales between the two Surveys (Tab. 4) highlights that there
were no significant changes at the 5% significance level in 2020.

Table 4.
Change in the subjective poverty thresholds due to the pandemic
Poverty threshold F (sig) t (sig)
Income level (USD) 1.229 (0.275) 0.339 (0.736)
Number of friends 0.017 (0.896) -0.227 (0.822)
Number of children 0.035 (0.853) -1.461 (0.153)
Education level 3.712 (0.062) -1.237 (0.225)

Source. own compilation

6 Discussion

Subjective poverty in St Louis County, Minnesota, was examined with cultural domain analysis
before and during the COVID-19 pandemic to reveal whether the pandemic caused any changes
in the subjective interpretation of poverty. Data collections were carried out before the
pandemic (at the beginning of 2020) and during it (in the summer 2020)

The research results revealed that in spite of the pandemic and the related economic and social
problems, the importance of the main perceived consequences of poverty did not change. In
both Surveys, consequences related to material needs (“homelessness”, “malnutrition”, or
“poor health”) made up an important part of the items. A remarkable difference is that the
problem of perpetuated poverty has become more important. Once an individual gets poor,
public perceive it to be more difficult to get out of poverty. Moreover, “isolated” was also
mentioned as a consequence of poverty in Survey 2, implying that probably because of the
lockdown and the requirement to practice social distancing associated with the pandemic, more
people may have felt isolated.

The subjective poverty lines have not changed significantly during the pandemic. The income
level below which most of the people can be considered poor is between $ 14-15 per capita
hourly net income on average. The number of friends or family members necessary to protect
individuals from impoverishment has not changed significantly either. Three friends who are
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ready and able to help were enough to avoid poverty. Most of the large families are perceived
to be poor when they bring up at least three children. This poverty line was two children before
the pandemic. As for educational level, the poverty threshold were increased from 11th grade
to high school graduate. If the individual has not graduate from high school, (s)he is more likely
to become poor than before the pandemic.
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