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ABSTRACT 

This research was designed in order to develop a regional 
definition of poverty for Duluth, Minnesota and to develop an 
understanding of the perceptions about the causes of poverty in Duluth. A 
sample of 98 key informants from business, non-profit, low-income, general 
population, elected officials, government employees, and faith communities 
were interviewed.  Conclusions were that the perceived causes of poverty 
were: low wages, lack of education and training, discrimination, and 
growing up in poverty.  Perceived areas to be solutions for poverty were: 
creating affordable housing, increasing economic development, promoting 
higher wages, dealing with discrimination, emphasizing education, and 
focusing on children. 

Introduction 

Problem Statement 

To date there is not a comprehensive picture of poverty in Duluth, 
Minnesota. The federal government has developed statistics for Duluth and 
its poverty rates.  These statistics, however, do not show the entire picture; 
they do not explain the origins of or local attitudes about poverty.  The 
problem is a lack of information about how the people of Duluth define 
poverty in relation to their community. What guidelines do Duluth citizens 
use when thinking about whether or not a person is in poverty?  

Description of the Problem Background 

There has been a long lasting dispute of what it means to be poor in 
the United States.  According to the U.S. Census Bureau, in 1964 the 
United States Social Security Administration defined poverty for families 
of three or more persons as an income threshold.  At that time, the average 
family spent 1/3 of its income on food.  Therefore, if a family’s income was 
less than three times the income necessary to expend on food in order to 
maintain a nutritious diet, the family was considered to be in poverty. This 
definition has been adjusted several times since 1965 (U.S. Census Bureau, 
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1999).  In 1980, the poverty threshold was aligned with the consumer price 
index, making the current threshold approximately three times the total 
expenditures of food for a household of a particular size, not exactly three 
times the expenditures (Coulton, 1995).   

There are several arguments against having this measure as the 
standard.  Several sources are critical of the Social Security Administration 
for not considering all types of income in the threshold.  Examples of 
“hidden” income are food stamps, housing assistance, and ownership of 
capital goods (Warby, 1999; Poor numerology, 1993).  According to 
Warby, this unconsidered income allows more people to be defined as in 
poverty than is necessary (1999).   

Conversely, there are arguments which encourage the lowering of 
the poverty threshold.  The poverty line was created on an estimate of three 
times an average family’s food budget.   In reality, the mean family income 
is five times its average food budget at this time (Coulton, 1995).  It is 
argued that the current poverty threshold should reflect this by increasing 
the threshold to five times the income necessary to expend on food to 
maintain nutrition (Coulton, 1995).  It seems that the poverty threshold 
dispute is futile.  As O’Boyle points out, one cannot expect an acceptable 
definition of poverty for everyone, because one’s answer is a reflection of 
one’s personal value system (1999).     
 In Duluth, Minnesota a survey called “Low Income Voices of 
Duluth” was conducted in 2000 by the non-profit organization Community 
Action Duluth. This survey revealed facts surrounding poverty in Duluth.  
Its results described what obstacles prevented those in poverty from 
reaching their full potential.  The 2000 study revealed four primary 
obstacles for Duluth citizens in poverty: discrimination, affordable housing, 
employment opportunities, and healthcare (2000).  At this time, there is no 
research available that has reviewed community-wide perceptions of 
poverty in Duluth.  It is not known how Duluthians think poverty is 
perpetuated in their city. 
   
Statement Research Purpose and Rationale 
 
 This research specifically addresses the question of how poverty is 
perceived in Duluth.  By asking subjects what they feel are the root causes 
of poverty in Duluth, how they would define poverty, and what some 
possible solutions are that could be applied in Duluth, the citizens of Duluth 
may express how they see poverty on a local level.  Additionally, by asking 
about the causes and solutions of poverty in the Duluth area, the research 
will be able to be more detailed and expose specific areas locally where the 
perceived problems within poverty lie. 
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Research Design 
 
Sample 
 

This research was designed to incorporate a minimum of 70 
subjects.  It consisted of seven citizen groups with a minimum of 10 people 
per group.  The seven groups were comprised of people from the following 
communities:  business, faith, general community, low-income, non-profit 
organizations, elected officials, and government workers. The original 
sample was created with 140 people or 20 key informants per group.  
Because not all of the key informants were available at the time the 
research was conducted, it was determined that a minimum 50% response 
rate for each sub-group was an acceptable level of representation.  Thus, a 
range of 11 to 17 key informants per group was interviewed.  

Each key informant was specifically selected by the Community 
Action Duluth staff to participate in the research because of his or her high 
profile within the community.  The subjects were known to be members of 
the specific sub-groups into which they were placed.  Gender was 
considered in the selection of key informants.  In the results, of 98 
respondents, 49 were female and 49 were male.  People from diverse ethnic 
groups were especially sought.  The Duluth population 2000 Census reports 
a 7.4% rate of people of color; this study has a population of 14.3 % 
representation of people of color (U.S. Census Bureau–American 
FactFinder).  Ethnicity was broken down into two categories: people of 
color, and European American.  There were a few respondents who 
included detail responses to their ethnicities.  Native American, African 
American, and Asian American constituted the people of color group.  All 
other respondents came from European American decent. 

The sample demographic information was broken down into key 
informant groups.  Each of these groups were then broken down by age, 
gender, and ethnicity as follows: 
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Table 1: Business Community 

Gender  

   
Age 

               
Ethnicity    

20-29 
years 
old 

30-39 
years 
old 

40-49 
years 
old 

50-59 
years 
old 

60-69 
years 
old 

70-79 
years 
old Total 

People of 
color --- --- --- 1 --- --- 1 

Male 
European 
American --- --- 4 1 2 --- 7 

People of 
color --- --- 1 --- --- --- 1 

Female 
European 
American --- --- 3 2 --- --- 5 

Total --- --- 8 4 2 --- 14 

  
 For the business community, the mean age was 51.286; the median 
age was 49; the modal ages consisted of two people from the 48, 49 and 62 
age categories; and the age range was 42-62.  In this group, people of color 
represented 14.3% of the population.  Women represented 42.9% of the 
population.  Therefore, this population had an overall age around 50 years 
old.  People of color were represented in this group in the same way they 
were represented in the entire research population.  Women were slightly 
under-represented in this group. 
 

Table 2: Faith Community  

Gender  

   
Age 

                      
Ethnicity      

20-29 
years 
old 

30-39 
years 
old 

40-49 
years 
old 

50-59 
years 
old 

60-69 
years 
old 

70-79 
years 
old Total 

People of 
color --- --- 1 --- --- --- 1 

Male 
European 
American --- --- 2 7 2 --- 11 

People of 
color --- --- --- --- --- --- --- 

Female 
European 
American --- 2 1 1 1 --- 5 

Total --- 2 4 8 3 --- 17 

        
For the faith community, the mean age was 51.412; the median age 

was 52; the modal ages consisted of two people from the 55 and 63 age 
categories; and the age range was 36-69.  In this group people of color 
represented 5.9% of the population, and women represented 29.4% of this 
group’s population.  The overall age of this group was around 52 years old.  
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People of color were represented less in this population than they were in 
the Duluth population, and women were under-represented in this group. 
 
 

Table 3: General Community Members 

Gender  

   
Age 

                      
Ethnicity      

20-29 
years 
old 

30-39 
years 
old 

40-49 
years 
old 

50-59 
years 
old 

60-69 
years 
old 

70-79 
years 
old Total 

People of 
color --- --- --- 1 --- --- 1 

Male 
European 
American --- 1 1 2 --- --- 4 

People of 
color 1 --- 1 --- 1 --- 3 

Female 
European 
American --- --- 5 --- 2 --- 7 

Total 1 1 7 3 3 --- 15 

 
For the general community members, the mean age was 48.533; the 

median age was 47; the modal ages consisted of two people from the 47 
and 44 age categories; and the age range was 29-62.  People of color 
represented 26.7% of this group’s population, and women represented 
66.7% of this group’s population.  The overall age of this group was around 
47 years old.  People of color were over-represented in this group’s 
population, and women were also over-represented.  
 
 

Table 4: Low Income Community 

Gender  

   
Age 

                      
Ethnicity      

20-29 
years 
old 

30-39 
years 
old 

40-49 
years 
old 

50-59 
years 
old 

60-69 
years 
old 

70-79 
years 
old Total 

People of 
color --- --- --- --- --- --- --- 

Male 
European 
American --- --- --- --- --- --- --- 

People of 
color 1 1 1 1 --- --- 4 

Female 
European 
American --- 1 3 --- 2 --- 6 

Total 1 2 4 1 2 --- 10 
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For the low-income community, the mean age was 46.182; the 
median age was 44; the modal age consisted of two people who were 46 
years old; and the age range was 25-67.  People of color made up 40% of 
the population of this group, and women made up 90.9% of the population.  
There was a 46-year old man who did not disclose his ethnicity and thus 
made up the 9.1% of the male population not shown in the graph.  The 
overall age of this group was around 45 years old.  People of color were 
over-represented in this population, and women were also over-represented. 

 
Table 5: Non-profit Organization Community 

Gender  

   
Age 

                    
Ethnicity    

20-29 
years 
old 

30-39 
years 
old 

40-49 
years 
old 

50-59 
years 
old 

60-69 
years 
old 

70-79 
years 
old Total 

People of 
color --- --- --- --- --- --- --- 

Male 
European 
American --- 2 1 2 --- --- 5 

People of 
color --- 1 1 --- --- --- 2 

Female 
European 
American --- 1 3 2 1 --- 7 

Total --- 4 5 4 1 --- 14 

 
For the non-profit organizations, the mean age was 45.786; the 

median age was 45.5; the modal ages consisted of two people from the 37; 
46, and 53 age categories; and the age range was 32-69.  People of color 
represented 14.3% of the group’s population, and women represented 
64.3% of the population. The overall age of this group was around 46 years 
old.  People of color were represented approximately the same amount in 
this group as in the entire research sample, and women were over-
represented. 
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Table 6: Elected Officials  

Gender  

   
Age 

                    
Ethnicity    

20-29 
years 
old 

30-39 
years 
old 

40-49 
years 
old 

50-59 
years 
old 

60-69 
years 
old 

70-79 
years 
old Total 

People of 
color --- --- --- --- --- --- --- 

Male 
European 
American 1 --- 3 4 1 1 10 

People of 
color --- --- --- --- --- --- --- 

Female 
European 
American --- --- --- 2 --- --- 2 

Total 1 --- 3 6 1 1 12 

 
For the elected officials, the mean age was 52.250; the median age 

was 53.5; the modal age consisted of two people who were 56 years old; 
and the age range was 28-76.  People of color represented 0% of the 
population for this group, and women represented 16.7% of the population.  
The overall age for the group was around 53 years old.  People of color 
were not represented at all in this group and women were under-
represented. 

 
Table 7: Government Workers 

Gender  

   
Age 

                    
Ethnicity    

20-29 
years 
old 

30-39 
years 
old 

40-49 
years 
old 

50-59 
years 
old 

60-69 
years 
old 

70-79 
years 
old Total 

People of 
color --- --- --- --- --- --- --- 

Male 
European 
American --- 1 1 6 --- --- 8 

People of 
color 1 --- --- --- --- --- 1 

Female 
European 
American --- 1 1 3 --- ---     5  

Total 1 2 2 9 --- --- 14 
 

 
For the government workers, the mean age was 49.000; the median 

age was 51; the modal ages consisted of three people from the 51 and 59 
age categories; and the age range was 27-59.  People of color represented 
6.7% of the group’s population, and women represented 40% of the group’s 
population.  Discrepancies between the percentages and the chart developed 
from a European American woman who did not disclose her age.   The 
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overall group age was around 50 years old.   People of color represented 
6.7% in comparison to the representation rate of 7.4% in Duluth.  Women 
were under-represented in the group. 

 
Table 8:  Entire Sample 

Gender  

   
Age 

                    
Ethnicity    

20-29 
years 
old 

30-39 
years 
old 

40-49 
years 
old 

50-59 
years 
old 

60-69 
years 
old 

70-79 
years 
old Total 

People of 
color --- --- 1 2 --- --- 3 

Male 
European 
American 1 5 12 22 4 1 45 

People of 
color 3 2 4 1 1 --- 11 

Female 
European 
American --- 5 16 10 6 --- 37 

Total 4 12 33 35 11 1 96 

 
The entire sample’s mean age was 49; modal consisted of 6 people 

who were all 46 years old; median age was 49; and age range was 25-76.  
People of color represented 14.7% of the research sample and women 
represented 50% of the sample.  Any discrepancies between the chart and 
percentages are explained by a 46-year old male who would did not 
disclose his ethnicity and a European American woman who did not 
disclose her age.  The overall research sample had an age around 49 years 
old, and people of color were over-represented in comparison to Duluth’s 
population. 
 The research sample is non-probability in nature. This sample 
cannot be generalized to the entirety of Duluth’s community, because the 
subjects were not selected using a random sampling method.  Key 
informants were used, however, to increase validity, because they either 
had knowledge on the topic or their social positions gave them the ability to 
impact people in poverty.  Informants were expected to be both 
knowledgeable and their answers to have an impact on the community. 
 
Research Methodology 
 

This research project is an exploratory study.  There is not a lot 
known about how the Duluth community perceives poverty, beyond the 
study completed in 2000, “Low Income Voices of Duluth.”  The researcher 
will be comparing the study outcomes from 2000 “Low Income Voices” 
with those of the current research to develop a more specific understanding 



University of Wisconsin-Superior McNair Scholars Journal, volume 3, 2002 

 229 

of the nature of the problem.  The researcher hopes to bring to the surface 
the perceptions of poverty in the Duluth community, as expressed by a 
variety of Duluth citizens with varying degrees of influence. 

The sample represents a one-group post-test-only design O1.  
Because the researcher interviewed the participants only once, some of the 
answers may have been affected by an unknown, outside event that could 
have caused the participant to give an answer different from his or her usual 
response.  There was a mortality issue with the research project because 
some people who were selected to be interviewed were not available to 
complete the interview.  The external validity, or generalizability, of the 
data collected was limited.  Results could not be generalized with any 
significance to the entire community of Duluth.  These results can only be 
generalized to the persons who made these responses. 
 The survey was conducted with structured telephone interviews.  
The researcher recorded the data by writing down the answers that the key 
informants provided, paraphrasing, and checking with respondents to 
ensure that the data were recorded correctly.  Telephone interviews were 
beneficial, because many interviews could be completed in a relatively 
short period of time, and interviews could be conducted during convenient 
times for the key informants.  Also, because most of the calls were local, 
the cost was lower than the cost of mailing surveys.  The negative side of 
doing telephone interviews was that one of the key informants chose not to 
participate because the interviews were not in person; despite a letter of 
explanation from Community Action Duluth, the participant was wary of 
the research’s legitimacy.    
 The survey was developed from the literature review, with input 
from the Community Action Duluth’s staff.  To ensure the questions were 
appropriate, the faculty mentor who supervised the research reviewed them.  
The research survey used an open-ended format.  It consisted of three 
background questions and three open-ended questions.  The open-ended 
questions allowed the subjects to answer the questions without being led by 
the interviewer.  By using open questions, however, not all answers were 
uniform in the nature; some were more complete than others.   

There were three main ethical issues that accompanied this 
research.  The first was the importance of maintaining confidentiality for 
the key informants.  This was made possible by having the key informant 
groups larger than the actual sample size.  Because only some of the key 
informants identified by Community Action Duluth were used, only the 
researcher had knowledge of who actually participated in the study.  Also, 
confidentiality was maintained, because the researcher did not record 
identifying information on the data sheets.  The second ethical issue 
affecting this research was ensuring the accuracy of the data.  Because the 
questions asked were open ended, distortion of data could easily have 
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occurred.  The researcher repeated a paraphrase of the respondents’ 
answers to them during the interview and thus, avoided this problem.  The 
third ethical issue concerned informed consent.  Each participant was sent a 
letter explaining informed consent and the purpose of the project prior to 
the interview call.  Once the interview was started, they were once again 
told that they were able to withdraw at any moment and that there was a 
specific person whom they could contact if they had concerns.      

There were two prevalent human diversity issues in the research 
sample used.  The first related to the different socio-economic groups that 
the researcher interviewed.  This issue was addressed by accommodating 
interviewing hours with differing work schedules of respondents.  The 
second issue concerned the representation of minority people.  Inclusion of 
the perception due to ethnicity, age, and gender were all considered in the 
examination of the results. 
 
Results 
 
 
Findings Analysis 
 

The research was designed in order to develop a regional definition 
of poverty for the community of Duluth, Minnesota.  To observe 
differences among the populations, the data was analyzed by being broken 
down into the following groups: the entire sample population, men and 
women, people of color and European Americans, under forty years old and 
40 years old or above, and key informant groups.  The data was sorted into 
the response categories to which they pertained.  The researcher identified 
such categories as they emerged from the data.  Response categories were 
bulleted out and were followed in parenthesis by the number of respondents 
in that category and the percentage they represented. 
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Question 1: 
What do you believe are the root causes of poverty for Duluth? 

 
For question one, the following are the results for each comparison 

group. 
Figure 1:  Entire Group (N=98) 

• Low wage employment (44/44.9%) 

• Discrimination (37/37.8%) 

• Lack of education or training (35/35.7%) 

• Lack of Affordable housing (18/18.4%) 

• Lack of jobs (14/14.3%) 

 
 When the entire group was considered, the respondents mentioned 
low wage employment most often.  This was closely followed by 
discrimination and lack of education and training for low-income people.  
The discrimination theme is all encompassing.  Respondents spoke of 
treating people differently for reasons such as class, race or gender.  Under 
discrimination, the researcher also placed responses that mentioned the 
ignorance and lack of tolerance of Duluthians toward other cultures.  
 

Figure 2:  Gender (N=98) 
 

Male (49) 

• Low wage employment (22/44.9%) 

• Lack of education or training 

(15/30.6%) 

• Discrimination (14/28.6%) 

• Growing up in poverty (9/18.4%) 

• Chemical dependency (7/14.3%) 

 

Female (49) 

• Discrimination (23/57.1%) 

• Low wage employment (22/44.9%) 

• Lack of education and training 

(20/40.8%) 

• Lack of affordable housing (14/28.6%) 

• Lack of jobs (8/16.3%) 

 
Women and men had the same first three items mentioned, 

however, far more women than men, 28.5% more, mentioned 
discrimination as being a cause of poverty in Duluth.  When interviewing 
the women, themes concerning the lack of affordable housing and lack of 
jobs arose, while men mentioned growing up in poverty and chemical 
dependency as causes of poverty. 
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Figure 3:  Ethnicity (N=97) 
 

European American (83) 

• Lack of education and training  

• (35/42.2%) 

• Lack of jobs (34/40.1%) 

• Discrimination (25/30.1%) 

• Lack of affordable housing (16/19.3%) 

Growing up in poverty (15/18.1%) 

 

People of color (14) 

• Discrimination  (11/78.6%) 

• Lack of education and training  

(6/42.9%) 

• Low wage employment (5/35.7%) 

• Lack of jobs (4/28.6%) 

• Growing up in poverty (3/21.4%) 

 
There was one large difference between the European American 

group and the people of color.  Discrimination was mentioned by a larger 
percentage, 48.5% larger, of people of color than of European Americans.  
European Americans mentioned the lack of affordable housing as a cause 
of poverty, while people of color mentioned the plight of low wages more 
often as being a cause of poverty.  Both groups mentioned that growing up 
in poverty and thus having a lack of opportunities was a cause of poverty.   
 

Figure 4:  Age (N=97) 
 

Under 40 years old (16) 

• Low wage employment (8/50.0%) 

• Discrimination (7/38.9%) 

• Lack of education and training 

(5/31.3%) 

• Lack of affordable housing (5/31.3%) 

• Growing up in poverty (4/25.0%) 

 

40 years old and above (81) 

• Lack of education and training  

      (33/40.7%) 

• Low wage employment (32/39.6%) 

• Discrimination (31/38.3%) 

• Lack of affordable housing (15/18.6%) 

Growing up in poverty (14/17.3%) 

 
The two age groups had very similar results.  They had the same 

top five response items, although not ranked in the same order.  The group 
under 40 years old mentioned most often that low wages were a cause of 
poverty, while the group 40 years old and above mentioned a lack of 
education and training most often.  
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Figure 5:  Key informant groups (N=98) 
 

Elected (12) 

• Growing up in poverty (5/41.7%) 

• Lack of education and training 

(4/33.3%) 

• Low wage employment (4/33.3%) 

• Mental illness (4/33.3%) 

 

Government officials (15) 

• Low wage employment (8/53.3%) 

• Lack of affordable housing (6/40.0%) 

• Discrimination (6/40.0%) 

• Not enough available jobs (6/40.0%) 

 

Faith (17) 

• Lack of education and training 

(8/47.1%) 

• Low wage employment (6/35.3%) 

• Discrimination (6/35.3%) 

 

Low income community (11) 

• Discrimination (9/81.8%) 

• Lack of jobs (3/27.2%) 

• Lack of education and training 

(3/27.2%) 

 

Non-profit (14) 

• Low wage employment (8/57.1%) 

• Low education and training (8/57.1%) 

 Discrimination (7/50.0%) 

 

Business (14) 

• Lack of education and training 

(4/28.6%) 

• No affordable housing (3/21.4%) 

• Low wage employment (3/21.4%) 

 

Community members (15) 

• Lack of education and training 

(9/60.0%) 

• Discrimination (8/53.3%) 

• Low wage employment (7/46.7%) 

 

 
Low wage employment was mentioned most often by the non-

profit and government officials.  A lack of education and training was 
mentioned most by the faith community, business community, and general 
community.  Although elected officials mentioned this more often than the 
business community, it was not the cause that they most often mentioned.  
The elected officials most frequently mentioned growing up in poverty or 
being raised in a culture of less opportunity as being the main cause of 
poverty in Duluth.  The low-income community noted discrimination most 
often as a cause of poverty for Duluth.  
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Overall, every group except the low-income group and the 
European American group mentioned low wage employment as the cause 
of poverty.  These two groups did mention low wage employment as an 
issue, but not frequently enough to be in their top three responses.  Every 
group except the government key informant group mentioned a lack of 
education and training as a cause of poverty in one of their top three 
answers.  Discrimination was also mentioned by every group except the 
elected officials and the business community members.  Therefore, it is 
concluded that low wage employment, lack of education and training, and 
discrimination are perceived to be three causes of poverty in Duluth 
because they are mentioned the most often from all of the different groups.  
In addition, all groups’ perceptions must be taken into consideration, and 
the elected officials most often mentioned growing up in poverty as a 
cause.    
 

Question 2:   
How would you define poverty? 

 
The researcher placed each response from this question into one of 

seven categories.  Again the parenthesis following the bulleted definition 
explains the number of people who responded and the percentage they 
represented.  Most people defined poverty as a situation in which a person 
was unable to meet his or her financial needs.  The researcher grouped 
those answers that mentioned additional experiences as six separate 
definitions of poverty, thus creating seven total definitions. 

For question two, the following were the results for each 
comparison group. 
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Figure 6:  Entire study (N=98) 
 

• Not being able to provide one’s basic necessities through financial means (the federal 

threshold). (54/55.1%) 

• A lack of financial ability plus social poverty or if he or she is without social support 

and networks. (11/11.2%)  

• A lack of financial ability plus a lack of opportunity to reach his or her full potential. 

(10/10.2%) 

• A lack financial ability plus a lack of hope or belief that a good future is possible. 

(9/9.2%) 

• The current federal threshold is too low.  Poverty should be defined as being able to 

meet one’s basic needs and not being able to plan financially for the future. (5/5.1%)  

• Poverty is a personal choice; it is a state of mind or a result of poor life choices. 

(5/5.1%) 

• Someone is not in poverty for only a short time; if someone is impoverished, it is a 

chronic situation. (4/4.1%) 

 
As with all of the following groups, the responses reveled that most 

people defined poverty in a monetary sense based on an income threshold 
similar to the federal threshold.  The people always mentioned financial 
ability, although they coupled it with social poverty and a lack of 
opportunity. 
 

Figure 7:  Gender (N=98) 
 

Male (49) 

•  Not being able to provide one’s basic necessities through financial means (the federal 

threshold). (27/55.1%) 

• A lack of financial ability plus a lack of opportunity to reach his or her full potential. 

(7/14.3%) 

• Poverty is a personal choice; it is a state of mind or a result of poor choices. (4/8.1%) 

• A lack of financial ability plus social poverty if he or she is without social support and 

networks. (4/8.1%) 

• A lack financial ability plus a lack of hope or belief that a good future is possible. 

(4/8.1%)  
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Figure 7 - continued 

• The current federal threshold is too low.  Poverty should be defined as being able to 

meet one’s basic needs and not being able to plan financially for the future. (2/4.1%) 

• Someone is not in poverty for only a short time; if someone is impoverished, it is a 

chronic situation. (1/2.0%) 

 
Female (49) 
 
• Not being able to provide one’s basic necessities through financial means (the federal 

threshold). (27/55.1%) 

• A lack of financial ability plus social poverty if he or she is without social support and 

networks. (7/14.3%) 

• A lack financial ability plus a lack of hope or belief that a good future is possible. 

(5/10.2%)  

• A lack of financial ability plus a lack of opportunity to reach his or her full potential. 

(3/6.1%) 

• The current federal threshold is too low.  Poverty should be defined as being able to 

meet one’s basic needs and not being able to plan financially for the future. (3/6.1%) 

• Someone is not in poverty for only a short time; if someone is impoverished, it is a 

chronic situation. (3/6.1%) 

• Poverty is a personal choice; it is a state of mind or a result of poor choices. (1/2.0%) 

  
Both the male and female groups mentioned most often that they 

would define poverty as not being able to provide for one’s basic 
necessities through financial means.  The male population mentioned the 
lack of opportunity for people as their second definition of poverty.  
Personal choice along with social poverty and lack of hope followed for the 
male’s definition.  Females mentioned a lack of a social network and a lack 
of hope as their second and third responses. 
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Figure 8:  Ethnicity (N=97) 
 

European American  (83) 

• Not being able to provide one’s basic necessities through financial means (the federal 

threshold). (46/55.4%) 

• A lack of financial ability plus social poverty if he or she is without social support and 

networks. (11/13.3%) 

• A lack of financial ability plus a lack of opportunity to reach his or her full potential. 

(9/10.8%) 

• A lack financial ability plus a lack of hope or belief that a good future is possible. 

(6/7.2%)  

• Poverty is a personal choice; it is a state of mind or a result of poor choices. (6/7.2%) 

• The current federal threshold is too low.  Poverty should be defined as being able to 

meet one’s basic needs and not being able to plan financially for the future. (5/6.0%) 

 

People of color (13) 

• Not being able to provide one’s basic necessities through financial means (the federal 

threshold). (7/50.0%) 

• A lack of financial ability plus a lack of opportunity to reach his or her full potential. 

(3/21.4%) 

• Someone is not in poverty for only a short time; if someone is impoverished, it is a 

chronic situation. (3/21.4%) 

 
Similar percentages of European Americans and people of color 

responded that they would define poverty in the terms of not being able to 
provide financially for one’s self.  The European American group 
mentioned social poverty and a lack of opportunity in their second and third 
responses for defining poverty.  People of color noted that they felt a lack 
of opportunity and that poverty was a chronic, long term situation as their 
second and third definitions respectively.  The people of color sub-group 
named only those three main themes when they defined poverty. 
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Figure 9:  Age (N=97) 
 

Under 40 years old (16) 

• Not being able to provide one’s basic necessities through financial means (the federal 

threshold). (10/62.5%) 

• A lack of financial ability plus social poverty if he or she is without social support and 

networks. (2/12.5%) 

• A lack of financial ability plus a lack of opportunity to reach his or her full potential. 

(2/12.5%) 

• The current federal threshold is too low.  Poverty should be defined as being able to 

meet one’s basic needs and not being able to plan financially for the future. (1/6.3%) 

• Someone is not in poverty for only a short time; if someone is impoverished, it is a 

chronic situation. (1/6.3%) 

  

40 years old and above (81) 

• Not being able to provide one’s basic necessities through financial means (the federal 

threshold). (41/50.6%) 

• A lack of financial ability plus social poverty if he or she is without social support and 

networks. (11/26.8%) 

• A lack of financial ability plus a lack of opportunity to reach his or her full potential. 

(10/12.3%)  

• A lack financial ability plus a lack of hope or belief that a good future is possible. 

(8/11.1%)  

• Poverty is a personal choice; it is a state of mind or a result of poor choices. (4/4.98%) 

• The current federal threshold is too low.  Poverty should be defined as being able to 

meet one’s basic needs and not being able to plan financially for the future. (3/3.7%) 

• Someone is not in poverty for only a short time; if someone is impoverished, it is a 

chronic situation. (3/3.7) 

 
As in the previous groups, poverty was defined most often by 

persons from both age groups as the lack of ability to provide financially 
for one’s basic necessities.  Of those who were under 40 years old, social 
poverty and a lack of opportunity were mentioned most often.  Of those 
who were 40 years old and above, social poverty and lack of opportunity 
were also mentioned most often.  These two groups were very similar to 
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one another in the types of responses that they gave; however, in contrast 
the group 40 years old and above defined poverty as a lack of hope or 
poverty as a personal choice. 

 
Figure 10:  Key informant groups (N=98) 

 
Figure 10A:  Business (14) 
 

• Not being able to provide one’s basic necessities through financial means (the federal 

threshold). (9/64.3%) 

• A lack of financial ability plus a lack of opportunity to reach his or her full potential. 

(3/21.4%) 

• The current federal threshold is too low.  Poverty should be defined as being able to 

meet one’s basic needs and not being able to plan financially for the future. (1/7.1%) 

• Poverty is a personal choice; it is a state of mind or a result of poor choices. (1/7.1%) 

 
Figure 10B:  Faith community (17) 
 

• Not being able to provide one’s basic necessities through financial means (the federal 

threshold). (7/41.2%) 

• A lack of financial ability plus social poverty if he or she is without social support and 

networks. (6/42.9%) 

• A lack of financial ability plus a lack of opportunity to reach his or her full potential. 

(2/11.8%) 

• The current federal threshold is too low.  Poverty should be defined as being able to 

meet one’s basic needs and not being able to plan financially for the future. (1/5.9%) 

• A lack financial ability plus a lack of hope or belief that a good future is possible. 

(1/5.9%)  
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Figure 10C:  Community members (15) 
 

• Not being able to provide one’s basic necessities through financial means (the federal 

threshold). (10/66.7%) 

• A lack financial ability plus a lack of hope or belief that a good future is possible. 

(2/13.3%)  

• A lack of financial ability plus a lack of opportunity to reach his or her full potential. 

(2/13.3%) 

• The current federal threshold is too low.  Poverty should be defined as being able to 

meet one’s basic needs and not being able to plan financially for the future. (1/6.7%) 

 
 

Figure 10D:  Low-income community (11) 
 

• Not being able to provide one’s basic necessities through financial means (the federal 

threshold). (3/27.3%) 

• A lack of financial ability plus social poverty if he or she is without social support and 

networks. (2/18.2%) 

• A lack financial ability plus a lack of hope or belief that a good future is possible. 

(2/18.2%)  

• A lack of financial ability plus a lack of opportunity to reach his or her full potential. 

(2/18.2%) 

• Someone is not in poverty for only a short time; if someone is impoverished, it is a 

chronic situation. (2/18.2%) 
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Figure 10E:  Non-profit (14) 
 

• Not being able to provide one’s basic necessities through financial means (the federal 

threshold). (9/64.3%) 

• A lack of financial ability plus social poverty if he or she is without social support and 

networks. (2/14.3%) 

• The current federal threshold is too low.  Poverty should be defined as being able to 

meet one’s basic needs and not being able to plan financially for the future. (2/14.3%) 

• Someone is not in poverty for only a short time; if someone is impoverished, it is a 

chronic situation. (1/7.7%) 

 

Figure 10F:  Elected officials (12) 
 

• Not being able to provide one’s basic necessities through financial means (the federal 

threshold). (7/58.3%) 

• Poverty is a personal choice; it is a state of mind or a result of poor choices. (3/25.0%) 

• A lack financial ability plus a lack of hope or belief that a good future is possible. 

(1/8.3%)  

• A lack of financial ability plus a lack of opportunity to reach his or her full potential. 

(1/8.3%) 

 

Figure 10G:  Government officials (15) 
 

• Not being able to provide one’s basic necessities through financial means (the federal 

threshold). (8/53.3%) 

• A lack of financial ability plus a lack of opportunity to reach his or her full potential. 

(4/26.7%) 

• A lack financial ability plus a lack of hope or belief that a good future is possible. 

(2/13.3%)  

• A lack of financial ability plus social poverty if he or she is without social support and 

networks. (1/6.7%) 

 
An inability for one to meet his or her basic needs through financial 

means was a common response by all of the key informant groups. For the 
additional top response after the federal threshold definition, all groups 
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except the low income, non-profit organizations, and elected officials 
mentioned lack of opportunity.  All but the faith community, business 
officials, and non-profit organizations mentioned a lack of hope.  Social 
poverty was mentioned by four of the groups (i.e., elected officials, 
government employees, business community, and community members).   
Two groups, non-profit organizations and business, felt strongly that the 
poverty threshold was too low, and one group, the elected officials, said in 
their second response that they felt poverty was a state of mind, or caused 
by bad choices (i.e., people choose to be poor). 

Each of the above definitions of poverty was a reflection of how 
the community saw poverty.  There was a large agreement among many of 
the respondents that the definition of poverty includes a lack of finances.  
For a few groups there was a real implication that poverty was a choice, 
either by one’s state of mind or by the result of one’s past choices. 
Secondary definitions included the following: lack of opportunity (2), 
social poverty (3), lack of hope or optimism (1), and poverty as a personal 
choice (1).  Therefore, a proposed definition of poverty would be as 
follows:  Poverty in Duluth, Minnesota can be defined as a person’s lack of 
financial ability to provide for his or her basic needs; it includes elements 
of a lack of social networks, a lack of hope, poor opportunity for 
improvement, and can be a result of a personal mindset or poor choices.  
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Question 3: 
Can you think of any solutions that can be applied in Duluth in 
order to address the causes of poverty? 

 
For question three, the following are the results for each 

comparison group: 
 

Figure 11:  Entire study (N=98) 
 

• Promote of higher wages (28/28.6%) 

• Deal with the lack of affordable housing (27/27.6%) 

• Emphasize education and training (25/25.5%) 

• Increase economic development (24/24.5%) 

• Focus on the children (19/19.3%) 

• Deal with discrimination (15/15.3%) 

• Increase community awareness of poverty (12/12.2%) 

• Create a mentoring program (10/10.2%) 

• Provide a universal healthcare system (9/9.1%) 

 
The top response for the entire research population for a solution to 

poverty was to promote higher wages.  This was followed by an expressed 
need to deal with affordable housing, to improve education and training, 
and to create more economic development in Duluth. 
  
 

 Figure 12:  Gender (N=98) 
 

Male (49) 

• Economic development (13/26.5%) 

• Higher wages (13/26.5%) 

• Affordable housing (11/22.4%) 

• Education and training (11/22.4%) 

• Focus on children (9/18.4%) 

 

Female (49) 

• Affordable housing (16/32.7%) 

• Higher wages (15/30.6%) 

• Education and training (14/28.6%) 

• Economic development (11/22.4%) 

• Focus on children (10/20.4%) 

 
Both the woman and the men stressed the same five solutions.  

Men on one hand felt that the most emphasis should be placed on furthering 
Duluth’s economic development.  Women, on the other hand, felt that 
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dealing with the lack of affordable housing was a priority.  Otherwise, all of 
the other responses were comparable. 
 

Figure 13:  Ethnicity (n=97) 
 

European American (83) 

• Affordable housing (28/33.7%) 

• Higher wages (26/31.3%) 

• Education and training (22/26.5%) 

• Focus on children (20/24.1%) 

• Economic development (18/21.7%) 

 

 

People of color (14) 

• Economic development (7/50.0%) 

• Deal with discrimination (6/42.9%) 

• Community awareness about poverty        

(6/42.9%) 

• People need to help those they can 

(4/28.6%) 

 
European Americans and people of color seem to view the 

solutions for poverty in Duluth quite differently from each other.  While 
European Americans place dealing with the lack of affordable housing and 
promotion of higher wages on the top of their list, the people of color did 
not even mention this enough to make their list.  The people of color 
mentioned economic development and dealing with discrimination as their 
top ideas for dealing with poverty.  Both groups’ priorities were quite 
different.  

 
Figure 14: Age (N=97) 
 

Under 40 years old (16) 

• Economic development (6/37.5%) 

• Affordable housing (5/31.3%) 

• Education and training (5/31.3%) 

• Focus on the children (4/25.0%) 

 

40 years old and above 

• Higher wages (26/32.1%) 

• Affordable housing (23/28.4%) 

• Education and training (19/23.5%) 

• Economic development (17/21.0%) 

• Focus on the children (15/18.5%) 

 
The age group comparison again gave close to the same responses.  

The people who were 40 years old and above gave an additional response.  
It included the need for more economic development.  Economic 
development did not have the same priority for the under 40 years old 
group.  
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Figure 15:  Key informant groups (N=98) 
 

Business (14) 

• Education and training (6/42.9%) 

• Economic development (4/28.6%) 

 

Community members (15) 

• Higher wages (7/41.2%) 

• Education and training (5/23.5%) 

 

Faith community (17) 

• affordable housing (8/47.1%) 

• Higher wages (7/41.2%) 

• Universal healthcare (4/23.5%) 

• Unionization of workforce (4/23.5%) 

 

Low-income (11) 

• Deal with discrimination (4/36.4%) 

• High wages (3/27.2%) 

• Community awareness about poverty 

(3/27.2%) 

• People in poverty need to be listened to 

(3/27.2%) 

 

Non-profit (14) 

• Education and training (6/42.9%) 

• Economic development (4/28.6%) 

• Higher wages (4/28.6%) 

 

Elected officials (12) 

• Focus on the children (7/58.3%) 

• Self esteem and productivity (4/33.3%) 

• Promotion of higher wages (3/25.0%) 

 

Government employees (15) 

• Economic development (6/40.0%) 

• Affordable housing (5/31.25%) 

• Promotion of higher wages (425.0%) 

 

 
The key informant groups gave some diverse responses.  First, 

promotion of higher wages was mentioned by all of the groups except the 
business community group.  Three groups, business, non-profit, and general 
community, mentioned that they felt there should be more education and 
training opportunities.  Also, three groups – business, non-profit, and 
government – felt that there needed to be an emphasis on economic 
development in Duluth.  Both the faith community and the government 
employees mentioned that they think more should be done about affordable 
housing in the community.  The faith community was a unique group by 
also having universalized healthcare and unionization of the workforce as 
two of their top suggestions.  The first issue from the low-income 
community was that Duluth needed to deal with discrimination.  A good 
proportion also mentioned a need for an increased community awareness 
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concerning the truth about poverty, as well as an emphasis on actively 
listening to people who are in poverty.  The elected officials felt the focus 
should be placed on the future of children and an increase in self-esteem for 
low income persons in order for them to be more productive.  

The solutions for poverty were different across the board.  By 
taking the idea that was mentioned the most by each group and combining 
them, the following six solutions were brought to the forefront: affordable 
housing, economic development, higher wages, discrimination, education, 
and a focus on children.   
 The causes of poverty and the solutions for poverty were congruent 
except for the topic of discrimination.  For each of the causes of poverty, 
the suggestions were congruent. In contrast, the section on solutions was 
not congruent for discrimination.  Discrimination was noted by every group 
as a cause except by the elected officials and business community. When 
responses were asked for solutions to the problem of poverty, only the 
people of color and the people who are from the low-income community 
mentioned that the community needs to deal with the problem of 
discrimination in order to help poverty. 
 
Application of Findings 
 
 The findings could be helpful for the community of Duluth in 
gaining an overall view of the ways in which poverty is viewed in Duluth.  
This information could be used to encourage and focus programs and for 
advocacy in such critical areas as discrimination and low wage income.  In 
relation to the study completed by “Low Income Voices of Duluth,” this 
study broke down the issue of job opportunity into two components: low 
wage jobs and lack of jobs (2000).  Also, the study revealed some new 
views such as the Duluth community’s need for a central focus on children 
and the future, and the need to improve education and training 
opportunities.  Healthcare issues emerged minimally from the responses. 
 
Conclusion 
 
Overview of Major findings 
 
• The causes identified were low wage employment, lack of education and 

training, discrimination, and growing up in poverty. 
 
• There was agreement between responses that poverty in Duluth 

Minnesota can be defined as a person’s lack of financial ability to 
provide for his or her basic needs; perceptions about poverty included 
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elements like a lack of social networks, a lack of hope, a poor 
opportunity for improvement, a poverty mindset, and poor choices made 
by those in poverty.  

 
• The following six areas were seen to be important solutions to poverty: 

increasing affordable housing, encouraging economic development, 
promoting higher wages, addressing discrimination, providing education, 
and focusing on the children.   

 
 These findings showed that there was need for better employment 
or better employment preparation in the Duluth area.  They also revealed 
that discrimination was seen as a problem by some elements of the Duluth 
community.  The topic of ending the cycle of poverty also emerged.  Many 
people noted growing up in poverty as a cause and focusing on the children 
as a solution. 

The definition of poverty was not concise.  The definition that was 
created, however, shows that many people place emphasis on such things as 
support networks and opportunity.  These themes can help define, for 
Duluth, who would be considered impoverished. 
 
Suggestions for Future Research 
 

There are several areas that could be researched further.  The first 
would be to create more specific research findings.  The community could 
be researched about what they would like to do about some of the specific 
issues that arose out of this research. Some possible areas could include 
affordable housing, and ways in which a broad cross section of the Duluth 
community would propose that the problem be addressed.  The same could 
be applied to low-income wages, discrimination, or economic development.  
The second possible research project could be a study of the effectiveness 
of the organizations that are currently working on these issues, and ways in 
which they could increase their effectiveness.  Finally, a different 
researcher could re-examine the raw data to see if other ways of thinking 
about the them emerges.   
 



A Definition of Poverty for Duluth, Minnesota 

 248 

Works Cited 
 
Coulton, C. J., & Chow, J.  (1995).  Poverty. In R.L. Edwards (Ed.), 
Encyclopedia of social work (pp1867-1878).  Washington, D.C.:  NASW 
Press. 
 
Low income voices of Duluth (2000).  Duluth: Community Action Duluth 
 
O’Boyle, E. (1999).  Toward an improved definition of poverty.  Review of 
Social Economy, 57(3), 281-301. 
 
Poor numerology.  (1993).  National Review, 45(21), 18-19. 
 
U.S. Census Bureau.  (1999).  Retrieved on May 5, 2002, from 
http://www.census.gov/hhes/income/defs/poverty.html 
 
U.S. Census Bureau-American FactFinder.  (2002).  Retrieved on July 11, 
2002, from 
http://factfinder.census.gov/bf/_lang=en_vt_name=DEC_2000_PL_U_GC
TPL_ST7_geo_id=04000US27.html 
 
Warby, M.  (1999).  Musing…  the meaning of poverty.  IPA Review, 
51(4), 6. 

http://www.census.gov/hhes/income/defs/poverty.html
http://factfinder.census.gov/bf/_lang=en_vt_name=DEC_2000_PL_U_GCTPL_ST7_geo
http://factfinder.census.gov/bf/_lang=en_vt_name=DEC_2000_PL_U_GCTPL_ST7_geo

	A Definition of Poverty for Duluth, Minnesota
	ABSTRACT
	Introduction
	Problem Statement
	Description of the Problem Background
	Statement Research Purpose and Rationale
	Research Design
	
	
	
	
	
	Sample
	Research Methodology






	Results

	Findings Analysis
	
	
	
	Figure 1:  Entire Group (N=98)

	Figure 5:  Key informant groups (N=98)
	
	Figure 7 - continued
	Figure 11:  Entire study (N=98)
	Application of Findings






	Conclusion

	Overview of Major findings
	
	Suggestions for Future Research



