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Poverty research in Poland has a long and politically determined
history. The first surveys were undertaken in the 1920s and
focused on various aspects of the living conditions of the Polish
population. They concentrated mainly on groups of households
threatened with unemployment, insufficient food intake, and
poor housing conditions. At that time, models of income distri-
bution were worked out and data from various sources were
used. The surveys were conducted by the Central Statistical
Office (CSO), by the Institute of Social Economy (ISE), created
in 1920 as an autonomous section of the Society of Polish
Economists and Statisticians, and also by researchers and scien-
tists from various scientific-and research centres.

After the Second World War the term “poverty” was not
officially used, nor was it a subject of scientific investigation,
However, the Central Statistical Office did start to organize
surveys of the living conditions of the population again and step
by step developed them in cooperation with other institutions. In
1951 the household budget surveys were stopped and the break
lasted until 1957.

In the years 1957-81 household budget surveys (HBS) gradu-
ally developed, the methodology improved, the scope was ex-
tended, and new research methods were utilized. Experimental
household budget surveys attempted to use the methodology of
West European countries. In 1960 the surveys of living con-
ditions were started on a larger scale, and they are repeated
every few years. These surveys also include poverty-related
problems (CSO 1984, 1991; Kordos 1973, 1990).

In the 1970s social scientists and the CSO staff attempted
to introduce new sociological and statistical surveys in order to
carry out comprehensive analyses of living conditions and the
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quality of life. For ideological reasons this concept was not
implemented in practice, but in the 1980s it became possible to
launch large-scale surveys of this type (Kordos 1982; Lusz-
niewicz 1972).

Regardless of the fact that the term “poverty” was not offici-
ally used, a number of studies were conducted to determine the
“spheres of indigence” (the term used instead of poverty) and
social differentiation.

< In 1983 Frackiewicz published a book on the spheres of

indigence. Activities in this field were conducted under the
supervision of Beskid (1984 and 1989). In 1984 and 1988 confer-
ences were held in Poland on poverty at which a number of
interesting papers analysed the surveys and analyses of poverty
on the basis of surveys conducted by the Central Statistical Office
(CSO 1990b, 1991a; Kordos 1990). Such surveys were also
conducted by research institutes (e.g. Budzyriski and Lisowski
1991).

In 1982, after the 1980-81 crisis, another attempt was made to
establish an integrated system of household surveys. In the
same year a continuous method of household budget surveys
was replaced with the rotation method. A master sample was
designed that made'it possible to carry out various social surveys
using sub-samples. Uniform concepts, definitions, and classifi-
cations were used and training was provided for all the staff
involved in the surveys. The quality of training of field personnel
was regarded as an important element of this integrated system.
In the period 1982-91 some thirty-three surveys of this type were
conducted. In 1991 the process of gradual adjustment of the
Polish system of surveys extended to all groups of the popu-
lation, such as employees, workers—farmers, farmers, pen-
sioners, people living exclusively on benefits, those employed in
the non-state sector outside agriculture, and the self-employed,
who in the past, for various reasons, had not been covered.
Attempts were made to undertake surveys as carried out by
Eurostat. The surveys of the labour force were carried out on a
much larger scale than previously. Preparations were made to
conduct surveys on incomes to supplement the existing surveys
of living conditions (Kordos 1982).

In 1991 the poverty line was set on the basis of the social
minimum for one-person households in which the OECD scale
of equivalences was used: first adult in household = 1.0, each
addition adult = 0.7, each child = 0.5. The social minimum was
calculated on the basis of a specific consumers’ basket. The items
in the basket were priced at prices quoted by the Central
Statistical Office.
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The ISE did studies on several aspects of poverty, but the term
“poverty” did not appear in any report titles until autumn 1989
when a study entitled “The problems of poverty” appeared.
From that time, poverty became the core of the Institute’s
research activities (Budzynski and Lisowski 1982),

In general, the ISE studies tended to confirm the findings in
other countries of similar culture — the people most likely to
suffer poverty were: the aged, women, families with many
children, single mothers, households with handicapped persons,
households with poorly qualified persons, and those affected by
illness. General economic progress over the years brought
changes in the perception of whether the situation was un-
satisfactory. Admittedly this progress was somewhat slower than
in democratic countries with different economies. The main
feature was that progress was greater in access to knowledge and
improvements in education, health, social security, cultural
activities and public transport than in individual access to
material wealth. Research in the 1980s and subsequently showed
that the main factors of poverty were commonly perceived to
be: low pensions, a lot of children, isolation, disability, and
alcoholism.

Researchers focusing on social dysfunctions in Poland can be
divided into two main groups: those who wanted to improve the
existing socialist socioeconomic system, and those who felt that a
new order would in itself do nothing to rectify these problems
and would, indeed, be more affected than the old order because
of shortages of the means to correct the dysfunctions. Nonethe-
less, both groups were obliged to comply with the exigencies of
state censorship, which led in turn to self-censorship and avoid-
ance of definitions that conflicted with the official doctrine. It
was the practice not to write about a negative situation, but
rather to stress the positive steps undertaken by the state to make
things better.

The problem of poverty assumed stark reality in research
dealing with the satisfaction of societal needs. Investigations by
the ISE of problems connected with the non-satisfaction of needs
were always conducted with due consideration to the prevailing
limitations of social factors — in order of ascending magnitude:
the family, the workplace, the nation-wide social security sys-
tem, the socio-political alignment of the state. The accepted
methodology for research into social policies allowed the follow-
ing conclusion to be reached: needs could be satisfied either by
perfecting the existing system, or, if possible, by eliminating the
system, if in itself it led to the creation of needs that were
impossible to satisfy. In view of this, it was necessary to present
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research findings in such a way as to link them with poverty in
Poland, but to do so in an oblique manner (Lisowski 1985;
Budzynski and Lisowski 1992).

Current research on poverty

The Polish “soft” revolution in 1989 allowed the CSO and the
ISE to start new investigations into poverty, its social conditions,
and its consequences without the need to disguise the topic.

In the ISE the investigations began in late 1989 with attempts
to identify areas of concern threatened by encroaching poverty.
At first, the ISE staff appraised selected social aid institutions
and formulated issues requiring further analysis:

e the establishment of criteria for identifying geographical areas
of poverty in Poland;

e the risks in groups affected by non-satisfaction of needs or
threatened by the inability to meet basic needs, such as benefit
recipients and families affected by unemployment — former
ISE research enabled these groups to be identified;

® the risks associated with the socioeconomic changes arising
from unemployment and other phenomena,

® the symptoms and causes of poverty in the youngest gener-
ation (Lisowski 1986).

Three studies were conducted in 1990 on the following topics:
the risks of poverty within employed families with a lot of
children (Lisowska 1991); living conditions in female single-
parent families (Wolska 1991); and the symptoms of poverty in
Warsaw primary schools (Lisowski 1991).

The survey report on employed families with a lot of children
contained the following statement: “The current economic
changes in Poland and their undesirable effects are affecting
(such) families considerably” (Lisowska 1991).

Single mothers and their children are the victims of a whole
range of ills, such as difficult housing conditions, low incomes,
and heavy parental responsibilities. The single mothers de-
scribed their material situation as bad or very bad; one-third of
them admitted that their families were on the verge of poverty
(Wolska 1991). .

In April 1990 pupils of Warsaw primary schools were already
beginning to betray signs of poverty behaviour stemming from
unemployment within their families, even though Warsaw has
one of the lowest unemployment rates in the country. Poverty
manifests itself in various ways: thefts in school, alcoholism
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among both parents and pupils, inadequate child care. Although
it is usual to attribute these symptoms to the effects of the
political and social changes taking place in Poland, the causes
were seen to lie in the more traditional areas of social pathology.
The extent to which schools can accommodate the needs of
underprivileged children is-limited by a shortage of resources
(Lisowski 1991).

As part of the poverty research programme, the ISE published
a. special issue of the ISE Bulletin containing the above-
mentioned articles and also:

— a theoretical examination of the possibility of harnessing the
results of the CSO household budget surveys to the analysis of
poverty (Kordos 1991);

— a report on threats of poverty appearing in the work of social
aid centres in Warsaw in late 1989 (Wisniewska 1991);

— an analysis identifying the causes of poverty in families with
small children, based on an ISE investigation in 1983-6 and
CSO family budget investigations (Kostrubiec 1991);

— an article dealing with problems of socialization in families
with a lot of children threatened with poverty (Rodziewicz
1991);

— an article on the correlation between geographical areas and
living conditions in Poland (Rakowski 1991),

In May 1991 social assistance beneficiaries and unemployed
persons in five small Polish towns were studied (Kurzynowski
1991). The results revealed that, among the sample populations,
families affected by unemployment are relatively young — the
median age being 28. Benefit recipients are markedly older, but
with a greater age range, which means that there are some very
young persons among them (Budzyrdski and Lisowski 1992).
Large differences between the levels of social assistance in
different towns indicated a correspondingly large difference in
the consequent burden on different local authorities.

A bibliography with over 1,000 items has been prepared on the
topic “Requirements for studies of endangered communities
during the economic restructuring in Poland”, aimed at helping
in further investigations of poverty.

A repetition of the territory-based studies of benefit recipients
and the unemployed was made in 1991 as part of the series
“Restructuring of the Polish economy and changes in living
conditions of various groups with particular focus on those
threatened with poverty”.

Recent and current Central Statistical Office research on
poverty and its larger context includes household budget surveys
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(CSO 1990a) and surveys on the living conditions of the popu-
lation (CSO 1984, 1990b, 1991a). During that period the inte-
grated system of household surveys was supplemented with
thirty special surveys of various groups in the population (famil-
ies with a lot of children, one-parent families, elderly people,
young people, and women). The surveys covered housing and
living conditions, participation in culture, tourism, quality of
life, and health status and some of them also covered selected
aspects of poverty (Kordos 1985).

According to Kordos, some of the surveys pertained directly
to the poverty problem. In 1985, when large-scale surveys of
living conditions were conducted, the respondents were asked
directly whether they regarded themselves as living below the
poverty line, although a definition of poverty was not provided.
Only 3.2 per cent of the households stated that they were living in
poverty. The question was repeated in 1990, when 7.6 per cent of
households admitted that they were living in poverty. If the size
of household is taken into account, one-person households
constituted the highest percentage (7.7 per cent in 1985 and 12.0
in 1990) and four-person households the lowest percentage (1.9
per cent and 5.4 per cent, respectively). Overall, the highest
percentage of households living in poverty were those living
exclusively on social benefits (29.6 per cent in 1985 and 42.3 per
cent in 1990), while the lowest percentage was of households of
self-employed persons (0.5 per cent and 5.4 per cent respec-
tively). Because many people in Poland are unwilling to admit
that they live in poverty, the above indices represent not the
actual poverty level of the surveyed population, but only the
perception of material status in relation to other households. A
question about subjective assessment of the material status of the
household was asked in 1985, and it turned out that 17.5 per cent
of houscholds stated that their material status was bad or very
bad; in 1990, that figure increased to 28.8 per cent.

Research work on poverty carried out by research institutes
(Beskid 1988, 1989; Budzynski and Lisowski 1991; Frackiewicz
1993) should also be mentioned here.

Household budget surveys carried out by the rotation method
. cover about 7,500 households quarterly, which amounts to about
30,000 households covered by the survey within a year. The
incomes from work of employees covered by the surveys are
verified by employers with full data confidentiality. Every year
an annual interview is conducted on selected income and expen-
diture items in every household that took part in the survey.
Annual incomes from work are also verified. In addition,
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subjective opinions on the material status of the household and
household budgeting, as well as on possession of durable goods
and on housing conditions, are taken into consideration. The
results are published every year in a special publication (e.g.
CSO 1990a).

Apart from gathering information on the living conditions of
the population, the main objective of large-scale living-
conditions surveys is the preparation of a sampling frame for
household budget surveys. The sample is replaced every four
years (i.e. first-stage units, with only half of the sample being
replaced in one year and the other half in the next year), so
between 1982 and 1990 two such sample surveys were conducted
every four years. The size of the sample in each survey was about
120,000 households (CSO 1984, 1991a). The household budget
surveys are potentially a rich source of information on living
conditions and on poverty. Before 1988, ideological pressures
blocked the full use of these surveys for poverty measurement,
although some attempts were made.

Some income data from the Polish household budget surveys
(HBS) have been used for poverty measurement. Although such
data are a relevant and frequently used indicator of poverty, they
suffer from many limitations. An important factor in satisfying
the needs of the family are incomes in kind. These are covered by
the HBS as goods and services received free of charge. Although
the data on incomes derived from HBS are underestimated to
some extent, incomes from work, owing to the verification by
employers, are quite accurate., Up to the present moment,
incomes from property and from self-employment (outside agri-
culture) have not been covered owing to their negligible rele-
vance (they were specified under “other incomes”). Up to 1990
the surveys covered about 90 per cent of households, excluding
the households of policemen, soldiers, the self-employed, and
collective households (Kordos 1992).

Expenditure data constitute the core of HBS and are an
important source of information on poverty. Sometimes general
expenditure data are used instead of income data, but they are
treated as less reliable. The composition of expenditures is
important for poverty analysis. In poverty analysis one of the
relevant components of low-income households is dietary habits.
Data on food consumption may be used to calculate caloric and
protein intakes and to compare them with nutritional norms.
Such comparisons were done in Poland (CSO 1990b) for particu-
lar groups of the population, by both age and sex. The nutritional
needs of a man over 18 years old was taken as a basic unit and the
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need of other groups were expressed as a ratio of this. This unit
was based only on nutrition norms and, although imprecise, it
was applied in household budget surveys till the 1970s.

Data on the socioeconomic characteristics of household mem-
bers are especially relevant for the classification of households by
socioeconomic group and for the analysis of characteristic fea-
tures of households living in poverty. Parallel to HBS, infor-
mation on housing conditions and the possession of durable
goods is collected. The information makes it possible to work out
a multidimensional approach to the concept of poverty.

Large-scale living-conditions surveys allow a focus on differ-
ent aspects of poverty measurement. Everything points to a
strong likelihood that research into poverty will grow in the near
future. But then a rapid growth in poverty itself also seems likely.

Main concepts of poverty

Poverty lines and social minima

In Polish statistical practice, examples of subjective evaluations
of the material status of households can be found. The problems
were dealt with initially by Beskid (1984) and then by the Central
Statistical Office, which introduced subjective evaluation sur-
veys as a supplement to HBS and other surveys on the living
conditions of the population. Beskid analysed such problems as
the income patterns desired by respondents and incomes
regarded by them as indispensable. However, no formal method
of determining poverty lines was applied in that analysis.

After 1956, the problem of introducing a social minimum in
Poland became an issue in several political and sociel pro-
grammes, in the speeches of politicians, and in the mass media.
The problem usually caught public attention after each social
crisis. The first publication containing the results of calculations
of a social minimum was issued in Poland in 1957 (Akolifiski
1957). The first book on the social minimum was published in
1973 (Tymowski). An especially large number of articles on the
social minimum were published in 1981. In that year also the first
official calculations of the social minimum, done by the Institute
of Labour and Social Welfare, were published.

The overall concept of the method of calculating a social
minimum was worked out in the early 1970s (Deniszczuk 1972;
Tymowski 1973), although the issue was dealt with even earlier.
In the period 1970-6, the Central Statistical Office calculated the
so-called “minimum of cost of living”, but these calculations
were confidential, meant only for the state authorities. At
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present, the social minimum is calculated by the Institute of
Labour and Social Welfare and is published on a quarterly basis.

In August 1981 the Polish Council of Ministers passed a special
resolution on the definition of a social minimum and the research
needed. This is the only document in which the social minimum is
defined, although the definition was not very precise. It stated
that the social minimum is a basic set of goods and services,
purchased by particular families and expressed in terms of cash
and goods in kind, taking into account actual price levels. Later,
when the objectives of relevant research work were described, it
was indicated that one of the objectives should be the determi-
nation of the “number and structure of families whose incomes
are below the social minimum”. Another objective should be to
determine “changes in the level of the social minimum due to the
living conditions and costs of living of the population”.

The social minimum is calculated on the basis of a specific
consumers’ basket (a set of goods and services the consumption
of which is regarded as indispensable from the social point of
view and corresponds to the economic situation of the country),
and on the basis of the actual price level quoted by the CSO. The
social minimum is calculated for families of employees (one- and
four-person households) and families of pensioners (one-
and two-person) (Géralska 1986). The minimum basket includes
goods and services such as foodstuffs, clothes, shoes, hygiene
and health care, dwelling houses, appliances and furniture,
cultural services and recreation, transport and communications.
In addition, it is estimated that about 10 per cent of resources
should constitute so-called personal funds (to satisfy specific
personal needs such as medicines, cigarettes, etc.). The food-
stuffs basket was based on nutritional norms in Poland (with
foodstuffs bought at moderate prices). The items in the basket
are priced at prices quoted by the Central Statistical Office, the
prices being those actually paid by consumers (according to
household budget surveys). One of the assumptions when setting
up the minimum basket was that families live in community
blocks of flats fully equipped with facilities, and that the size of a
flat is adequate for the size of the family. However, this assump-
tion is far from reality: many families share a flat, and almost
one-fifth of the urban population lives in dwellings not equipped
with all sanitary facilities.

The social minimum always aroused strong feelings on the part
of the general public, government, and trade unions, and in
scientific circles. It became an issue in political debates and
negotiations. The reliability of its calculation and interpretation
was questioned. After the introduction of martial law in Poland
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in 1981, the calculations of the social minimum ceased to be
published, although they were still carried out. Official publi-
cation of the results did not start again until 1988, although the
category was used in official programmes, declarations, and
decisions as well as in political struggles (Kordos 1992).

Many authors point to the limited usefulness of the social
minimum for defining the sphere of poverty. Poverty is ex-
pressed through several features of the social position of the poor
and not just through insuffient income. Further aspects of the
social minimum to which they refer include:

@ the contents of the basket are not constant, but are adjusted to
the economic situation of the country; therefore, there are
two minima: basic and critical ones — the minimum for the
1980s was 11 per cent lower than that for the 1970s;

e afundamental assumption of the basket is that a family lives in
a state flat that is adequate for the size of the family and is fully
equipped;

@ the social minimum relates to the conditions of a market thatis
relatively stable;

e the basket is intended to fulfil typical needs, with no regard to
specific situations such as illness, the characteristics of a
particular job, etc.

@ the divergence between the level of earnings and actual
consumption is not taken into consideration (although it
should be remembered that there are previous savings, family
help, etc.).

@ the standard of living also depends on such factors as the
functioning of the social infrastructure, the quality of public
goods and services, etc.

The results of the research on the social minimum were not
published regularly. It was only in the 1990s that the data were
presented regularly in the periodical Social Policy.

In 1993 some of the variables were modified. In adddition to
“traditional” estimates, comparable with the previous ones, a
variant of the social minimum was prepared by using the scale of
so-called equivalent earnings. The accepted scale was conver-
gent with the one proposed by the OECD, i.e.:

1.0 for the earnings of the first person of a family household,
0.7 for the earnings of each additional person over 15 years
old,

0.5 for the earnings of each member of the family under 15.

By introducing a correction into the estimates of the social
minimum, the so called scale of equivalency had a crucial
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significance in the judgement of the extent of the phenomenon of
material poverty within households.

As stressed before, the financial situation was not the only
criterion for deciding whether a particular family should be
considered as “poor”. Therefore, for households with low
incomes, other living standard factors were also included. These
factors were household facilities, density of occupation in one
flat, and expenses on cultural and leisure activities. These factors
define the stage of “household needs deprivation”, and, when
combined with the income of a family, may reflect the phenom-
enon of poverty. The objective of estimating such a social
minimum was debated. Most authors claim that the social mini-
mum should not be the determinant of poverty, but rather should
be used in social policy (e.g. setting the minimum wage, pension
benefits, unemployment benefit, etc.).

Low incomes

Attempts were also made to create measures of poverty based on
the criterion of low incomes, In 1981 the Central Statistical
Office introduced a category of “low incomes”, and prepared a
relative method of defining the boundaries of poverty. It stated
that an income is low when it corresponds with the lowest
fifteenth percentile in the distribution of household incomes.
(This approach limits a priori the size of the sphere of poverty to
15 per cent of all households.) Later, it was decided that low
income should reflect real value, thus it was adjusted in line with
the increase in the prices of goods and consumption services.

Rutkowski (1988) argued that low income does not correlate
(or correlates only minimally) with the material assets of a given
household, and therefore is not a sufficient criterion of poverty.
Households with luxury equipment cannot be regarded as poor,
even if their recent income is lower than the social minimum,
High-quality household equipment suggests that the family has
other income sources (work abroad, help from family, or an
extra job). Therefore, Rutkowski proposed a joint factor
embracing low present incomes and low-quality household
equipment.

If we take as a starting point the size of the sphere of financial
poverty and add the material equipment in a household, this
leads to a reduction in the number of households regarded as
poor, mainly among families of non-workers, and to a lesser
degree among families of workers, young families, and multi-
person families (especially those bringing up one or two chil-
dren). The joint criterion points to the same social groups as
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being important in the poverty population as does the criterion of
low incomes. However, it gives a different picture of the relative
importance of age groups. Older families are more numerous,
while fewer young families and middle-aged families are in-
cluded.

The consequence of using the joint criterion is that it narrows
the sphere of economic poverty, while at the same time widening
the sphere of social and cultural poverty. To the latter group
belong those households that have incomes over the social
minimum, but that still have very poor material equipment.
Therefore poverty should be considered as two-dimensional,
taking into account both current income and material equip-
ment. It is also important to note that the joint criterion leads to
changes in the poverty picture.

Other authors also point to the fact that poverty research
cannot be limited to the analysis of incomes. A good example of
the multidimensional approach is Jarosz and Kozak’s work
“Experts’ report. Spheres of indigency” (1987). As an indicator
of poverty they combined a permanent situation of low income
(estimated according to the social minimum of the time) with
other specific situations. The specific situations that could add to
poverty are:

® the family budget (net expenses in relation to net incomes);

® expenditure on food (in all households there is an important
correlation between food expenses and the cumulative effect
of low incomes and the size of a household);

e the housing situation (owning a flat, its size, density of
occupation, having one’s own bed);

® basic facilities (cold and hot water, bathroom, shower, WC,
gas, etc.);

e permanent household equipment, including luxury goods.

The structure of expensés for typical households is published by
the Central Statistical Office. High relative expenditure on food
turns out to be a characteristic of poor households.

Jarosz and Kozak concluded that in families suffering from
poverty there is an accumulation of negative situational factors
in addition to low incomes, such as high density of inhabitants in
one flat and a low level of education and culture. Low income is
strongly correlated with other poverty indicators.

Govalska proposed that instead of examining current
incomes, which influence the material situation only to some
extent, the level of current consumption should be accepted as a
criterion of poverty. Examining actual consumption leads to a
consideration of all its sources: current incomes, past savings,
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future incomes (credits), as well as other sources of consump-
tion, such as natural consumption (e.g. food and home-made
clothes) and consumption arising from transfers. Defining the
sources of consumption is particularly important because current
consumption is often financed with incomes that are not current
or with future incomes. In such situations poverty increases.

The subjective boundary of poverty

In recent years other methods of defining the boundaries of
poverty have become popular. These methods are based on
obtaining opinions from the members of a family on how high
their income should be in order to maintain their household at a
minimum level.

The Leyden Poverty Line (LPL) was used by Podgérski (1990)
in his analysis of the results of living standards research per-
formed by the Chief Census Bureau in 1989 and 1990. Since 1992
this method has also been used in quarterly analyses of research
on family budgets, conducted by the monthly rotation method.

Households are asked to state the level of income they would
think of as “very good”, “good”, “merely satisfactory”, “unsatis-
factory”, and “very bad”. The subjective boundary of poverty for
certain types of households approximately corresponds to the
level of incomes stated to be “merely satisfactory”. The value of
the social minimum income is not high. For one-person and four-
person working families, and for two-person pensioners’ house-
holds, it is possible to equate the subjective boundary of poverty
with the social minimum, as calculated by the Institute of
Statistics. The analyses make it clear that for small (two-person)
households, the subjective boundaries of poverty are slightly
higher than the social minimum. In the case of large families
(four people) the relation is almost the reverse: the value of the
social minimum is higher than the incomes defined as a subjective
boundary of poverty.

The application of the LPL method allows the researcher to
define both the extent and the intensity of subjective poverty.
The subjective boundary of financial poverty is compared with
the distribution of real incomes of the respondents. The extent of
poverty is then defined on the basis of families earning incomes
below the boundary of subjective poverty as a percentage of the
total number of households. The intensity of subjective poverty
is measured with the indicator of the average poverty gap. The
indicator shows how much the average income of a household
below the poverty line differs from the level of income subjec-
tively regarded as the poverty line. Both the extent and the size
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of the income gap are obtained on the basis of comparable
incomes of various households.

The concept of “individual income functions of welfare” was
introduced in Poland by Podgorski and Dobrowolska (1991).
Their research revealed that the boundaries of poverty based on
subjective assessment of the income necessary to meet the
fundamental needs of the members of a given family do not have
the necessity to be higher than the boundaries established objec-
tively. The most interesting conclusion was that “minimum” and
“satisfactory” incomes do not differ much according to age,
education, or place of residence. This points to a levelling of
consumption aspirations in society as a result of the long-term
economic crisis. However, there are clear differences in the
extent of poverty according to household size, number of
employed family members, level of education, and place of
residence. The small difference between declared incomes and
subjective assessments of poverty undoubtedly reflects the fact
that a large part of the social minimum basket goes to meet the
most basic needs, which cannot be substituted with other ele—
ments of consumption.

Absolute and relative deprivation

“Absolute deprivation, as far as material conditions of living are
concerned, assumes that the boundaries of poverty should be
defined by the norms that characterize necessary standards of-
living in certain social and economic conditions” (Beskid et al.
1990). The following elements were used in order to define
absolute deprivation:

@ per capita income below 50 per cent of the average income; .

® the lack of at least two of the following: a washing machine, a
refrigerator, a radio, a black-and-white TV-set (in households
without a colour TV);

® the lack of at least one of the standard facilities of a flat: i.e.
electricity, water supply, WC, bathroom;

® a living space of less than 10 m? per person;

® meat consumption below 300 dag a month (the norm in 1982
was lower).

If we analyse the distribution of various levels of particular
material elements of living conditions, we observe a low level of
cumulation at the 10 per cent extremes of the distribution.
However, as the boundary of poverty shifts towards the centre of
the distribution, broadly understood deprivation increases.
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The range of deprivation can thus be presented as two types of
distribution: one according to deciles, and the other as the
distribution below or above the average of a given element. The
following scale of poverty has been created by combining the
elements in these distributions:

1. Extreme deprivation: all elements are found in the two lowest
deciles.

2. Moderate deprivation: two elements lie within the two lowest
deciles and the third lies below the average, or one element is
within the two lowest deciles yet all three can be found below
the average.

3. Poor living conditions: three elements lie below the average,
but not in the lowest two deciles, or two elements, one of
which lies in the lowest two deciles, are below the average and
one element is above the average.

Subjective estimation of material living
conditions

One of the consequences of the unbalanced distribution of goods
is subjective deprivation, in other words, a feeling of being
discriminated against in the sphere of living conditions. The
following three types of subjective estimation of discrimination
can be identified:

e escalating aspirations, i.e. when aspirations grow faster than
the possibilities of achieving them;

® diminishing aspirations,i.e. when there is no chance of achiev-
ing aspirations and meeting needs, and earlier opportunities
vanish; ’

® progressive aspirations, i.e. when, after a period of feeling
deep discrimination, a period of diminishing discrimination
emerges.

Measures of the subjective estimation of deprivation require
special attention to the correspondence between public opinion
and real deprivation. A characteristic feature is that the per
capita in the family does not seem to influence people’s opinions
on deprivation. In order to understand the social structure of
poverty, it is, however, important to consider the range of
subjective feelings of deprivation as presented by the respon-
dents.

Research on the subjective estimations of living standards
leads to the following methodological remarks:

N
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1. There exists a logical link between a subjective estimation and
the real situation. This is particularly visible when a person’s
situation is subjectively estimated as low or mediocre.

2. The relationship between subjective and objective esti-
mations is not homogeneous.

3. Correlations between objective and subjective indicators
depend on the objective situation. In most cases the middle-
range estimations are similar. An objectively low level of

‘material living conditions is often estimated as mediocre in

subjective answers, whereas an objectively high level of living

conditions is estimated below its actual position, In the case of
extreme values the correlation increases again.

4. A feeling of deprivation is not synonymous with objective
poverty. In subjective estimations there is a tendency to omit
extreme estimations:

- needs and aspirations are understated, therefore objective
poverty is estimated as a mediocre level;

—among those in a mediocre position, almost 20 per cent
think of themselves as poor, and about 30 per cent vary in
their opinions (they also include themselves in the group of
the poor).

5. Because full correlation between subjective estimations and
the objective situation does not exist, it is not possible to
substitute one for the other.

The importance of subjective estimations is found in the
observed discrepancy between social expectations of material
and social needs and the possibilities of fulfilling those needs.

Conclusions

First, research on poverty in Poland has been strongly connected
with the state’s policy towards poverty itself. Before the up-
heaval of 1989, neither poverty research nor anti-poverty policy
had been attempted on a large or systematic scale. Poverty was
considered as temporary and exceptional. Though public dis-
cussions on poverty were banned for decades, poverty neverthe-
less existed and became more evident during the 1980s.

Second, in Poland the predominant influence of the methods
of measuring poverty has resulted in a system of state statistics,
with particularly well-developed research on family budgets.
However, these statistical measurements are directed not
towards the nature and structure of poverty, but mainly towards
reporting the conditions of living, consumption, and income.
Furthermore, poor families, for example alcoholic families,
might be insufficiently represented.
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Generally, three approaches are used in the statistical
measurement of poverty in Poland:

® objective poverty —on the basis of earnings and expenditures;

@ subjective poverty — on the basis of household members’
opinion on the level of earnings necessary to maintain the
household on a proper level;

e non-financial indicators of poverty, such as low level of con-
sumption, living conditions, household facilities, as well as
ways of spending spare time, etc.

Third, there is a growing need to develop and improve poverty
measurement techniques and the tools for identifying poverty in
the current process of political, economic, and social changes.
Politically, however, the prevalent tendency is to define poverty
in absolute terms.

Recent poverty measurements focus on household budgets
using surveys embedded in the official statistics. It is difficult to
use these data to make international comparisons. These surveys
concentrate on absolute poverty, relative poverty, non-financial
poverty factors, and household incomes.

Poverty research in Poland only accidentally focuses on the
causes of poverty. As a consequence, limited explanations or
subjective value judgements are offered.

Fourth, numerous signs indicate that poverty is still increasing.
Some of the main reasons for the growing number of people
falling into poverty seems to be the result of political and
economic transformation, the financial crisis of the state, high
unemployment rates, shrinking of the safety-net and its ineffici-
ent administration, the lack of a social welfare infrastructure and
inadequate attention to social pathologies, demographic and
structural factors, and weak political interest in social policy
issues and poverty. '
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