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Introducing the glossary

ELSE ØYEN

A glossary is ‘a list of difficult terms with explanations’.1 It is a 
scientific toolbox that provides a historical background for definitions 
linked to a certain field of research, the changes in contents they have 
undergone over time, and their current contents and use. Definitions 
are the stable element in an ever expanding theory formation – until 
they themselves are given a new content. Their present meaning is 
the result of a historical process of social change and dialogue in 
the scientific field.

Definitions are building blocks for theories. Although it may seem 
so, definitions are not neutral. In poverty research they are more 
value laden than in many other fields of research. The choice of one 
definition rather than another one may indicate not only academic 
preferences but at times also political, societal and moral prefer-
ences. The choice of one definition rather than another one may also 
provide quite different research results in a project.

Definitions are powerful tools for thought and action. The under-
standing of poverty is in the eye of the beholder. Different actors see 
different things, emphasize different aspects and develop different 
paradigms of poverty understanding according to their discipline, 
position or vested interests. There are many actors in the poverty 
landscape, and some try to establish ownership to poverty under-
standing through the use of certain poverty definitions. As a result a 
limited number of definitions have dominated academic and political 
discourse and poverty understanding during the last three or four 
decades.2 The aim of the Glossary is to widen the choice of definitions 
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available, thereby expanding the scientific field of poverty research 
so that it gets closer to the complex reality of poverty and the lives 
of poor people. 

Many of the disciplines within the social sciences and several 
outside have incorporated poverty as a research topic, some of them 
fairly recently and some through a well-established tradition. As 
could be expected, the disciplinary approaches to poverty under-
standing are coloured by the discipline’s theories, methodologies and 
established definitions. The understanding of poverty is fitted into the 
dominant paradigms of the discipline. Poverty is only one of many 
other topics being studied. To the extent that it is being studied it is 
not necessarily poverty as such that is being studied. Often it is the 
use of the different tools of the discipline that are being tested out.

The poverty phenomenon is complex and comprehensive and 
covers so many dimensions of human and social behaviour that almost 
any theory relating to human beings can add to a fragment of poverty 
understanding. As with all kinds of analysis of poverty, disciplinary 
or not, the picture is incomplete. Only fragments are presented. If a 
more complete picture is to emerge, some of the disciplinary bond-
ing needs to be loosened, new links established and a wider array 
of definitions put to use, including outside their established context. 
That is a research challenge in itself. The Glossary can be used as a 
tool for those who want to move in that direction.

Poverty research has for a long time been closely linked to pov-
erty reduction and has featured definitions that point to causes of 
poverty. Implicitly and explicitly those definitions point also to cer-
tain interventionist strategies and how resources are to be allocated. 
Bureaucrats, politicians, donors and voluntary organizations need 
definitions and benchmarks to carry through their programmes for 
poverty reduction and allocation of resources. The emphasis is to 
move towards well-defined and simple indicators that can be used 
also for evaluation of the programmes. The Glossary contains scores 
of definitions that at first glance do not fit this purpose. However, 
those definitions are closer to the reality of poor people, and if put 
to use are likely to offer better tools for efficient poverty reduc-
tion than simpler measures. People working with poverty reduction 
are invited to search the Glossary for new and better tools for their 
poverty-reducing interventions. 



INTRODUCTION

The Glossary is a thoroughly revised version of the first Glossary, 
which was published in .3 Not only has poverty research increased 
rapidly during the last few years. This in itself calls for an updating to 
catch the new and different poverty definitions that have arisen along 
with changing research foci. The first version was too Western in its 
presentation of poverty definitions. In particular, the Latin American 
perspectives were neglected due to language and the differences that 
arise when apparently similar terms take on dissimilar meanings. 
This is an inherent problem in all the social and human sciences. We 
have met the challenge by inviting a distinguished Latin American 
poverty researcher to join the two British editors and by creating an 
editorial board of international scholars who have provided inputs 
and corrections throughout the process of collecting and collating 
the Glossary. In addition, a call went out to all members of the CROP 
network inviting them to come forward with new or changed defini-
tions and references. The result is a collective work in the sense that 
many of the entries are the product of several hands.

Constructing a glossary on poverty is an open-ended process. New 
definitions continue to trickle in, while definitions already established 
become altered as new or previously unknown literature emerges. At 
a certain stage the editors have to put a stop to this process; or, better, 
they have to decide that this Glossary is just another step in a process 
which may lead to a still more perfect glossary. The editors are the 
first to acknowledge that even this second Glossary, into which they 
have put so much effort, is not and cannot be the end product.

New entries have been added while old entries have been revised 
and updated. References have been extended and subjects further de-
veloped. Examples of national definitions of poverty and definitions of 
poverty lines have been added and the Glossary now comprises more 
than two hundred definitions. Each entry contains both definitions 
and explanations, with references to contemporary academic and 
professional literature. Altogether the new Glossary has been extended 
with about , words.

There is no universally agreed vocabulary for the analysis of 
poverty, and terms and concepts vary between the disciplines to 
such a degree that no scholar is familiar with the entire vocabulary. 
The editors have not always been in agreement when discussing an 
entry and the references needed to support it. Its meaning, roots 
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and context have been argued, and its importance for poverty re-
search has been questioned. Such disagreements are in the nature of 
a complex research field like poverty. Where disagreements have not 
been resolved through dialogue or external advice the three editors 
have used a simple majority vote to settle the dispute. Users of the 
Glossary will have similar experiences when entries are put to use in 
concrete research projects.

Paul Spicker, one of the volume’s editors, provides a framework for 
the Glossary when in the last chapter he reviews and explains some 
of the many different and competing meanings associated with the 
word poverty.

Many are those who have given a helping hand in the construc-
tion of the Glossary. The Editorial Board and members of the CROP 
Scientific Committee have provided inputs and corrections, as have 
researchers from other parts of the CROP network. María Aguilar 
and Marcelo Ibarra have worked on the many new entries from Latin 
America. Inge Tesdal has taken care of the technicalities. While 
the International Social Science Council and GTZ (Deutsche Ges-
ellschaft für Technische Zusammenarbeit) have helped finance the 
work. We are immensely grateful to all those who have taken part 
in developing this new tool for poverty research.

The work will continue.4 Poverty research needs to develop its 
own toolbox if it is to advance further. A Glossary is a vital part of 
such a toolbox and it is our hope it will sensitize researchers, students 
and policymakers to the large variety of definitions available and the 
wide range of insights it offers to a broader understanding of poverty 
and the lives of poor people.

NOTES

 . Webster New World Dictionary.
 . Else Øyen (ed.), The Polyscopic Landscape of Poverty Research – ‘State of the 

Art’ in International Poverty Research. An Overview and  in-depth studies, Norwegian 
Research Council, , www.forskningsradet.no/CSStorage/Flex_attachment/
stateoftheart.pdf, and www.crop.org.

 . David Gordon and Paul Spicker (eds), The International Glossary on Poverty, CROP 
International Studies in Poverty Research, Zed Books, London, .

 . Suggestions for new entries and references as well as changes to the present 
text are welcomed and will be considered for the next revised version of the 
Glossary. Send mail marked ‘Glossary’ to crop@uib.no.

http://www.forskningsradet.no/CSStorage/Flex_attachment/stateoftheart.pdf
http://www.forskningsradet.no/CSStorage/Flex_attachment/stateoftheart.pdf
http://www.crop.org
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A
ABSOLUTE POVERTY

The concept of absolute poverty is a contested one. Absolute defini-
tions of poverty vary considerably but they are often dominated by 
the individual’s requirements for physiological efficiency. Poverty is 
defined without reference to social context or norms and is usually 
defined in terms of simple physical SUBSISTENCE needs but not social 
needs. Absolute definitions of poverty tend to be prescriptive defini-
tions based on the ‘assertions’ of experts about people’s minimum 
needs.

The Copenhagen Declaration of the World Summit for Social 
Development, which was signed by the governments of  countries, 
included a definition of absolute poverty, in these terms:

Absolute poverty is a condition characterized by severe deprivation 
of basic human needs, including food, safe drinking water, sanitation 
facilities, health, shelter, education and information. It depends not 
only on income but also on access to social services.

A detailed debate on the merits of an absolute conception of pov-
erty, occurred between Amartya Sen and Peter Townsend. Sen () 
argued that ‘There is … an irreducible absolutist core in the idea of 
poverty. If there is starvation and hunger then, no matter what the 
relative picture looks like – there clearly is poverty.’ Examples of 
this absolutist core are the need ‘to meet nutritional requirements, 
to escape avoidable disease, to be sheltered, to be clothed, to be able 
to travel, to be educated … to live without shame.’

Townsend () has responded that this absolutist core is itself 
relative to society. Nutritional requirements are dependent on the 
work roles of people at different points of history and in different 
cultures. Avoidable disease is dependent upon the level of medical 
technology. The idea of shelter is relative not just to climate but also 
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to what society uses shelter for. Shelter includes notions of privacy, 
space to cook, work and play, and highly cultured notions of warmth, 
humidity and segregation of particular members of the family as well 
as different functions of sleep, cooking, washing and excretion.

Much of the debate on absolute versus RELATIVE POVERTY revolves 
around semantic definitions. Sen () argued that 

the characteristic feature of ‘absoluteness’ is neither constancy over 
time nor invariance between societies nor concentration on food 
and nutrition. It is an approach to judging a person’s deprivation in 
absolute terms (in the case of a poverty study, in terms of certain 
specified minimum absolute levels), rather than in purely relative 
terms vis-à-vis the levels enjoyed by others in society.

This definition of absoluteness in non-constant terms is different 
from the notion of absolute poverty adopted by the OECD ( : ) 
as ‘a level of minimum need, below which people are regarded as 
poor, for the purpose of social and government concern, and which 
does not change over time.’

If absolute poverty is defined in terms that are neither constant over 
time nor invariant between societies, then, Townsend and Gordon 
() have argued, from an operational point of view the concepts of 
absolute and relative poverty become virtually indistinguishable – i.e. 
you could use the same methods and criteria in a social survey to 
measure absolute and relative poverty. Nevertheless, the distinction 
continues to exert an influence over the construction of measures of 
poverty, which are often based in a concept of subsistence, and on 
political debates, particularly in Latin America.

REFERENCES

OECD () Public Expenditure on Income Maintenance Programmes, Paris: OECD.
Sen, A.K. () ‘Poor, Relatively Speaking’, Oxford Economic Papers : –.
Sen, A.K. () ‘A Sociological Approach to the Measurement of Poverty: A Reply 

to Professor Peter Townsend’, Oxford Economic Papers  : –.
Townsend, P. () ‘A Sociological Approach to the Measurement of Poverty: A 

Rejoinder to Professor Amartya Sen’, Oxford Economic Papers  : –.
Townsend, P., and Gordon, D. () What is Enough? New Evidence on Poverty Allowing the 

Definition of a Minimum Benefit, in M. Adler, C. Bell, J. Clasen and A. Sinfield (eds), 
The Sociology of Social Security, Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, –.

UN () The Copenhagen Declaration and Programme of Action: World Summit for Social 
Development – March , New York: United Nations.
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ADMINISTRATIVE POVERTY

The welfare states have singled out certain groups such as the elderly, 
the disabled, the unemployed, single mothers, low-income groups, 
and large families as eligible for public assistance. Through a system 
of income transfers from the state or the municipality the groups 
are made visible and defined as needy, poor, disadvantaged, worthy, 
and so on. The labels vary, as do the criteria for transfer. Thus 
the WELFARE STATE creates categories of poverty. The poverty label 
disappears behind these categories and reappears when benefits are 
means-tested or reserved for selected groups. But those persons who 
receive some kind of social benefit are per se defined as poorer than 
the rest of the population, or at least poorer than some segment of 
the population with which it is considered just or legitimate to judge 
their degree of poverty. 

REFERENCES

Øyen, E. () ‘Some Basic Issues in Comparative Poverty Research’, International 
Social Science Journal  : –. 

AMENITIES

Amenities are resources which offer basic facilities for daily living. In 
the context of HOUSING policy, the idea is commonly operationalised 
in terms of specific items that are available to residents (Hole ). 
Facilities for personal hygiene include water supply, hot water, fixed 
baths or showers, washbasins, water closets and facilities for the dis-
posal of waste water. Facilities for warmth include heating or cooling 
systems. Facilities for the preparation of food include drinkable water, 
food storage and a sink. Other amenities may include a supply of 
electricity or gas. In developing countries, the focus on amenities 
tends to fall on the provision of basic services, like water supply or 
sewerage (Kundu ); in developed economies, the focus is liable to 
shift towards the amenities within the housing itself.

REFERENCES

Hole, V. () ‘Housing in Social Research’, in E. Gittis (ed.), Key Variables in Social 
Research, London: Heinemann.

Kundu, A. () In the Name of the Urban Poor: Access to Basic Amenities, New Delhi: 
Sage.
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ARABIC (TRADITIONAL) DEFINITIONS OF POVERTY

The United Nations Economic and Social Commission for Western 
Asia (ESCWA) found that in the Arab world there were specific 
traditional definitions of poverty. In the literal sense, Lisan al-Arab, 
written by Ibn-Mandhur (d. c.  ) – the standard Arabic diction-
ary – defines poverty as the ‘inability of an individual to satisfy his 
own basic needs and the needs of his dependants’. Another source, 
Fiqh al-Lugha, written by Tha’aliby (d. c.  ) identifies eight dif-
ferent levels of poverty, assigning to each a specific term:

• loss of savings;
• loss of assets or property due to drought or natural disaster (this 

type of poverty is temporary);
• an individual is forced to sell the decoration items on his sword 

(the equivalent in today’s standards would be to sell non-essential 
material belongings);

• the individual/household can only afford to eat bread made of 
millet, which is cheaper than the usual wheat-flour bread;

• the individual/household has no food available;
• the individual/household has no belongings left which he/it can 

sell to purchase food;
• the individual/household has become humiliated or degraded due 

to poverty;
• the individual/household is reduced to ultimate poverty.

REFERENCES

Al Farqir fil Alam al’ Arbi () ‘Poverty in the Arab World’, background paper for 
the World Summit for Social Development, ESCWA Poverty Eradication Series 
[in Arabic].

AREA DEPRIVATION 

Area deprivation has at least three different meanings (Macintyre 
):

• A compositional meaning, whereby an area is considered to be 
deprived if it contains a large number of poor people. In this case 
the spatial effects are entirely due to the concentration of poor 
people in a given area; there are no independent area effects. 
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• A collective meaning, whereby an area is considered to be deprived 
because if it contains a lot of poor people a social ‘miasma’ may 
exist. That is, a concentration of poor people will exert a collective 
influence beyond their individual circumstances; for example, it 
may be difficult to find a job if you live in a deprived area because 
employers are prejudiced against people from poor areas. 

• A public goods or environmental meaning, whereby an area is 
considered deprived because it lacks facilities (roads, hospitals, 
schools, libraries, etc.) or because it suffers from high pollution 
levels (Bramley ).

These three meanings of area deprivation are separate and distinct, 
but are often confused (Lee et al. ). 

The belief that areas can be deprived or poor has been attacked as 
an example of the ‘ecological fallacy’, or an illegitimate attribution of 
characteristics to aggregate figures from the situation of individuals 
(Bulmer ). Against this proposition is the view that geographical 
areas have distinct characteristics and spatially organized patterns of 
behaviour, that the characteristics of an area affect all residents (not 
only those who are individually poor), and that by several definitions 
of poverty – including relational views and poverty in the sense of 
multiple deprivation – areas experience poverty.
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ASSET VULNERABILITY FRAMEWORK 

The asset vulnerability framework utilizes the link between assets 
and vulnerability to explain both the reasons why people move in or 
out of poverty and how they cope and adapt to the situations they 
find themselves in. Caroline Moser () develops this concept ‘to 
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try to contribute to the debate on strategies to reduce poverty’ at a 
local ‘sustained [level] that reinforces the inventive solutions of the 
people themselves, rather than replace or block them’. 

Moser characterises VULNERABILITY as insecurity in the well-being 
of individuals, households and communities faced by changing condi-
tions in the environment, and implicit in this is their resilience and 
responsiveness to risk that they face during negative changes. Vulner-
ability in turn is related to the possession and control of assets. Assets 
are both tangible and intangible. Tangible assets include labour, and 
human capital, as well as housing and social and economic infrastruc-
ture. Intangible assets include household relations and SOCIAL CAPITAL . 
Access to and utilization of assets is central to whether people are able 
to take advantage of a set of circumstances, and to whether they would 
further slide into poverty. The more assets a person possesses, the less 
vulnerable they are; and the greater the erosion of the assets on the 
part of the people, the greater their insecurity.

Moser’s research is based in four poor communities in cities 
whose countries were facing economic hardship in the s: Lusaka 
(Zambia), Guayaquil (Ecuador), Metro Manila (the Philippines) and 
Budapest (Hungary). The results of the study identify household 
income-raising strategies, changes in household food consumption, 
and shows that the ability of homeowners to use their houses as assets 
depends on regulatory environment. Other strategies to reduce vul-
nerability include income diversification through renting and home-
based enterprises, as well as children building houses on their parents’ 
plots. In terms of social capital, community-led activity and informal 
credit networks are shown as important coping mechanisms. 

Moser’s research shows that the poor themselves are managing 
a portfolio of complex assets. This approach illustrates the way 
the management of assets affects vulnerability in the household. 
In operational terms, Moser’s viewpoint adds to the development 
of tools to contribute to the interventions promoting opportunities 
and overcoming key obstacles. The asset vulnerability framework 
tries to help the poor in urban areas to use their portfolio of assets 
to optimize their position.

The framework has, however, had significant criticism. First, the 
framework sees SURVIVAL STRATEGIES as ‘managing complex portfo-
lios’. This may romanticize survivalist strategies. Moser, however, 
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shows that some households were pushed beyond the point where 
they could sustain networks, and fell deeper into poverty. Second, the 
framework does not adequately capture questions of power relations 
and the structural nature of poverty. 

The asset vulnerability framework has opened up new lines of ar-
gument and prompted other approaches to understanding household 
livelihood strategies. Bebbington () develops a framework looking 
at assets that places questions of power and structure more central to 
the analytical framework, through focusing on social capital and the 
broader influences on policy. Rakodi () brings in a time dimension 
to the analysis, by arguing that a household may be able to mitigate 
or cope in a given period, but that in subsequent periods they may 
not be able to manage, as assets may have degraded. He refers to this 
as a ‘capital assets framework’.
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AUSTRALIAN DEFINITIONS OF POVERTY

Virtually all studies on poverty in Australia over the past twenty 
years have used the broad framework and methodology developed 
by the Commission of the Inquiry into Poverty in  (Saunders and 
Matherson ). The recommended methodology has since become 
known as the Henderson Poverty Line (HPL), after the Commission’s 
chairman Roland Henderson. The HPL contains both relative and 
official elements in its definition of poverty and is based on a study 
of poverty in Melbourne undertaken by Henderson, Harcourt and 
Harper ():

For our survey of income and needs … we have accepted as a state 
of poverty the situation of a man with a wife (not working) and two 
children where total weekly income …was less than the basic wage 
plus child endowment … We chose this basic wage concept of the 
poverty line because of its relevance to Australian concepts of living 
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standards. … This poverty line also has international relevance since, 
in relation to average earnings, to average incomes and to basic social 
service rates, it is comparable to the poverty lines that have been 
adopted in some surveys carried out overseas. … We have deliber-
ately confined ourselves to a study of poverty as determined by the 
relationship between the income of a family and its normal needs. 
… We have not attempted to study the personal causes of poverty, 
its life cycle or its perpetuation, which would have taken us into 
the deep waters of the sociology of poverty. … Finally we consider 
poverty to be a relative standard, to be defined in relationship to the 
living standards typical of the community in which we live.

In their introduction, Henderson, Harcourt and Harper argued that 
they had used: ‘a definition of poverty so austere as, we believe, to 
make it unchallengeable. No one can seriously argue that those we 
define as being poor are not so.’

The Poverty Commission () used the poverty line from the 
Melbourne survey of  and updated it using seasonally adjusted 
average weekly earnings. This procedure implies that ‘Australian 
concepts of living standards’ were reflected in basic wage and child 
endowment levels up until , but in average weekly earnings 
movements thereafter (Saunders ). The Poverty Commission also 
needed to adjust the poverty line for household size, but no Aus-
tralian household budget data were available at the time that could 
be used as the basis for EQUIVALENCE SCALES, so scales produced by 
the Budget Service Standard of New York in  were used. These 
scales are clearly only appropriate if the expenditure patterns of New 
York families in  and of Australian families in  are similar, an 
unlikely situation. Subsequently, the work of the Poverty Commission 
equivalence scales based on Australian household budget data have 
become available. 
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AXIOM OF MONOTONICITY; AXIOM OF TRANSFERS

These are two tests of poverty measures, proposed by Sen. 
Monotonicity requires that, given other things, a reduction in 

income of a person below the poverty line must increase the pov-
erty measure. A measure with this property reflects changes that, 
despite leaving the number of the poor unchanged, cause a rise in 
the shortfall from the poverty line.

The axiom of transfers requires that, all things being equal, a pure 
transfer from a person below the poverty line to anyone who is richer 
must increase the poverty measure. This property makes a measure 
sensitive to the distribution of income between the poor.

An example of a measure that does not respect either axiom is 
the widely used HEAD-COUNT RATIO (the percentage of people below 
the poverty line). The POVERTY GAP ratio (the average shortfall from 
the poverty line of all the poor), while respecting monotonicity, may 
not always respect the axiom of transfers. 

It should be noted that even if a measure respects these two 
axioms, it could still be criticized. Money transfers between the 
poor or the excluded do not necessarily alter their basic situation. 
Emphasis should be put on the complex nature of deprivation rather 
than on unidimensional, income-based, poverty measures.
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BASIC INCOME

Basic income schemes have been proposed as one method of relieving 
poverty in industrialized countries (Walter ). A basic income is 
a payment received by every person or household, which provides a 
minimum income and the amount is based only on age and family 
status, but is otherwise unconditional. The SPEENHAMLAND SYSTEM 
of  was one of the earliest attempts at a workable guaranteed 
basic income, and since then many other basic income schemes have 
been proposed.

There are three main advantages claimed for Basic Income 
schemes (Brittan and Webb ):

. They should plug the gaps and loopholes in social security and 
reduce the number of people living in poverty. 

. They should remove unemployment and the POVERTY TRAP that 
results from the high rates of benefit withdrawal when the un-
employed obtain work, or people with low incomes move up the 
earnings ladder.

. They are desirable because people should have a means of SUB-

SISTENCE independent of needs and not dependent on complicated 
contribution records or intrusive scrutiny of personal means.

Other arguments in favour of a basic income have been:

• increased predictability for the receiver;
• increased legal protection of citizens in a complex welfare state;
• increased accountability and economic control (Øyen ).

Most existing social security benefits in industrialized countries 
are contingent. This means that they are related to misfortune or 
conditions such as age, sickness or unemployment. By contrast, a 
basic income depends only on very general characteristics such as 
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the number of dependants. There are no questions or conditions 
relating to effort to find work, state of health, contribution records or 
capital holdings. Basic incomes could replace many existing specific 
social security benefits. There would always be people with special 
needs requiring extra sums on a conditional or discretionary basis 
but fewer cases than at present. Some advocates believe that basic 
income payments should take the form of a tax credit to be set off 
against tax but received as a positive payment from the state by those 
with insufficient tax liabilities. 

Basic incomes are sometimes called minimum income guarantees, 
social dividends or negative (or reverse) income tax schemes (Parker 
, ).
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BASIC NEEDS 

The idea of ‘basic needs’ was taken up in debates about development 
in the s, although the idea has a longer history (see, for example, 
Drewnowski and Scott  ; Drewnowski ). Basic needs were said 
to include two elements:

Firstly, they include certain minimum requirements of a family for 
private consumption: adequate food, shelter and clothing, as well as 
certain household furniture and equipment. Second, they include 
essential services provided by and for the community at large, such 
as safe drinking water, sanitation, public transport and health, educa-
tion and cultural facilities. … The concept of basic needs should be 
placed within a context of a nation’s overall economic and social 
development. In no circumstances should it be taken to mean merely 
the minimum necessary for subsistence; it should be placed within 
a context of national independence, the dignity of individuals and 
peoples and their freedom to chart their destiny without hindrance. 
(ILO  :  ; see also ILO )
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Emphasis is placed on minimum facilities required by local com-
munities as a whole and not only individual and family needs for 
physical survival and efficiency. The use of indicators on access to 
services is the basis of the UBN, or measurement of Unsatisfied 
Basic Needs. ‘The UBN refers to those material manifestations that 
evidence the lack of access to certain types of services such as hous-
ing, drinking water, electricity, education and health, among others’ 
(Golbert and Kessler  : –). The Basic Needs Index of the 
INTERNATIONAL FUND FOR AGRICULTURAL DEVELOPMENT comprises 
an education index and a health index.

The concept of ‘basic needs’ has played a prominent part in a 
succession of national plans (see, for example, Ghai et al. , ) 
and in international reports (see, for example, UNESCO  and 
the Brandt Report ). In debates about development, the emphasis 
on basic needs was seen by its proponents as a way of expanding a 
narrow focus on economic development to include issues of human 
development. Its advocates emphasized the importance of efficient, 
labour-intensive production and the reduction of poverty through 
provision of public services – widespread education, health services, 
safe drinking water, and family planning. In practice, governments 
tended to focus primarily on the basic services. It became identified 
with top-down state planning and state action. At the same time, it 
provided the basis for later work on HUMAN DEVELOPMENT.

Conceptually, the idea of basic needs is an enlargement of the idea 
of SUBSISTENCE . Proponents of the concept have had great difficulty 
in producing acceptable criteria for the choice and definition of items 
included. The needs of populations cannot be defined adequately 
just by reference to the physical needs of individuals and the more 
obvious physical provisions and services required by local commu-
nities. The exposition of need depends on assumptions about the 
development and functioning of societies and, in particular, how the 
organization of markets can be reconciled with the organization of 
collective utilities and services. 

In developed countries, the idea of subsistence has been used 
by liberal theorists to justify limiting state intervention, allowing 
poverty to be reconciled more easily with the individualism and 
free-market ethos underlying liberal pluralism.. The idea is seen as 
limited and limiting. While basic needs became particularly popular 
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with international agencies, some developing countries regarded rich 
countries’ support for basic needs as a ploy to divert attention from 
the need for changing international policies and for a ‘new interna-
tional economic order’. 
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BASIC SECURITY (SECURITY OF EXISTENCE) 

Countries which formerly had a planned centralised economy based 
the organization of their societies on the principle of basic secu-
rity. Ferge () defines the concept as a combination of security 
of employment, security of income and security of accommodation. 
The right to employment was written into the constitution of these 
countries. Each citizen had a position or role in society, associated 
with a modest income and housing. Low wages were compensated 
for by various benefits and subsidies and free social services; the 
state redistributed a large part of the social product in the form of 
pensions, family benefits, food subsidies and transport. Businesses 
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offered, for their part, a range of premiums and perquisites and 
services for health, education, holidays and culture and payments in 
kind. The funds for this came from the businesses themselves and 
trades unions.

REFERENCES

Ferge, Z. () ‘Marginalisation, pauvreté et institutions sociales’, Travail et société 
/ : –.

BEGGING 

Begging is a request for alms or charity for oneself. The act of beg-
ging is understood differently in different cultures but it is strongly 
associated with both poverty and dependency and widely stigma-
tized. Although charity was a religious duty in Christian cultures, 
itinerant begging in Europe was associated with marauding and the 
spread of disease (Briod ) and concern with poor relief was a 
recurring issue in the Reformation (Salter ). Giving personal 
aid was discouraged under the Poor Laws in England in the belief 
that it was an encouragement to vice; ‘scientific charity’ selected 
the ‘deserving poor’. In historical terms, long before capitalism, the 
Black Death forced people into itinerant lifestyles in their thousands. 
Begging was associated with danger, theft and the spread of disease. 
It was met with punitive sanctions including, whipping, branding 
and execution. 

The association of begging with itinerant lifestyles could appear 
in any epoch. However, social control, in the sense of legal, institu-
tional (mostly governmental) and social intervention for repression 
of begging, has been used as a fundamental strategy of the ‘freed’ 
social forces of capitalist society. The same is true of laws on begging 
and the repression of the unemployed, itinerant poor, in which work 
was promoted as a duty and control was exerted on the labour force 
(Donzelot ; Castel ). 

In modern times, begging is generally viewed as a marginal or 
deviant activity (see, for example, Gmelch and Gmelch ) but there 
are still societies in which it plays a more institutionalized role as a 
means of social support (Bamisaiye ).
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BEVERIDGE SCHEME 

The Beveridge Report (Beveridge ) is widely considered to be the 
foundation of the British WELFARE STATE and has been influential in 
the development of a range of other social security systems. The de-
tails are concerned with National Insurance. Beveridge believed that 
his scheme would be ‘comprehensive’, providing a ‘national minimum’ 
in circumstances where people had to rely on INCOME MAINTENANCE 
benefits. The press referred to coverage ‘from cradle to grave’. 

The scheme was based on six ‘principles’ of insurance. First, 
there would be comprehensive coverage (which Beveridge referred 
to as ‘universality’). Second, contributors would be identified in 
‘classes’ of insurance; Beveridge arranged for classes of workers, self-
employed, pensioners, married women and children, in an attempt 
to emphasize the comprehensive nature of the scheme. Third, there 
would be flat-rate benefits: every recipient would receive the same 
entitlement. Fourth, there would be flat-rate contributions: every 
contributor would pay on the same basis. Fifth, benefits would be 
‘adequate’, by which Beveridge intended that they should offer basic 
subsistence. Finally, there should be a unified national administration. 
The scheme failed to provide universal coverage in practice, partly 
because any scheme which relies on contributions must leave gaps, 
partly because the UK government did not fully fund the scheme, 
and partly because Beveridge left certain contingencies outside the 
scope of the scheme, including housing costs and the situation of 
single parents.
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The benefit levels proposed by the Beveridge Report claimed to be 
adequate for SUBSISTENCE . They were based on a version of Seebohm 
Rowntree’s PRIMARY POVERTY measure of , with an updated diet. 
But this measure was used solely to rationalise the proposed cash 
sums, which in reality were based on the requirement that they must 
not exceed the levels of pay for unskilled workers (LESS ELIGIBILITY). 
They were thus admitted to be inadequate for decent social life for 
the period when they were applied in  (Veit Wilson ).
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BISMARCKIAN SOCIAL INSURANCE

Under Bismarck, Germany was the first nation to introduce a 
scheme of national insurance, covering sickness, industrial injuries 
and pensions. The operation of the scheme was based on previously 
existing mutual aid societies, and a ‘Bismarckian’ system is gener-
ally taken to include socio-professional social insurance, offering 
earnings-related benefits, in which the administration is delegated 
on a corporatist basis to independent insurance funds (Lenoir ).
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BRAZILIAN DEFINITIONS OF POVERTY

In the mid-s, Oscar Altimir () wrote a study for the World 
Bank which estimated that  per cent of families in South America 
were living in poverty. Poverty was defined as not being able to 
acquire a minimum basket of goods to satisfy basic needs. Altimir 
also found that  per cent of all families were in a condition of 
misery – that is, could not afford to buy a subsistence diet. In Brazil, 
 per cent of families lived under this poverty line and  per cent 
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of all families were to be found under the misery line, of which  
per cent lived in rural areas and  per cent in cities. 

However, a number of studies in Brazil in the s produced 
different estimates of the amount of poverty. The differences were 
largely due to the discrepancies in the income estimates available 
from the three main data sources: the National Census, the Na-
tional Accounts, and the National Survey of Homesteads. The large 
discrepancies in the data (over  per cent) were mainly due to the 
omission of non-monetary income, which made up a third of rural 
income in the s (Rios ).

The most widely used definition of poverty in Brazil during the 
s and s was those families earning two minimum salaries 
or less. Using this POVERTY LINE the National Census showed that 
the number of poor people increased from  million to  million 
between  and  (Rios ). 

In the s, Family Budget Data became available from the Na-
tional Study on Family Expenses (ENDEF) which were used to 
produce two ‘poverty’ lines (Singer ):

• The Indigence Line (In), the minimum monthly income to fulfil 
only the food needs of an individual.

• The Poverty Line (Po), the minimum monthly income to fulfil 
all the basic needs of an individual.

The Indigence Line is a similar concept to the misery line, and both 
the poverty and indigence lines are BUDGET STANDARDS which use a 
subsistence definition of poverty. They are similar in conceptualiza-
tion to Rowntree’s PRIMARY POVERTY idea.
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BUDGET STANDARDS

Budget standards are one of the oldest methods of exploring living 
standards and setting poverty lines. They were pioneered in 
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Britain by Rowntree () in his famous study of poverty in York 
(PRIMARY AND SECONDARY POVERTY), and in the USA by less well-
known analysts (e.g. Iowa Bureau of Labor Statistics ; Goodyear 
) examining inadequate living standards in various cities and 
states.

A budget standard is a specified basket of goods and services which 
when priced can represent a particular standard of living. Budgets 
can be devised to represent any living standard (Bradshaw ). They 
can then be tailored to the circumstances of different households by 
varying the quality and price of the items included in the basket 
of goods and services. In practice, this process is less fraught with 
problems when the standard being developed is one in which there 
is little or no scope for satisfying other than basic survival needs. At 
higher standards of living, the degree of choice which people have 
over precisely how much they consume of each item makes the task 
of drawing up a single budgetary representation more problematic 
(Saunders ). 

A budget standard estimates what families ought to spend rather 
than what they actually do (or think they need to) spend. A charac-
teristic of this approach is that the judgements of ‘experts’ are used 
to create a basket of goods and services which represents the type of 
commodities, quantities and quality of family consumption (Oldfield 
and Yu ). However, in major budget standard studies in Britain 
(Bradshaw ) and Australia (Saunders ), the ‘experts’ develop-
ing the budget standards took explicit steps to secure input from 
representatives of the general population to help them determine 
the contents of the budget standards; this input included feedback 
from focus groups of consumers and findings from the  Breadline 
Britain survey (CONSENSUAL METHODS) of a nationally representative 
sample of the population. 

Although the standard of living depends upon the consumption 
of goods and services, information is generally only available on the 
price of commodities (or services). This means that, in deriving a 
budget standard, it is necessary to impute a monetary value to the 
consumption of each item in the budget. Bradshaw described the 
requirements of a budget standard as follows: 

The task of those who draw up a budget is to decide what items 
are included in the budget, what quantity of items are included, 
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what quality the item should have, what price should be given to it, 
and where items are purchased intermittently or occasionally, what 
lifetime should be attributed to them. (Bradshaw  : ) 

Producing budget standards is therefore both expensive and extremely 
time-consuming since it requires a team of ‘experts’ to first decide on 
the contents of the budget (housing, transport, food, clothing, etc.) 
and for this budget to then be priced for different types of household 
in different circumstances. 
Bradshaw et al. () have argued that: 

It would be wrong to claim too much for budget standards method-
ology. There will be arguments about the components of a modern 
budget standard just as there were about Rowntree’s standards. The 
quality of people’s lives cannot be completely represented by the 
goods they consume. Budgets cannot represent fringe benefits, wealth 
and the consumption of unmarketed public and private services. 
Neither can a budget show how goods are consumed variously within 
households. However, budget standards are capable of incorporating 
elements concerned with social participation and can represent a 
measure of relative deprivation.
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C
CALORIE–INCOME ELASTICITY (CIE) 

The extent to which food intake varies with income (Lipton : 
–). As a general proposition, food intake represents a diminishing 
proportion of income as income increases: see ENGEL COEFFICIENT.
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CAPABILITIES AND CHARACTERISTICS 

These terms are developed by Amartya Sen. He distinguishes 
capabilities – the basic capacities which people need to have in 
order to function – from commodities and characteristics, which are 
the means through which these needs are interpreted or operation-
alized. A bicycle, for example, is a commodity. One of its principal 
characteristics is transportation. The capability which it offers is the 
ability to move about. ‘The transportation characteristic of the bike 
gives the person the capability of moving in a certain way’ (Sen  : 
). Sen argues that a standard of living is determined by capabilities 
rather than by characteristics or utility. Sen’s conceptualization of 
poverty as capability deprivation focuses on the failure of some basic 
capabilities to function: for example, being adequately nourished, 
leading a long and healthy life, or being literate. Sen claims that 
a monetary measure of standard of living cannot capture the op-
portunities individuals have to lead minimally adequate lives as they 
do not take into account the individual specificities in transforming 
goods into functionings. Commodities and characteristics may be 
socially defined, but capability is absolute. If this argument is ac-
cepted then it provides a basis for 
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sorting out the absolute–relative disputation in the conceptualiza-
tion of poverty. At the risk of over-simplification, I would like to 
say that poverty is an absolute notion in the space of capabilities but 
very often it will take a relative form in the space of commodities or 
characteristics.

The material requirements needed to realise capabilities are 
determined not only by individual specificities; they may also be 
socially defined. 

Capabilities are essential to the exercise of freedom, and poverty 
consequently limits personal freedom. The lack of capability implied 
by poverty is the product, Sen argues, of a lack of entitlement. Sen 
argues for social and economic development as the primary way of 
expanding entitlements, and so capabilities (Sen ). Atkinson (, 
) has argued that poverty in terms of capabilities is itself depend-
ent on, and relative to, the supply side of the economy – that is, in 
order to have the ‘capability of moving’, as discussed above, you have 
to be able first to obtain a bicycle. As the standard of living in a so-
ciety increases, superior (and more expensive) products may displace 
those previously available (alloy mountain bicycles instead of simple 
three-gear bicycles) and firms may find it unprofitable to supply poor 
households. Therefore Atkinson () argues ‘that poverty cannot be 
seen independently of the working of the economy’.
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CHARITY

Although many activities are taken to be ‘charitable’ in different 
social contexts, charity is often identified with voluntary, benevolent 
donations, or acts of benevolence towards the poor. A sense of moral 
obligation to the poor is a feature of many, if not most, known 
societies (Sahlins ). This obligation has been institutionalized in 
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many cultures through formal systems of social organization. In many 
cases the process has been dependent on religious principles. In Juda-
ism, the duties of benevolence were institutionalized in the principle 
of zedakah ; in Christianity as charity; and in Islam as zakat. 

In medieval Christianity, the duties of charity included feeding and 
clothing the hungry, visiting the sick and relieving poverty. Charity 
recipients were indigent old people, orphans, blind people, widows 
with children, as well as all kinds of people with disabilities. The 
forms of charity that developed in medieval Europe were strongly 
linked to religious organizations (hospitals, homes for disabled people 
and abandoned children, orphanages and hospices for the deserving 
poor). The foundation of such organizations called for authoriza-
tion and protection of religious leaders. As charity organizations 
they were also concerned not only with alms to the poor and their 
moralization but also with providing spiritual assistance and moral 
standards. During the Spanish Enlightenment, the hospice served 
the purpose of repressing vagrancy and moralization as a deterrent, 
forcing those said to lead a ‘lazy’ life to commit to some work, and at 
the same time the hospices provided discipline because those people 
were in seclusion (Trinidad Fernández ). With the development 
of Protestantism, similar arrangements were made by Lutheran com-
munities through the development of ‘community chests’. Over time, 
the patterns of charitable organization came increasingly to depend 
on individual, lay and secular patterns of organization.

The nature of charitable duties is such that the primary obligation 
is not necessarily held towards potential recipients. In religious char-
ity, the primary duty is to God. In secular charities, the characteristic 
form of obligation is a trust, where the primary obligation is deter-
mined by the specified role of the organization or the wishes of the 
donor. In some countries, charities are granted special privileges over 
other forms of non-profit activity, including for example tax exemp-
tions, special laws relating to charitable organizations and privileged 
access to public funds. Today, charity is sometimes identified with 
local PHILANTHROPY or NEO-PHILANTHROPY and INTERNATIONAL AID 
(Working Group of Charitable Sector Organization; ). Charity 
has become a type of social intervention on poverty, not necessarily 
linked to religious sentiments, but strongly motivated by the accept-
ance of moral responsibilities towards the poor.
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CHARITY ORGANIZATION SOCIETY

Founded in Britain in , the aim of the COS was to coordinate 
the diverse charities that existed in London and get them to ad-
minister relief on ‘scientific’ principles (Loch Mowat ). Basically, 
this involved strict means-testing of an applicant, who would only 
be granted relief if judged to be ‘deserving’. The ‘undeserving’ in 
need were to be dealt with by a strictly administered POOR LAW, 
based upon the deterrent principles of . The influence of the 
COS extended to many parts of Britain (significantly, these were 
mainly the big cities with large populations of casual labourers) and, 
until the s, it was considered the leading exponent of classical 
economics as applied to welfare (particularly that indiscriminate 
relief payments were demoralizing) (Lewis ). In practical terms, 
however, the COS was a failure, in that it only gained control of 
a handful of Poor Law Boards of Guardians and was resented by 
other organizations that dealt with the poor (such as Barnardo’s or 
the Salvation Army). It did, however, pioneer techniques of social 
casework and the training of social workers. By the eve of the First 
World War, the influence of the COS had waned considerably. Today, 
it still exists as the Family Welfare Association.
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CHILD MALNUTRITION

In ,  million children under the age of  were estimated to be 
suffering from MALNUTRITION, defined as having a weight-for-age 
which is more than two standard deviations below median weight-for-
age (using the World Health Organization’s standards). The greatest 
incidence of child malnutrition is found in South Asia, where  
million children under  are malnourished (Ramalingaswami et al. 
). Half the world’s malnourished children live in India, Pakistan 
and Bangladesh. Over a third of the world’s malnourished children 
live in India, where the – National Family Health Survey found 
that  per cent of all under-s were affected. Only Bangladesh had a 
higher rate ( per cent) of under- malnutrition than India.

In sub-Saharan Africa just over  per cent of children are mal-
nourished, and India and Bangladesh have far greater child malnutri-
tion rates than even the poorest countries in Africa. Poverty is no 
worse in South Asia than in Africa, yet child malnutrition rates are 
much higher; this puzzling phenomenon has been termed the ‘Asian 
enigma’ (Ramalingaswami et al. ).

Although poverty is the underlying cause of malnutrition, the 
distribution and extent of poverty cannot explain the differences 
between sub-Saharan Africa and South Asia. Nor can differences 
in food production, income inequality, government policy, diet or 
physiological factors explain the different malnutrition rates. The 
pervasive myth persists that lack of food is the only reason for mal-
nutrition; however, the food requirements of young children are 
relatively small and there are many communities in the world where 
FOOD SHORTAGES are not a problem but child malnutrition is. In 
most of South Asia, children most commonly become malnourished 
between the ages of  months and  years rather than after the age 
of  when their food needs are greater.

Some researchers have suggested that the answer to the Asian 
enigma lies in the poorer hygiene and greater risk of disease that 
are a consequence of the greater overcrowding poverty in South 
Asia and in the low social status of South Asian women and girls. 
Ramalingaswami et al. () consider that it is the difference in the 
quality of child care in poor families resulting from the relative lack 
of freedom of South Asian women that is a major cause of the very 
high rates of child malnutrition in South Asia.
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Methods for the identification of child malnutrition are outlined 
in the entry on MALNUTRITION .
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CHILD MORTALITY 

In , there were approximately  billion children in the world,  
per cent of whom lived in developing countries (UN ). Children 
in rich countries do not die from the common, preventable diseases of 
childhood. Children in poor countries do. Except in rare and isolated 
cases, measles, diarrhoea, malaria, pneumonia, and MALNUTRITION 
no longer claim the lives of children in the industrialized world. 
However, in poor countries, these five conditions kill more than  mil-
lion children a year and account for two-thirds of all under- deaths 
(Sharma and Tulloch ). Although many statistical tables list the 
causes of child mortality by disease, it is usually the combination of 
malnutrition and disease that proves fatal, rather than disease in isola-
tion. Well-off, strong, well-nourished children with access to good 
food and water rarely die even if they contract measles or diarrhoea.

The costs preventing mass childhood mortality are comparatively 
small and, over the past fifteen years, UNICEF and WHO have led 
a worldwide effort, working with governments and non-governmental 
organizations (NGOs) to begin reducing the death toll from the or-
dinary diseases of childhood. Immunization has been extended from 
about  per cent to almost  per cent of the developing world’s chil-
dren, preventing more than  million deaths a year from diphtheria, 
measles, whooping cough and tetanus. Similarly, polio cases have 
been cut from approximately , a year to fewer than ,. 

Since , the technique known as oral rehydration therapy (ORT) 
has been put at the disposal of most poor communities, averting 
approximately  million deaths a year from diarrhoeal dehydration. 
Since then, a sustained advance has also been made against specific 
nutrient malnutrition, particularly vitamin A and iodine deficien-
cy, which renders common diseases more likely to be fatal and is 
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associated with between  and  million child deaths each year. In 
sum, the progress made in less than one generation means that as 
many as  million fewer children each year are dying and that at 
least three quarters of a million fewer are being disabled. This must 
be ranked as one of the greatest achievements of the second half of 
the twentieth century (Sharma and Tulloch ).
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CHILD POVERTY

UNICEF defines child poverty as those children who

experience deprivation of the material, spiritual and emotional 
resources needed to survive, develop and thrive, leaving them unable 
to enjoy their rights, achieve their full potential or participate as full 
and equal members of society. (UNICEF )

Child poverty should be defined and measured independently 
from adult, family or household poverty, yet this is rarely achieved 
(Middleton et al. ). It differs from adult poverty in that the impact 
of even brief spells of severe poverty can cause children permanent 
damage physically and mentally, stunt and distort their development 
and destroy opportunities for fulfilment, including the roles they are 
expected to play successively as they get older in family, community 
and society (CHIP ; UNICEF–IRC ). 

Child poverty is often understood in terms of family poverty, 
where the child suffers poverty as a consequence of sharing the 
circumstances of others within the household. The issue of family 
poverty depends on an understanding of the position of the child in 
the family. The presence of children can have a substantial impact 
on the lifestyle of the household, partly because children have needs 
which have to be met from limited resources, and partly because the 
process of childrearing makes it difficult for some parents, particularly 
mothers of young children, to participate in the labour market. 
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However, traditional monetary approaches to measuring child 
poverty in terms of low household or family incomes ignore the 
fact that children’s needs are different from those of adults (Vande-
moortele ). The standard, neoclassical anti-poverty solution of 
increasing individuals’ income levels through paid work can result in 
intra-household deprivation. For example, when children work, their 
families’ income may rise above the poverty line. These children 
are deprived, yet they would not be considered poor within the 
traditional income approach (Minujin et al. ).

Child poverty and its outcomes are arguably a violation of the UN 
Convention on the Rights of the Child (CIDA ), which has been 
signed by every member state of the United Nations ( countries). 
It establishes that children have rights which are independent and 
coequal to those of adults. Therefore aspects of child poverty which 
violate children’s rights, such as being denied a primary education, 
need to be measured independently from adult or family poverty. 
Furthermore, measures of child poverty need to be age-specific to 
reflect the fact that children’s needs change as they grow and develop. 
There is a need to look beyond income and consumption expenditure 
poverty measures and at both the effects of low family income on 
children and the effects of inadequate service provision for children 
(Mehrotra et al.,  ; UNDP ).

Global estimates of severe deprivation of the basic human needs 
of children (Gordon et al. ) show that

• Almost a third of the world’s children live in dwellings with more 
than five people per room or which have a mud floor.

• Over half a billion children ( per cent) have no toilet facilities.
• Over  million children ( per cent) are using unsafe (open) 

water sources or have more than a fifteen-minute walk to water.
• About one child in five aged  to  lacks access to radio, television, 

telephone or newspapers at home.
• A total of  percent of children under  years in the world are 

severely malnourished, almost half of whom are in South Asia.
•  million children ( per cent) have not been immunized against 

any diseases or have had a recent illness causing diarrhoea and 
have not received any medical advice or treatment.

• One child in nine aged between  and  (over  million) are se-
verely educationally deprived – they have never been to school.
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CHINESE DEFINITIONS OF POVERTY 

The People’s Republic of China (PRC) contains over a fifth of the 
world’s population, so any estimates of world poverty levels and trends 
are crucially dependent on the estimates for China. The Chinese 
‘official’ poverty statistics differ significantly from those produced 
by international organizations such as the World Bank. The official 
poverty statistics show a dramatic reduction in poverty from  per 
cent of the rural population in  to  per cent in . However, 
the extent to which poverty has fallen in China is dependent on the 
method used to measure poverty (Park and Wang ).

The PRC uses a very austere per capita income poverty line of 
 yuan annual net income at  rural prices. This is considerably 
below the $ international dollar a day poverty line (equivalent to the 
purchasing power of  yuan in rural areas) used by the World Bank 
for the MILLENNIUM DEVELOPMENT GOALS targets (ADB ). 
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The PRC rural poverty estimates were first reported in the s 
(Zhou ) and revised in  (Tang ) based on the National 
Rural Sample Survey data for . The poverty line was set at  
yuan per person per day at  rural prices (Yan and Wang ) by 
assuming a minimum necessary food intake of , kcal/day and 
costing an idealized food basket based on the actual consumption 
pattern of households consuming less than that. The cost of non-food 
items was assumed to be  per cent of the cost of the food basket, so 
the poverty line was the cost of the minimum food basket plus  per 
cent, and a person was poor if their income was below this level.

A new rural poverty line was set more recently based on  
national rural sample data. The minimum calorific food intake was 
reduced to , kcal/day and the cost of non-food items was reduced 
from  per cent to  per cent of the food basket costs based on 
a regression method proposed by the World Bank (Ravallion and 
Bidani ; Park and Wang ). A person living in a rural area is 
now defined as poor if their household income is below the poverty 
line and their household expenditure is also less than . times the 
poverty line or if expenditure is below the poverty line and income 
is less than . times the poverty line (Park and Wang ). 

The PRC has no official urban poverty line. However the National 
Bureau of Statistics reported urban poverty rates in  using a pov-
erty line of , yuan annual net income per capita, which was three 
time the rural poverty line in that year (ADB ). Administrative 
poverty lines in urban areas below which people are entitled to Mini-
mum Living Standard Scheme (MLSS) welfare benefits are set by the 
municipalities and vary across China from , yuan per capita per 
annum in Bejing to , yuan in Chongqing (ADB ).
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CHRONIC POVERTY 

This term has been favoured within the European Union by the 
organization Aide à Toute Détresse–Quart Monde, which has argued 
that

chronic poverty results when the lack of basic security simultane-
ously affects several aspects of people’s lives, when it is prolonged, 
and when it seriously compromises people’s chances of regaining 
their rights and of resuming their responsibilities in the foreseeable 
future. (Wresinski Report of the Economic and Social Council of 
France , cited in Duffy : )

The World Bank uses the term in a different way; within countries 
the Bank uses income and consumption data to distinguish different 
groups such as the ‘NEW POOR’ (the direct victims of structural ad-
justment), the ‘borderline poor’ (those on the brink of the poverty line 
who are pushed under it by austerity measures), and the ‘chronic poor’ 
who were extremely poor before adjustment began (Wratten ).
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CLASS

A ‘class’ of people is defined in social science as a group identified 
by virtue of their economic position in society. In Marxian analyses, 
classes are defined in terms of their relationship to the means of 
production, and in developed countries poor people are primarily 
those who are marginalized in relation to the economic system. In 
the Weberian sense, classes refer to people in distinct economic 
categories: poverty constitutes a class either when it establishes dis-
tinct categories of social relationship (like exclusion or dependency), 
or when the situation of poor people is identifiably distinguishable 
from others. The idea of ‘social class’ identifies class with socio-
economic status, a concept based on the linkage of class with social 
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and occupational roles. The concept of class is used both as a means 
of conceptualizing the position of the poor in structural terms, and 
as the basis for empirical research on the distributive implications 
of policy (for example, relating to education or health care) (Edgell 
).
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COMMAND OVER RESOURCES 

‘Command over resources’ was the phrase used by Titmuss () to 
refer to the ability to use resources over time. This is often referred 
to in terms of income and wealth, but income does not always entitle 
people to use resources and ownership is not always a guarantee 
of use. The ability to incur debts (i.e. to gain credit) may also be 
important as a means of commanding resources. Command over 
resources is related to Sen’s concept of CAPABILITIES and to Drèze and 
Sen’s use of the word ‘ENTITLEMENT’ (Drèze and Sen ).
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CONDITIONALITY 

This term refers mainly to the conditions attached to the receipt of 
INCOME MAINTENANCE benefits as a means of regulation of behaviour. 
Some conditions are essential to the nature and function of specific 
benefits: unemployment benefits, for example, require a person to be 
unemployed, and disability benefits require recipients to be disabled. 
Some conditions, like MEANS-TESTING, are usually understood as de-
fining criteria for distribution and modes of operation. But there may 
also be other conditions attached, such as residence, work record or 
criminality, which are not intrinsic to the benefit. 

In this context, there are three main types of condition. The 
first relates to the administration of benefits. Requirements to treat 
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forms as quasi-legal documents, to certify truthfulness or to signify 
awareness about rules relating to fraud are not necessarily effective 
for administration (Alabama Social Welfare ) but are generally 
used for that purpose. Second, conditions may be attached as a form 
of rationing or TARGETING : an example is differential treatment by age 
for claims relating to disability. Third, there are conditions imposed 
for moral or political reasons. Examples include penalties to avoid 
‘moral hazard’ (e.g. restrictions on entitlement following voluntary 
unemployment or engagement in a trade dispute), and penalties for 
criminality. The distinction in the operation of the Poor Law between 
the ‘deserving’ and the ‘undeserving’ poor is the classic example. 

Any of these conditions can be seen as a way of regulating the 
conduct or position of people who use social services. For Foucault, 
power is made up of ‘a multiplicity of relationships of force which 
are inherent in the domain in which they are exercised, and which 
make up their organization’ (Foucault  : –). Conditionality is 
consequently identified with discipline or social control.

In international development, conditionality refers to those condi-
tions, attached to a loan or to debt relief, typically imposed by the 
International Monetary Fund or the World Bank to the recipient 
country. Conditionality, since it includes highly controversial meas-
ures like privatization of key public services in the recipient country, 
is seen to undermine a country’s authority and sovereignty to choose 
its own policy.
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CONSENSUAL METHODS 

The consensual approach to the measurement of poverty was origi-
nally formulated by Mack and Lansley (). It is also known as 
the deprivation indicator approach, to distinguish it from the other 
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empirical approach based on the public perception of poverty, which 
is the SUBJECTIVE POVERTY LINE or income proxy method. The depri-
vation indicator approach aims to discover if there are some people 
whose standard of living is below the minimum acceptable to society. 
It defines ‘poverty’ from the viewpoint of the public’s perception of 
minimum necessities which no one should be without:

This study tackles the question ‘how poor is too poor?’ by identifying 
the minimum acceptable way of life for Britain in the s. Those 
who have no choice but to fall below this minimum level can be said 
to be ‘in poverty’. This concept is developed in terms of those who 
have an enforced lack of socially perceived necessities. This means that 
the ‘necessities’ of life are identified by public opinion and not by, on 
the one hand, the views of experts or, on the other hand, the norms 
of behaviour per se. (Mack and Lansley )

The approach is based on three steps: first, to identify what con-
stitutes socially perceived necessities; second, to identify those who, 
because of lack of economic resources, are forced to do without 
these necessities; and third, to discover at what levels of income 
people run a greater risk of not being able to afford them. The first 
step is conducted with the help of a list containing examples of an 
extensive number of consumption items. Respondents are asked the 
following question: 

Please would you indicate … the living standards you feel all adults 
should have in Britain today. For each item indicate which you think 
is necessary, and which all adults should be able to afford and which 
they should not have to do without.

The second step is based on answers about which items people had, 
or wanted but could not afford. Items defined as necessities by a 
specified majority of the population but which were lacked because 
of a shortage of money were then used to construct a deprivation 
index. 

While Mack and Lansley found that households suffering one 
or two deprivations were widely distributed at all income levels, 
three or more deprivations were closely correlated with low income. 
The income levels of households suffering three or more depriva-
tions was thus taken to be the poverty threshold in the UK at the 
time. It should be noted that questions such as what majority of 
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the population must assent to an item being treated as a necessity, 
and how many deprivations constitute enforced poverty, are not laid 
down by the research method but are matters for further empirical 
enquiry and discovery.

Mack and Lansley’s consensual approach has had a considerable 
impact on modern poverty research. The study was replicated in 
Britain in  (Gordon and Pantazis ) and has been applied 
and developed by researchers in several countries (see, for example, 
Callan et al.  ; Mayer and Jencks  ; Muffels et al. ; Halleröd 
).

The term consensual poverty line has also been used to describe 
another method, better known as the SUBJECTIVE POVERTY LINE ; it is 
considered elsewhere under that title. 
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CONSUMPTION

Much of the discussion on poverty and standards of living in the 
industrialized countries has focused, particularly in the s and 
’s, on using income (amended in various ways) to measure living 
standards (Saunders ). However, Atkinson () has argued that 
what determines people’s STANDARD OF LIVING is what they consume 
rather than what they receive as income. Total consumption may 
appear to be a natural choice for a single index of economic resources 
since income may understate or overstate the level of living in a 
household (Atkinson ). 
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Consumption, like income, is a difficult concept to define. 
Consumption is the process of ‘using up’ goods and services. How-
ever, there are different types of goods and services and different 
definitions of ‘using up’. The Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS 
) has proposed the following framework of concepts related to 
consumption:

Goods may be non-durable consumer goods which are immediately 
used up in the process of satisfying needs and wants (e.g. food) or 
they may be consumer durables that are used up over a longer period 
during which time they provide a service to the household (e.g. car 
refrigerator). 

Goods and services may be used up in a number of ways. From 
the household’s point of view they may be consumed within the 
household or they may be transferred (in cash or in kind) to other 
households and private institutions who then undertake the actual 
consumption. 

Consumption that takes place within the household is collectively 
termed actual final consumption. This consists of consumption of 
goods and services purchased in the market place, consumption of 
goods and services received as in-kind receipts and consumption of 
services provided from within the household. Consumption that is 
‘consumed’ outside the household is termed current transfers outlaid 
(excluding direct taxes). These may be outlaid either in cash or in 
kind. Consumption is usually measured according to the market 
value of the goods and services consumed. For final consumption 
expenditure, the value recorded is that paid out by the household 
in return for the goods and services. It therefore includes the value 
of indirect taxes paid on purchased goods.

The Australian Bureau of Statistics is trying to get an international 
agreement on a broad definition of consumption (ABS ): 

The concept of consumption is based on the ‘using up’ of services 
and non-durable goods. In addition to final consumption expenditure, 
where households purchase non-durable goods and services, it also 
covers consumption of goods and services received in-kind from 
government, other households and private organizations. It also 
includes the using up of goods and services provided from within 
the household. This concept of consumption is therefore much 
broader then one which is based solely on the current consumption 
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expenditure of the household in the market place. Also included in 
the concept of consumption is the transfer of economic resources 
from one household to other households and private institutions such 
as charities. The transfers may be compulsory, such as some child 
support payments, or voluntary, such as gifts of money or goods.

Unfortunately many international comparative studies of consump-
tion have tended to use a much narrower definition based on cur-
rent expenditure of the household or individual (see, for example, 
Eurostat  ; Hagenaars et al. ). The failure to take account of 
consumption of goods and services received in kind from govern-
ment other households and private organizations makes it difficult to 
compare the results of such studies.
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CONTEXTUAL POVERTY

Most poverty research is about the poor – that is, their numbers, their 
characteristics, their modes of life, their spending patterns, and so on. 
This kind of research and policy orientation casts the poor as set off 
from the rest of society, which, in important ways, they are. Hence, 
the notions of MARGINALITY, participation blockages and EXCLUSION 
are significant for thinking about poverty. Another way of under-
standing poverty is to analyse it in relation to a society’s cultural, 
economic and political structures. In contextual poverty analysis 
the non-poor world and its institutions and their role in creating, 
sustaining and reducing poverty, are as important to understand as an 



GLOSSARY

insulated world of the poor. Within this perspective, the interaction 
between the poor and the non-poor is brought into focus, and poverty 
is seen as it is formed and treated by the non-poor world and its 
institutions. This important perspective has been largely neglected 
in research, thereby obscuring causes and processes involved in the 
production and continuance of poverty. 
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CONVERSION CAPACITY

This refers to the ability to transform income into the means of 
meeting requirements (e.g. calorific intake). Conversion efficiency 
refers to the relative cost per unit of conversion; because poor people 
pay more for similar goods than others, their conversion efficiency 
is lower (Lipton ) ENGEL COEFFICIENT. 
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CULTURE OF POVERTY

This theory was developed from the studies of Oscar Lewis in 
Mexico, Puerto Rico and New York (Lewis , ). Lewis sum-
marized some of the major characteristics as follows:

On the family level, the major traits of the culture of poverty are the 
absence of childhood as a specially prolonged and protected stage 
in the life cycle, early initiation into sex, free unions or consensual 
marriages, a relatively high incidence of the abandonment of wives 
and children, a trend toward female- or mother-centred families 
… a strong disposition to authoritarianism, lack of privacy, verbal 
emphasis on family solidarity which is only rarely achieved because 
of sibling rivalry, and competition for limited goods and maternal 
affection.
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On the level of the individual, the major characteristics are a 
strong feeling of marginality, of helplessness, of dependence and 
inferiority. Other traits include a high incidence of maternal depriva-
tion, or orality, or weak ego structure, confusion of sexual identifica-
tion, a lack of impulse control, a strong present-time orientation with 
relatively little ability to defer gratification and to plan for the future, 
a sense of resignation and fatalism, a widespread belief in male 
superiority, and a high tolerance for psychological pathology of all 
sorts. (Lewis  : )

According to Lewis, the ‘culture of poverty’ represents the adap-
tation and the reaction of the poor to their ‘marginal’ status. This 
adaptation reflects problems of integration into modern society owing 
to migration from rural areas, and the adaptation of ‘rural’ and ‘tra-
ditional’ patterns of behaviour. This associates poverty with migrants 
and those who come from ‘underdeveloped’ cultures – which are 
believed both to ‘lag behind’ and to be a hindrance to ‘development’. 
Lewis emphasized that his thesis referred to groups which did not 
possess a vigorous base of ethnic or class identity that could serve as 
support in the face of difficulties. Lewis argued that this culture was 
likely to trap poor people in their poverty, and could prove persistent 
even after the poverty which caused it had been alleviated. His em-
phasis on personal characteristics, however, has been attacked on the 
basis that it is not really about a ‘culture’ at all (Valentine ).

Lewis’s conception of culture of poverty was taken to justify a 
view of poverty as attributable to the conduct and character of the 
poor rather than their economic circumstances (Alvarez Leguizamón 
). It emphasises negative and devalued attributes of the poor, 
instead of explaining the causes of production and reproduction of 
poverty in structural terms. 
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CYCLE OF DEPRIVATION

The circumstances in which poor parenting, it is held, generates a 
cycle of inadequate development, and further poor parenting. This 
term was coined by Keith Joseph, a former Secretary of State for 
Social Services in the UK, who argued that ‘parents who were them-
selves deprived in one or more ways in childhood become in turn the 
parents of another generation of deprived children’ (cited in Holman 
 : ). The research subsequently sponsored by Joseph did not 
confirm the basic contention (Brown and Madge ).
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D
DEPENDENCY

The sociologist Georg Simmel argued that ‘poverty’, in sociological 
terms, referred not to all people on low incomes but to those who 
were dependent (Simmel ). In the literature relating to developed 
economies, the term ‘dependency’ is primarily used for people who 
receive social security benefits and transfer payments. The dependency 
ratio consists of the proportion of a population that is not economically 
active and that as a result consumes resources produced by others. 
Structural dependency consists of dependency that is required as a result 
of social or industrial organization: the dependency of pensioners 
is structural, rather than being based on individual capacity. The 
term ‘dependency’ has negative connotations: financial dependency is 
sometimes taken to imply psychological dependency. Titmuss argued 
that ‘states of dependency’ should be seen, by contrast, as a normal 
and accepted part of social existence (Titmuss ).

In development studies, dependency is related primarily to the 
relationship between rich and poor countries. DEPENDENCY THEORY 
represents a view that some countries are peripheral to the world 
economy and so in a relation of economic dependence (Samad 
).
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DEPENDENCY CULTURE

The term ‘dependency culture’ has been used to refer to the willing-
ness of poor people to be financially dependent. Although it is com-
monly represented as a recent development, the idea is ancient: for 
example, Benjamin Franklin wrote of the situation in England in 
 that

there is no country in the world in which the poor are more idle, 
dissolute, drunken, and insolent. The day you passed that Act [the 
Poor Law], you took away from before their eyes the greatest of all 
inducements to industry, frugality, and sobriety, by giving them a 
dependence on somewhat else than a careful accumulation during 
youth and health, for support in age and sickness. (cited in Williams 
) 

The proposition that poor relief inculcates dependency has two 
main components. The first is that individuals respond directly to 
the INCENTIVES or disincentives of the benefits system in their deci-
sion to work. The second element is the belief that this behaviour 
is prolonged, with the effect that poverty becomes persistent. This 
view is not supported by the evidence: dependency tends to be epi-
sodic (Walker ), and the composition of the dependent population 
fluctuates (Buhr and Leibfried ).
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DEPENDENCY THEORY 

Dependency theory emerged in Latin America in the s and s. 
It argues that 

• underdevelopment is directly connected with the expansion of 
industrialized countries; 

• DEVELOPMENT and underdevelopment are different aspects of the 
same process; 
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• underdevelopment is neither a stage in a gradual process towards 
development, nor a precondition, but a condition in itself; 

• dependency is not limited to relations among countries, but also 
shapes structures within societies. (Blomstron and Hettne )

Immanuel Wallerstein () analyses capitalism as a system based 
on an economic, social, political and cultural relationship that came 
into view in the late Middle Ages and developed into a world system 
and a world economy. This approach, distinguishing a centre from 
a periphery and a semi-periphery, stresses the hegemonic role of 
central economies in organizing the capitalist system. There is an 
interconnected relationship of global poverty with social polarization 
and inequality between and within countries. 

Andre Gunder Frank (, ) argued that relationships of de-
pendency in the global market were reflected in relations of structured 
dependence within states and between communities. Although there 
are differences among dependency approaches, poverty is commonly 
explained as depending on the particular circumstances of the social 
structure, labour market, the condition of exploitation of the labour 
force, and the concentration of income.

Stages in the history of Latin America can be identified in terms 
of the dominant relationships of production in society (Sunkel and 
Paz ). For example, Cardoso and Faletto () identify plantation 
and mining with semi-servitude or slavery, and the structure of 
land tenure explains the extended rural poverty that characterized 
some dependent countries in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. 
Others, discussing industrial processes in Latin America, focus on 
poverty as a direct consequence of the process of exclusion from 
the urban labour market. For others, dependency is defined by the 
increasing importance of foreign capital along with the accumulation 
of capital in few hands, which drives people into mass impoverish-
ment due to the concentration of income. Ruy Mauro Marini () 
argues that dependency is characterized by the super-exploitation 
of labour. 
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DEPRIVATION 

Deprivation refers to a lack of welfare, often understood in terms of 
material goods and resources but equally applicable to psychological 
factors. Brown and Madge () argue that 

Deprivations are loosely regarded as unsatisfactory and undesirable 
circumstances, whether material, emotional, physical or behavioural, 
as recognized by a fair degree of societal consensus. Deprivations 
involve a lack of something generally held to be desirable – an 
adequate income, good health, etc. – a lack which is associated to a 
greater or lesser extent with some degree of suffering.

Implicit in the statement that something is ‘lacking’ is some norm or 
standard which determines whether or not a person has sufficient. 
Townsend defines deprivation in comparative terms:

Deprivation may be defined as a state of observable and demonstrable 
disadvantage relative to the local community or the wider society or 
nation to which an individual, family or group belongs. The idea has 
come to be applied to conditions (that is, physical, emotional or social 
states or circumstances) rather than resources and to specific and not 
only general circumstances, and therefore can be distinguished from 
the concept of poverty.

In order to measure poverty accurately, it is necessary to measure 
both resources and deprivation. Following Townsend (), poor 
people/households have increasingly been identified as those who 
both have a low ‘standard of living’ and low resources (e.g. Callan et 
al. ). Standard of living is generally measured using a deprivation 
index, and resources are usually estimated using disposable income 
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or gross expenditure (MacGregor and Borooah ; Townsend ). 
A variety of statistical techniques can then be used to determine 
the level of the poverty threshold below which people are defined 
as ‘poor’. Those who fall below this threshold suffer from multiple 
rather than single deprivations.

REFERENCES

Brown, M., and Madge, N. () Despite the Welfare State, London: Heinemann.
Callan, T., Nolan, B., and Whelan, C.T. () ‘Resources, Deprivation and the 

Measurement of Poverty’, Journal of Social Policy / : –.
MacGregor, P.P.L., and Borooah, V.K. () ‘Is Low Income or Low Expenditure a 

Better Indicator of Whether or Not a Household is Poor: Some Results from the 
 Family Expenditure Survey’, Journal of Social Policy / : –.

Townsend, P. () Poverty in the United Kingdom, Harmondsworth: Penguin.
Townsend, P. () ‘Deprivation’, Journal of Social Policy / : –.
Townsend, P. () The International Analysis of Poverty, New York: Harvester 

Wheatsheaf.

DESERVING POOR 

In many nineteenth-century analyses of poverty, particularly those 
by the CHARITY ORGANIZATION SOCIETY in Britain, a distinction was 
made between the deserving and the undeserving poor. The former 
were said to owe their condition to ‘blameless misfortune’ such as 
illness, disability, accident, death of a breadwinner, orphanhood, 
and so on. The latter were those judged to have fallen into poverty 
because they had failed to make proper provision for themselves 
during their life and were thus responsible for their misfortune. 
Voluntary or charitable committees, officials or caseworkers should 
decide the applicant’s deservingness, and only the deserving poor 
should be offered relief or charity. Although such judgements were 
notionally based upon moral judgements, in practice they often re-
flected labour market value: the deserving were groups such as the 
aged, disabled people, widows and orphans whose labour market 
value was marginal; the undeserving were generally the able-bodied 
males. Gradually this categorization fell into disuse, though arguably 
twenty-first-century attitudes to the poor retain such moral distinc-
tions, albeit in a more subtle way. Nowadays the concept is more 
often used to refer to a particular form of social intervention, where 
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the deserving poor are required to demonstrate their willingness to 
fulfil social responsibilities in order to receive assistance from the 
state: CONDITIONALITY.

DESTITUTION

Destitution refers to a total, or virtually complete, absence of re-
sources. Although this is indicative of extreme poverty, it is not 
necessarily equivalent; a person may become destitute immediately 
through fire or natural disaster, while someone in chronic or ex-
treme poverty may have experienced long-term malnutrition and 
disadvantage. The English POOR LAW (–) offered poor relief 
only to those who were destitute, rather than to those who were 
identified as poor; poverty outside the scope of the Poor Law was 
widespread (Webb and Webb ). Inventories were made of any 
goods remaining to paupers, and they renounced them as a condition 
of relief in the workhouse (King ). 
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DEVELOPMENT

Development is conceived to be a continuing transformation of cul-
tural, political, social, and economic conditions, patterns or situations 
of a region, society or country considered underdeveloped. Poverty 
is often linked to underdevelopment, and it should consequently be 
alleviated by development or developmental initiatives.

Early on, development was seen as a gradual economic change 
which would reflect the economic history of those countries branded 
as developed willing to improve people’s standard of life, and remove 
any form of poverty (Rostow ). Some authors see development as 
a discourse imposing a particular way of life to the underdeveloped 
countries, where ‘progress’ is meant to be a unique, irreversible and 
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ineluctable process. This discourse emerged at the onset of the post-
war period with the establishment of the United Nations, as part of 
the growing influence of the USA over global geopolitics (Escobar 
; Sachs ; Ferguson ). 

In the s, development and poverty alleviation were thought 
to be achieved by substantial investments in physical capital and 
infrastructure (World Bank  : ). Increasing GDP per capita 
in a given country was held to be the benchmark for measuring 
progress. However, a growing body of evidence in the s disputed 
the likelihood of ever alleviating poverty by growth alone; instead a 
‘redistribution with growth’ was emphasized (BID–OVE  : ). In 
addition, ‘extra-economic factors’ – the so-called social and cultural 
aspects – played a major role in promoting development by then 
(Ander-Egg , –). Development programmes, promoted by 
international agencies, were focused on clearing the hurdles linked 
to the mental, attitudinal and behavioural, aspects which had been as-
signed to those individuals presumed to be underdeveloped, as a way 
to alleviate poverty. Individuals, cultures and societies characterized 
as underdeveloped, are said to be in an ‘inferior’ stage of evolution 
and values, and hence are required to promote changes so as to usher 
in ‘modern’ cultural values.

The development approaches to the ‘social issue’ that prevailed in 
Latin American societies from the s to the s believed that the 
industrial development model was a key central organizer of social 
processes. This encompassed a protective vision of ‘universality’ and 
equal care for all (even though the result tended in practice to be 
an incomplete welfare state) that inspired social policy and the crea-
tion and operation of security systems that were later rejected and 
dismantled by neoliberal reforms (Brito Leal Ivo : ).

In the s, the evidence suggested that economic growth was 
not necessarily connected with social development; hence the notion 
of development at minimal level was promoted by satisfying the 
minimum basic needs (Alvarez Leguizamón ; Sachs  : ) of 
the poor through TARGETING . By the s, ‘the thought of develop-
ment has focused on the capabilities and liberties as definitive goals’ 
(BID–OVE  : ) strongly swayed by the thinking of Amartya Sen, 
who asserts that poverty means not only the lack of resources but 
also a lack of capabilities. From this point onwards, the new stage 
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of development is referred to as HUMAN DEVELOPMENT. Sen believes 
that ‘the expansion of liberties is (i) the main purpose and (ii) the main 
means for development … enrichment of human liberties is to include 
the removal of this person’s deprivations. The various rights and 
opportunities add to the expansion of human liberty and to develop-
ment’ (Sen  : –). This vision of a diminished poverty has been 
challenged since capabilities are promoted in an increasingly unequal 
world, with a growing reduction in opportunities, weak social rights 
and therefore limitation of liberties.
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DIRECT AND INDIRECT MEASURES OF POVERTY

Ringen (, , ) distinguishes between direct and indirect 
approaches to the conceptualization and measurement of poverty. He 
suggests that poverty studies frequently combine a direct definition 
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of poverty with an indirect measure and that this ‘causes there to 
be no logical line of deduction between definition and measurement 
and … renders the statistics produced invalid’ ( : ). For Ringen, 
the challenge facing poverty researchers is ‘to re-establish the cor-
respondence between definition and measurement by both defining 
and measuring poverty directly’ ( : ). In a later paper, Ringen 
() discusses direct and indirect approaches to the measurement 
of well-being. In apparent contrast to the position taken in his earlier 
work on poverty, he suggests that indirect measures of well-being 
are to be preferred over direct measures. 

The distinction Ringen makes has gained considerable currency 
in the literature on poverty and has been widely adopted (see, e.g., 
Callan et al.  ; Halleröd et al. ; McGregor and Borooah ; 
Nolan and Whelan  ; Van den Bosch ). Writers have suggested 
that the main issue which divides poverty researchers is ‘whether 
to study lack of welfare indirectly through incomes and/or other 
resources, or directly through living conditions or consumption’ 
(Kangas and Ritakallio : ).

While the direct–indirect distinction has become part of the 
vocabulary of discourse on poverty, it is important to note that 
Ringen characterizes that distinction differently at different times. 
He suggests, for example, that:

. To define poverty directly is to say that ‘people are poor if they, 
in fact, have a way of life which is below [some] defined minimum 
standard, irrespective of what has determined this way of life’, 
while to define poverty indirectly is ‘to say that people are poor 
if they do not have the necessary resources, capabilities, or rights 
to achieve what is defined as a minimum standard in their way 
of life’ (Ringen  : –, ).

. Direct concepts ‘define welfare in terms of intrinsic goods, such 
as consumption or quality of life’ whereas indirect concepts define 
welfare in terms of resources which do not have intrinsic value 
but which we can use to produce or otherwise acquire things of 
intrinsic value (Ringen  : ).

. ‘Poverty can be defined and measured either directly (in terms 
of consumption) or indirectly (in terms of income)’ (Ringen  : 
).
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. Direct approaches to the measurement of well-being make use of 
information that describes the outcome of the choices people have 
made, ‘whereas indirect approaches make use of information that 
describes the choices they can make’ (Ringen : ).

. The direct concept of welfare is ‘not an alternative concept to 
income but a broader concept which includes income’ (Ringen 
: ).

Ringen consistently suggests that the ‘relative deprivation concept 
is a direct concept of poverty’, and that the ‘subsistence minimum 
concept is an indirect concept of poverty’ ( : ).

Kohl ( :  n) questions whether Ringen is right in classifying 
relative deprivation definitions, such as the definition put forward by 
Townsend (), under ‘direct concepts of poverty’, since Townsend 
‘refers to (a lack of) resources as a determinant of the inability to 
participate in normal social activities’. A similar point can be made 
in respect of Ringen’s classification of the ‘subsistence minimum 
concept … developed by Seebohm Rowntree as an indirect concept 
of poverty’ (Ringen  : ). Rowntree’s () definition of primary 
poverty refers both to ‘the minimum necessaries for the maintenance 
of merely physical efficiency’ and to the ‘earnings’ required to obtain 
those minimum necessaries. 

Ringen ( : ) suggests that if poverty ‘is defined directly it 
should be measured directly’ and that if ‘it is defined indirectly, 
it should be measured indirectly’. Confusingly he also argues that 
poverty should be measured using information both on resources 
and on way of life (or consumption) (Ringen , ). The use of a 
combination of way of life (or consumption) and resource indicators 
is sometimes presented as ‘a cautious step’ in the direction of direct 
measurement, albeit one ‘which fails short of direct measurement 
proper’ (Ringen  : ). However, it is also said to be consistent 
with an account of poverty which makes ‘no choice’ between direct 
and indirect understandings, but instead defines poverty ‘as a com-
bination of the two’ (Ringen  : ).
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DISABILITY AND POVERTY

Traditionally disability has been viewed as a state of being, a personal 
limitation understood primarily as a medical phenomenon. Based on 
the work of Wood (), the World Health Organization adopted a 
definition of disability which refers to a restriction or lack of ability 
to perform an activity in the manner or within the range considered 
normal for a human being, this restriction resulting from an impair-
ment (an impairment being a loss or abnormality of anatomical, 
physiological or psychological structure or function). This view of 
disability is commonly referred to as the ‘individual model of dis-
ability’ or the ‘medical model of disability’.

The interaction between disability (in this sense of the word) 
and poverty is twofold. First, poverty has been highlighted as 
one of the main causes of disability in the world (WHO ) 
(HEALTH AND POVERTY). A lack of resources at both community and 
individual levels results in unsatisfactory housing, an absence of clean 
water and effective sanitation, dietary deficiencies and hazardous 
work conditions, all of which make people susceptible to physical 
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or psychological impairment or disability. Second, the occurrence 
of a disability may start or accelerate the collapse of a family’s eco-
nomic base, disability thus accounting for a ‘substantial’ proportion 
of poverty (Townsend ). There are two factors involved here: a 
fall in overall earning power, and additional financial costs which 
disabled people incur because of their disability – such as for special 
equipment, extra heating or clothing, individual transport, or for 
cleaning, cooking or personal care services. Attempts to gauge these 
extra costs are methodologically fraught with difficulties, and the 
results are dependent not just on the type, nature and severity of 
the disabilities but also on cultural factors and the availability and 
cost of social, educational and health services (Horn ; Chetwynd 
; Graham ). 

A second interpretation of the term ‘disability’ is provided by the 
‘economic model of disability’. This is grounded in the belief that 
it is not professional (medical) knowledge which adequately repre-
sents the reality of disability. Disability here refers to the economic 
disadvantages imposed by capitalist society on an individual with 
an impairment. 

A third definition of disability is presented by disabled people 
and their own organizations and is known as the ‘social model of 
disability’ (sometimes referred to as the ‘socio-political model of 
disability’). Rather than relating disability to a person’s individual 
capacities, the social model of disability regards disability as a form 
of social exclusion which people with impairments experience as a 
result of the way that society is organized. Disability in this inter-
pretation refers to the ‘loss or limitation of opportunities to take part 
in the normal life of the community on an equal level with others 
due to physical and social barriers’ (DPI ).

The DPI definition does not deny that some illnesses may have 
disabling consequences but the insistence is that disability itself is 
nothing to do with the body (Oliver ). Disability here is not a 
state of being; it is a social and political category, stemming from 
the failure of a structured social environment to adjust to the needs 
and aspirations of certain of its citizens, thus denying them their 
rights through processes of inequity and injustice. In particular, it is 
this politicization of disability which marks out the social model of 
disability from the medical or the economic model. The interaction 
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between poverty and the social model of disability is similar to that 
with the economic model of disability: poverty is associated with 
people with impairments because of their exclusion from the ability 
to earn a living on a par with able-bodied peers due to the way socie-
ties are organized. Unlike the economic model of disability, however, 
which focuses on poverty-alleviating interventions at the level of the 
individual with an impairment, the social model of disability focuses 
on interventions at the level of society. What is required to combat 
the poverty of disabled people from a social model perspective is 
a social commitment to EQUALITY built upon a framework of civil 
rights. In order to eradicate the structural and attitudinal barriers 
that exist in society, financial and other forms of help would therefore 
be geared to the retention or achievement of integrated employment 
and arrangements which would include disabled people as an integral 
part of society.

Not all disability theorists are in agreement as to the exclusiveness 
of each of the conceptual schemes of disability and some accept that 
disability could be considered as an unstable relationship between a 
number of interrelated elements: those of the physical, psychological 
or sensory impairments of an individual and the social environment, 
artificial barriers and attitudes which prevent the individual from 
playing a full part in the life of the community. 
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DISADVANTAGE

A social relationship in which the position of one person is worse 
because the position of another person is relatively better. People may 
be disadvantaged in many contexts: in relation to poverty, the term 
most frequently refers to command over resources, the structure of 
opportunities and the distribution of power in a society. The term is 
directly equivalent to the concept of INEQUALITY in a social context 
(Spicker ).
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DISQUALIFICATION (LA DISQUALIFICATION SOCIALE) 

Paugam describes social disqualification as 

a process which progressively brings together various fringes of 
the population in the sphere of professional inactivity and social 
assistance, while increasing for them the risk of an accumulation of 
difficulties or handicaps and the probability that they will increas-
ingly experience a breakdown of social ties. (, –)

Social disqualification has three elements:

• Fragility People within this category are subject to the experi-
ence of unemployment, problems in integration, and the abrupt 
loss of housing, which occurs because they live in depressed areas. 
They feel a sense of humiliation and failure, losing the hope to 
find a place, and fearful of falling further. They do not wish to 
be considered as recipients of welfare. They attempt to improve 
their social status.

• Dependency People within this category, after vain attempts and 
useless training courses, have no options but to accept the status 
of claimant. They depend on help provided by the collectivity for 
the poorest. Most have given up trying to find work. They justify 
their DEPENDENCY on assistance by citing their responsibilities 
to their children, health problems, and the difficulty in working. 
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They maintain social links with those responsible for their help 
and often seek to cooperate with them. However, their status as 
recipients remains socially unvalued and only permits them to 
avoid destitution.

• Breakdown This concerns a category of the population which 
has accumulated handicaps: lack of employment, poor health, bad 
housing, no stable income, broken family links. This is the final 
phase of social disqualification, produced by an accumulation of 
failures, which leads directly to marginalisation. Marginals have 
lost most of their social ties, including with those responsible for 
their welfare.
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DISWELFARE 

The view that society produces ‘diswelfare’ is a structural explana-
tion of the causes of poverty. Titmuss ( : ch. ) argued that people 
in poverty were the casualties of a competitive society. If there is 
not enough work, or if work is available only on restrictive terms, 
then some people will be unemployed. If people have to be able-
bodied in order to be eligible for work, then disabled people will be 
disadvantaged. Titmuss suggested that this could be seen as a form 
of ‘diswelfare’, the converse of a position in which others in society, 
and indeed society as a whole, produced material goods; there would 
be losers as well as gainers.
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E
ECONOMIC DEFINITIONS OF POVERTY

Literally dozens of economic poverty lines, poverty gaps and poverty 
orderings have been proposed (for discussion see Sen  ; Atkinson 
; Foster and Shorrocks a, b; Jenkins and Lambert ). In 
general these indices define poverty in terms of INCOME (or, more 
rarely, expenditure) distribution; the poor are defined as those 
people/households with an income below a certain threshold level 
irrespective of their standard of living. Thus economic poverty lines 
define the ‘poor’ as those with a low income even if they have a high 
standard of living. Most economic poverty indices are really meas-
ures of income inequality rather than poverty (Townsend ).

Many studies that make use of economic definitions of poverty 
provide information about income inequality; however, they are often 
of more limited use for understanding the distribution and dynamics 
of poverty. For this reason they are often termed ‘income poverty’ 
studies. They frequently exhibit the following problems:

. They contain no measure of standard of living external to 
income.

. They generally, due to limitations in the data, use only a narrow 
definition of disposable income which takes little account of 
non-monetary income and income transfers in kind from free or 
subsidized public services (free education, health services, etc.) 
(Evandrou et al. ; Bramley and Smart ).

. They make use of an ‘arbitrary’ equivalization procedure to adjust 
income for different types and sizes of households (Bradbury ; 
Whiteford ).

. They often fail to take full account of cost-of-living differences 
between areas and social groups (Borooah et al. ).
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Nevertheless, most of our knowledge of poverty in many countries 
is primarily based on research that uses economic definitions of 
poverty. 
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ECONOMIC DISTANCE

The term implies that poor people without a command over 
resources are significantly different from others in society. ‘There 
is an inescapable connection between poverty and inequality: certain 
degrees or dimensions of INEQUALITY … will lead to people being 
below the minimum standards acceptable in that society. It is this 
‘economic distance’ aspect of inequality that is poverty’ (O’Higgins 
and Jenkins ). The term was introduced in the Luxembourg 
Income Study to describe the situation of persons whose income is 
below  per cent of median income (Smeeding et al. ).
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EMPOWERMENT

The idea of ‘empowerment’ means that people who are relatively 
powerless are able to gain more POWER . This may be achieved 
through some enhancement of the abilities and capacities of those 
who are lacking in power, or through the development of collective 
organization and decision-making. In the first sense, empowerment 
is often represented in individual terms, concerned with the capacity 
or CAPABILITIES of the poor person. Empowerment can be achieved 
by relieving poverty; action by the state to enhance the framework 
of RIGHTS can be viewed as a form of empowerment. It might also 
be achieved by facilitating social skills, improving communication 
or developing services more able to improve the quality of choices 
available to poor people (Pinderhughes ). In the second sense, 
empowerment is understood as both the product and the process of 
collective action. As a process, collective action puts people in a posi-
tion where they are able to develop SOCIAL CAPITAL and to exercise 
power politically. In terms of outcomes, the ability to VOICE concerns 
and represent interests may have a substantial impact on the situation 
of poor people, while collective action (such as the development of 
collective infrastructure) makes it possible to expand the range of 
capabilities and commodities.

Empowerment of the poor has been strongly advocated by writers 
such as Freire () and Max-Neef (), and has seen as a major 
strategy in DEVELOPMENT. Sen, conversely, argues that the effect of 
development is to empower people, by increasing their entitlements 
and capabilities (Sen ). Within the strategies for poverty reduc-
tion favoured by the World Bank, empowerment is understood as ‘the 
expansion of assets and capabilities of poor people to participate in, 
negotiate with, influence, control, and hold accountable institutions 
that affect their lives’ (World Bank ).
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ENGEL COEFFICIENT

Ernst Engel, a nineteenth-century German economist, postulated 
that as expenditure increases, so the proportion devoted to food 
will decline (CALORIE–INCOME ELASTICITY). Because of the difficulty 
found in justifying any particular level of expenditure on fuel, cloth-
ing and rent as a SUBSISTENCE minimum on scientific grounds, Engel’s 
observation was used to construct subsistence poverty lines on the 
basis that a subsistence diet could at least be prescribed and costed. 
The cost should then bear the same relationship to the household 
poverty line as food expenditure on average bears to total household 
expenditure, nationally. In other words, the subsistence diet cost could 
be multiplied by a set factor (for example .) to yield a POVERTY LINE . 
A threshold distinguishing the poor from the non-poor can be framed 
in terms of either the proportion spent on food, or the income level 
at which this proportion is just spent. Provided that a country has 
reliable survey-based statistics of domestic expenditure patterns, the 
method can be used to prescribe a minimum income level, as indeed 
it has been in the USA for several decades: USA POVERTY LINE . 

Callan and Nolan () have argued that the food-ratio method 
for establishing a poverty line has the appeal of simplicity, in terms 
of its conceptual basis. Food-ratio poverty lines avoid the problems 
of defining what is ‘necessary’ for subsistence. However, the method 
involves prescriptive judgement about (a) the components and costs 
of a minimum dietary and (b) the proportion of total expenditure to 
devote to food. Judgements have to be made about what proportion 
of total expenditure on food is to be taken as the Engel coefficient. 

The Engel approach has been widely applied (Rao ); it has 
also been used to make international comparisons of levels of living 
( Justice and Peace Commission ).
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ENTITLEMENT 

Entitlement refers to the complex ways in which individuals or 
households command resources (Sen ). In a narrower economic 
sense, it may be taken to refer to the distribution of purchasing 
power. Sen argues that it is the right to use resources, rather than 
the existence of the resources themselves, that is characteristic of 
extreme poverty. People are homeless because they are unable to use 
the homes or land that exists. The starvation suffered by millions in 
both the Irish famine of the mid-nineteenth century or the Bengal 
famine of the s was caused not by lack of available food but by 
the failure to make it available to those who could not afford to buy 
or transport it. Drèze and Sen ( : ) make the case that FAMINE 
is not caused by shortages of food but by limitations in entitlements 
to food or food production:

Famine is, by its very nature, a social phenomenon (it involves the 
inability of large groups of people to establish command over food in 
the society in which they live) … it has to be recognized that even 
when the prime mover in a famine is a natural occurrence such as 
a flood or a drought, what its impact will be on the population will 
depend on how society is organized.
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EQUALITY

‘Equality’ refers to the removal of disadvantage. Although critics of 
the principle of ‘equality’ often identify equality with uniformity 
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and the elimination of differences, this is not what equality means. 
Equality between men and women does not mean that men and 
women should be identical, and equality between ‘races’ does not 
mean that everyone should have the same ethnic background. People 
are advantaged or disadvantaged when their social relationships make 
them better or worse off. So, ‘inequalities in health’ does not mean 
simply that people have different needs; the extensive literature on 
inequalities in health is concerned with the relationship between ill 
health, material circumstances and social relationships, including 
poverty and social class (Townsend et al.  ; Smith et al. ). 

Poverty is sometimes seen as a form of inequality: the idea of 
ECONOMIC DISTANCE defines poverty in terms of inequality in com-
mand over resources. It is also often seen as the product of inequality. 
The most important inequalities are probably those of income and 
wealth, class, gender and race. These are not, however, the only 
kinds of inequality; part of the shift of perspective on the political 
left since the decline of Marxism has been an increasing emphasis 
on the importance of diversity and difference in the construction of 
disadvantage. People can be disadvantaged for many other reasons, 
like age, nationality, religion, disability and sexuality. 

Policies for equality are of three main types:

. Equality of treatment This does not mean that everyone is treated 
the same: equality before the law does not mean that everyone 
is put in prison, and equality in health care does not mean that 
everyone has a tracheotomy. People are treated equally when they 
are treated on an equal basis – that is, without disadvantage, bias, 
prejudice or oppression. 

. Equality of opportunity Rae distinguishes ‘prospect-regarding’ and 
‘means-regarding’ senses (Rae ). Prospect-regarding equality of 
opportunity allows people equally to participate in competition 
to achieve their ends. This is associated with the idea of social 
mobility and the principle of ‘the career open to the talents’, which 
was argued for in the French Revolution. Beyond equal treatment 
it means that people are not prevented from changing their status 
or life-chances. Means-regarding equality of opportunity demands 
that people have the means, or BASIC SECURITY, to be able to 
participate in competition on equal terms. 
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. Equality of outcome This is associated with a view that people share 
certain human rights, and that the establishment of fundamental 
conditions is necessary for them to function as humans. Vlastos 
argues for equal satisfaction of basic needs. Although there are 
essential needs that are equal and similar for everybody in a 
given society and time, ‘it may be necessary to have a unequal 
distribution of resources in order to even up benefits in cases of 
unequal needs’ (Vlastos, in Bobbio  : ).
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EQUIVALENCE SCALES

Equivalence scales (or ratios) are measures of the relative income 
needed by different types of families to attain a similar standard 
of living. They are frequently used in economic studies of poverty. 
Equivalence scales are usually expressed as a set of numbers; some 
arbitrarily chosen family or household type is taken as the base and 
its value is set equal to .. Other household types are then expressed 
as a proportion of this base. For example, if the benchmark is taken as 
a family of two adults, then if the figure for a single person household 
is . this implies that a single individual only needs  per cent of 
the income of a two-adult household to have the same standard of 
living (Whiteford ).

Equivalisation presents one of the major problems when measuring 
poverty. It is self evident that the larger the household or family the 
more income will be needed to maintain the same standard of living. 
It is also clear that economies of scale exist within a household – that 
is, it does not cost a family of four twice as much as a family of two to 
maintain the same standard of living. However, it is not self-evident 
how much extra larger households need to have the same standard 
of living as smaller households.
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There is general agreement that ‘standard of living’, like ‘poverty’, 
is only measurable ‘relative’ to society. McClements () states: 

living standards describe the material well-being of the household 
or family unit as perceived by it and society as a whole, rather than 
personal happiness per se.

Likewise, Jensen () states: 

standard of living of a household is not an objectively defined 
function of its level of consumption, rather it is specified by the 
general consensus amongst members of the society about what the 
household’s pattern of consumption is judged to represent in terms of 
material well-being.

Despite this agreement on the definition of standard of living in 
relation to the households and societies’ perception and judgement of 
material well-being, in practice most equivalization scales are based 
on the assumption that equivalent standard of living can be meas-
ured from the types and quantities of goods and services households 
consume (Deaton and Muellbaur ).

There is currently no methodology that allows the objective 
determination of equivalence scales. Many equivalence scales are 
based on tautological reasoning. Equivalent income is determined 
from equivalent consumption patterns, but in order to know what 
equivalent consumption is, equivalent income must first be known.

Whiteford () has argued that, while no objective equivalence 
scales have been derived, several proposed scales could be rejected 
on logical grounds. He states:

equivalence scales should be plausible, generally rising with the 
size of the household but showing economies of scale. A priori, it is 
implausible that a single individual requires only % of the income 
of a couple, as suggested by Podder, or that an individual requires 
% of the income of a couple, as suggested by Lazear and Michael. 
Similarly, the detailed basic equivalence scales derived by SWPS and 
ABS, using the ELES method, are implausible when they imply that 
the costs of a sole parent with two children are less than the costs of 
a sole parent with one child. What is a plausible estimate of the costs 
of a child is more difficult to determine. It can be suggested, however, 
that Seneca and Taussig’s estimate that a child adds only % to the 
cost of a couple is implausible as is Habib and Tawil’s estimate that a 
child adds %. Similarly, the pattern of additional costs implied by 
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the detailed basic ELES equivalence scales is implausible – where the 
head works and the wife does not, the first child adds %, the second 
%, the third %, the fourth % and the fifth %. It is difficult to 
conceive of the reasons why this should be so. (Podder  ; Lazear 
and Michael a, b; ABS  ; Seneca and Taussig  ; Habib 
and Tawil ; SWPS )

However, even after many proposed equivalence scales have been 
rejected on grounds of implausibility, numerous plausible scales remain 
(for example, Whiteford () lists  scales, of which over half are 
plausible). This is problematic because the results obtained from a 
poverty study are sensitive to the equivalence scale used (Bradbury 
; Weir ). In poverty studies both the household composition of 
the ‘poor’ and the position of the poverty line can be influenced by 
equivalisation scale that is used. Equivalence scales have been used to 
study gender discrimination by showing how household expenditure 
reacts to the birth of a male versus a female child. For a review 
of the major issues involved and the reason for the disappointing 
performance of this methodology see Deaton ().

REFERENCES

ABS () Equivalence Scales: The Estimation of Equivalence Scales for Australia from the 
/ and / Household Expenditure Surveys, Canberra: Australian Bureau of 
Statistics.

Bradbury, B. () ‘Family Size Equivalence Scales and Survey Evaluations of In-
come and Well-Being’, Journal of Social Policy / : –.

Deaton, A. () The Analysis of Household Surveys, Baltimore MD: Johns Hopkins 
University Press.

Deaton, A., and Muellbauer, J. () Economics and Consumer Behaviour, Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press.

Habib, J., and Tawil, Y. () Equivalence Scales for Family Size: Findings from Israeli Data, 
Jerusalem: National Insurance Institute, Bureau of Research and Planning.

Jensen, J. () Minimum Income Levels and Income Equivalence Scales, Wellington: De-
partment of Social Welfare.

Lazear, E.P., and Michael, R.T. (a) ‘Family Size and the Distribution of Real Per 
Capita Income’, American Economic Review / : –.

Lazear, E.P., and Michael, R.T. (b) ‘Real Income Equivalence among One-earner 
and Two-earner Families’, American Economic Review / : –.

McClements, L.D. () The Economics of Social Security, London: Heinemann.
Podder, N. () ‘The Estimation of Equivalent Income Scales’, Australian Economic 

Papers, December.
Seneca, J.J., and Taussig, M.K () ‘Family Equivalence Scales and Personal Income 

Tax Exemptions for Children’, Review of Economics and Statistics  : –.
SWPS () Report on Poverty Measurement, Social Welfare Policy Secretariat, Can-

berra: Australian Government Publishing Service.



 POVERTY

Weir, J. () Sensitivity Testing in HBAI: An Examination of the Results, Analytical Notes 
, London: Department of Social Security.

Whiteford, P. () A Family’s Needs: Equivalence Scales, Poverty and Social Security, Re-
search Paper , Canberra: Australian Department of Social Security.

EUROPEAN RELATIVE INCOME STANDARD 
OF POVERTY 

This is a poverty standard that depends only on a criterion of low 
income rather than any independent condition or state of need. The 
choice of the standard seems to depend just on consideration of the 
distribution of income, and political, as well as social, values are 
plainly embodied in the choice. The most common indicator is  or 
 per cent of the median disposable household income, or expendi-
ture, in a country (O’Higgins and Jenkins  ; Atkinson et al. ) 
 per cent is increasingly used. Townsend () has proposed the 
epithet ‘European’ mainly because, from the s, European agencies 
and research institutes (LUXEMBOURG INCOME STUDY) took the lead 
in using income cut-off points as means of identifying the numbers 
and composition of poor, in contrast to the different approaches to 
POVERTY LINE construction. 

A variation on the relative income standard described above is 
the identification of income strata, such as decile groups or quintile 
groups, below average household income. This is the standard repre-
sented by the Households Below Average Income analyses carried out 
in the United Kingdom (DSS ). Other low-income measures have 
been reviewed extensively in Canadian work (especially Wolfson and 
Evans ; Canadian Council on Social Development ).

The strengths of this approach are that most industrialized 
countries conduct income and expenditure surveys and maintain 
administrative information about income distribution, mainly for tax 
purposes. These data are easily available for analysis and can be sub-
jected to some degree of standardization for purposes of comparison. 
The results may vary from year to year, proportionate to population, 
and are therefore of more significance in relation to rates of economic 
growth, unemployment and employment and demographic change 
than fixed divisions by decile or quintile. 
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The European relative income standard approach has two major 
weaknesses. First, it relies on inequality as an indicator of poverty. 
The connection is limited: the Nordic countries managed for many 
decades with wide inequalities in the ownership and control of re-
sources but without those at the bottom falling below the publicly 
accepted minimum adequacy levels. Redistributive policies in these 
countries prevented poverty without removing inequality. Second, 
the selection of a cut-off point low on the income scale is not related 
to any strict criteria of need or deprivation. Different choices in the 
construction and operational application of the cut-off points can 
lead to diverse results in the extent and composition of poverty in 
different countries.
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EUROPEAN UNION DEFINITION OF POVERTY 

In  the Council of Europe adopted a relative definition of poverty 
as: 

individuals or families whose resources are so small as to exclude 
them from the minimum acceptable way of life of the Member State 
in which they live. (EEC )

On  December , the European Commission extended the defini-
tion as:

the poor shall be taken to mean persons, families and groups of 
persons whose resources (material, cultural and social) are so limited 
as to exclude them from the minimum acceptable way of life in the 
Member State in which they live. (EEC )
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These definitions are very similar to the RELATIVE POVERTY defini-
tions advocated by Townsend (, ), though they also have clear 
relational elements.
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EXCLUSION 

People are ‘excluded’ if they are not adequately integrated into 
society. The definition of the concept varies among countries and 
different school of thought. (Silver ). The primary forms of ex-
clusion cover 

• circumstances in which people are left out of society, through 
non-inclusion in systems of social protection; 

• circumstances, like poverty and disability, when they are unable 
to participate in ordinary activities; 

• circumstances in which people are shut out, through stigma or 
discrimination.

From its initial development in France, the discourse of social exclu-
sion has spread across the rest of Europe. The Commission of the 
European Communities started to use the concept in the s and 
it is now widely applied by both social scientists and politicians. The 
World Bank has used the idea as a multidimensional concept covering 
access to goods and services, discrimination, denial of rights, and 
inequality (Perry ).

 The roots of the idea in France are based in the concept of 
SOLIDARITY, which is the guiding principle of the social security 
system (Dupeyroux and Ruellan ). The French social security 
system developed after  through a principle of généralisation, or 
the progressive extension of solidarity to people who were otherwise 
unprotected. This process was completed in the early s but still 
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left many people without social protection. The idea of ‘exclusion’ 
was introduced in  by René Lenoir, as a means of referring to 
people who were failed by existing networks. For Lenoir, then, the 
excluded were people who were left out of the system. The term, 
however, accorded closely with other conceptions of solidarity, and 
it was rapidly extended to mental and physical handicap, the aged 
and invalids, drug addicts, delinquents, suicidal individuals, single 
parents, abused children, or multi-problem households. Solidarity 
identifies society as a series of complex, overlapping networks of 
mutual responsibility and duty. People are marginal when they are 
insufficiently integrated into such networks; they are excluded when 
they are not part of them. 

The concept of social exclusion is, in some cases, used as a substi-
tute for poverty. Townsend specifically defined the poor by reference 
to their exclusion:

individuals, families and groups in the population [whose] resources 
are so seriously below those commanded by the average individual or 
family that they are, in effect, excluded from ordinary living pat-
terns, customs and activities. (Townsend  : )

Others have tried to establish a distinction between poverty and 
social exclusion. Sometimes it is argued that poverty is a narrow 
concept dealing with problems that are directly related to economic 
resources, while social exclusion deals with a broad range of questions 
dealing with an individual’s integration in the society. This means 
that ‘exclusion includes poverty, poverty does not include exclusion’ 
(Delors, cited in Abrahamson ). It is also argued that poverty is 
a static phenomenon, dealing solely with people’s economic situation 
at one point in time, while social exclusion represents a dynamic 
perspective focusing on the processes that lead to a situation of 
exclusion and, for that matter, poverty. A third distinction turns 
the argument the other way around, arguing that social exclusion 
represents an extreme form of poverty.

In so far as exclusion refers to problems associated with poverty, 
there seems to be little effective distinction in the approach that 
is called for. When the idea of exclusion refers to social networks, 
however, it goes beyond the concept of poverty. The idea has been 
taken to include not just the poor but people with AIDS, old people 
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and racial minorities. Exclusion stands, then, for a whole series of 
social problems and processes and ‘combating social exclusion’ has 
come to stand for a wide range of actions in social policy.
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EXPLANATIONS FOR POVERTY 

Holman () identifies four classes of explanation for poverty:

• Pathological explanations attribute poverty to the characteristics of 
the people who are poor. These include explanations attributing 
poverty to individuals, genetic characteristics and families.

• Sub-cultural explanations imply that the values of poor people are 
in some sense different from others.

• Agency explanations attribute poverty to the failure of agencies 
and, in particular, the state to act to prevent it. Because poverty 
is necessarily produced by other factors outside the agency, this 
is not a true ‘explanation’ of poverty. 

• Structural explanations attribute poverty to the structures or power, 
resources or opportunities available to different groups in society, 
and to the way in which social processes create deprivations or 
block opportunities for escape from poverty for some groups or 
individuals. Structural poverty may result from the casualties of 
a competitive society (Titmuss  : ch. ); from inequality; from 
structured DISADVANTAGE ; or from the exercise of POWER .
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EXTENDED POVERTY MINIMUM 

An extended poverty minimum (ligne de pauvreté minimale élargie) has 
been developed at the University of Ottawa, Canada (Genné ), 
building on the UN HUMAN DEVELOPMENT INDEX (UNDP ). The 
extended poverty minimum consists of minimum expenditure on 
food plus essential expenditure on non-food items plus government 
expenditure on needs (BASIC NEEDS).
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EXTREME POVERTY

There is no generally agreed use of the term ‘extreme poverty’, which 
is variously identified with minimum SUBSISTENCE requirements (UN 
Commission on Human Rights ), the denial of basic ENTITLEMENT 
(Hunt ), and the experience of EXCLUSION . The World Bank 
defines extreme poverty as an income of under $ per annum.

Boltvinik (, ) defines extreme poverty as the situation of 
those households which, although they devote all their income to 
food, do not appear able to satisfy their needs in this area. This is 
because food cannot be consumed without being prepared, for which 
at least fuel and a few kitchen utensils are required; because food 
is not consumed with one’s hands straight from a saucepan, at least 
a few utensils are required to consume it; because nudity in public 
places is a punishable offence in all countries; and because without 
some form of transport it is impossible to get to work, at least in large 
cities – to mention only the most obvious contradictions.
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FAMILY WAGE 

This idea suggests that wages should be sufficient to support a ‘typi-
cal’ family at a reasonable standard. It arose in nineteenth-century 
Britain, when the formal labour market began developing and the 
individual replaced the family as the unit of labour. Land () points 
out that behind the concept of the family wage lie assumptions about 
the respective roles of women and men in both the home and the 
labour market: men’s wages should be sufficient to support an entire 
family, whereas women’s wages should only be supplementary or 
at most need be sufficient to support only one adult. Whilst the 
labour movement has defended the family wage on the basis of pro-
tecting men’s pay, opportunities and incentives, it has come under 
heavy criticism from feminists (Barrett and McIntosh  ; Land 
). There is concern that the family wage would make equal pay 
between men and women more difficult, whilst exacerbating the 
dependence of married women on men. Concern has also been raised 
at the extent to which the wage would be shared equally by family 
members. Hartman () views the family wage as ‘the cornerstone’ 
of the present GENDER DIVISION OF LABOUR, since women are not 
expected to make an economic contribution to the household and 
that women’s priority is to domestic responsibility. 
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FAMINE 

A famine occurs in circumstances where many people die from lack 
of food. Crow () distinguishes this from chronic hunger: 

In many parts of the world where famine has not occurred in recent 
years, sustained nutritional deprivation is, nevertheless, experienced 
by a significant proportion of the population.

Drèze and Sen () argue that famine is the result of lack of 
ENTITLEMENT, rather than lack of food in itself: they give several 
examples of famine in circumstances where food continues to be 
produced and exported. They also claim that no famine has occurred 
in a democratic state. See also FOOD SHORTAGES ; MALNUTRITION .
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FEMALE POVERTY 

Women in both ‘developed’ countries and in ‘developing’ countries 
are more likely to suffer poverty than men (Scott ; George  ; 
Daly ; Payne ). According to Payne, ‘throughout their lives 
women are more vulnerable to both poverty and deprivation, whilst 
there are more women than men living in conditions of poverty 
and deprivation at any one time’. This is primarily related to the 
GENDER DIVISION OF LABOUR, by which men are held to require an 
adequate or FAMILY WAGE and women are not (see INTRA-HOUSEHOLD 

TRANSFERS). Some commentators have argued that a process of femi-
nization of poverty is taking place, causing an overrepresentation of 
women among the world’s poor. 

Despite the fact that a disproportionate number of women live in 
poverty, female poverty is often underrepresented in poverty sta-
tistics. Whilst traditional methods have examined poverty between 
households, contemporary feminist analyses have focused on poverty 
within the household (Daly ; Pahl ; Volger ). Feminist 
scholars have also highlighted the causes of women’s poverty (Glen-
dinning and Millar ). 
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If poverty is a consequence of an inability to generate sufficient 
resources to meet needs, then for women this is often a consequence 
of the gender division of labour (Payne ; Glendinning and Millar 
). Whilst women’s primary role is assigned to the home, men’s 
primary role is assigned to the labour market. A major underpinning 
of the gender division of labour is women’s economic dependence 
on men. Payne () argues that the ‘heroic assumption’ of women’s 
ability to depend on the economic support of men is the immediate 
cause of women’s poverty. She says, ‘in terms of poor households, 
women as lone parents and lone older women suffer poverty because 
there is no man with higher earning power or pension rights on whom 
to depend, whilst state benefits are paid at levels which assume there 
should be. In addition, opportunities for women to move out of this 
dependence on state benefit or poor pensions are restricted by the 
assumption about the role of women – the low earnings of women 
and the scarcity and cost of alternative forms of childcare. 

Payne () argues that in terms of women’s poverty within the 
household, the earnings of men cannot be assumed to be shared 
equally between men and women.

REFERENCES

Daly, M. () Women and Poverty, Dublin: Attic Press/Combat Poverty Agency.
George, V. () Wealth, Poverty and Starvation: An International Perspective, Brighton: 

Harvester Wheatsheaf.
Glendinning, C., and Millar, J. () Women and Poverty in Britain in the s, London: 

Harvester Wheatsheaf.
Pahl, J. () Money and Marriage, London: Macmillan Education.
Payne, S. () Women, Health and Poverty, London: Harvester Wheatsheaf.
Scott, H. () The Feminization of Poverty: Women, Work and Welfare, London: Pandora.
Volger, C. () Labour Market Change and Patterns of Financial Allocation within House-

holds, Working Paper , ESRSC Social Change and Economic Life Initiative, 
Oxford: ESRSC.

FEMINIZATION OF POVERTY 

This thesis holds that as a result of recession and cuts in public 
spending, women are increasingly represented among the world’s 
poor (Pearce  ; Scott ; Rein and Erie ). Particularly affected 
are single-parent families but also elderly single person households. 
Scott () cites official government figures showing that  million 
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(or  per cent) of the US population were living in poverty in . 
She argues that not only is poverty more widespread but women 
are becoming more visible among the poor because a process of 
feminization of poverty is taking place. Whilst women have helped 
keep two-earner families out of poverty, they have also become 
the sole earner in an increasing number of families with dependent 
children. The income earned by single parents is often insufficient 
to support their families.

The idea that poverty has only recently become feminized has 
been challenged on the grounds that it ignores the extent to which 
women have traditionally been much poorer than men (Payne ; 
Lewis and Piachaud ; Garfinkel and McLanahan ). It has been 
shown that British women constitute a roughly similar proportion of 
the poor today as in  (Lewis and Piachaud ). 

It is further argued that women’s actual experience of poverty 
has also remained remarkably similar over the course of the last 
century. For instance, the habit of going without, where women 
ignore or sacrifice their own needs to fulfil the needs of children 
or husbands, existed at the start of this century just as is does in 
present society (Payne ). Critics of the thesis argue that it is 
the composition of female poverty which has changed, resulting in 
an increased visibility in women’s poverty. Nowadays, women are 
less often poor within large poor households, because demographic 
changes have resulted in female poverty being concentrated among 
lone women, especially women with dependent children and elderly 
women. The increased visibility of female poverty means that poor 
women are more easily counted, although the extent of poverty 
suffered by women within households still remains hidden, just as 
it did in the last century.
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FOOD SHORTAGES

The Food and Agricultural Organization of the United Nations 
(FAO) has an international responsibility to monitor and identify 
countries and regions where serious food shortages and worsening 
nutritional conditions are imminent and make an early assessment of 
possible emergency food requirements, including food imports, food 
aid requirements, and emergency needs. Details of food shortages 
are publicized through the Global Information and Early Warning 
System on Food and Agriculture (GIEWS). 

The FAO identifies three levels of food shortage:

. Unfavourable prospects for current crops This refers to prospects of a 
shortfall in production of current crops as a result of a reduction 
of the area planted and/or adverse weather conditions, plant pests, 
diseases and other calamities, which indicates a need for close 
monitoring of the crops for the remainder of the growing season

. Shortfalls in food supplies in current marketing year requiring exceptional 
external assistance This refers to an exceptional shortfall in ag-
gregate supplies or a localized deficit as a result of crop failures, 
natural disasters, interruption of imports, disruption of distribu-
tion, excessive post-harvest losses, other supply bottlenecks and/or 
an increased demand for food arising from population movements 
within the country or an influx of refugees. In the case of an ex-
ceptional shortfall in aggregate food supplies, exceptional and/or 
emergency food aid may be required to cover all or part of the 
deficit.

. Distribution of local and/or exportable surpluses requiring external assistance 
This refers to a situation of an exceptional surplus existing in a 
particular area of a country which needs to be transported to 
deficit areas in the same country or the neighbouring countries, 
for which purpose external assistance is required.



GLOSSARY

REFERENCES

FAO, www.fao.org/waicent/faoinfo/economic/giews/engllsh/giewse.htm.

FOSTER, GREER AND THORBECKE (FGT) INDEX 

Foster, Greer and Thorbecke (FGT) developed a class of poverty 
measures that facilitates the exposing of more poverty with greater 
inequality among the poor. Considering two incomes below the 
POVERTY LINE , poverty is then more severe if one income is  per 
cent below the poverty line and one income is  per cent below the 
poverty line, compared with a situation with two incomes of  per 
cent below the poverty line. 

The class of poverty measures is defined by FGT as:

Pa = –n 
q

S
i = 

 (z -
z
 yi)a

where: 

Pa is the level of poverty;
n is the population size;
q is the number of poor;
z is the poverty line;
yi is the per capita household income; and
a has a normative value that can be set at different levels according 

to the importance attached to the lowest living standards. 

The FGT measure becomes the HEAD-COUNT RATIO H if a = . 
The degree of poverty is equal for all the poor no matter the size 
of their POVERTY GAP (see Figure). The FGT measure becomes the 
poverty gap index PGI if a = . The degree of poverty increases in 
a linear way with the size of the poverty gap (see Figure ). With 
a > , a poorer person gets a higher than linear poverty weight than 
a less poor person. With a = , the weight of each person is equal to 
its proportionate poverty gap. A person  per cent below the poverty 
line gets a weight of ., a person  per cent below the poverty line 
gets a weight of .. The FGT index with a =  is sometimes called 
the squared POVERTY GAP INDEX . 

http://www.fao.org/WAICENT/faoinfo/economic/giews/engllsh/giewse.htm
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The figure presents the degree of poverty according to various 
values of a . The value of Pa ranges between zero (the case where all 
incomes of the poor are equal to the poverty line) and H (the case 
where all the poor have zero income.) A higher a gives more weight 
to the poorest and less weight to persons near the poverty line, and 
the gap between more poor and less poor households becomes larger. 
As a becomes very large, the FGT measure approaches a situation 
where poverty is completely determined by the income of the poor-
est. A person with an income of  per cent below the poverty line 
gets a poverty weight of  per cent if a = . That means that he 
is considered as poor as a person with zero income. With a = , a 
person whose income is  per cent below the poverty line gets a 
poverty weight of  per cent of the weight of a person with zero 
income. With a = , he gets a poverty weight of ., with a = , he 
gets a weight of only .. 

ALTERNATIVE VALUES OF FGT

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
           

 Income of the poor as % of the poverty line

D
eg

re
e 

of
 p

ov
er

ty
 (

%
)

a = 

a = 

a = 
a = 

a = 

a = 



GLOSSARY

An example of the FGT index in practice is available in Hagenaars 
et al., . This presents results calculated for European countries 
side by side with the head-count ratio and the poverty gap. The 
results of the three measures are likely to be similar, because they 
are based on common core elements, but there is also some degree 
of variation. By comparison with the SEN INDEX , the FGT index has 
the advantages of continuity and decomposability, and the ability to 
model the impact of normative assumptions on the distribution of 
resources between poor people. 
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FOURTH WORLD 

This is a term used by the French organization ATD–Quart Monde 
to refer to people in chronic poverty in developed countries. It is 
linked, but not confined to, to the concept of EXCLUSION . 

Among the Fourth World we find all the disadvantages, inequalities 
and injustices of society compounded among people, families and 
communities at the very bottom of the social scale. Their situation 
is one of serious financial insecurity, appalling housing, lack of basic 
education and training, isolation from the job market, lack of social 
and political representation, chronic bad health … and the humilia-
tion of being dependent on and misunderstood by society as a whole, 
and by other people who are in only a marginally better situation 
themselves. (Williams  : )
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FUEL POVERTY

Fuel, for heating, cleaning or the preparation of food, is usually 
treated as an essential item for the purposes of subsistence. A lack 
of fuel (through lack of resources or entitlement) is consequently 
a major indicator of poverty, and a central part of the experience. 
The term ‘fuel poverty’, used principally in the UK (Cooper ; 
Boardman ), suggests that the lack of fuel is considered a form of 
poverty in itself (analogous to hunger or famine), though typically 
fuel poverty consists of sacrificing some resources for others (like 
warmth for food, or vice-versa).
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G
GENDER DIVISION OF LABOUR 

Women’s primary role is assigned to the home whilst men’s primary 
role is assigned to the labour market. Payne ( : ) notes the all-
encompassing nature of the gender division of labour:

women’s low pay (and educational opportunities), women’s inferior 
pension rights, women’s position in social policy, and in particular 
the payment, or lack of payment, of state benefits to women, whilst 
also justifying higher male earnings, higher male pensions, and the 
lack of childcare facilities.

Feminist approaches have argued that the gender division of labour 
is of central importance in understanding the underlying and imme-
diate causes of women’s poverty. Daly () argues that this division 
is connected with women’s poverty in two ways. First, many women 
are without an earned income of their own since they are involved 
in full-time work within the home which is unpaid. Second, women 
are confined to areas of employment which mirror the type of work 
they perform within the home. This type of work is low-paid and 
women often earn less than men for the same job.

Feminists have further identified a number of consequences that 
this division of labour has for women and men (Daly ; Millar and 
Glendinning ; Payne ). Women’s unpaid work within the home 
means that they have no independent income of their own, leaving 
them financially dependent on men or on the state. Where women 
live with men in couple households, women’s work within the home 
allows men to pursue employment. Whilst traditional poverty studies 
assume that the income obtained from men’s employment is shared 
equally among household members, studies which have looked at 
INTRA-HOUSEHOLD TRANSFERS have demonstrated that women are 
often denied equal access to resources (Pahl ; Nyman ). Not 



 POVERTY

being in paid employment also increases women’s poverty in another 
way: by the fact that women’s earnings from paid work often help 
keep the whole family out of poverty. Unpaid work within the home 
does not confer the same kind of rights and benefits usually offered 
to paid employment. Particularly significant is women’s lack of a 
contributory pension and the effect that this has in old age.
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GENETIC EXPLANATIONS

Genetic explanations for poverty take it that the structure of rewards 
in society in some way reflect either the innate capacity or the inher-
ited behaviour of the citizens. At the end of the nineteenth century, 
social problems – like crime, social immorality and drunkenness 
– were considered by some to be the consequence of mental handicap. 
These characteristics were called the ‘degeneracies’. 

We believe it is established beyond controversy that criminals and 
paupers both, are degenerate; the imperfect, knotty, knurly, worm-
eaten, half-rotten fruit of the race. (Boies  : )

The school of thought that this represents led eventually to the 
advocacy of eugenics (or selective breeding) as a longer-term policy 
to deal with social problems. Genetic explanations for poverty, and 
eugenic policies, were largely discredited through their association 
with Nazism (Weindling ). 

Modern genetics is not deterministic; the identification of a ge-
netic strain (or ‘genotype’) is not equivalent to identification of a 
developed pattern or ‘phenotype’, which may vary with environ-
mental influences. 



GLOSSARY

REFERENCES

Boies, H.M. () Prisoners and Paupers, New York: Knickerbocker Press.
Weindling, P. () Health, Race and German Politics between National Unification and 

Nazism, –, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

GINI COEFFICIENT

The Gini coefficient is the most widely used single measure of 
income inequality and it is often incorporated into poverty indices 
(for example: the SEN INDEX). It ranges between  (everyone has the 
same income) and  (one person has all the income). The simplest 
and most intuitive interpretation of the Gini coefficient is:

If we choose two people at random from the income distribution, 
and express the difference between their incomes as a proportion of 
the average income, then this difference turns out to be (on average) 
twice the Gini coefficient: a coefficient of . means that the expected 
difference between two people chosen at random is  per cent ( 
x .) of the average income. If the Gini coefficient is . then the 
expected difference would be the average income itself. (Raskall and 
Matherson )

Most texts interpret the Gini coefficient in a much more complex 
manner and by reference to Lorenz curves. For example, Goodman 
and Webb () state that the Gini coefficient can be understood 
by looking at the Lorenz curve, which plots the proportion of total 
income held by each percentile of the population, ranked in order 
of income.

 A COMPLETE INCOME EQUALITY B LORENZ CURVE FOR A TYPICAL  
  INCOME DISTRIBUTION
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The Lorenz curve of diagram A represents complete equality of 
income. Here, the bottom  per cent of the population receives  
per cent of total income; the bottom  per cent receives  per cent 
of the total income; and so on. Diagram B shows the Lorenz curve 
for a typical income distribution. The curve lies below the line of 
complete equality.

The Gini coefficient is the ratio of the area between the Lorenz 
curve and the -degree line – that is, the shaded area in diagram B, 
to the total area under the -degree line. If incomes become more 
unequally distributed, the Lorenz curve bulges further away from 
the complete equality line and the area between the curve and the 
-degree line increases. Thus the Gini coefficient rises with rising 
inequality and falls with falling inequality.
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GNP PER CAPITA 

This is the gross national product (or national income) divided by 
the total population, which gives an average income for a country 
as a whole. This is widely used as an indicator of development and 
national poverty. GDP, or gross domestic product, is also used. The 
difference between the terms is that GNP includes income received 
from foreign exchange, and GDP does not.

There are severe statistical problems such as those regarding 
the informal sector and exclusion of the household sector in GNP. 
Todaro ( : –) also points out that the indicator is biased 
towards those engaged in economic activity and, in particular, to the 
upper reaches of the income distribution. It is possible, in theory, for 
all the increase in national income to benefit the better-off and for 
this to be taken as an indication of a reduction in national poverty. 
(The point is particularly relevant to poverty in South American 
countries.) To counter this, Todaro proposes either an equal-weights 
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index, assigning equal weight to growth in income for each quintile 
in a population, or a poverty-weighted index which gives extra weight 
to the lowest  per cent of the income distribution.
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H
HEAD-COUNT RATIO OR HEAD-COUNT INDEX H 

This is probably the most common measure of poverty; it refers 
to the proportion of individuals, households or families that falls 
under the poverty line. If q is the number of people identified as 
poor and n the total number of people in the community, then the 
head-count ratio measure H is q/n. The head-count ratio ranges from 
zero (nobody is poor) to one (everybody is poor).

This simple indicator provides useful information on the incidence 
of poverty and the distribution of poverty among the population. 
However, the head-count ratio does not capture the intensity of 
poverty – that is, how far the poor fall below a given poverty line 
(Sen ; Hagenaars ).

The head-count ratio has been under severe attack for thirty 
years (Atkinson ). In , Watts ( : ) noted that it had 
‘little but its simplicity to recommend it’ and Sen ( : ) has 
remarked that, considering its inadequacies, the degree of support 
commanded by this measure is ‘quite astonishing’. The head-count 
ratio can be dangerous for monitoring the effectiveness of pro-poor 
policies. Successful policies aimed at raising the well-being of the 
poorest of the poor will not affect the head-count ratio if their new 
living standard is still below the poverty line. On the other hand, 
successful pro-poor policies aimed at persons just below the poverty 
line will reduce the head-count ratio.
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HEALTH AND POVERTY 

The  World Health Report (WHO ) states that the world’s most 
ruthless killer and the greatest cause of suffering on earth is listed 
in the latest edition of WHO’s International Classification of Diseases, 
an A-to-Z of all ailments known to medical science, under the code 
Z.. It stands for extreme poverty. Poverty is the main reason why 
babies are not vaccinated, clean water and sanitation are not pro-
vided, curative drugs and other treatments are unavailable, and why 
mothers die in childbirth. Poverty is the main cause of reduced life 
expectancy, of handicap and disability, and of starvation. Poverty is a 
major contributor to mental illness, stress, suicide, family disintegra-
tion and substance abuse.

In the industrialized world, there is strong evidence that poverty 
is an important factor in health. There are clear differences in the 
incidence of ill health by social class. People in lower social classes, 
including children, are more likely to suffer from infective and 
parasitic diseases, pneumonia, poisoning or violence. Adults in lower 
social classes are more likely, in addition, to suffer from cancer, 
heart disease and respiratory disease. There are also gender-related 
problems. Men in lower social classes are more likely to suffer from 
malignant neoplasms (cancer), accidents, and diseases of the nervous 
system. Women in lower social classes suffer more from circulatory 
diseases, and endocrine or metabolic disorders. 

There are several possible explanations for these inequalities:

. Artefact explanations. Both ‘health’ and ‘social class’ are artificial 
categories constructed to reflect social organization.

. Natural and social selection, including genetic inheritance. This 
would depend on the view that people who are fittest are most 
likely to succeed in society, and classes reflect this degree of 
selection.

. Poverty leads to ill-health through poor nutrition, housing and 
environment.

. Cultural and behavioural explanations. 
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HOMELESSNESS

Homelessness is often referred to as being without shelter (or ‘roofless-
ness’). In many societies people without shelter are able to construct 
their own, through SQUATTING (Aldrich and Sandhu ); in societies 
in which squatting is not permitted, people have to remain with 
no shelter. Although the restriction of squatting is most commonly 
associated with developed countries, the problems also extend to 
cities in poorer countries which have settled patterns of land tenure 
(Gilbert ). Homelessness is, then, produced by lack of entitlement 
rather than lack of housing in itself. 

The term ‘homelessness’ is also used to indicate that people have 
no home of their own. On that basis, people may have some form of 
shelter – hostels, foyers, or temporary accommodation with friends 
or relatives – but still be said to be homeless (see e.g. Greve ). 
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HOUSING 

Housing is a major issue in the study of poverty as material depriva-
tion, both because it is a major resource in its own right, and because 
it is often a precondition for the receipt of other resources. In devel-
oping countries, issues are closely involved with squatting, because 
the urban poor often lack entitlements to land tenure (Aldrich and 
Sandhu ). Squatter settlements often lack basic amenities and 
services and are characterized by poor physical conditions. 

In developing countries, the principal issues in housing poverty 
are access and deprivation. Problems of access arise because housing 
resources are commanded in a market in which poor people are 
relatively disadvantaged. This disadvantage implies that poor people 
are likely to be homeless, or situated in the least desirable properties, 
which are often of a low physical standard. 
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HUMAN DEVELOPMENT

Human development is defined by the United Nations Development 
Program as follows: 

Human development is a process of enlarging people’s choices. In 
principle, these choices can be infinite and can change over time. But 
at all levels of development, the three essential ones are for people 
to lead a long and healthy life, to acquire knowledge and to have 
access to the resources needed for a decent standard of living. If these 
essential choices are not available, many other opportunities remain 
inaccessible. … Additional choices, highly valued by many people, 
range from political economic and social freedom to opportunities 
for being creative and productive and enjoying personal self-respect 
and guaranteed human rights. 

Human development thus has two sides. One is the formation of 
human capabilities – such as improved health, knowledge and skills. 
The other is the use people make of their acquired capabilities for 
productive purposes for leisure or for being active in cultural, social 
and political affairs. … 

The concept of human development is much broader than the 
conventional theories of economic development. Economic growth 
models deal with expanding GNP rather than enhancing the quality 
of human lives. (UNDP )

The Human Development Index (HDI) is a composite index based 
on three indicators: longevity as measured by life expectancy at 
birth; educational attainment, as measured by a combination of adult 
literacy (two-thirds weight) and combined primary secondary and 
tertiary enrolment ratios (one-third weight); and standard of living, 
as measured by real GDP per capita (PPP$). However there have 
been a number of changes made to the way the HDI is constructed 
since it was first produced in  (UNDP  ; ).

REFERENCES

UNDP () Human Development Report : Concepts and Measurement of Human Develop-
ment, Oxford: Oxford University Press.

UNDP () Human Development Report : Gender and Human Development, Oxford: 
Oxford University Press.



 POVERTY

HUMAN POVERTY INDEX (HPI)

The United Nations Development Program’s  Human Develop-
ment Report introduced the Human Poverty Index. This drew heavily 
on Sen’s CAPABILITIES concept and defined poverty as ‘the denial of 
choices and opportunities for a tolerable life’. The Human Poverty 
Index (HPI) attempted to operationalize this concept by focusing on 
those groups whose choices are heavily constrained in each of the 
three areas used in the HUMAN DEVELOPMENT Index (HDI). While 
the HDI focuses on the average achievements of a country, the HPI 
focuses on the most deprived. The HPI is made up of five weighted 
components (UNDP ):

. the percentage of people expected to die before age  ( in 
developed countries);

. the percentage of adults who are illiterate;
. the percentage of people with access to health services;
. the percentage of people with access to safe water;
. the percentage of children under  who are malnourished.

Aspects of human poverty that are excluded from the index due to 
lack of data or measurement difficulties are lack of political freedom, 
inability to participate in decision-making, lack of personal SECURITY, 
inability to participate in the life of the community and threats to 
sustainability and intergenerational equity.
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HUMAN RIGHTS AND POVERTY

Human rights are general RIGHTS held by every person as a human 
being. In principle, human rights are moral tenets which apply to all. 
The Universal Declaration of Human Rights includes several rights 
to welfare (WELFARE RIGHTS), including ‘the economic, social and 
cultural rights indispensable for [the individual’s] dignity and the 
free development of his personality’ (Article ).
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The establishment of concepts relating poverty to lack of 
ENTITLEMENT has led to an increasing emphasis on rights-based ap-
proaches as a means of ensuring BASIC SECURITY.

The Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human 
Rights (OHCHR) has promoted the initiative of the Human Rights 
Approach to Poverty Reduction (OHCHR , a). This approach 
links poverty reduction to matters of rights and obligations (OHCHR 
b), reinforcing the fusion between social, cultural and civil, po-
litical and economic rights and the modification of discrimination 
structures which generate and sustain poverty situations. One of 
the central ideas in this approach is that ‘the rationale of poverty 
reduction no longer derives merely from the fact that the poor have 
needs but also from the fact that they have rights – entitlements that 
give rise to legal obligations on the part of others. Poverty reduction 
then becomes more than charity, more than a moral obligation – it 
becomes a legal obligation’ (OHCHR b).

CROP has argued that the concept of poverty as a denial of 
human rights ‘shifts the focus from poverty reduction as question 
of economic development’. The language of rights challenges the 
utilitarian language of economics, moving the focus to entitlements 
and obligations enshrined within the formal legal system, while re-
taining the moral authority that other approaches lack. This shift 
also removes the emphasis on personal failure to focus on the failure 
of macro-economic structures and policies implemented by nation-
states and international bodies. Hence, poverty in this context is no 
longer described as a ‘social problem’ but as ‘a structural human 
rights violation, where relations of dominance and control deprive 
people of having their basic human rights fulfilled’ (CROP  : , 
, ).

The human rights approach has implications for the role of gov-
ernment. Government cannot use progressive improvement as an 
excuse for deferring or relaxing its efforts. First, the state must take 
immediate action to fulfil any rights that are not seriously dependent 
on resource availability. Second, it must prioritize its fiscal opera-
tions so that resources can be diverted from relatively non-essential 
uses to those that are essential for the fulfilment of rights that are 
important for poverty reduction. Third, to the extent that fulfilment 
of certain rights will have to be deferred, the state must develop, 
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in a participatory manner, a time-bound plan of action for their 
progressive realization. Finally, the state will be called to account 
if the monitoring process reveals less than full commitment on its 
part to realize the targets (Hunt et al. ); thus ‘a human rights 
approach adds value because it provides a normative framework of 
obligations that has the legal power to render governments account-
able’ (Robinson ).
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I
IMPOVERISHMENT

Impoverishment refers to the process of becoming poor, through 
‘slow processes’ or sudden shocks, faced by individuals, households 
and communities. Examples include degradation of productive re-
sources (pasture, fisheries, fields), erosion of commodity prices (cash 
crops, cattle, fish, labour), lack of employment, deprivation of means 
of subsistence such as land and water, and the weakening of local 
solidarity. Also the shock of starving and massive impoverishment is 
related to the weakness or lack of entitlements (Sen ). There are 
some situations in which individuals, households and communities 
are slowly driven towards poverty, like long-term illness or ageing, 
when the social security system doesn’t work or doesn’t exist. 

As a concept, impoverishment was introduced in Latin America 
studies in the s, to take into account the conditions of severe vul-
nerability and poverty experienced by countless households (Salama 
; Toye , cited in Barba Solano et. al : ). The concept 
is believed, in the context of structural adjustment implementation 
policies, to overcome the static effect generated by excessive em-
phasis on studies of poverty-line measurement, and takes account 
of poverty dynamics and economic volatility. In Argentina and in 
others countries of Latin America, impoverishment refers to the loss 
of income and social security coverage of large middle-class groups, 
called NEW POOR , middle class in transition, or pauper groups, as a 
consequence of the employment crisis created by the new regional 
neoliberal economics model (Minujin and Kessler ; Minujin et al. 
; Murmis and Feldman ).
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INCENTIVES TO WORK

In ordinary language, an incentive is a way of stimulating and en-
couraging someone to do something, like a competition prize or a 
reward for good behaviour. In economics, an incentive is usually seen 
more simply as a potential gain. Describing an action as an incentive 
implies four elements:

. Prospective gain – that the supposed incentive implies a desired 
change in future outcomes.

. Choice – that people have a choice, and that the incentive is capable 
of being chosen.

. The influence on motivation – whether a factor acts as an incentive 
depends on whether it affects motivation overall. 

. Marginal effect – that the factor has a marginal influence in the 
context where it is applied. 

The suggestion that social benefits have an incentive effect on work 
depends on a series of assumptions: 

. Prospective gain: that being unemployed is a desirable outcome. There 
is considerable contrary evidence. The costs of unemployment 
include stigma, boredom, lack of direction, and the consequences 
of unemployment for ill health, exclusion and poverty (Gallie 
). There is some evidence of detachment from the labour 
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market for a minority of older men, but this is not true of most 
people of working age. (Alcock et al. )

. Choice: that people choose to be unemployed. UNEMPLOYMENT is struc-
tured and conditioned by a range of economic factors. Some un-
employment may be voluntary, but much is not. The forms of 
non-voluntary unemployment include, among others, frictional, 
seasonal, casual, demand-deficient, structural and exclusionary 
unemployment. 

. Motivation: that benefits for unemployment have a discernable effect on 
the motivation to work. Unemployment benefits tend to be limited 
both in financial terms and through a series of conditions imposed 
on receipt (for example, suspension of benefit on leaving work 
without ‘good cause’ or on refusal of employment opportunities: 
Atkinson ). There is evidence to suggest that there may be a 
marginal influence on the position of low-paid wives of men who 
are in receipt of benefits (Davies et al. ). In relation to long-
term unemployed people, however, ‘the level of unemployment 
benefit has no explanatory value in considering the labour market 
behaviour of the long-term unemployed’ (Dawes, cited in Alcock 
et al.  : ).

. Marginal effect: that the influence of unemployment benefit outweighs other 
factors. Where people are able to make decisions about work, there 
are many other factors besides benefits that influence decisions 
– typically financial rewards in employment, social status, social 
pressure and the desirability of roles related to work. The evidence 
on incentive effects is that they tend to be very limited in practice 
(Atkinson and Mogensen ).

In practice, arguments about incentives to work tend to be related less 
to economic or social analysis or evidence than the assumption that 
people need to be punished for not working. ‘People respond to incen-
tives and disincentives … Sticks and carrots work’ (Murray, ).
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INCOME

Income is a key concept in almost all definitions and studies of 
poverty. However, ‘income’ is an extremely difficult concept to define 
and agree upon. The term is sometimes used loosely to refer only to 
the main component of monetary income for most households – that 
is, wages and salaries or business income. Others use the term to 
include all receipts including lump-sum receipts and receipts that 
draw on the household’s capital. 

Classically, income has been defined as the sum of consumption 
and change in net worth (wealth) in a period. This is known as the 
Haig–Simons approach (see Simons  in Atkinson and Stiglitz 
 : ). Unfortunately, this approach fails to distinguish between 
the day-to-day ‘living well’ and the broader ‘getting rich’ aspects 
of individual or household finances (in technical terms, it fails to 
distinguish between current and capital receipts).

A number of international organizations have provided guidelines 
on defining and measuring income. The United Nations provides 
two frameworks: the  System of National Accounts (UN ) and 
guidelines on collecting micro-level data on the economic resources 
of households (UN  and ). The International Labour Or-
ganization (ILO) has also produced guidelines on the collection of 
data on income of households, with particular emphasis on income 
from employment (ILO , , ). In January  the Australian 
Bureau of Statistics (ABS) tried to get an international agreement 
on definitions of income, consumption, saving and wealth. The ABS 
() has proposed the following definition:

income comprises those receipts accruing (in cash and in-kind) 
that are of a regular and recurring nature, and are received by the 
household or its members at annual or more frequent intervals. It 
includes regular receipts from employment, own business and from 
the lending of assets. It also includes transfer income from govern-
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ment, private institutions and other households. Income also includes 
the value of services provided from within the household via the use 
of an owner-occupied dwelling, other consumer durables owned by 
the household and unpaid household work. Income excludes capital 
receipts that are considered to be an addition to stocks, and receipts 
derived from the running down of assets or from the incurrence of a 
liability. It also excludes intra-household transfers.

Townsend (, ) has argued that broad definitions of income 
should be used, particularly if international comparisons are to be 
made. It is crucial, when comparing individual or household incomes 
of people in different countries, that account is taken of the value of 
government services in, for example, the fields of health, education 
and transport. Unfortunately, many economic studies of poverty use 
relatively narrow definitions of income, such as wages and salaries or 
business income. International comparisons based on narrow defini-
tions of this kind can be misleading and of only limited use. 
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INCOME DISTRIBUTION

The allocation of national income between persons or households. 
The distribution of income is an indicator of economic and social 
inequality, and the dispersion of income is frequently used as a meas-



 POVERTY

ure of poverty in itself, although income distribution alone cannot 
identify the ability of any particular percentile to achieve a minimally 
acceptable standard of living. The Leyden study, for the European 
Commission, experimented with various definitions of poverty as a 
relationship to median income and family size (Hagenaars et al. ); 
other work for the European Community has experimented with levels 
at  per cent,  per cent or  per cent of average income (Hauser et 
al.  ; Hauser and Semerau ). The LUXEMBOURG INCOME STUDY 
refers to people as poor when they have an income of less than  per 
cent of the median equivalent income (Smeeding et al. ). 
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INCOME ELASTICITY OF THE POVERTY LINE

This technical term is used in the USA to refer to the phenomenon 
that successive ‘absolute’ poverty lines show a pattern of rising in 
real terms over time as the real income of the general population 
rises. In the USA, minimum subsistence budget standards developed 
between  and  rose by . per cent in real terms for each 
. per cent increase in the real disposable income per capita of the 
general population (Ornati  ; Kilpatrick ). A similar pattern 
appears when one turns from expert-devised standards to responses 
from the general population. Between  and , the Gallup Poll 
repeatedly asked the following question: ‘What is the smallest amount 
of money a family of four (husband, wife, and two children) needs 
each week to get along in this community?’ The average response 
to this ‘get along’ question rises by between . and . per cent for 
every . per cent increase in the income of the general population 
(Kilpatrick  ; Rainwater ; Vaughan  ; Fisher ).



GLOSSARY

The income elasticity of the poverty line is the result of social 
processes that operate in industrialized (and industrializing) societies. 
As technology progresses and the general standard of living rises, new 
consumption items are introduced. They may at first be purchased 
and used only by upper-income families; however, they gradually dif-
fuse to middle- and lower-income levels. Things originally viewed as 
luxuries – for instance, indoor plumbing, telephones and automobiles 
– come to be seen as conveniences and then as necessities. In addi-
tion, changes in the ways in which society is organized (sometimes 
in response to new ‘necessities’) may make it more expensive for the 
poor to accomplish a given goal – as when widespread car ownership 
and increasing suburbanization lead to a deterioration in public trans-
portation, and the poor are forced to buy cars or hire taxis in order 
to get to places where public transit used to take them. Finally, the 
general upgrading of social standards can make things more expensive 
for the poor – as when housing code requirements that all houses have 
indoor plumbing add to the cost of housing (Hamilton ; President’s 
Commission on Income Maintenance Programs ). 
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INCOME INELASTICITY OF DEMAND

People who have met their minimum needs for goods can be expected 
to spend proportionately less on those items as income rises (Lipton 
: ). This can be used as a method in order to establish a mini-
mum income. The best known example is the ENGEL COEFFICIENT.
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INCOME MAINTENANCE

Income maintenance is a general term for the provision of financial 
resources when personal income is interrupted or insufficient. The 
term is often identified with SOCIAL SECURITY, but the idea of social 
security is used both more widely (including non-financial support 
and health insurance) and more narrowly (referring specifically to 
social insurance). 

There are five main types of income maintenance benefit:

• SOCIAL INSURANCE , where benefits depend on previous 
contributions;

• means-tested benefits, which depend on a test of income, capital 
or resources (MEANS-TESTING);

• ‘non-contributory’ benefits, which have no test of contribution 
or means, but which may be subject to other tests of needs (e.g. 
industrial injuries benefits);

• universal or categorical benefits, given to everyone in a broad 
category, e.g. elderly people or children (universality); 

• Discretionary benefits, which may be subject to the decision of an 
official or social worker. SOCIAL ASSISTANCE bridges these catego-
ries, because it may be means-tested, discretionary or both.

Income maintenance benefits are liable, beyond the issue of design, 
to be conditional on them meeting certain requirements. For exam-
ple, family benefits may be conditional on families complying with 
terms about their children’s education and health, such as school 
attendance (Rawlings ). 
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INCOME SMOOTHING

Income smoothing refers to the redistribution of income over time. 
On an individual level, both saving (in the form, for example, of an 
occupational pension) and borrowing (for example for property owner-
ship) may have the effect of relocating costs and benefits across an 
individual life cycle. Systems of social insurance similarly redistribute 
the income and consumption of a contributor over time. By extension, 
at the level of the economy, the term is associated with redistribution 
between people of different age groups, or ‘solidarity between gen-
erations’ (Barr ). The process of horizontal REDISTRIBUTION, and 
the obligations associated with it, can be reinterpreted as a form of 
distribution over time (Falkingham et al. ).

At the level of the household, income smoothing refers to an 
adjustment by households to protect themselves from adverse income 
shocks before they occur by making conservative production or em-
ployment choices and diversifying economic activities (Morduch ). 
The concept of income smoothing in this context is typically applied 
to the farm and village households of low-income economies. Agri-
culture, and income derived from it, is dependent on various factors 
like weather, labour input, fertilizer use and commodity prices. For 
example, delaying farming in anticipation of certainty about weather, 
applying less fertilizer and using more labour are typical strategies 
to decrease variability in income – that is, to smooth income.

Income smoothing is differentiated from consumption smoothing 
– that is, strategies like borrowing – adopted after income shocks 
occur.

REFERENCES

Barr, N. () ‘The Objectives and Attainments of Pension Schemes’, in T. Wilson 
and D. Wilson (eds), The State and Social Welfare, London: Longman.

Falkingham, J., Hills, J., and Lessof, C. () William Beveridge versus Robin Hood: Social 
Security and Redistribution over the Lifecycle, London: London School of Economics 
Welfare State Programme.

Morduch, J. () ‘Income Smoothing and Consumption Smoothing’, Journal of Eco-
nomic Perspectives / : –.



 POVERTY

INDICATORS

The term ‘indicators’ is generally used to show that quantitative 
information about social issues represents not simple ‘facts’ but 
rather ways of putting together complex and uncertain informa-
tion. Indicators are sometimes represented as summary factors: for 
example, a social indicator can be seen as 

a statistic of direct normative interest facilitating concise, compre-
hensive and balanced judgement about the condition of major aspects 
of society. (US Department of Health, Education and Welfare, cited 
in Carley )

It has been argued, however, that this simply describes an operational 
definition of an issue: an indicator is a statistic which is taken to mean 
something else besides the core information it contains (Midgely and 
Piachaud  : ). An ‘indicator’ points in a direction; it has to be 
interpreted. Typical problems include:

• the selection of indicators which are easily available and quantifi-
able, in preference to others which may be difficult or expensive 
to collect;

• the inclusion of normative judgements as if they were ‘facts’: 
for example, the use of monetary values to estimate the social 
value of labour, or distinctions between unemployment and non-
employment; 

• the problems of treating issues, once quantified, as if they were 
numbers; figures for mortality cannot meaningfully be added together 
with figures for income to construct INDICES OF DEPRIVATION .
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INDICES OF DEPRIVATION

An index consists of a set of indicators which are compiled in order 
to produce a composite measure. Spicker () outlines the main 
issues as:
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• Validity : indices have to measure what they are supposed to meas-
ure, and cross-validation is difficult. (In the UK, benefit rates have 
frequently been used as the main test.)

• Reliability : indices which are reliable within a particular social 
context, or at a certain period, are not necessarily transferable to 
other circumstances. 

• Quantification (cf. INDICATORS); the construction of indices tends 
to presume linear mathematical relationships. 

• Inclusion and exclusion of relevant factors: exclusions lead to im-
portant issues being ignored. Over-inclusion can lead to exces-
sive weight being given to particular factors; the high level of 
multicollinearity in social phenomena related to deprivation makes 
multivariate analysis difficult. 

• Weighting : factors have to be given appropriate weights, which 
depends on appropriate quantification. 
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INDIGENCE

A person who is indigent is in need, and in mot uses of the term 
lacks the means for SUBSISTENCE . The United Nations Economic 
Commission for Latin America has referred to an indigence line, 
which at half the value of the poverty line is supposed to cover only 
basic nutritional requirements (cited in Golbert and Kessler ). An 
example is its use in BRAZILIAN DEFINITIONS OF POVERTY.

In early-nineteenth-century texts on political economy, particu-
larly the British Poor Law Report of , a distinction was often 
made between ‘indigence’ and ‘poverty’. Indigence was a condition 
of abject destitution: it was ‘the state of a person unable to labour, or 
unable to obtain, in return for his labour, the means of subsistence’ 
and should thus be met with relief provision. Poverty on the other 
hand, was inexorably woven into society, being a part of inequality: 
it was ‘the state of one who, in order to obtain a mere subsistence, 
is forced to have recourse to labour’ (Checkland and Checkland  : 
) and was thus a consequence of differential earning power.



 POVERTY

REFERENCES

Checkland, S., and Checkland, O. (eds) () The Poor Law Report of , Harmonds-
worth: Penguin.

Golbert, L., and Kessler, G. () Latin America: Poverty as a Challenge for Government 
and Society, in E. Øyen, S.A. Samad and S.M. Miller (eds), Poverty: A Global Review. 
Handbook on Poverty Research, Oslo and Paris: Scandinavian University Press and 
UNESCO.

INFORMAL SECTOR OF THE ECONOMY

The distinction between formal and informal engagement in the 
economy is mainly concerned with the dynamics of the labour 
market. The conceptualization of the informal economy has two 
main characteristics. First, informality includes residual activities 
– in the sense that they are productive activities, not conforming 
to capitalist production forms, which in general are not registered 
using the standard measurement techniques. Second, informality has 
to do with activities which are not subject to conventional norms or 
regulation. 

The informal sector is identified by its heterogeneity, manifest in 
technological diversity, market segmentation, the uneven distribu-
tion of income and welfare, difference in lifestyles, and even in the 
intergenerational transmission of opportunities. The sector is directly 
associated with poverty, even though the focus is on the type of 
non-capitalist rationale of the economic activities. 

The Regional Programme of Employment for Latin America and 
the Caribbean (PREALC) laid the foundation for a definition of 
the informal sector as the sum of activities characterized by a logic 
of production different from that in force in the visible part of the 
economy. This research identifies the main economic rationale for 
the sector as a means of maintaining family livelihoods (Raczynski 
; Tockman and Souza ). The informal sector consists of a wide 
range of alternative ways of generating income. This includes direct 
livelihood activities: self-employed individuals producing or trading 
goods and services in the market; domestic exchange; production in 
small companies; and the employment of marginal or hidden paid 
workers without the protection of legal rights.

Portes () sees the formal sector as characterized by contractual 
employment featuring explicit rights and responsibilities, line manage-
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ment, and terms for hiring and firing. He argues that legality has 
been the result of workers’ social struggle, seeking to set limits to the 
various forms of capital exploitation. Informality, by contrast, is as-
sociated with working relationships that are illegal or that fall outside 
the scope of legal agreements. These are associated with the processes 
of labour flexibility, breakdown of the permanent and contractual paid 
model, and deregulation and privatization of state activities. 
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INSERTION 

Insertion is an attempt to incorporate people who are excluded into 
the pattern of solidaristic social networks that is part of normal social 
life: EXCLUSION . This is often understood in terms of insertion into 
the labour market, but the focus of insertion goes beyond economic 
issues into questions of conduct and social relationships. Thévenet 
( : –) applies a broad conception of the term, covering provi-
sions that are associated with social work support, housing provision, 
community development, health and education.

The French Revenu Minimum d’Insertion makes provision for 
benefit recipients to sign a ‘contract of insertion’. The pattern of 
contracts has been characterized generally as social, professional or 
economic (Euzeby  : –).

Social insertion refers to the situation of people who are excluded 
by virtue of social disadvantage, for example disability or single 
parenthood. Professional insertion is for people who require some 
kind of training or preparation for work. Economic insertion is for 
people who are unemployed but who would be in a position to move 
directly to employment.
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INSTITUTIONAL WELFARE

The term ‘institutional welfare’ was first used by Wilensky and Le-
beaux () to describe a model of welfare in which the collective 
provision of social protection is an accepted and normal part of social 
life. It is generally contrasted with the ‘residual’ model of welfare, 
which is confined to people who are otherwise unable to provide 
for themselves.
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INTEGRATED POVERTY (PAUVRETÉ INTÉGRÉE) 

The term pauvreté intégrée in France is used to refer to poverty which 
affects people who are in salaried employment, or whose poverty is 
concealed because they are otherwise part of existing social networks. 
Poverty ordinarily is associated with EXCLUSION ; Paugam () 
contrasts integrated poverty with the poverty of DISQUALIFICATION . 
Integrated poverty also occurs where there is mass poverty, which 
does not imply exclusion; there may be no identifiable group of poor 
people who are distinguishable from the rest of the population. 
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INTEGRATED POVERTY LINE

This term has been used to describe a POVERTY LINE that draws 
together information from a range of sources, rather than relying 
on a single indicator like INCOME . The Economic Commission for 
Latin America and the Caribbean refers to the combination in urban 
Chile of minimum food requirements with a range of indicators; for 
example, ‘the sewerage system, the availability of water and electric-
ity, the type of housing, standard of construction, crowding within 
the dwelling.’ 
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INTERGENERATIONAL CONTINUITY

This refers to the belief that poverty is maintained from generation to 
generation within certain families; it is associated with pathological 
modes of explanation, including genetic and familial explanations. 
Research in the UK has raised doubts as to the validity of the belief 
(CYCLE OF DEPRIVATION) (Brown and Madge ). Kolvin et al. () 
studied the progress of , poor families from the early s through 
to the late s. In each generation, risks and vulnerability to poverty 
were greater among those whose parents were poor. However, the 
combined effect over time of economic cycles, life-cycle changes, 
marriage and social mobility meant that there were no visible con-
tinuities that lasted across four generations. In their conclusion the 
researchers speculated that there may be evidence of continuity at 
the level of the individual family which their method was unable to 
detect. However, the related study, by Coffield and Sarsby (), did 
not find continuities in specific families either. 
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INTERNATIONAL AID

Also known as foreign aid or overseas development assistance, inter-
national aid refers to the transfer to countries of middle or low 
income of financial resources, equipment, knowledge or technical 
assistance. It is aimed at alleviating poverty or extreme poverty, 
promoting economic growth, fighting epidemics, minimizing the 
effects of natural disasters or armed conflicts. 
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In general, this aid is provided by government, multilateral agen-
cies or non-governmental organizations (NGOs). From the mid-s 
development assistance has been subjected to CONDITIONALITY or 
incentives such as an optimum government, reduced corruption, 
the privatization of state companies, as a requirement on the part 
of applicant countries for access to resources. The effectiveness 
of development assistance under these conditionalities and incen-
tives is an matter of controversy, for it not only breaks the sover-
eignty of the poor nations but creates relations of dependency (see 
DEPENDENCY THEORY) and places the reduction of poverty within a 
rhetoric of objectives that are difficult to attain.

Furthermore, there is evidence to show that in many cases the 
placing of aid has tended to give high priority to criteria such as the 
quality of institutions and the consistency of public policies, thereby 
relegating aid to the poorest countries with weakened institutions 
(Collier ; McGillivray ). On the other hand, the policies of 
structural adjustment promoted by the World Bank and IMF have 
shown the ineffectiveness of this conditionality in promoting growth 
and reduced poverty.

Recently, new instruments have emerged to coordinate and pro-
vide rules regarding access and availability of resources for develop-
ment assistance (Rogerson et al. ), such as the US Millennium 
Challenge Account, the Global Fund to Fight AIDS, TB and malaria, 
and the International Financing Facility. Together with the setting of 
goals such as the MILLENNIUM DEVELOPMENT GOALS, these approaches 
aim to reorganize the system of international aid at a global level 
and whose advance and outcome are still uncertain. 
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INTERNATIONAL FUND FOR AGRICULTURAL 
DEVELOPMENT DEFINITIONS OF POVERTY 

The IFAD is one of three international organizations, along with the 
World Bank and the United Nations Development Programme, that 
produces internationally comparative estimates of poverty for develop-
ing countries (see WORLD BANK POVERTY LINES and HUMAN POVERTY 
INDEX). The IFAD, one of the world’s foremost authorities on rural 
poverty, has constructed four poverty indices that are designed to 
measure rural poverty and deprivation ( Jazairy et al. ).

. The food security index (FSI), which attempts to measure the com-
posite food security situation of a country. This index combines 
relevant food production and consumption variables, including 
those reflecting growth and variability. The index can take values 
zero and above, with one being a cut-off point between countries 
which are relatively food secure and those which are not. 

. The integrated poverty index (IPI) is an economic index which is 
calculated by combining the head-count measure of poverty with 
the income-gap ratio, income distribution below the poverty line, 
and the annual rate of growth of per capita GNP. According to the 
IFAD the HEAD-COUNT INDEX represents the percentage of the 
rural population below the poverty line. The income-gap ratio is 
a national measure, the difference between the highest GNP per 
capita from among the  developing countries and the individual 
country GNP per capita expressed as a percentage of the former. 
Life expectancy at birth is used as a surrogate measure of income 
distribution below the poverty line. The IPI follows Amartya Sen’s 
composite poverty index (Sen ) and can take values between 
zero and one, closer to one indicating a relatively worse poverty 
status.

. The basic needs index (BNI) is designed to measure the social 
development of rural areas. It is composed of an education index 
and a health index. The education index covers adult literacy and 
primary school enrolment, while the health index includes popula-
tion per physician, infant mortality rate and access to services 
such as health, safe water and sanitation. The BNI can take values 
between zero and one. The closer the value is to one, the higher 
the basic needs status of the population of a country.
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. The relative welfare index (RWI) is the arithmetic average of the 
other three indices (FSI, RWI, BNI). The FSI is normalized to 
take values between zero and one; the RWI takes value within 
the same range.

The IFAD also produces a women’s status index (WSI), which 
is designed to measure the situation of women in order to derive 
concrete policy recommendations to help improve the status of 
poor rural women in developing countries. The indicators used in 
the WSI are: maternal mortality rate, percentage of women using 
contraceptives, female adult literacy rate, gross female primary school 
enrolment, gross female secondary school enrolment, female–male 
wage ratio in agriculture, and female labour-force participation rate. 
The WSI can take a value between zero and one; the closer the value 
is to one the higher the status of women.

The Food Security Index demonstrates that there was a general 
decline in food security in many developing countries between the 
mid-s and mid-s, particularly in sub-Saharan Africa. The 
twenty lowest ranked countries on the relative welfare index are con-
sistent with those considered poorest using the HUMAN DEVELOPMENT 
Index method of the UNDP (UNEP ).
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INTRA-HOUSEHOLD TRANSFERS

Pahl () argues that traditional poverty studies see the household 
as a black box. By focusing on the household as a single homogenous 
unit, poverty studies tend to ignore the transfer of resources within 
the household and the impact of this division on the experience of 
poverty. Behind this notion of the household as a single economic 
unit lies the assumption that there is equal access to household re-
sources. Research which goes inside the black box has demonstrated 
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that, as a result of differences in power, household resources cannot 
be assumed to be shared equitably (Nyman ). The effect of ig-
noring intra-household transfers is that those living in poverty may 
be misrepresented. Feminist scholars have argued that women may 
be experiencing poverty, even when they live in households with 
aggregate incomes well above the poverty line (Payne ). Further-
more, in situations of poverty, women may be exposing themselves 
to a higher degree of poverty in order to protect their family from 
its worst effects. 
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INVERSE CARE LAW

Although poor people tend to have worse health, they also are liable 
to receive less health care. In many countries this is related to the 
deterrent effects of pricing, but the situation also applies in the UK 
National Health Service, which is nominally free at the point of 
delivery. The Black Report in the UK identified two main classes 
of explanation. The first are cultural: the demand for health care is 
different among different groups. People in lower social classes are 
said to be less able to explain complaints to middle-class doctors, less 
able to demand resources and more willing to tolerate illness. The 
second are practical problems. Working-class people are less likely 
to have access to a telephone, less likely to have cars, and less free 
to take time off work without losing pay. Doctors’ surgeries are more 
likely to be in salubrious areas, and so difficult to reach (Townsend 
et al. ).

The term ‘inverse care law’ was coined by Tudor Hart to de-
scribe the general observation that ‘the availability of good medical 
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care tends to vary inversely with the need of the population served’ 
(Tudor Hart ). 

REFERENCES

Townsend, P., Davidson, N., and Whitehead, M. () Inequalities in Health, Har-
mondsworth: Penguin.

Tudor Hart, J. () ‘The Inverse Care Law’, Lancet  : –.

ISLAMIC DEFINITIONS OF POVERTY

Poverty, in the Islamic perspective, is the state of inadequacy of 
goods, means or both, that are necessary for the continued well-being 
of the human being. It implies a state where the individual lacks the 
resources to meet the needs necessary, not only for continued sur-
vival but also for a healthy and productive survival (Ul Haq ).

The Qu’ran denotes two levels of poverty: the destitute poor and 
the needy poor.

The destitute poor, al fuqara (sing. fakir) are persons who lack 
material means, possessions or income to support themselves. The 
destitute poor, are persons in involuntary poverty who are unable to 
satisfy their necessary needs. They may be disabled or handicapped, 
unable to fend for themselves, without assets or incomes, without 
capital for trade or self-employment, landless, unskilled, old, orphans 
or poor widows (Ul Haq ).

The needy poor, al masakin (sing. miskin), live in misery, dependent 
on others, either unable to work or not earning enough to maintain 
themselves and their family, humble and in straitened circumstances. 
The needy masakin are the working poor, the underemployed who 
work long and hard hours, or the non-working but income-possessing 
individuals, who face inadequacy of income/assets due to a large 
number of dependants or low-level productivity.

While miskin implies a state of involuntary poverty, the Qu’ran 
mentions one category of masakin who chooses poverty voluntar-
ily. Those were the people who in the Prophet’s time had devoted 
themselves completely to learning, teaching and meeting priority 
social needs. As a consequence, they could not work and support 
themselves (Qu’ran  : ).
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Beside the destitute and the needy poor, the Qu’ran points to other 
groups who need temporarily monetary assistance. The overburdened, 
al gharimun, include two kinds. The first are those overwhelmed by 
debts contracted in good faith which they are subsequently unable to 
repay. The debts can be for consumption needs or for business needs, 
or for people who are simply in chronic debt. They become poor, 
and get poorer, while trying to pay back their debts. The second are 
those who lose their properties due to natural catastrophes: floods, 
fire, agricultural epidemic, and so on.

The wayfarer, ibn al sabil (literally, son of the road), denotes any 
person far from home who lacks sufficient means to meet the needs 
on the journey or stay, and consequently faces hardship. Nowadays, 
this includes the category of people who, for some valid reason, are 
unable to return home, temporarily or permanently. 
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KUZNETS INVERTED U CURVE; KUZNETS RATIO

The U curve is a hypothesis of the relationship between income 
growth and inequality. It states that at very low levels of income, 
income inequality must also be low as nearly everybody is close 
to a subsistence level of income. As the momentum of growth (rate 
of increase of GNP) picks up, income inequality increases. People 
migrate from the traditional (agricultural) to the modern (industrial/
manufacturing) sector where wages as well as their differential are 
higher. At the early stages of development, both physical and human 
capital are scarce and unequally distributed. Their owners command 
high returns on both (scarcity premium). As both types of capital ac-
cumulate and become less concentrated, the rate of return on physical 
capital tends to decline, while wage differentials between skilled and 
unskilled labour narrow. Income distribution gets more equal. 

The Kuznets ratio refers to the proportion of output produced in 
agriculture relative to the rest of the economy. On the basis of the U 
curve hypothesis, this can be taken to provide a functional indicator 
of the distribution of income in developing countries (Samad ).
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LAEKEN INDICATORS

At the Nice Summit in December , European Union countries 
agreed to produce National Action Plans on Social Inclusion (NAP-
incl) designed to promote social inclusion and combat poverty and 
social exclusion. The Laeken European Council subsequently argued 
that establishing a set of common indicators was an important 
element

for eradicating poverty and promoting social inclusion, taking in 
health and housing. The European Council stresses the need to 
reinforce the statistical machinery and calls on the Commission 
gradually to involve the candidate countries in this process. (Laeken 
)

The eighteen indicators of poverty and social inclusion which have 
been agreed to date are listed below – they are sometimes referred 
to as the ‘Laeken’ indicators.

Primary indicators

 . Low-income rate after transfers with low-income threshold set at 
 per cent of median income (with breakdowns by gender, age, 
most frequent activity status, household type and tenure status; 
as illustrative examples, the values for typical households).

 . Distribution of income (income quintile ratio).
 . Persistence of low income.
 . Median low-income gap.
 . Regional cohesion.
 . Long-term unemployment rate.
 . People living in jobless households.
 . Early school leavers not in further education or training.
 . Life expectancy at birth.
 . Self-perceived health status.
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Secondary indicators

 . Dispersion around the  per cent median low-income 
threshold.

 . Low-income rate anchored at a point in time.
 . Low-income rate before transfers.
 . Distribution of income (Gini coefficient).
 . Persistence of low income (based on  per cent of median 

income).
 . Long-term unemployment share.
 . Very long term unemployment rate.
 . Persons with low educational attainment.
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LANDLESSNESS

Landlessness constitutes one of the key deprivations faced by the 
poor. It encompasses varied situations like absolute deprivation of 
land, but also insecure tenancy, informal occupancy, lack or nega-
tion of rights of property faced by rural workers, the rural poor and 
indigenous people, but also by the urban poor, the urban dweller and 
the informal urban population occupying informal settlements.

The problems of land tenure have been important in very dis-
similar situations, such as the de-collectivization and privatization 
processes in Eastern Europe or the legacy of colonial administration. 
In Africa, the issues have been compounded by traditional patterns 
of land holding (IFAD ; World Bank ), and in particular the 
limited rights of women to hold land (Sachs ). These situations 
indicate what access to land represents, since it is related not only to 
property rights but also to aspects such as access to natural resources, 
identity and culture.

Recently, landlessness and the problem of land distribution have 
became more prominent as a consequence of the social and political 
demands of the Movemento dos Trabalhadores Rurais Sem Terra 
(MST) of Brazil. In its early stages, the MST demanded land access 
and occupied state-owned farms, but subsequently it has taken on 

http://www.europarl.eu.int/summits/pdf/lae_en.pdf
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new responsibilities like credit access. It has extended the demand for 
land rights beyond rural areas to peri-urban and urban settlements. 
(Coletti  ; Carter ).
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LESS ELIGIBILITY 

The English POOR LAW Report of  set the principle that the 
condition of the pauper should be ‘less eligible’ (that is, less to be 
chosen) than that of the independent labourer: a pauper’s situation 
should ‘not be made really or apparently so eligible as the situation 
of the independent labourer of the lowest class’ (Checkland and 
Checkland : ). Essentially the less eligibility principle stipulates 
that those in receipt of benefit should not be better off (materially 
and psychologically) than those in the lowest-paid employment. It is 
thus a device to enforce work incentives and labour supply. 

The principle of less eligibility has operated in most social se-
curity systems around the world and has usually been the criterion 
by which benefit levels have been fixed, rather than by notions of 
‘subsistence’. The principle has a direct descendant in present-day 
concerns with the maintenance of INCENTIVES TO WORK, which in 
the UK and USA are judged not by the replacement ratio of income 
for individuals but by a comparison of the position of the benefit 
recipient with the lowest wage that another person might earn. 
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LIVING STANDARDS MEASUREMENT STUDY

The LSMS Program is an initiative of the World Bank to obtain 
high-quality household and community survey data from developing 
countries. It provides comparable (and in many ways superior) data on 
developing countries to that provided on the industrialized countries 
by the LUXEMBOURG INCOME STUDY (LIS). Despite the relative ease 
of access and huge potential that LSMS data has for poverty studies, 
they have been relatively underused by academic researchers.

The Living Standards Measurement Study was launched in  
and the first surveys were implemented in Côte d’Ivoire in  and 
in Peru in –. Since then, over forty LSMS surveys have been 
conducted in nineteen countries and new LSMS surveys are cur-
rently in the field or being planned in nine additional countries.

LSMS surveys provide data on several aspects of household 
welfare. They have a modular design, with 

• Household questionnaire covering household composition, durables, 
CONSUMPTION, INCOME , dwelling characteristics, asset ownership 
and economic and agro-pastoral activities. Sectoral modules from 
each household include health, education, fertility, anthropometrics 
and migration. The sectoral modules are designed to measure a 
few key outcomes (such as nutritional status, vaccination rates, 
incidence of diarrhoea among children, and enrolment rates) and 
to measure the use of services that might affect those outcomes.

• Community questionnaire covering information on local conditions 
that are common to all households in the area. This questionnaire 
is typically used only in rural areas, where local communities 
are easier to define. The information covered by the question-
naire typically includes the location and quality of nearby health 
facilities and schools, the condition of local infrastructure such as 
roads, sources of fuel and water, availability of electricity, means of 
communications, and local agricultural conditions and practices.

• Price questionnaire In countries where prices vary considerably 
among regions, it is important to gather information on the prices 
that households actually pay for goods and services. The price 
questionnaires compile information on the prices of the most 
important items that a household (particularly a poor household) 
must buy and that are widely available throughout the country. 



GLOSSARY

The prices are gathered in markets or shops in the communities 
where the households live.

• Special facility questionnaire Sometimes special questionnaires 
are designed to gather detailed information on schools or health 
facilities.

LSMS surveys are useful for understanding household economic 
decisions and the effects of social and economic policies. The use 
of LSMS data in poverty assessments helps to ensure that efforts to 
reduce poverty can be guided by quantitative information on levels, 
causes and consequences of poverty. Governments have used the data 
in various direct and indirect ways. In Bolivia, LSMS data were used 
to help the government evaluate its public employment programme. 
In Jamaica, the government used data from its LSMS survey to 
reformulate the food stamps programme. In South Africa, the govern-
ment used the data in designing its tax reform programme.

LSMS surveys have evolved over time. Originally they were moti-
vated primarily to support research; now they are more often driven 
by policy needs. The contents of the questionnaires have accordingly 
changed over the years and from country to country. In , Tanza-
nia became the first country to allow data from its LSMS survey to 
be put on the Internet for easy access by scholars worldwide.
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LOW INCOME CUT-OFFS

Low Income Cut-Offs (LICOs) are used in Canada to analyse pov-
erty. LICOs were devised by Jenny Podoluk and have been pub-
lished regularly by Statistics Canada since . Podoluk () found 
from the Survey of Family Expenditures for  that, on average, 
urban families spent about  per cent of their income on ‘essentials’ 
– food, shelter, and clothing. She assumed that families spending a 
significantly higher proportion ( per cent) of their income on these 
necessities were probably ‘in straitened circumstances’, with little 
discretionary income left after meeting basic living requirements. 



 POVERTY

She picked the income levels at which families of various sizes spent 
 percent of income on these necessities as the LICOs. Methodo-
logically her figures resembled food-ratio poverty lines determined 
without reference to the cost of any specific subsistence diet. 

LICOs have been subject to progressive revisions to reflect changes 
in expenditure patterns. As real incomes rise, the proportion spent 
on food, shelter and clothing decreases, resulting in higher LICOs. 
As of , -based LICOs were still being used, adjusted for price 
changes only since the base year. 

In  Statistics Canada introduced a new measure, the Low 
Income Measure (LIM), calculated as half of median family income 
after adjustment for family size. The LIM, unlike the LICOs, was 
not adjusted for size of area of residence (Statistics Canada ). Two 
further variants, LICO-IAT and the LIM-IAT, were introduced in 
, both based on income after tax (IAT) (Statistics Canada ).
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LUXEMBOURG INCOME STUDY; 
LUXEMBOURG EMPLOYMENT STUDY

The Luxembourg Income Study is an attempt to compile data on 
the distribution of income in several developed countries to produce 
standardized and directly comparable information (Smeeding et al. 
 ; Mitchell ). The LIS project is the prime source of compara-
tive data on income inequality in industrialized countries. Over  
papers have been published, the majority of which are concerned with 
the characteristics of low income/expenditure households. Much of 
this research on income inequality, equates low income with poverty 
and/or SOCIAL EXCLUSION despite the fact that a relatively narrow 
definition of income is used and little additional information is avail-
able on standard of living. The study has been able effectively to 
compare disparate benefit systems through examination of the ‘income 
package’ available to people in similar circumstances. 
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The LIS began in  under the joint sponsorship of the govern-
ment of Luxembourg and the Centre for Population, Poverty and 
Policy Studies (CEPS) in Walferdange. The LIS Project has four 
goals:

. To test the feasibility for creating a database containing social 
and economic data collected in household surveys from different 
countries.

. To provide a method allowing researchers to use the data under 
restrictions required by the countries providing the data.

. To create a system that would allow research requests to be 
received and returned to users at remote locations.

. To promote comparative research on the economic status of 
populations in different countries.

Since its beginning in , the experiment has grown into a co-
operative research project with a membership that includes countries 
in Europe, North America, the Far East and Australia. The database 
now contains information for more than twenty countries for one 
or more years. Negotiations are under way to add data from ad-
ditional countries, including Korea, Russia, Portugal and Mexico. 
The LIS databank has a total of over sixty data-sets covering the 
period –.

In , a new project associated with LIS was set up the Luxem-
bourg Employment Study (LES), funded by the Human Capital and 
Mobility Programme of the European Commission and the Norwe-
gian Research Council. It contains labour-force survey micro-data 
from the early s for Austria, the Czech Republic, Finland, Hun-
gary, Luxembourg, Norway, Poland, Slovenia, Spain, Sweden, the 
United Kingdom and the United States (additional countries are 
being added). Many LES studies are concerned with unemployment 
and social exclusion.
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MALAWI POVERTY PROFILE

In  a World Bank paper outlined a strategy for growth in Malawi 
through poverty reduction. The profile identifies a poverty line of 
US$  per capita per annum based on minimum nutrition require-
ments. Using this line,  per cent of the population was classified 
as poor with a further line drawn for the ‘core poor’  per cent of 
the population. Poverty was found to be predominantly rural, in the 
smallholder sector ( per cent) and in the estate subsector ( per 
cent). A third of the poor were in female-headed households.

In  a poverty profile was built on the fortieth and twentieth 
percentiles of household distributions of income or expenditures. 
However, poverty is so severe in Malawi that households above the 
cut-off point cannot be said to be non-poor.
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MALNUTRITION 

Pryer and Crook () argue that people are malnourished if there 
is evidence that their present or future health status or physical 
function is impaired due to insufficient supplies of nutrients in their 
bodies. In practice, there is often insufficient knowledge to achieve 
this, and therefore malnutrition tends to be graded according to 
international conventions. The term ‘malnutrition’ tends to be ap-
plied to a wide range of different conditions. These can be briefly 
summarized as follows:
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• Protein energy malnutrition This is a state in which (in its severest 
form) the physical function of an individual is reduced due to in-
adequate quantities of food. Functional impairment in this context 
includes inability to maintain an adequate level of performance for 
such things as physical growth, resisting and recovering from dis-
ease, the states of pregnancy and lactation, and physical work.

• Specific nutrient deficiency This occurs when present or future 
health status is impaired due to a deficiency of a specific nutrient. 
For example, nutritional anaemia is usually due to a deficiency of 
either iron or folate, rickets is due to deficiencies of vitamin D 
and/or calcium, and severe deficiencies of vitamin A can cause 
blindness.

It is generally accepted that undernutrition or protein energy mal-
nutrition, resulting from disease and inadequate food supply, is the 
most widespread nutritional problem in developing countries. Specific 
nutrient deficiencies – especially vitamin A deficiency, and iron and 
folate anaemias – are also widely prevalent; however, they frequently 
occur in conjunction with protein energy malnutrition. 

The technique of measuring body size and growth is called anthro-
pometry. Anthropometric measurements of body size and growth may 
be taken regularly or intermittently in order to assess the nutritional 
status of individuals and communities. The three main indicators are: 
wasting (being underweight for one’s height); stunting (being a low 
height for one’s age); and underweight (being a low weight for one’s 
age). Stunting is the most prevalent problem, affecting about a third 
of children in developing countries.

Attempting to measure malnutrition in young children can be prob-
lematic, and in practice children are described as malnourished if their 
body size or rate of growth is below international growth standards, 
which are based on ‘healthy’ American or European children. For 
regular routine assessments of the nutritional status of individuals in 
a community, the most common method is to record the weight of an 
individual child and to plot it against the child’s age on a weight record 
(sometimes called ‘Road to Health Charts’ or ‘Growth Charts’). Failure 
to gain weight, often referred to as ‘faltering’, suggests that either the 
child’s diet is inadequate or that he or she is ill, or both. 

For intermittent assessments, by contrast, judgements have to be 
made on the basis of observations and measurements made on one 



 POVERTY

single occasion. The measurements most frequently used for this pur-
pose are weight, height or length, and mid-upper arm circumference, 
which are then compared with international growth standards. A ‘nutri-
tional index’ is thus obtained – for example, the percentage of expected 
weight for age, or the percentage of expected weight for height. The 
degree of deficit – that is, the difference between the measured and the 
expected value – is used to grade the child’s nutritional status.

The measurement of weight or mid-upper arm circumference in 
relation to height is used to indicate the degree of thinness or cur-
rent undernutrition that the child may be suffering. The measurement 
of height or length in relation to age is used to indicate chronic or 
long-term undernutrition, which is reflected in retarded bone growth. 
Whereas the measurement of weight in relation to age used on its own 
is a composite indicator of both long-term malnutrition (i.e. deficit in 
height) and current malnutrition (i.e. deficit in weight), it does not 
distinguish between the two.
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MARGINALITY

Marginality is sometimes used to refer to a process of being pushed 
to the margins of society, or in relation to the economic process, in 
both senses equivalent to EXCLUSION . This is the primary use in the 
European Union. 

For some years now we have used the terms ‘marginalization’ and 
‘social exclusion’ to denote the severest forms of poverty. Marginal-
ization describes people living on the edge of society whilst the 
socially excluded have been shut out completely from conventional 
social norms. (Burnel Report )

The distinction is sometimes made between ‘marginalization’ and 
‘marginality’ to distinguish the process of being marginalized from 
the status of marginality, but this use is not consistent.

The term is, however also used in the sense of deviance. The con-
cept of marginality has been used to designate those groups which, 
according to functionalist sociology, manifested cultural expressions 
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and ways of life that were pushed to the margins of what it called 
‘normality’. People are deviant not if they are different but if their 
conduct breaches social norms (Cohen ). The populations left 
outside these margins showed an anomic, pathological or deviant 
behaviour and were considered to be ‘marginal’. 

A third approach, influential in Latin America, focuses on margin-
ality as the product of both industrialization processes and the 
dichotomy between the ‘traditional’ and ‘modern’ stages. Modern 
society would cover and assimilate the ‘traditional’ spaces in the social 
sectors considered to be poor and ‘left behind’, via the spread of values 
and cultural patterns of modern and Western society, especially in 
the case of those ways of life unable to adjust. Marginality is believed 
to be the product of segregation first produced in industrialization, 
but these maladjustments would be corrected after the incorporation 
of initial paupers in the industrialization processes (Hoselitz ). 
According to these authors, the development of ‘underdeveloped’ 
societies was hindered by the aftermath of ‘traditional’ and ‘archaic’ 
cultural expressions and behaviours featured by those ‘marginalized’ 
or by the so-called ‘folk societies’. These obstacles were to be over-
come – by modifying their behaviour patterns – in order to promote 
that ‘development’ and the anticipated modernity, which would bridge 
the gap between both types of societies (Germani ). 

Marxist writers have argued that urban marginality in under-
developed countries is structural. In classical Marxist theory, margin-
ality is a product of the generation of a ‘reserve industrial army’ in 
a setting of unequal development (Amin ). Writers in the field 
of DEPENDENCY THEORY have argued for ‘structural dualism’ (e.g. 
Nun ). Marginality has been seen as a product of social relation-
ships and relative overpopulation. The surplus population is not a 
reserve, but the product of ‘peripheral capitalism’. This has led to the 
generation of a non-productive sector, the ‘marginal mass’ or ‘mar-
ginal pole’, which is not integrated into the formal labour market. 

These concepts may overlap in practice. DESAL, a Catholic 
foundation based in Santiago de Chile, has argued that urban ‘mar-
ginalized’ populations are unable to provide intra-group solidarity 
help or promote it or use the economic recourses of society because 
of ‘traditional’ behavioural patterns. Marginality for these groups 
implied an internal disruption of those social groups struck by family 
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breakdowns, anomie, ignorance, and so on (Veckemans and Venegas 
). This analysis combines elements of economic exclusion, the 
marginalization of traditional society and deviance.
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MATERNAL MORTALITY AND MORBIDITY

In  the World Health Organization (WHO) and the United 
Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) revised their estimates of ma-
ternal mortality and morbidity. Around , women are estimated 
to die each year in pregnancy and childbirth and  million each 
year incur injuries and infections. There are several hundred million 
women in the world today who have suffered or are suffering from 
the untreated and uncared-for consequences of injuries arising during 
pregnancy and childbirth (Adamson ).

The WHO defines maternal mortality as a death during or within 
forty-two days of a pregnancy from causes related to or aggravated by 
the pregnancy or its management. The biggest killers are haemorrhage, 
infection, toxaemia, obstructed labour and unskilled abortion, which 
between them account for  per cent of all maternal deaths. However, 
narrowing the focus to the last hours of a woman’s life gives a very 
incomplete picture of the causes of maternal mortality. In many 
developing countries, maternal death rates are significantly higher in 
rural than in urban areas and this underlines a crucial point: that lack 
of access to hospital for routine delivery or in emergencies is often a 
root cause of death (Armstrong and Royston ; Armstrong ).

The overwhelming majority of women who die or suffer from 
untreated injuries of pregnancy and childbirth are poor. The rates of 
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maternal mortality in rich and poor countries show a greater disparity 
than any other public health indicator, frequently more than  
times higher in the developing countries than in Europe and North 
America. In developing countries, death in childbirth accounts for 
about a quarter of all deaths of women of childbearing age, whereas 
the figure for the USA is less than  per cent. However, alleviating 
individual poverty among women will not by itself solve this problem. 
Only good-quality family planning and obstetric care combined with 
poverty alleviation can rapidly reduce maternal risk. In the United 
Kingdom, there was very little fall in maternal mortality before the 
s despite the rapid advances in standards of health, nutrition, 
education and hygiene. It was only when skilled midwifery made 
deliveries safer and cleaner that dramatic falls in maternal morbidity 
and mortality resulted. High-quality obstetric care is also important 
for reducing CHILD MORTALITY, as about half of all infant deaths occur 
in the first month of life – and most of those in the first week.
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MEANS-TESTING

Tests of means are used to identify individuals and households on low 
incomes or resources as the basis for entitlement to benefit. Means 
tests have been extensively criticized on the basis of:

• low take-up, because such benefits often fail to reach the population 
at which they are targeted (Van Oorschot );

• the POVERTY TRAP ; 
• STIGMA , through the identification of dependent poor people.
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MIGRATION AND POVERTY

Migration refers to movement of people from one locality to another. 
People migrate, voluntarily or involuntarily, into the same country or 
from country to another, due to diverse and complex causes. They do 
it in search of better opportunities and chances, or they are forced 
by political or economic crises, wars or natural disasters. Even if to 
be a migrant does not imply being poor, migration and poverty are 
closely linked.

The classical approach tends to associate the migrant with margin-
ality and poverty (Park  ; Gordon ). From this perspective, the 
assimilation and integration of migrant groups, through a progressive 
process of their incorporation into ‘modern’ society, consisted in 
achieving native-born levels of education, employment and income. 
This view suggests that migrants represent a problem based on a 
‘lack’ or deficiency explained not only by migrant’s material condi-
tion, but the peculiarities of the culture they have brought, as in 
Oscar Lewis’s idea of a CULTURE OF POVERTY. An opposite view, in 
Latin America, is that urban migrants develop survival strategies to 
adapt to this new reality and to cope with violence, unemployment 
and lack of housing and amenities in the city (Adler de Lomnitz 
). Lourdes Arizpe () argues that rural–urban migration in 
Latin America is not a question of the lack of capacity or culture 
of the migrant poor. Migration is, on the one hand, linked with 
process of impoverishment in the rural areas, including the process 
of expulsion and impoverishment of peasants, the development of 
a formal agricultural economy including salaries, mechanization of 
social production in rural areas and monopolist commercialization of 
subsistence economy production; on the other hand, it also reflects 
the special characteristics of industrialization, urbanization and at-
traction to the city. This has led to the settlement of migrants in 
precarious and very vulnerable conditions. This phenomenon has 
also been one of the powerful issues concerning urban growth and 
one of the fundamental problems in the analysis of ‘modernity’ and 
‘tradition’ in the explanation of poverty in the so-called ‘under-
developed’ countries.

Similarly, other studies find that migrant and ethnic groups are 
the main groups affected by discrimination in their access to the 
labour market (Bovenkerk ; Bovenkerk et al. ), or when they 
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get a job they are confined to zones which are ethnically bounded 
(Portes and Zhou ). A. Sayad (), in his study on Algerian 
migration in France, observes that migration has to be considered 
in its dual dimension, since those who migrate are both immigrant 
and emigrant, and suggests that migration has to be analysed in 
terms of the two societies involved. In this case of migration from 
a former colony to the colonial metropolis, migration is seen as the 
result of the historical relation of inter-national domination affect-
ing both societies. The ‘problems’, commonly defined in terms of 
employment, housing, schooling and health, that migrants pose for 
the advanced societies which attract them need to be reconsidered 
in light of the persistent inequality that connects and relates poor 
and rich societies.

Remittances from migrants have an impact on poverty in the 
place or country of origin. In some countries the remittances re-
ceived from migrants become an important source of income (GCIM 
). Others point out that this resource involves uprooting family 
members, with its attendant suffering (both the migrants and those 
who remain in the original country).
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MILLENNIUM DEVELOPMENT GOALS

The Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), stated in the  
United Nations Millennium Declaration, are eight goals that UN 
member states promise to achieve by the year . Targets are associ-
ated with each goal, and indicators are associated with each target, as 
a way to define goals and provide verifiable measures of achievement 
(UNDP ). The MDGs are:

. Eradicate extreme poverty and hunger:
• halve, between  and , the proportion of people whose 

income is less than $ a day;
• halve, between  and , the proportion of people who 

suffer from hunger
. Achieve universal primary education:

• ensure that all boys and girls complete a full course of primary 
schooling. 

. Promote gender equality and empower women:
• eliminate gender disparity in primary and secondary education 

preferably by , and at all levels by . 
. Reduce child mortality:

• reduce by two-thirds, between  and , the under- mor-
tality rate.

. Improve maternal health:
• reduce by three-quarters, between  and , the maternal 

mortality rate. 
. Combat HIV/AIDS, malaria, and other diseases:

• halt, by , and begin to reverse the spread of HIV/AIDS;
• halt, by , and begin to reverse the incidence of malaria and 

other major diseases. 
. Ensure environmental sustainability:

• integrate the principles of sustainable development into country 
policies/programmes; reverse loss of environmental resources;

• halve, by , the proportion of the people without sustainable 
access to safe drinking water and basic sanitation;

• achieve significant improvement in lives of at least  million 
slum dwellers, by . 

. Develop a global partnership for development:
• develop further an open trading and financial system that is 
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rule-based, predictable and non-discriminatory. Includes a 
commitment to good governance, development and poverty 
reduction – nationally and internationally;

• address the least developed countries’ special needs, including 
tariff- and quota-free access for their exports, enhanced debt 
relief for heavily indebted poor countries, cancellation of of-
ficial bilateral debt, and more generous official development 
assistance for countries committed to poverty reduction;

• address the special needs of landlocked and small-island devel-
oping states;

• deal comprehensively with developing countries’ debt problems 
through national and international measures to make debt sus-
tainable in the long term;

• in cooperation with the developing countries, develop decent 
and productive work for youth;

• in cooperation with pharmaceuticals companies, provide access 
to affordable essential drugs in developing countries;

• in cooperation with the private sector, make available the bene-
fits of new technologies – especially information and com-
munications technologies. 

There are different views as to the importance, expectation 
and feasibility of these goals. Some views emphasize the role of 
MDGs in providing a precise framework for the accountability of 
development-providing guidelines and timetable to achieve measur-
able goals (Vandemoortele ). Others claim that the goals are 
impossible to meet because the international economic and political 
conditions that generate global poverty and inequality are not under 
discussion. This critical view, associated with some NGOs and social 
movements, argues that the MDG approach is based on the interests 
and organizations dominated by the North, when poverty eradication 
and global justice should result from a South and North compromise 
(WFUNA–NSI ).

Some criticisms are based on the scope and universal character of 
the goals. Some targets apply to certain countries but not to others. 
A case in point is malaria incidence, which is particularly important 
in parts of Asia and sub-Saharan Africa but not in other developing 
countries (UN ). Another issue is the use of the notional poverty 
level of $ a day, which has a different impact among poor or less de-



 POVERTY

veloped, and developing countries, and is aimed at reducing absolute 
poverty. In addition, a common criticism, pointed out by the Human 
Development Report  (UNDP ) is that MDGs do not fully take 
into account distributive effects among generational groups in a given 
country or among countries. Consequently, inequality resulting not 
only from income but from gender, generational, geographical and 
ethnic background is not directly addressed by many of the MDGs. 

Since the acceptance of the MDGs there have been concerns 
regarding the ‘slow and uneven implementation of the internationally 
agreed development goals’, as it is stated in the draft document by 
the UN secretary-general showing the difficulties and slow progress 
of this initiative (UN ). Even if there are some advances in water 
provision, absolute poverty reduction and significant advances in debt 
relief, some goals – for example, mortality-rate reduction, poverty 
reduction and guaranteeing universal education – are, according to 
the Human Development Report  (UNDP : ), unlikely to be met 
by  if the current pattern prevails. 
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MINIMUM INCOME STANDARDS

Minimum income standards are used by governments as political 
criteria of the adequacy of income levels. The standard of adequacy is 
primarily a political reflection of that government’s values, ideology 
and electoral considerations (Veit-Wilson ). These are prescrip-
tive standards and need to be distinguished from the descriptive 
POVERTY LINE used by social scientists to identify the income levels 
or bands associated with high levels of deprivation. 

Governments use minimum income standards for three main 
purposes:

• as guidelines towards setting some level of the different tiers of 
the income maintenance system, such as minimum wage rates, 
income tax thresholds and judicial minimum inalienable incomes, 
contributory social security benefits or means-tested social assist-
ance and related benefits. Formulae are commonly used to express 
various benefits as proportions of the MIS;

• as criteria of the adequacy of various parts of the income mainte-
nance system to achieve politically acceptable levels of living;

• as measures for identifying and counting population groups ‘in 
poverty’ for statistical purposes and calculating the POVERTY GAP 
by this measure, and also for establishing eligibility for income 
maintenance or other programmes for low-income households.

The instruments or constructs used by different governments to 
symbolize or embody minimum income standards include statu-
tory minimum wage provisions, minimum state pension levels, and 
empirical measures of the cost of low levels of living (Veit-Wilson 
).
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NEEDS

‘Needs’ commonly refer to the kinds of problem that people ex-
perience: for example, people who suffer from mental or physical 
impairments are deemed to have ‘needs’ on that basis. ‘In a general 
sense’, Feinberg writes, ‘to say that S needs X is to say simply that if 
he doesn’t have X he will be harmed’ (Feinberg  : ).

Doyal and Gough interpret harm primarily in terms of an im-
paired ability to participate in society, and argue that needs can be 
seen as objective interests. ( : , –). People who are in need 
are not simply people who have a problem; they lack something 
which will remedy that problem. This implies that problems have to 
be interpreted, or operationalized, as requiring a particular kind of 
response; and, properly speaking, the definition of a ‘need’ is deter-
mined by the relationship between functional problems and possible 
responses. Spicker argues that ‘if needs entail responses, there are no 
needs which are not in some sense claims’ (Spicker ). 

Bradshaw () distinguishes four main categories of need: 
normative, comparative, felt and expressed:

• Normative need is need which is identified according to a norm (or 
set standard); such norms are generally set by experts. Benefit 
levels, for example, or standards of unfitness in houses, have to 
be determined according to some criterion.

• Comparative need concerns problems which emerge by comparison 
with others who are not in need. One of the most common uses of 
this approach has been the comparison of social problems in differ-
ent areas in order to determine which areas are most deprived.

• Felt need is need which people feel – that is, need from the per-
spective of the people who have it.

• Expressed need is the need they say they have. People can feel need 
which they do not express and can express needs they do not feel.
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NEO-PHILANTHROPY

Philanthropy nowadays takes new forms, referred by some authors 
as neo-philanthropy. It includes different forms of private and public 
social intervention with the poor that have a moral, symbolic and 
economic purpose. Neo-philanthropy includes contributions by: () 
non-governmental organizations or the third sector; () new forms 
of governmental social intervention; () expansion of a new entre-
preneurial philanthropy; () international aid.

The role of neo-philanthropy has been conceived, first, to play 
a main role in the poverty-reduction initiatives in the face of the 
state withdrawing from social protection (World Bank ). The 
third sector, the NGOs, usually operates as a non-profit provider, 
based on volunteering, developing a particular type of non-political 
association that usually provides social services and resources, mostly 
to the poor, not based on rights (World Social Forum ). 

Second, neo-philanthropy refers to new forms of governance an-
chored in compassion, sympathy and moral duty displacing previous 
forms based on social rights (Fix and Arantes ). In this regard, 
emergent notions like charity and humanism, along with a view of 
the poor as victims, is changing the practice of social work into 
neo-philanthropy (Aquín ). Robert Castel () considers inser-
tion and TARGETING policies as examples of neo-philanthropy since 
they reflect the ancient distinction between the deserving and the 
undeserving. 

Third, advocates of neo-philanthropy entrepreneurship emphasize 
the pitfalls of government involvement in social problems related to 
poverty, health, infancy, education and environment, criticizing the 
scope and effectiveness of official expenditures. At the same time, 
some governments introduce fiscal incentives, through tax reductions, 
in order to promote philanthropic activities and donations among 
companies (Di Donato ). This suggests that philanthropy is not 
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always driven by charitable or moral imperatives but also has an 
economic logic. 

Fourth, neo-philanthropy is also shaping international aid, as 
the case of Interamerican Initiative for Social Capital, Ethics and 
Development, supported by the Inter-American Development Bank, 
suggests (IADB ). In this case, international aid to poor coun-
tries is driven by philanthropic principles such as the promotion of 
ethical values, community participation, private solidarity, business 
ethics with social responsibility, support and promotion of volunteer 
associations, and development of solidarity in general (Kliksberg 
 : –).
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NEW POOR 

The term ‘new’ poverty has been used to describe the effect of 
changing economic and social conditions on the relative vulnerability 
to poverty of different social groups. The new poor are ‘the direct 
victims of structural adjustment measures’ (Samad ). Golbert 
and Kessler describe them as ‘former members of different countries 
middle classes’ who descended below the poverty line as a conse-
quence of the crisis, stabilization and adjustment processes. The new 
poverty is characterized by the heterogeneity of its members, since 
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they come from different occupational and sociocultural backgrounds 
(Golbert and Kessler  : ). 

Although the term has no precise or accepted meaning, its oc-
currence in the debates of the European Union has led to it being 
associated with the relational views of poverty which are also a part 
of those debates. 
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NON-CONTRIBUTORY BENEFITS

Non-contributory benefits may refer either to benefits that are not 
insurance-based, and so have no requirement for contributions, or 
to benefits that have no test of contributions or of means. The latter 
use distinguishes them from MEANS-TESTED BENEFITS .

NORMATIVE STANDARDS

Norms are standards that are used as the basis for judgements about 
the adequacy of resources. The term ‘normative’ is consequently used 
to refer to both the imposition of expert judgements about standards 
and the use of moral judgements. 

Normative standards are of two main kinds. There are, first, 
norms identified by experts, which relate to the capacity of people 
to function in society. Rowntree’s () or Piachaud’s () measure-
ment of minimum standards are attempts not to impose arbitrary 
personal definitions, but to describe a minimum necessary to social 
functioning. Normative approaches are sometimes considered to be 
linked with ABSOLUTE POVERTY, but there is no necessary link, and 
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Rowntree, who is usually cited as the example of this approach, did 
not hold to such a view (Veit Wilson ).

Second, there are socially established norms, a commonly held set 
of expectations and values. The derivation of CONSENSUAL METHODS 
is based in such norms. 
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OVERALL POVERTY 

In the final Copenhagen Declaration of the World Summit for Social 
Development , overall poverty was defined in the following terms 
to differentiate it from absolute poverty:

Poverty has various manifestations, including lack of income and pro-
ductive resources sufficient to ensure sustainable livelihoods; hunger 
and malnutrition; ill health; limited or lack of access to education and 
other basic services; increased morbidity and mortality from illness; 
homelessness and inadequate housing; unsafe environments; and 
social discrimination and exclusion. It is also characterized by a lack 
of participation in decision-making and in civil, social and cultural 
life. It occurs in all countries: as mass poverty in many developing 
countries, pockets of poverty amid wealth in developed countries, 
loss of livelihoods as a result of economic recession, sudden poverty 
as a result of disaster or conflict, the poverty of low-wage workers, 
and the utter destitution of people who fall outside family support 
systems, social institutions and safety nets.

Women bear a disproportionate burden of poverty, and children 
growing up in poverty are often permanently disadvantaged. Older 
people, people with disabilities, indigenous people, refugees and 
internally displaced persons are also particularly vulnerable to 
poverty. Furthermore, poverty in its various forms represents a 
barrier to communication and access to services, as well as a major 
health risk, and people living in poverty are particularly vulnerable 
to the consequences of disasters and conflicts. Absolute poverty is a 
condition characterized by severe deprivation of basic human needs, 
including food, safe drinking water, sanitation facilities, health, 
shelter, education and information. It depends not only on income but 
also on access to social services.
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OVERCROWDING

Overcrowding refers to the relationship between the number of 
people within a dwelling or home and the space or number of rooms 
available. Because poor people have a limited command over re-
sources, the housing facilities they are able to occupy are likely to 
be less suitable than facilities available for other people. Typically 
this relates to location, housing AMENITIES and space. The idea of 
overcrowding depends on a normative judgment about appropriate 
levels of occupancy, density and privacy. However, the norms which 
are applied vary considerably between different societies.  

Occupancy is determined by establishing the numbers of persons 
per unit of accommodation. Where multiple occupants from different 
households have to share facilities, this may be interpreted either as 
a problem of space or as evidence of ‘hidden households’, a form of 
homelessness. Because facilities are shared, high levels of occupancy 
can imply problems relating to hygiene and sanitation. 

Density may be determined in terms of space (persons per square 
metre) or of room occupancy (persons per room). The number of 
persons per room is widely used in national statistics as a simple 
basic indicator of enforced proximity, usually with a limit of . or 
 persons per room, but in developed countries this crude measure 
has been supplemented by additional standards. The UN uses floor 
area for its indicators of sustainable development (UN ), while 
its statistics division uses persons per room (UN ). 

Standards on privacy also vary, but many norms would additionally 
imply separation of unmarried people of different sexes before a 
defined age. The UK government uses a ‘bedroom standard’, initially 
devised in the s, which avoids requiring unmarried males and 
females above the age of  to share bedrooms (ODPM ).
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PARTICIPATION

Participation refers primarily to the process of involvement in 
decision-making (though note, in the context of writing on pov-
erty, the importance of ‘participation in society’ as the alternative 
to EXCLUSION). It is seen, after Freire (), as both an empowering 
and educative process. 

The participatory approach argues that the only way the poor can 
overcome their difficulties is by directly participating in the process 
of development including formulation of social policy, development 
of programs, their implementation at the ground level and sharing 
in the benefits of such programs. The participatory approach has the 
dual goal of promoting growth and equity while also ensuring the 
development of democratic processes in the grass-roots. (Silva and 
Athukorala )

The emphasis on political participation is of particular impor-
tance in developing countries, where it is associated with important 
material gains. In developed countries, it has passionate adherents, 
though there may also be reservations about pursuit of special inter-
ests and the scope of participatory action for those who are excluded 
(Taylor  : part II).
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PARTICIPATORY RESEARCH

Participatory research is a research paradigm that seeks to enable 
people providing information to identify the issues, terms and 
methods employed themselves. The primary purpose is to promote 
the EMPOWERMENT of research respondents, replacing the role of the 
expert researcher with an emphasis on the VOICE of participants. 

Although there are earlier examples of the principle (Lewin ), 
the development of the principle of participative research is probably 
attributable to the influence of Paolo Freire (), who argues for em-
powerment through allowing people who are disadvantaged to define 
issues and problems for themselves. Colombian sociologist Orlando 
Fals Borda, among other Latin Americans, promotes Participative 
Action Investigation (PAI). Borda holds that research is not neutral, 
that knowledge is power, and that the goal of research ‘is subject to 
knowledge building’, and should therefore be included. Since this 
type of knowledge is emancipating, it may generate a change in social 
structures and because of it participation must encompass awareness, 
organization and mobilization of popular sectors by changing the 
character of public action from a technical matter to a political one 
(Fals Borda ). 

The World Bank has sponsored a large number of Participatory 
Poverty Assessments, or PPAs (Narayan et al. a, b, ). 
PPAs are based on the views and voices of poor people. Poor people 
are encouraged to ‘define, describe, analyse and express their percep-
tions’ of poverty (World Bank  : ). The studies identify poverty 
through a participative process of research aimed at gaining insight 
into poverty in local, institutional and political social contexts. Ex-
plicit objectives include engaging local people as partners in research, 
developing capacity, and linking research to other work relating to 
poverty (World Bank ). The approach is a multidimensional 
examination of the problems afflicting the poor and those institu-
tions that the poor are faced with. The studies point to four main 
conclusions about the experience of poverty as perceived by the 
poor themselves. 

First, poverty is multidimensional. Second, the household collapses 
under the stress generated by poverty. Third, the state has long been 
ineffective in reaching the poor. Fourth, the role of the NGO in 
the lives of the poor is limited and thus they depend primarily on 
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their own informal networks. Finally, the poor believe the bonds of 
solidarity and trust are fading. (Narayan a: –)
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PAUPERISM

A ‘pauper’ was a recipient of assistance under the laws which existed 
for the poor prior to modern welfare systems. Pauperism was the state 
of being poor or pauper requiring support from the community. The 
term ‘pauperism’ was generally used in political debates before the 
development of modern welfare systems to refer to dependent pov-
erty (Poynter ). In English usage particularly the word ‘pauper’ 
was an administrative term for people who received assistance under 
the POOR LAW. A person to be relieved under the Poor Law had to be 
destitute person. Paupers incurred certain civil disabilities, including, 
where applicable the loss of the right to vote. 

Nineteenth-century debates strongly identified pauperism with 
other aspects of social change. The Industrial Revolution led to the 
development of towns, rapid population growth, and the first experi-
ence of modern unemployment and the trade cycle. All this caused 
considerable changes to both the number and incomes of paupers. 
For example, in  there were about . million people classified as 
‘paupers’ or ‘cottagers’ (the lowest feudal class of peasant) in England. 
They had an average family income of £ per year, which was ap-
proximately equivalent to  per cent of average family income. By 
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, the number of paupers had fallen to . million in England and 
Wales and the incomes of pauper families had increased, in both ab-
solute and relative terms, to £ per family, which was approximately 
equivalent to  per cent of average family income. The relatively 
comprehensive data for  include Ireland (which had a population of 
– million before the famine of the s) and show that there were 
. million people in pauper families with an average family income 
of £ per year, which was approximately equivalent to  per cent 
of average family income (Stone ; Pantazis et al. ).

The key explanations were those of Morton Eden (Pyatt and 
Ward ) Malthus, Bentham and Ricardo (Poynter ). Morton 
Eden saw poverty as an ‘unfortunate but necessary evil’ required by 
‘divine will’, which was required to ensure the continuation of civili-
sation itself. Malthus argued that population was increasing beyond 
the ability of the country to feed it. The Poor Law was seen as an 
encouragement to illegitimacy, and this would lead in turn to mass 
starvation. Ricardo’s ‘iron law of wages’ was believed to show that 
the Poor Law was undermining the wages of independent workers. 
Together with the ‘roundsman system’, where paupers were hired out 
at cheap rates to local employers, the SPEENHAMLAND SYSTEM was 
thought to depress wages. Ricardo’s work on unemployment was a 
major influence on the reform of the Poor Law, where the principle 
of ‘less eligibility’ was seen as a way to protect the position of the 
independent labourer. It was also a strong influence on Marx, who 
considered that capitalism would lead to accumulation, concentration 
of capital and ‘progressive immiseration’. Jeremy Bentham argued that 
people did what was pleasant and would not do what was unpleasant 
– so that if people were not to claim relief, it had to be unpleasant. 
This was the core of the argument for ‘the stigma of pauperism’ 
– making relief deliberately shameful and humiliating. 
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PHILANTHROPY

Philanthropy refers to the giving or transfer of money or other re-
sources, especially to the poor on the part of private sectors and 
groups – particularly middle- and upper-class sectors – for artistic, 
religious, instructional and humanitarian purposes. What defines 
philanthropy is not the transfer of resources alone, but the moral or 
symbolic purpose that guides that transfer. Someone who practises 
philanthropy is known as a philanthropist. 

By the nineteenth century, philanthropy promoted, beside gifts 
and charitable aid, autonomy through work, savings, advice and 
education on the poor. At that time, the term was associated with 
hygienist ideas promoting preventive and educational measures, and 
establishing behaviours among the poor in order to ‘civilize’ them. 
Accordingly, one of the biggest subjects of social intervention was the 
control over the ‘vagrancy’ of children through a moralizing process 
which would produce free citizens (Donzelot ). These trends were 
also extrapolated to the colonies or former colonies, encouraged by 
positivist and hygienist thinking, and resulted in various philan-
thropic societies, serving in most instances as a prelude to public 
institutions of social welfare. In this context, philanthropy features 
a strong component of social control through its civic education 
discourse, claiming a conversion role among the subject population. 

Philanthropy strives to integrate social aspects into moral and af-
fective ones, leaving aside the concept of rights. The term also refers 
to a dependence based upon charity and affection, while shunning 
political ties and limiting the scope of democracy. In addition, phil-
anthropy can pave the way for the representation of solidarity and 
produce demands for an expanded democracy (Rojas  : ). Current 
forms of private and public social intervention with the poor that 
have a moral or symbolic purpose are termed neo-philanthropy.
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PHILIPPINES DEFINITION OF POVERTY

In a review of the literature, the ILO () identified three definitions 
of poverty used by Philippine sociologists and economists:

. The amount of money required by a person to subsist (SUBSISTENCE 
concept of poverty).

. The life below a minimum subsistence level and living standard 
prevalent at a given time and in a given place (RELATIVE DEPRIVATION 
concept of poverty).

. The comparative state of well-being of a few and ill-being of the 
majority of society.

However, in the Philippines, the most widely used definition of 
poverty is the minimum amount of income below which a person 
cannot attain a predetermined consumption bundle of goods and 
services, as deemed necessary for the fulfilment of certain basic 
consumption needs or minimum basic needs.

The National Statistics Office (NSO), in its estimation of the 
incidence of poverty in the country, identified the basic needs of 
the households as: (a) food, and (b) non-food requirements, namely 
clothing and footwear, housing, medical care, education, transportation 
and communication, non-durable furnishings, household operations 
and personal care and effects. As defined, the poor are those families 
whose income falls below the identified threshold level – those who 
are excluded from acquiring even the basic consumption needs.

From  to , the incidence of poverty – that is, the percentage 
of poor families compared to total number of families – decreased 
from . per cent to . per cent. However, in terms of the number 
of poor families, there was an increase from . million to . million 
(National Statistics Co-ordination Board, quoted in ILO ). More-
over, the national poverty incidence of . per cent in  conceals 
the wide disparity in the magnitude of the poverty situation across 
the different provinces. In thirty-eight provinces of the country, more 
than  per cent of the total families were considered poor.

The overwhelming majority ( per cent) of poor people were 
working; only . per cent of the poor were unemployed. The five 
groups of people at greatest risk of poverty were:

. Lowland landless agricultural workers work in agriculture but have 
neither ownership nor farming rights. They earn most of their 
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income from the sale of labour, either to plantations or to smaller 
farms. Their engagement in rural or agricultural activities does 
not sufficiently characterise them, however: the main division is 
the lack of rights to till the land.

. Lowland small farm owners and cultivators own the land they till or 
have a recognized right to till the soil. They own land of less than 
 hectares. This group includes lessees and tenants. 

. Upland farmers Subsistence farmers of marginal land on rolling 
hills and steep mountain slopes. Subgroups may be distinguished 
as tribal or cultural communities; kaingeros or slash-and-burn shift-
ing farmers; and rice and corn farmers who have resettled.

. Artisanal fisherfolk, alternatively referred to as municipal, small-scale 
or subsistence fishermen. They are broadly regarded as ‘self-
employed’ in agriculture.

. Industrial labourers, hawkers, micro-entrepreneurs and scavengers Principal 
poverty groups characteristic of ‘urban’ poverty. Industrial wage 
labourers are found under the category of production workers 
in both urban and rural areas, as well as the unemployed. By 
class of worker, labourers are found under those who work for 
private establishments, especially in urban areas; hawkers and 
micro-entrepreneurs correspond largely to sales and service work-
ers in both urban and rural areas and are included under the 
self-employed; scavengers are classified under service workers and 
self-employed.
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POOR LAW

The English Poor Law was the first national system for poor relief, 
introduced in  and consolidated in . It dominated social policy 
in Britain and exercised a considerable influence in all English-
speaking countries. The Old Poor Law (–) organized a na-
tional system of poor relief, but its practice was inconsistent and 
dependent on local administration (Webb and Webb ). The New 
Poor Law (–) was intended to combine relief for destitution 
with disciplinary or punitive measures against the poor. The  
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reform based intervention on two principles: the ‘workhouse test’, 
which meant that relief had to be confined to the workhouse, as a 
deterrent to receipt; and ‘LESS ELIGIBILITY’, the principle that paupers 
should be in a worse position than independent labourers outside the 
workhouse (Checkland and Checkland ). 

The Poor Law has been taken as the model for deterrent and 
residual forms of poor relief. In the twentieth century, a range of 
social services were developed to avoid making recipients subject to 
the ‘stigma of PAUPERISM’. Responsibility for the administration of 
services was gradually transferred to local authorities, and the Poor 
Law was finally abolished in .
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POSITIONAL GOODS

Positional goods are items which are valued according to their impact 
on status or social position rather than their intrinsic use-value. The 
term was introduced by Fred Hirsch in a critique of economic growth 
(Hirsch ). The possession of certain goods, like housing and 
education, depends not only on their nature of commodities but on 
their implications for social roles. In certain cases (for example, fear 
of a pauper’s funeral) positional goods may be no less important than 
other items that are commonly considered ‘essential’, like food. 

The concept of positional goods has two implications for the 
analysis and measurement of poverty. First, it suggests that both 
‘CAPABILITIES’ and ‘commodities’ have a relative element, beyond the 
issue of their social definition; part of people’s capability rests in their 
social position. Second, it links poverty directly with inequality of 
resources and the concept of ECONOMIC DISTANCE . The capacity of 
poor people to function in society is affected not only by their own 
resources and income, but by other people’s. 
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POVERTY DOMINANCE

Country B is poverty dominant over country A if there is more 
poverty in B than in A according to all possible poverty lines and 
according to all poverty indicators. 

Atkinson (), Foster and Shorrocks (), and Ravallion () 
have examined the relationship of poverty dominance between three 
common poverty indicators: the head-count index H, the poverty 
gap index PGI, and the FGT index, if we do not know the location 
of the poverty line z. 

The first-order dominance condition analyses poverty dominance 
according to the head-count ratio with unknown poverty line z. 
Consider two countries A and B with a common poverty line z and 
use the head-count ratio as poverty indicator. Even if we do not know 
the level of poverty line z, it is clear that there is more poverty in 
country B than in country A according to the head-count ratio, if the 
cumulative population share of country B is nowhere lower than that 
of country A for all poverty lines z. The figure illustrates this condi-
tion. This graph is sometimes called the poverty incidence curve.

THE POVERTY INCIDENCE CURVE
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POVERTY GAP 

The poverty gap, sometimes called the average income shortfall of 
the poor, can be expressed in absolute terms or as a proportion of 
the poverty line. In absolute terms: 

Iabs = –q 
q

S
i = 

 z - yi = z – mq

As a proportion of the poverty line: 

I = –q 
q

S
i = 

 z -
z
 yi =  – mq 

z

where 

Iabs is the poverty gap,
I is the poverty gap as a ratio of the poverty line,
yi is per capita income of household i,
z is the poverty line,
mq is the mean income of the poor.

The poverty gap as a ratio of the poverty line is sometimes called 
the proportionate average income shortfall, or the income-gap ratio, 
or the poverty gap ratio. It ranges from zero (nobody is poor) to one 
(incomes of the poor are all zero). The strength of I, like that of H, 
is its simplicity and its appeal. 

As a poverty INDICATOR , I is a poor indicator because it not only 
ignores the number of the poor, but it also ignores the distribution 
among the poor. Further, like H, I is a dangerous poverty indicator 
if used for evaluating the successfulness of anti-poverty programmes. 
When the income of a person just below the poverty increases such 
that he is no longer poor, poverty according to the average income 
shortfall will increase instead of decline.
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POVERTY GAP INDEX (PGI) 

The poverty gap index has been defined as the proportionate poverty 
gap normalized to the total population size. 

PGI = –n 
q

S
i = 

 z -
z
 yi = H * I

The poverty gap index includes both the incidence of poverty, the 
head-count index H, and the depth of poverty, the poverty gap I. The 
value of the index ranges between zero (nobody is poor) and H (all 
incomes of the poor are zero). The poverty gap index can also be 
interpreted as a manifestation of the potential for eliminating poverty 
by targeting transfers to the poor. Thus interpreted, it is the ratio of 
the minimum costs of eliminating poverty with perfect TARGETING 

q

S
i = 

 z - yi 

to the maximum costs with no targeting (z.n). Some drawbacks of the 
partial poverty indicators H and I persist in the aggregate poverty 
indicator PGI, especially the insensitiveness for inequalities among 
the poor.

Lipton and Ravallion illustrate this by the following example:

A drawback of PGI and I is that they neglect inequality among the 
poor; they may not capture differences in the severity of poverty. For 
example, consider two distributions of consumption for four persons; 
The A distribution is (, , , ) and the B is (, , , ). For a poverty 
line z=, A and B have the same value of PGI = . (=[(–)/ 
+(–)/]/ for A). However, the poorest person in A has only half 
the consumption of the poorest person in B. The poverty gap will be 
unaffected by a transfer from a poor person to someone who is less 
poor.
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POVERTY LINE

A poverty line is generally taken to be a threshold, in terms of 
income or wealth, below which people can be considered to be ‘poor’. 
Poverty lines can be identified prescriptively, in accordance with 
some norm, or descriptively, on the basis that people who fall below 
the line appear to be poor.

Poverty lines may be identified on the basis of observation or the 
assessment of needs, but some poverty lines have been adopted prima-
rily because they provide a useful or plausible indicator of need. The 
World Bank’s estimate of $ per annum is not based on a precise as-
sessment of needs; it has been multiplied up from the arbitrary figure 
of $ per month, a dollar a day (see WORLD BANK POVERTY LINES). 
Abel-Smith and Townsend’s () use of lines related to the level at 
which state benefits were set in Britain is another example. 

Poverty lines are generally seen as indicators of poverty, rather 
than precise measures, because lack of income is not usually thought 
of as a sufficient definition of income. Attempts to apply poverty lines 
with greater precision, for example to the position of women within 
households or the special needs of people with disabilities, make the 
application of poverty lines progressively more complex; there is a 
trade-off between sensitivity and applicability.

Poverty lines are sometimes confused with the MINIMUM INCOME 

STANDARDS which some governments use as a criterion of the ad-
equacy of their minimum wage or social security provisions. Such 
measures are based on political consideration of acceptability and not 
necessarily on any evidence about the minimum incomes which are 
necessary for people in that country to live decently.
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POVERTY PRODUCTION

The search for causal explanations of poverty has always been part 
of the research process. Although much has been done in under-
standing the relationship between causes and effects, relatively little 
effort has been invested in understanding the common nature of 
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the causes and the way they interrelate. It is a missing link in the 
research process. A different kind of vocabulary may instigate this 
process. In scientific language the term ‘causes’ of poverty is used to 
refer both to EXPLANATIONS FOR POVERTY and to the circumstances 
in which people are liable to become poor; in the latter sense the 
idea of ‘causation’ is politically neutral. It is not neutral to speak 
of ‘production’ of poverty since the wording suggests some kind 
of action to produce poverty (Øyen ). One way to understand 
the complexity of poverty formation may be to look closer at those 
‘actions’ and the actors involved in the process, as well as the fact 
that certain interests are actually served by upholding poverty. The 
interests vary from economic and political to social and emotional 
gains. It can be argued that poverty has certain positive functions for 
a society (Gans ). This is a picture that strongly contradicts the 
consensus model, within which anti-poverty strategies avoid taking 
into account conflicts of interest.

Øyen defines poverty production in these terms: 

characteristics of a poverty producing process can be identified as 
(a) an enduring phenomenon, (b) that follows a repetitive pattern, (c) 
where certain actors behave in such a way that poverty increases or is 
sustained, and (d) where the victims/poor people are placed within a 
structure that gives few or no opportunities to change the situation. 
(Øyen )

If poverty production is placed within a human rights framework 
(see HUMAN RIGHTS AND POVERTY), a wide definition of poverty is the 
violation of an individual’s basic human rights; a narrow definition of 
poverty is the violation of one or several elements in the spectrum 
of human rights. If we follow the human rights language, the actors 
are defined as perpetrators; depending on their role in the poverty-
producing process they can be identified as first-order perpetrators, 
second-order perpetrators, and so on (Øyen ).

Poverty production is currently an underresearched field which 
lacks theoretical examination and comprehensive empirical docu-
mentation. As a consequence it is necessary to be open to a diver-
sity of approaches and to invite a variety of studies from different 
subfields and settings. Comparative studies are preferable (Alvarez 
Leguizamón ).
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POVERTY PROFILE

The UNDP’s guidance for the construction of profiles suggests that

Poverty profiles are analytical tools that summarize poverty-related 
information and attempt to answer the following questions: 
• who are the poor?
• where do they live?
• what are the main characteristics of poverty?
• why are they poor?
… Poverty profiles should provide information on the extent, depth 
and severity of poverty. (Lok-Desallien, n.d) 

This does little, however, to distinguish poverty profiles from other 
types of poverty research. A poverty profile is a set of descriptive 
information, usually in the form of aggregate indicators, outlining 
the distribution and prevalence of poverty in a defined area. Such a 
profile ‘shows how the aggregate poverty measure can be decomposed 
into poverty measures for various sub-groups of the population, such 
as by gender, region of residence, employment sector, education level 
or ethnic group’ (UN ). 
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POVERTY REDUCTION STRATEGY PAPERS

Poverty Reduction Strategy Papers (PRSPs) are documents intended 
to describe a country’s macroeconomic, structural and social poli-
cies and programmes intended to promote growth, reduce poverty, 
introduce health and education reforms, and associated with external 
financing needs. According to the World Bank and the IMF, the 
PRSP approach is also expected to increase aid effectiveness by 
enhancing broad country ownership. PRSP, as part of the enhanced 
Highly Indebted Poor Countries Initiative (HIPC) promoted by the 
World Bank and the IMF among low-income countries receiving 
debt relief, proposes to be the result of a participatory process as it 
is understood by international agency. Policy and programmes are 
assumed to be the result of a process of consultation with a broad 
spectrum of domestic stakeholders as a way to guarantee the sustain-
ability of strategies, and lead to better ‘partnership’ with donors. 

Some studies (Piron ; Dijkstra ) based on the experience 
of PRSPs in Bolivia, Honduras and Nicaragua, among other coun-
tries, find that the results are disappointing, since the PRSP approach, 
designed according to what donors define as processes and goals, has 
unintended and sometimes harmful consequences. Other studies sug-
gest that ‘nationally owned’ strategies, as the basis for international 
assistance, reflect international agency views on participation rather 
than local-based understanding. Gould () argues that, even if this 
approach postulates participation, accountability and empowerment, 
PRSPs are a new kind of governance since aid availability depends 
on the political performance of the recipient government, along with 
the fact that the interventions of external actors often condition and 
distort domestic agendas.

Although the PRSP approach is controversial, it has become a 
centrepiece of international aid over the past years and is set to 
play an important role in the coming years in initiatives like the 
MILLENNIUM DEVELOPMENT GOALS .
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POVERTY TRAP

The ‘poverty trap’ mainly refers to a problem in the design of income 
maintenance benefits, when the combined effects of taxation and 
withdrawal of benefits make people worse off as their earnings in-
crease. If benefits are given to people on low incomes, they must be 
taken away from people whose incomes go up. Getting out of poverty, 
Piachaud writes, is like getting out of a well; if you can’t jump up far 
enough you simply slide back to the bottom again (Piachaud ). 

There have, however, been other uses of the term. Charles Booth’s 
pioneering research used the term ‘poverty trap’ to denote a geo-
graphical area in which poverty had become concentrated. This use 
did not gain general currency. The Sachs report (UN Millennium 
Project ) uses the term ‘poverty trap’ to refer to factors keeping 
developing countries in poverty. This is described as a vicious cycle 
where poverty leads to low saving and investment; low savings and 
investment imply poor economic growth; and poor economic growth 
deepens poverty. This usage is broadly equivalent to the standard 
view of economic depression identified in Keynesian thought. Sachs 
broadens the list of self-reinforcing problems to include low tax rev-
enues, low foreign investment, violent conflict, the ‘brain drain’, rapid 
population growth, environmental degradation, and low innovation.
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POWER

Power refers to the ability to direct the conduct of others who accept 
that direction. Elitism is the view that power is concentrated in 
the hands of a few; corporatism that it is hierarchically structured 
through the actions of agencies; and pluralism that it is relatively 
diffused among competing bodies (Ham and Hill ).

The lack of power of poor people is important in understanding 
both their vulnerability to exploitation and their relative inability to 
change their circumstances. Analyses of power have pointed not just 
to the direct use of social control (e.g. Piven and Cloward ), but 
also to the importance of ‘non-decisions’ – where issues are kept off 
the agenda (Bachrach and Baratz ). Many strategies for chang-
ing the situation of the poor are consequently based in the idea of 
EMPOWERMENT.

REFERENCES

Bachrach, P., and Baratz, M. () Power and Poverty, Oxford: Oxford University 
Press.

Ham, C., and Hill, M. () The Policy Process in the Modern Capitalist State, Hemel 
Hempstead: Harvester Wheatsheaf.

Piven, F.F., and Cloward, R. () Regulating the Poor, London: Tavistock.

PRECARIOUS LABOUR

Precariousness in relation to labour is defined by labour instability, 
absence of legal contracts (of employment abiding by legal stand-
ards), lack of protection and social benefits, collective agreements 
of employment, low wages. 

The concept of labour precariousness was linked to the discussion 
on poverty since it has been associated with deteriorating labour 
conditions and its negative consequences on standards of living, and 
the risk affecting the lives of an increasing number of people. Castells 
() sees UNEMPLOYMENT and precariousness of labour conditions 
– particularly that of formal paid work – as the chief consequences of 
the highly productive and competitive processes of capitalist reorgan-
ization and the introduction of new flexible production management 
methods, work organization, and standards governing their operation. 
This situation was considered a step backwards for workers, who 
strove to attain better labour conditions and have them embodied 
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in workers’ rights. Several empirical studies have shown a close as-
sociation between labour precariousness and poverty, particularly 
among some groups such as the young, women and those with a low 
level of instruction. 

Precarious labour conditions are not something new in Latin 
America and peripheral countries since the presence of an INFORMAL 

SECTOR OF THE ECONOMY has always been to the fore. In recent 
decades and due to the impact of these new processes, conditions 
worsened to such an extent that they took a toll even on workers 
from the formal and public sectors.

Labour precariousness is analysed as the new form in which Third 
World countries insert themselves into the world production regime. 
In the context of the emergence of a global production system (Mil-
berg ), many firms have moved their factories or operations to less 
developed countries, encouraged by factors such as low labour costs. 
Consequently, precarious labour conditions have been characterized 
by an absence of contracts, run-down workplaces, and longer working 
days (Varley  ; Chan ), which in some cases have witnessed 
the incorporation of peripheral countries into global production and 
have provoked a debate on the need to impose a labour standard on 
trade and global production (Elliott and Freeman ).

In its th meeting the International Labour Organization (ILO), 
described the strong association of informal economy and precarious-
ness in terms of a shortage of decent work. This new category refers 
to ‘recognized, protected, safe and formal’ work. 
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PRECARIOUSNESS 

Precariousness refers to the loss of forms of security and lack of funda-
mental rights, commonly related to some conditions of labour. There 
are two main classes of meaning. In France, the term précarité is used 
to refer to conditions of VULNERABILITY linked to sub-employment 
and economic marginality. This is related to vulnerability in the 
labour market (PRECARIOUS LABOUR). The second is related with 
the absence of security experienced in terms of a constellation of 
deprivation including the loss of rights. The Wresinski () report 
defines precariousness as

the absence of one of more forms of security, notably that of employ-
ment, which allow people and families to meet their professional, 
familial and social obligations and to enjoy their fundamental rights. 
The insecurity which results may be more or less extended and can 
have consequences of varying severity and nature. It leads to serious 
poverty when it affects several aspects of existence, when it becomes 
persistent, and when it compromises the opportunity to reassume 
responsibilities and to reclaim rights by oneself, in the foreseeable 
future.

This links the idea of precariousness with RIGHTS and ENTITLEMENTS .
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PRIMARY AND SECONDARY POVERTY 

These ideas were proposed by Seebohm Rowntree in his study of 
social conditions in York, in . Rowntree developed what is now 
termed the subsistence concept of poverty, and he defined the poor 
as those people ‘living in obvious want and squalor’ (Rowntree ). 
The poor were further subdivided into

 • those in primary poverty which were families whose total earn-
ings were insufficient to obtain the minimum necessities for the 
maintenance of merely physical efficiency;
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 • those in secondary poverty which were families whose total earn-
ings would have been sufficient for the maintenance of merely 
physical efficiency were it not that some portion of it was absorbed 
by other expenditure, either useful or wasteful.

Rowntree found that less than half the working class were poor, 
and that of those living in poverty one-third had incomes below 
the primary poverty line. This was a very harsh poverty line which 
Rowntree described as follows:

And let us clearly understand what a merely physical efficiency 
means. A family living upon the scale allowed for must never spend 
a penny on railway fare or omnibus. They must never go into the 
country unless they walk. They must never purchase a half penny 
newspaper or spend a penny to buy a ticket for a popular concert. 
They must write no letters to absent children, for they cannot afford 
to pay the postage. They must never contribute anything to their 
church or chapel, or give any help to a neighbour which costs them 
money. They cannot save nor can they join a sick club or trade union, 
because they cannot pay the necessary subscriptions. The children 
must have no pocket money for dolls, marbles or sweets. The father 
must smoke no tobacco and drink no beer. The mother must never 
buy any pretty clothes for herself or her children, the character of the 
family wardrobe as for the family diet being governed by the regula-
tion ‘nothing must be bought but that which is absolutely necessary 
for the maintenance of physical health’ and what is bought must be of 
the plainest and most economical description.

Veit-Wilson () has argued that Rowntree’s work has often been 
misinterpreted as supporting an absolute conception of poverty. 

a clear conscious distinction between poverty (which is a relative 
condition defined by visible lifestyle) and the primary poverty 
income level runs through Rowntree’s work from the onset. It is 
vitally important to clearly understand how Rowntree recognized the 
relativistic nature of the primary poverty line and his belief that such 
a standard was not in a general sense ‘scientifically absolute’. 

The central purpose of the standard of primary poverty was an at-
tempt to put the existence of poverty beyond dispute; the classification 
of secondary poverty was not to suggest that such poverty was less 
serious or real, but to include those who were also experiencing 
poverty in practice. Rowntree () stated that 
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the point at which ‘primary poverty’ passes into ‘secondary poverty’ 
is largely a matter of opinion, depending on the standard of well-
being which is considered necessary.

REFERENCES

Rowntree, B.S. () Poverty: A Study of Town Life, London: Macmillan.
Veit-Wilson, J. () ‘Paradigms of Poverty – A Rehabilitation of B.S. Rowntree’, 

Journal of Social Policy /.

PROBLEM FAMILIES 

The idea of the ‘problem family’ was originally linked to the eugenics 
movement. Definitions of a ‘problem family’ were many and varied, 
often focusing on rather vague and unquantifiable social dysfunctions 
such as household squalor, maternal incompetence and ‘intractable 
ineducability’. Blacker () described the characteristics of problem 
families as including numerous children, temperamental instabil-
ity, low educational achievement and a squalid environment. The 
idea of the ‘problem family’ was strongly advocated by the Eugenics 
Society and some medical officers of health. Together these groups 
cooperated on several empirical inquiries, all of which produced 
results that were inconclusive or speculative. By the early s the 
idea of the ‘problem family’ was being subjected to increasing criti-
cism despite attempts to substitute a view of ‘multi-problem families’ 
which would be less judgemental (Spencer ). 

The idea of the ‘problem family’ has not been supported by re-
search (Macnicol ). Evidence on the dynamics of poverty is that 
poor people typically pass through many changes of circumstance 
(Kolvin et al. ), while studies on specific families failed to find 
either the persistence or consistency of patterns of problems which 
the idea of the ‘problem family’ requires (Coffield and Sarsby ). 
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REDISTRIBUTION

Redistribution involves a transfer of resources from some people 
to others. Redistribution which transfers resources between richer 
and poorer people is described as ‘vertical’; redistribution which 
transfers resources between different kinds of groups (for example, 
between people without children and those with children) is called 
‘horizontal’. Vertical redistribution which benefits poor people at the 
expense of richer ones is said to be ‘progressive’. 

In his discussion of equalities, Rae outlines a number of strategies 
for redistribution: 

• maximin (raising the minimum someone might have); 
• minimax (reducing the ceiling of incomes); 
• least difference (reducing the range of inequality);
• ratio (changing the ratio between rich and poor) (Rae ). 

Raising the minimum has the most direct effect on the poor, because 
it directly increases the resources of those who are poorest. Imposing 
a ceiling has the least, because the resources which are redistributed 
are not necessarily made available to those who are poorest. 
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RELATIVE DEPRIVATION

In the work of W.G. Runciman (), relative deprivation is a process 
in which people compare their circumstances to those of other people 
to determine whether or not they should consider themselves de-
prived. The selection of an appropriate reference group is of great 
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importance in determining whether or not people feel a sense of rela-
tive deprivation. Runciman points to the importance of comparison 
both with others at the same time (synchronic reference groups) and 
with themselves at other times (diachronic reference groups). The 
concept is derived from research in the USA in the s, when it was 
used to help explain why some objectively well-off soldiers in the US 
Army were discontented. There was an evident difference between 
feelings and reality (see, for example, Runciman ). 

In the work of Townsend (), relative deprivation is a set of 
objective circumstances in which people may be considered to be 
poor. He defines relative deprivation as follows:

People are relatively deprived if they cannot obtain, at all or suffi-
ciently, the conditions of life – that is, the diets, amenities, standards 
and services which allow them to play the roles, participate in the 
relationships and follow the customary behaviour which is expected 
of them by virtue of their membership of society. If they lack or are 
denied the incomes, or more exactly the resources, including income 
and assets or goods or services in kind to obtain access to these 
conditions of life, they can be defined to be in poverty.

People may be deprived in any or all of the major spheres of life 
– at work, where the means largely determining position in other 
spheres are earned, at home, in neighbourhood and family; in travel; 
in a range of social and individual activities outside work and home 
or neighbourhood in performing a variety of roles in fulfilment of 
social obligations. (Townsend  :  ; see also Townsend  : )

Townsend’s ‘relative deprivation’ standard is built on the idea that 
in all societies there is a threshold of low income or resources marking 
a change in the capacity of human beings to meet the needs, material 
and social, enjoyed by that society. As income (or income combined 
with the value of other types of resources) declines, instances of dep-
rivation steadily increase. However, below a certain level of income, 
the forms and instances of deprivation are hypothesized to multiply 
disproportionately to the fall in income. Information is collected 
about both material and social needs in the sense of role obligations, 
customs and activities. This work has been particularly influential. 
Among empirical investigations and demonstrations of the existence 
of a threshold of multiple deprivation at a particular level of income 
are: Desai and Shah  ; Hutton ; Chow ; Bokor ; De Vos 
and Hagenaars  ; Gordon and Pantazis .
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RELATIVE POVERTY

Relative poverty defines poverty in terms of its relation to the standards 
which exist elsewhere in society. This used to be understood primarily 
in terms of inequality: Roach and Roach, for example, define relative 
poverty as a standard applying to ‘the bottom segment of the income 
distribution’ ( : ), and the LUXEMBOURG INCOME STUDY measures 
poverty as a proportion of average personal disposable income per 
capita (Smeeding et al. ) (see ECONOMIC DISTANCE). Townsend 
refers to poverty as a form of RELATIVE DEPRIVATION, ‘the absence or 
inadequacy of those diets, amenities, standards, services and activities 
which are common or customary in society’ (Townsend  : ); this 
has become the dominant model in discourse on relative poverty.

Relative poverty has two main elements. The first is the premiss 
that poverty is socially defined, the converse of a position commonly 
attributed to advocates of ABSOLUTE POVERTY. The second element 
is the use of comparative methods to determine poverty by contrast 
with others in the society who are not poor. This identifies poverty 
with disadvantage, and so with inequality (see EQUALITY).
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RESIDUAL WELFARE

Welfare that is provided as a safety net for people who are unable to 
cope through their own resources or by other means. It was proposed 
by Wilensky and Lebeaux () as the alternative to the institutional 
model of welfare. 
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RIGHTS 

Hohfield () distinguishes four categories of rights: claim-rights, 
immunities, powers and liberties.

• Claim-rights are rights which imply duties on other people; many 
rights to the receipt of social services generally fall into this 
category. 

• Liberties prevent actions by other people. 
• Powers are a restricted form of liberty, where some people are 

allowed to do things which others cannot; a driving licence is an 
example. 

• Immunities are also a form of liberty, which make people exempt 
from obligations which apply to others. An example is tax relief. 

Claim-rights tend to be more important in the discussion of pov-
erty. The basic claim-rights most often referred to in discussions of 
poverty are claims for social security – that is, poor relief or income 
maintenance; rights to housing, in the sense both of access to decent 
housing and avoidance of deprivation; access to health care; and 
the right to be educated. The basic liberties that are sought include 
protection from crime; protection from unsafe or unhealthy environ-
ments; the avoidance of discrimination; and legal security, meaning 
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the protection of citizens from arrest or legal harassment, and the 
avoidance of injustice. Rights are not confined to the individual level 
as the enforcement of collective or group rights may also be an ef-
fective solution in situations where discrimination or the denial of 
self-determination is a cause of poverty.

Rights may be general (applying to all, like rights of citizenship) or 
particular (applying to specific individuals, like many pension entitle-
ments). Strategies against poverty have relied on a complex combination 
of different types of individual and collective rights (Spicker, ).
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RURAL POVERTY

The United Nations International Fund for Agricultural Develop-
ment (IFAD) estimates that over  per cent of the poor people in 
the world live in rural areas of developing countries. Data from 
the late s, from  developing countries, showed that  mil-
lion people were living in poverty in rural areas, as defined by the 
INTEGRATED POVERTY index (IPI). The rural poor constituted  per 
cent of the world’s total rural population;  per cent in Asia,  per 
cent in sub-Saharan Africa,  per cent in Latin America and  per 
cent in the Near East and North Africa. In terms of absolute numbers, 
Asia dominates the picture of world poverty with  million rural 
poor –  million in India and China alone ( Jazairy et al. ). 

The groups most likely to suffer from rural poverty are (in order 
of numerical importance): smallholder farmers, the landless, ethnic 
indigenous peoples, small and artisanal fishermen, refugees and 
displaced people, and nomadic pastoralists. Households headed by 
women also represent a large vulnerable group; it is estimated that 
there are  million women heads of households in the  develop-
ing countries who are responsible for the well-being of  million 
household members.
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A fivefold classification of rural poverty was developed by the 
IFAD, based on research in the Philippines, Somalia, the Near East 
and North Africa:

• Interstitial poverty Pockets of poverty surrounded by power, af-
fluence and ownership of assets, and characterized by material 
DEPRIVATION and alienation. It is difficult to target resources at the 
rural poor without their being pre-empted by the non-poor. A lot 
of poverty in the industrialized world could be characterized in 
this way. In the Philippines, interstitial poverty is found amongst 
landless agricultural workers in the densely settled lowlands.

• Peripheral poverty is found in marginal areas mainly amongst small-
holder farmers and the landless in upland areas and on marginal 
agricultural land. It is characterized by material deprivation com-
bined with isolation and alienation.

• Traumatic or sporadic poverty is often caused by natural or social ca-
lamities such as war, drought, floods, pests and labour displacement, 
which can produce occasional poverty with serious incidences of 
MALNUTRITION . Nomadic peoples are particularly vulnerable to 
this kind of poverty; however, natural and social calamities can 
affect all kinds of people in all parts of the world and they are a 
major cause of world poverty. War has caused poverty in former 
Yugoslavia and the USSR as well as in Rwanda and Angola. 

• Overcrowding poverty generally arises from population growth in 
areas of high agricultural productivity, which sustain large rural 
populations. In Bangladesh and eastern India, poverty is heav-
ily concentrated in areas of high rural population density. Over-
crowding poverty is characterized by material deprivation and 
alienation.

• Endemic poverty is caused by low productivity and poor resource 
base and results in low income, poor nutrition and poor health (see 
HEALTH AND POVERTY). In Africa and the Near East, the groups 
most vulnerable to endemic poverty are smallholders, small fisher-
men and small herdsmen. Isolation, alienation, technological dep-
rivation and lack of assets are characteristics of endemic poverty.
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SAFETY NETS

‘Safety nets’ generally refer to forms of protection which cover people 
in the event of failure of other systems of support. Social risks are 
covered through a variety of forms of social protection; vulnerability, 
by contrast, arises when people who are exposed to risk are unable 
to avoid harm in consequence. Safety nets are primarily developed 
to protect people in the event of vulnerability. Safety-net provision is 
usually based on transfer payments, means testing or some equivalent 
form of assistance. By contrast, the World Bank suggests, 

social insurance programs, such as contributory pensions or un-
employment insurance, are largely related to earnings and need not 
include any transfers (though many schemes do contain an element 
of cross-subsidization). Social insurance programs help households 
manage risk, but before the fact. Safety nets take up the load where 
households cannot participate in social insurance schemes or when 
the benefits from those are exhausted. (World Bank Group a)

The notion of transiently promoting ‘safety’ is based on the assump-
tion that the ‘safety nets’ programmes are used to ‘mitigate the effects 
of poverty’ and ‘other risks on vulnerable households’ (World Bank 
Group b). 

Safety nets can be developed through both government and in-
dependent mechanisms. Public safety nets are based on formal pro-
grammes ‘run by governments that aim to provide additional income 
or in-kind help to vulnerable households’. Private safety nets or informal 
private safety nets refer to obtaining safety and protection for persons 
through networks of local reciprocity (SOCIAL CAPITAL). These in-
clude ‘community-based informal arrangements’, for example when 
family members in different households support each other through 
hard times with cash, food, or labour; and public safety nets also 
make use of the first type of net. Safety-net programmes include: 
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cash transfers, food related programmes, prices and other subsidies, 
public works, micro-credit, school vouchers or scholarships, fee waiv-
ers for health-care services, heating in cold climates (World Bank 
Group, a). 

The World Bank identifies two main functions of safety nets 
(World Bank Group a). The first is income maintenance. Safety 
nets redistribute income and resources to the needy in society, help-
ing them to overcome short-term poverty. Although safety nets are 
conventionally thought to be counter-cyclical, empirical studies in 
Latin America suggest that the opposite may be true; safety nets may 
be cut during times of economic crisis. (Hicks and Wodon ). The 
other main function is social protection, linked to the aid provided 
to domestic units so they are able to handle risks in order to avoid 
the risk run by the poorest among the poor. This is especially aimed 
at certain poor groups (the chronic poor, the transient poor and those with 
special circumstances – sections of the population with vulnerability 
attributable to ‘disability, discrimination due to ethnicity, displace-
ment due to conflict, “social pathologies” of drug and alcohol abuse, 
domestic violence or crime’). 

The idea of safety nets is strongly advocated by those who favour 
RESIDUAL WELFARE , on the basis that safety nets are more efficiently 
targeted than other systems. Since they only aid the ‘poor’, they do 
nothing to prevent poverty. Safety nets are often costly to administer, 
result in poverty traps, stigmatize the recipients and have problems 
of incomplete take-up (Van Oorschot ). At the same time, some 
form of residual safety net, such as social assistance, also features in 
all universalist welfare schemes. By contrast with residual welfare, 
institutional benefits and service provision aid all citizens/residents 
and can provide an effective mechanism to prevent poverty and pro-
mote inclusion. The primary argument for residual provision within 
the context of institutional welfare is that it acts as a guarantee of 
comprehensiveness.
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World Bank Group (a) Social Safety Nets, www.worldbank.org/sp/safetynets/Key-
concepts.asp#What%are%SNPs.

World Bank Group (b), Safety Nets, www.worldbank.org/sp/safetynets/.

SCIENTIFIC DEFINITIONS OF POVERTY 

Scientific definitions of poverty are those that conform to the require-
ments of the philosophy of science: the most important of these are 
that they should be testable and falsifiable. In practice theories that 
define poverty in industrialized countries as persons or households 
that have both a low standard of living and a low income are gener-
ally considered scientific. People are not poor if they have a low 
income and a reasonable standard of living or if they have a low 
standard of living but a high income. 

A low standard of living is often measured by using an index of 
deprivation (high deprivation equals a low standard of living; see 
INDICES OF DEPRIVATION) or by CONSUMPTION expenditure (low 
consumption expenditure equals a low standard of living). Of these 
two methods, deprivation indices are more accurate since consump-
tion expenditure is often only measured over a brief period and 
is obviously not independent of available income. This ‘scientific’ 
concept of poverty can be made universally applicable by using the 
broader concept of resources instead of just monetary income. It can 
then be applied in developing countries, where barter and ‘income 
in kind’ can be as important as cash income. Poverty can then be 
defined as the point at which resources are so seriously below those 
commanded by the average individual or family that the poor are, in 
effect, excluded from ordinary living patterns, customs and activities. 
As resources for any individual or family are diminished, there is a 
point at which there occurs a sudden withdrawal from participation 
in the customs and activities sanctioned by the culture. The point 
at which withdrawal escalates disproportionately to falling resources 
can be defined as the poverty line or threshold (Townsend ). 

The RELATIVE DEPRIVATION concept of Townsend (), the 
CONSENSUAL METHODS approach of Mack and Lansley () and the 
BUDGET STANDARDS approach used by Bradshaw are examples of sci-
entific concepts of poverty (see Townsend and Gordon ; Gordon 
and Townsend  ; Gordon and Pantazis  for discussion). Veit-
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Wilson () differentiates between empirical scientific approaches, 
which draw their categories from an evidential base, and prescriptive 
scientific approaches, such as budget standards, which define their 
terms normatively. 

Some authors have suggested that since poverty is a moral concept 
it cannot by definition also be a scientific concept (Piachaud , ) 
However, there are many concepts, like ‘evolution’ and ‘health’, that 
are both scientific and moral.
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SECONDARY WORKERS 

In relation to the labour market, women have been defined as second-
ary workers. Glendinning and Millar () argue that this is so for 
three reasons. First, women’s paid work is considered secondary to 
their unpaid work within the home. Women’s paid employment is 
shaped according to their domestic duties as wives and mothers and 
as carers for elderly relatives, with the result that women have periods 
outside the labour market and/or periods of part-time employment. 
Second, in many couple households, women’s pay is seen to be sup-
plementing the pay of the male partner. Third, women’s work is often 
peripheral to the labour market. It is often part-time, short-term, 
casual and low-skilled, and often in a service industry (Barron and 
Norris ; Rodgers and Rodgers ), thereby increasing the risk 
of female poverty.
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SECURITY 

Wresinski () identifies poverty with a ‘lack of basic security’, 
understood as ‘the absence of one of more factors than enable in-
dividuals and families to assume basic responsibilities and to enjoy 
fundamental rights’ (cited in Duffy : ). This appears to be 
equivalent to the definition of poverty in terms of need. Security 
can also be understood, however, in terms of the circumstances in 
which people are removed from the risks associated with poverty 
and need.

Countries which formerly had a planned centralized economy 
based the organization of their societies on the principle of basic 
security. Ferge () defines the concept as a combination of security 
of employment, security of income and security of accommodation. 
The right to employment was written into the constitution of these 
countries. Each citizen had a position or role in society, associated 
with a modest income and housing. Low wages were compensated for 
by various benefits and subsidies and free social services; the state re-
distributed a large part of the social product in the form of pensions, 
family benefits, food subsidies and transport. Businesses offered, for 
their part, a range of premiums and perquisites and services for 
health, education, holidays and culture and payments in kind. The 
funds for this came from the businesses themselves and trade unions. 
The breakdown of this coherent and relatively egalitarian system has 
played its part in the growth of poverty which has accompanied the 
movement to market economies in these countries.

The concept of human security (as opposed to territorial security 
of nations) has always been central to the United Nations and its 
agencies (UNDP ). At the founding conference of the United 
Nations, in San Francisco in , where the UN Charter was signed, 
the US Secretary of State reported: 
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The battle for peace has to be fought on two fronts. The first is the 
security front where victory spells freedom from fear. The second 
is the economic and social front where victory means freedom from 
want. Only victory on both fronts can assure the world of an endur-
ing peace. … No provisions that can be written into the Charter will 
enable the Security Council to make the world secure from war if 
men and women have no security in their homes and their jobs.

The United Nations Development Programme (UNDP ) rec-
ognizes seven main categories of threat to human security:

. economic security;
. food security;
. health security;
. environmental security;
. personal security;
. community security;
. political security.
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SELECTIVITY 

Selectivity is where people receive benefits according to NEEDS . If 
need is interpreted solely in financial terms, then the issue is identi-
fied with MEANS-TESTING . Selectivity and means-testing are some-
times treated as equivalent (Reddin ), but this is not necessarily 
what selectivists argue; selectivity may imply a test of means or need 
(Seldon and Gray ). Some writers, then, see non-means-tested 
benefits for physically disabled people as selective and others do not. 
Selectivity is also closely related to TARGETING . These terms need to 
be distinguished because targeting can take place based on criteria 
other than need.
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Selective social benefits are often associated with a RESIDUAL 
welfare model on the basis that such a model would need to target 
people according to need. However, selective benefits and services 
are also widely used in institutional welfare states, for which a range 
of methods have to be applied.
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SEN INDEX 

The Sen Index is an alternative measure of poverty to the head count 
index and the poverty gap, intended to take into account both the 
depth of poverty and inequality. It can be argued that the extent of 
poverty in a given moment depends on:

• the fraction of the population that falls under the poverty line as 
measured by the HEAD-COUNT RATIO ;

• the intensity of poverty – that is, the aggregate shortfall of income 
among the poor from the specified poverty line as measured by 
the POVERTY GAP ;

• the distribution of income among the poor, proxied by, for in-
stance, the GINI COEFFICIENT. Sen’s argument for incorporating 
this third aspect is the axiom of transfers: that a transfer from a 
poor person to a richer person should always lead to an increase 
in poverty.

The Sen Index combines these three elements into a single indicator 
of poverty for a given poverty line by calculating:

S = H [I = ( – I) Gp]

where S is the Sen Index, H is the head-count index, I is the poverty 
gap and Gp is the inequality among the poor expressed by the Gini 
coefficient.

The strength of the Sen Index is its incorporation of all three 
dimensions of poverty: incidence H, depth I, and inequality among 
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the poor Gp. The Sen Index S increases, respectively, with increas-
ing H, I or Gp, and S declines, respectively, with declining H, I 
or Gp.

A drawback of the Sen Index is its discontinuity at the poverty 
line. Another drawback is its lack of decomposability. An elegant 
poverty indicator is additively decomposable, meaning that overall 
poverty can be decomposed into poverty of subgroups such that 
the population weighted sum of poverty in the various subgroups is 
equal to overall poverty.
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SOCIAL ASSISTANCE

Social assistance consists of relief for those who are poorest, in cash 
or kind (Atkinson : ch ). Social assistance is usually subject to 
some kind of MEANS-TESTING and may be subject to administrative 
or professional discretion. 
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SOCIAL CAPITAL

Social capital refers to the exchange of non-marketable goods, both 
tangible and intangible, in networks of social relationships. The idea of 
‘networks’ implies close relations defined by culture and characterized 
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by loyalty and trust between exchanging partners. Social capital has 
to be exchanged and promoted so that the poor themselves manage 
their own poverty (Alvarez Leguizamón ). 

The idea of social capital has been applied recently to the field of 
economy and development discourse. Economists treat social capital 
as capital or asset. ‘Its importance in feasibility and productivity in 
economic activities’ is acknowledged (Moser  : ), as well as its 
value and functionality in the ‘fight against poverty’. In his study of 
Italy, Robert Putnam defines the stock of ‘social capital as mutual 
informal networks, trust and standards – within hierarchical and 
horizontal institutions – promoting cooperation and coordination 
aimed at securing mutual benefits’ (Putnam ). He claims that 
in communities such as those found in northern Italy, where social 
capital is strong (active community agencies, clubs and associations), 
there is economic progress, in comparison with the situation in south-
ern Italy, where ‘uncivilized’ communities are supported by these 
underdeveloped causes. According to Putman, ‘civil lack of culture’ 
is tantamount to lack of social capital and economic underdevel-
opment. Subsequently, Putnam has expressed further reservations: ‘in 
established democracies, ironically, growing numbers of citizens are 
questioning the effectiveness of their public institutions’; therefore, 
an ‘erosion of social capital may be under way in other advanced 
democracies, perhaps in different institutional and behavioral guises’ 
(Putnam : ; ).

The World Bank considers social capital a crucial requirement in 
development initiatives and poverty reduction. Social capital is seen 
as a means of generating goods and services. Joseph Stiglitz refers 
to this process as the subsuming of social issues in economic issues 
(). Edwards () states that the incorporation of this category 
makes it easy for international agencies to ‘integrate non-commercial 
rationality in the economic model’. Arguably it also justifies an anti-
state approach. The concept is underpoliticized.

Else Øyen questions the role of social capital in poverty reduc-
tion. For her the poor do not have the same sort of networks as 
the non-poor, and the poor are not allowed to have access to the 
networks of the non-poor. The majority of the poor are neither able 
to develop useful networks for increasing their own social capital on 
a large scale, nor given entry into those networks where social capital 
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flourishes; therefore social capital is not an efficient instrument for 
poverty reduction (Øyen  : –).
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SOCIAL DISTANCE

Sociologically, a person’s social position can be measured as a com-
posite index of the resources that person commands. Social distance 
can be defined as the difference between the social position of two 
or more persons. 

The poor are located at the lower end of one or several dis-
tributions of resources, such as income, assets, education, housing, 
political influence, access to public goods, and so on. Poverty reduc-
tion through transfers of one or more of these resources increases 
the social position of those persons receiving transfers – that is, it 
diminishes simultaneously the social distance between the poor and 
the remainder of the population.
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SOCIAL ECONOMY

Although there is a wide range of theoretical perspectives and ex-
periences, social economy is distinguishable from other relation-
ships of production and distribution in that it is a non-profit-oriented 
economy governed by the principle of SOLIDARITY. There are variants 
in the concept: namely, new social economy, solidarity economy, new 
solidarity economy, popular economy, and economy of the poor.

During the early capitalist period, social economy took two 
distinct forms: one was philanthropic – whereby employer patron-
age was established (Castel ; Forni et al. ) – and the other 
was tied to mutualism and cooperativism. Currently in Europe, the 
social economy is understood as a third sector bearing humanistic 
values rejecting extreme commercialization. The principles include 
non-profit organization, democratic management, independence from 
government and service to members (Eme et al. ; CEPES ; 
Monzón and Defourny ). 

In Latin America, social economy is closer to concepts such as 
informal economy, small-scale economy, marginality and subsistence 
economy. This concept gave rise to two new types of programme. 
One is related to international agencies discourses relating to ‘com-
munity participation’ and TARGETING policies (UNDP ; UNDP 
et al. ), in which the economy of the poor or popular economy 
represents a boost to the growth of economy, rather than a hindrance 
to it. Poor people, by this account, are producers who manage and 
provide for their own wants and needs through the reinforcement 
of family ties and the solidarity both of the neighbourhood and the 
community, vis-à-vis the corresponding weakened state institutions 
(Alvarez Leguizamón ). For example, UNDP ( : –) and 
CEPAL () documents focus on the main role of associations, 
training of the informal sector and the option of the self-employed’s 
and small companies’ commercialization. In this sense, several coun-
tries are incorporating social economy into reduction poverty and 
unemployment programmes through varied and contested approaches. 
Some common characteristics may be identified: the idea of the social 
economy considers the poor as beneficiaries, promotes proximity ties 
and community participation; favours the local setting and proposes 
reinstituting a particular social citizenship with the help of the state 
or civil society organization.
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The second view promotes a greater democratization of society, 
proposing a mixed economy while insisting on the citizenship’s au-
tonomy and the value of work. It does not renounce the state or civil 
society, but underscores the summons of the citizenship itself. Profits 
in this economy do not play a role as do savings, accumulation and 
investments (Coraggio ).
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SOCIAL INSURANCE

A scheme in which benefits for social protection are conditional 
on the payment of contributions (Atkinson : ch. ) The models 
of insurance which are most widely referred to are BISMARCKIAN 
SOCIAL INSURANCE , which relates social protection to occupational 
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status and contributions made from employment, and the BEVERIDGE 

SCHEME , which aims to provide general coverage at basic levels. Social 
insurance schemes may be administered by state agencies or on a cor-
porate basis by independent non-profitmaking organizations; member-
ship of a scheme is often compulsory, though not necessarily so. 
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SOCIAL PROTECTION

In the discourse of the European Union, the term ‘social protection’ 
is used extensively in the discussion of social welfare services, social 
insurance and the WELFARE STATE (European Commission ; ). 
It refers to the general principle of protection in contingencies where 
people may otherwise suffer hardship, be disadvantaged or suffer 
adverse changes of circumstances. As such it may apply not only to 
those who are poor but also to those who have satisfactory income 
and resources but who suffer temporary adversity, such as an inter-
ruption of earnings through sickness. The term is also used to refer 
to a range of services offered to provide this protection, including 
SOCIAL INSURANCE, SOCIAL ASSISTANCE and health care.
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SOCIAL SECURITY

The term ‘social security’ is used in three main senses (Spicker ): 

. as a form of INCOME MAINTENANCE , including SOCIAL ASSISTANCE 
but excluding forms of SOCIAL PROTECTION which do not directly 
yield income for the recipients, like health insurance (UK);
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. as SOCIAL INSURANCE , including health insurance but excluding 
other forms of income maintenance (France);

. as social insurance solely for the purpose of income maintenance 
(USA).

Although in some countries social security is identified with gov-
ernment activity, in other countries the term extends to include 
non-governmental and independent agencies. 

The identification of social security with the agencies administer-
ing it can also extend the scope of the term to include a range of 
other activities: in Germany, for example, social security may include 
some aspects of industrial relations.
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SOLIDARITY 

Solidarity refers to social responsibility and support. The concept 
of solidarity is important in Catholic social teaching: people are 
born into families and communities in which they have duties to 
each other (Coote ). This social responsibility is mixed with the 
principle of subsidiarity to produce a sense of responsibilities which 
are hierarchically ordered, with the strongest duties applying to those 
to whom one is nearest. Alfarandi ( : ) writes, ‘One can imagine 
a system of concentric circles of solidarity, wider and wider, which 
goes from the nuclear family to the international community.’

The idea of solidarity is used in two main ways (Spicker ). The 
first is mutualism or the principle of mutual aid. People are part of 
groups and networks in which each person is protected by the others. 
The second basic principle is collective solidarity or fraternity. The 
pattern of solidarity is one in which people generally have respon-
sibility to others in a community or a nation. 

The idea of solidarity was used in a restricted legal sense from 
the sixteenth century, and is referred to in the Napoleonic Code, 
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but it had acquired its modern meaning by the s, when it was 
understood as ‘mutual responsibility which is established between 
two or several people’ (Académie Française , cited in Zoll ). 
Leroux, who coined the word ‘socialism’, used the term to ‘solidarity’ 
refer to a sense of common humanity (Leroux ), and Hippolyte 
Renaud, who popularized the term, identified it with a utopian vision 
of society (Renaud ). Much later, the popular term was reinter-
preted by Durkheim (). By that time, the concept was also the 
root of ‘solidarism’, a political movement in France (Bourgeois ), 
and the Code de Sécurité Sociale identifies solidarity as the central 
principle of the social security system.

Discourse on solidarity is fundamental to the concepts of 
EXCLUSION and INSERTION, both of which developed in French social 
policy. The central aim of French social policy has been gradually 
to extend the range and scope of these networks. This has led to a 
patchwork quilt of services, provided on many different terms but 
seeking to ensure that nearly everyone is included. The main ap-
proach to policy has centred on two strategies: trying to identify 
and work within existing patterns of support (Baldwin ) and 
seeking to integrate or ‘insert’ people at the margins into the available 
networks (Lejeune  ; Alfarandi ; Donzelot ).
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SPEENHAMLAND SYSTEM 

A system of allowances paid in Britain to labourers to supplement 
their wages, the amount of such allowances being related both to the 
prevailing price of bread and to the size of the labourer’s family. It 
is commonly believed that the ‘Speenhamland system’ was a radical 
departure from established Poor Law practice. In fact, the principle 
of temporary wage subsidies was a long-standing one in the Old Poor 
Law. The Speenhamland system was mainly confined to the southern 
counties of England, which were experiencing recession; the level 
of allowances was low and, as far as can be estimated, it had little 
discernible effect on wages or birth rates. However, the  Poor Law 
Report argued that it had destroyed the labourers’ will to work and 
had encouraged ‘early and improvident’ marriages, thus worsening 
the very poverty problem it sought to alleviate (Neuman ). 

For the remainder of the nineteenth century, and well into the 
twentieth century, ‘Speenhamland’ was held up by classical economists 
as a symbol of the disastrous effects of indiscriminate, ‘overgenerous’ 
welfare, especially when used to subsidize wages. It appeared to be a 
perfect vindication of the warnings of the Rev. T.R. Malthus in his 
Essay on the Principle of Population (). The issue of whether a social 
security system should subsidise low wages remained, in theory, a 
highly sensitive one. For example, in Britain, the  White Paper 
on Family Allowances felt it necessary to make specific reference 
to the Speenhamland system of child allowances, and, in , the 
Nixon administration in the USA cast apprehensive eyes back to it 
when contemplating the introduction of a Family Assistance Plan. 
In practice, much nineteenth-century outdoor relief subsidized low 
wages, as did the  old-age pension scheme in Britain and Family 
Income Supplement (introduced in  and now replaced by tax 
credits). Supporters of a BASIC INCOME or citizen’s income argue that 
there is a good case for social security subsidizing earnings from paid 
employment by providing a guaranteed minimum income for all.
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SQUATTING 

Squatting consists of the possession of land and/or dwellings to which 
the squatter has no legal entitlement. Squatter settlements – variously 
termed barrios, bidonvilles, bustees, favelas, kampongs and ranchos – are 
characteristic of most Third World cities, in some of which they 
may form as much as three-quarters of the total residential area. 
They have grown especially rapidly in the past four decades in cities 
where the conventional housing markets are unable to cope with the 
demands produced by rapid urbanization in the Third World. They 
are created when squatters illegally occupy land, either on the edge 
of a built-up area or in the interstices of existing development (as 
in deep gullies in Caracas and alongside railway lines in Mexico 
City). Such an occupation may be entirely unplanned and piecemeal, 
but squatter settlements are also the results of planned invasions of 
land, which neither private owners nor the state are likely to resist. 
The myth of marginality describes squatting as a normal rather 
than a marginal pattern of tenure, as squatters move from initial 
‘bridgeheads’ through to ‘consolidation’ of property and eventual 
establishment of entitlement (Perlman ). 

Many squatter settlements lack a basic infrastructure – public 
utilities such as electricity, running water and sewerage, and garbage 
removal – and much of the housing is of a poor quality. However, 
Stokes () distinguished between those which were what he termed 
‘slums of despair’ and those which were ‘slums of hope’. The latter 
are characterized by strong self-help movements, which promote both 
improvements to individual dwellings and collective investment in the 
needed infrastructure so as to improve the residents’ quality of life.

For many governments, squatter settlements were for long seen as 
major irritants, creating not only substantial blots on the landscape 
and potential health hazards for the wider population but also possi-
bly containing radical social movements. From the s on, however, 
some housing specialists argued that squatter settlements provide 
a sensible resolution of the housing problem in rapidly growing, 
relatively poor countries. The conventional housing market cannot 
cope with the explosion of demand, and scarce capital is better in-
vested elsewhere in the economy. Thus, squatter settlements provide 
a solution which works, allowing people to invest in housing and its 
improvement as their circumstances allow.
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In some countries, the squatter settlement movement has been 
encouraged both by assisting groups in the search for land on which 
to establish their communities and by providing a basic infrastructure 
– a piped water system, a basic drainage network, and an electricity 
grid, for example. In some cases, basic dwellings (core rooms – a 
kitchen and one bedroom, perhaps) are provided, which the oc-
cupants can extend when money is available. However, such policies 
are condemned by others as ways of ideologically sustaining class 
differentials within divided societies (Burgess ).

In countries where the pattern of land tenure is more firmly set, 
squatting refers primarily to use of existing vacant housing. ‘Licensed 
squatting’ is the use of vacant housing which is subsequently sanc-
tioned by the property owner.

REFERENCES

Burgess, R. () ‘Ideology and Urban Residential Theory in Latin America’, in 
D.T. Herbert and R.J. Johnston (eds), Geography and the Urban Environment, vol. , 
Chichester: John Wiley.

Johnson, R.J. () in R.J. Johnson, D. Gregory and D.M. Smith (eds), The Dictionary 
of Human Geography, Oxford: Blackwell.

Hardoy, J. () Squatter Citizen: Life in the Urban Third World, London: Earthscan.
Lloyd, P.C. () Slums of Hope: Shanty Towns in the Third World, Harmondsworth: 

Penguin.
Perlman, J. () The Myth of Marginality, Berkeley: University of California Press.
Stokes, C.J. () ‘A Theory of Slums’, Land Economics  : –.
Ward, P. () Mexico City: The Production and Reproduction of an Urban Environment, Ale 

World Cities Series, London: Belhaven Press.

STANDARD FOOD BASKET

The calculated price of a set of basic foodstuffs (sometimes includ-
ing basic commodities), and standardized, for example according 
to percentage of expenditure on food and size of household. In the 
ECLAC–UNDP (Economic Commission for Latin America and the 
Caribbean–United Nations Development Programme) study the 
standard food basket (SFB) variant consists of the following steps: 

• In each country an SFB is defined for the average individual 
(or for the average individual in each household), based on diets 
observed in surveys of household income and expenditure and on 
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recommended nutritional requirements in terms of age, weight and 
height, sex and type of activity. This provides a list of quantities 
of foodstuffs which satisfy the predefined nutritional requirements 
of the ‘individual’ (in general terms of proteins and calories). The 
quantities of foodstuffs are then multiplied by the prices which 
in principle each household must pay, although in practice there 
is usually a single range of prices (or one rural and one urban). 
The total cost of the per capita food basket is thus obtained (it 
should be noted that fuel and all other costs associated with the 
preparation and consumption of food have been excluded). The 
cost is interpreted as the per capita extreme poverty or indigence line.

• This line is then divided by the Engel coefficient (proportion of 
household expenditure devoted to food) to obtain what is called 
the per capita poverty line.

The two per capita poverty lines are compared with household 
income, also on a per capita basis. Households with per capita in-
comes below the POVERTY LINE are considered to be poor. Those 
with incomes below the extreme poverty or indigence line are clas-
sified as extremely poor. Individuals are classified on the basis of the 
households to which they belong.
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STIGMA

Stigma is variously understood as: 

• a sense of shame, which makes people reluctant to claim benefits 
or services (Titmuss ); 

• a loss of status (Pinker ); 
• an attribute or characteristic which is discrediting (Goffman );
• a pattern of social rejection (Scott ), analogous to EXCLUSION . 

Stigmatization is part of the condition of poor people, because pov-
erty itself is seen as a negative attribute, as it is associated with 
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other negative attributes (like dependency), and as many conditions 
which lead people to be poor (like disability, unemployment, or single 
parenthood) are also socially rejected. 

The term ‘stigma’ is also used to refer to the reluctance of people 
to claim entitlements and use the services that are available for them. 
The term was extensively used in relation to social assistance, where 
it was deliberately fostered as a means of discouraging dependency, 
and the removal of stigma has been a primary objective of many 
social policies subsequently. In recent years its use has been eclipsed 
by the idea of ‘exclusion’. 
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STREET CHILDREN 

There is no commonly agreed concept or definition of street children. 
However, the Study Group on street children of the Council of 
Europe () has adopted a description of the phenomenon:

Street children are children under  who, for shorter or longer 
periods, live in a street milieu. They are children who live wandering 
from place to place and who have their peer groups and contacts in 
the street. Officially these children may have as their address their 
parents’ home or an institution of social welfare. Most significantly 
they have very few or no contacts with those adults, parents, school, 
child welfare institutions, social services, with a duty towards them.

The definition was not intended to be exclusive, but rather to be used 
as an instrument for determining the scope of the phenomenon.

The widespread media images of young Brazilians protesting 
in the streets of Rio de Janeiro symbolize street children to many 
people in Europe. Street children are understood to be children 
without any shelter. Although in most of Europe such street children 
are the exception, in the megacities of the developing world large 
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numbers of children live and work on the streets. The World Health 
Organization (WHO ) estimates that there may be  million 
street children worldwide, with  million in Latin America,  mil-
lion in Asia,  million in Africa and another  million in the rest 
of the world, including developed countries. Many of these children 
are at high risk of malnutrition, disease and violence. Research by 
WHO in  showed that although poverty and rapid urbanization 
are major contributing factors to the problem of street children, 
many claim that physical and sexual abuse were the reasons for their 
leaving home.
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STRUCTURAL ADJUSTMENT

The World Bank introduced structural adjustment lending in , in-
itially as a temporary measure for developing countries with balance-
of-payments problems and/or large debt burdens. Influential country 
subscribers to the World Bank, notably the USA, Germany and the 
UK, were from the early s encouraging a focus on economic 
restructuring as a prerequisite to social welfare improvements. In part 
as a response to these pressures, structural adjustment became, and 
continues to be, a prominent feature of World Bank lending. Heavily 
indebted developing countries, of which there were many after the 
‘debt crisis’ broke in , had little alternative but to accept the offer 
of structural adjustment programmes (SAPs), a form of lending with 
stringent economic (and, later, political) conditions attached. These 
were designed, claimed the World Bank, to restructure ‘maladjusted’ 
developing-country economies in order to lay the foundations for 
subsequent social welfare improvements.

The most important of these conditions in the early years of 
adjustment was undoubtedly the prior acceptance by the recipient 
country of International Monetary Fund (IMF) ‘stabilization’ meas-
ures before SAPs could be approved. Stabilisation conditionality 
typically included targets for export-led growth (often agricultural 
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exports, at the expense of subsistence farming), cuts in public ex-
penditure and borrowing, devaluation of the currency, privatization 
of parastatal organizations, liberalization of the economy and other 
measures. The direct and indirect effects of many of these policies 
had seriously debilitating effects on the poor, but it was not until a 
crescendo of criticism in the mid-s, culminating in a UNICEF 
study Adjustment with a Human Face (Cornia et al. ) that the World 
Bank began to take these criticisms more seriously.

The World Bank’s renewed interest in poverty was reflected in 
its  World Development Report. Recognizing the harsh consequences 
of adjustment for the poor, the Report focused on the provision of 
targeted anti-poverty projects to protect the poorest in the short 
term, coupled with a policy thrust that encourages increased produc-
tion through lowering labour costs even further. Critics lamented 
the lack of progress towards poverty reduction in the s (see, 
e.g., Woodward ) and, for a number of countries (in sub-Saharan 
Africa particularly), the lack of any significant economic upturn or 
a significant reduction of their debt burden. A statement by the All 
Africa Conference of Churches reflect this continuing concern, de-
claring that the

disastrous effects of the payment of the African debt be compared to 
a low intensity war which brings death, hunger, malnutrition, sick-
ness, unemployment, homelessness and loss of dignity and personal 
worth to millions of children, women and men, young and old.
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STRUCTURAL DEPENDENCY

In the sociological literature, structural dependency is DEPENDENCY 
conditioned by people’s economic position and relationship to society, 
rather than by their intrinsic capacities. The term might be used in 
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relation to elderly people or people with physical disabilities (Walker 
 ; Phillipson et al. ).

In the literature of development studies, dependency refers gener-
ally to the structural economic dependency that poor countries have 
in relation to the developed world, and in particular to the financial 
indebtedness that has arisen (Packenham ). 
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STRUCTURAL POVERTY

Structural explanations for poverty attribute poverty to the social 
or economic structure. Typically these explanations attribute pov-
erty to patterns of inequality (including class, race, gender and 
geographical inequalities), or to the structure of power, including 
economic, political and elite structures. Within the global economy, 
equally, developing countries may be considered to have a position 
of structured disadvantage or STRUCTURAL DEPENDENCY. Structural 
poverty accordingly refers to poverty that is patterned by the social 
or economic structure. It refers principally to long-term situations 
or conditions, but in circumstances where the structure leads to 
marginal and precarious situations it may also account for transitory 
or dynamic understandings of poverty. 

There are two main perspectives. The first, close to Anglo-Saxon 
development studies, econometric approaches and ‘livelihood’ analy-
ses and focused on chronic poverty, defines structural poverty in 
terms of lack of access to income and basic assets. The chronic poor 
are those who experience poverty for extended periods of time, 
whose children are also likely to remain poor, and who have bene-
fited least from economic growth, and national and international 
development initiatives. This perspective, being influential on Africa 
and Latin America poverty research, has intended to go beyond 
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the limitations of static studies on poverty by building a sequential 
picture of longitudinal surveys of increases or decreases in welfare, 
(Øyen et al. ). 

The second perspective views poverty as a multidimensional 
and structural phenomenon. Structural poverty results from long-
term processes of inequality, persistent exclusion, concentration of 
economic power, lack of access to political resources, and system-
atic violation of basic social, political and human rights. A group 
of researchers from Thailand have related structural poverty with 
deprivation of the right to resources – access to land, water, mass 
media, political decision-making, and of the right to everyday cul-
tural self-expression (Hassarungsee and SAWG ). Two factors 
contribute to this lack of access: () the centralized management of 
resources by the state, whose main objectives are making profit and 
land speculation; and () the loss by the poor of their bargaining 
power and access to political decision-making in areas affecting their 
life. If structural poverty reflects an oppressive political structure, 
the lifting of oppression by means of equal distribution of resources 
to all people and sectors is expected to redress the balance (Sachs 
). Moreover, to understand structural poverty, from this point 
of view, is to fight an outdated learning culture and build up a new 
study on the poverty issue.

In this connection, two alternative understandings of structural 
poverty are found in Africa. The first sees it as the product of a power 
politics that maintains a grip on resources (political, natural or other-
wise) at the expenses of citizens’ rights through ruthless exploitation, 
seemingly harmless cronyism, and patron–client relationships. This 
point of view advocates the adoption of a depoliticized focus on 
poverty, since the apolitical ‘needs’ of ‘victims’ obliterate the real 
issues of rights and justice. This means also advocating policies that 
go beyond addressing only the immediate needs of the poor. ‘Eradi-
cating poverty requires more than simply providing food, digging 
wells, donating seeds and farm tools, and offering technical assist-
ance. Indeed to tackle the root causes of poverty, issues of politics, 
justice, and rights must be addressed’ (Dixon ). 

The second view addresses the reason why poor people stay poor 
for long periods of time. This is not only a matter of asset deprivation 
and lack of access to jobs. Structural poverty, in this view, has ‘an 
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engagement with the meaningful complexities of social and power 
relations’. This argues for a ‘close look at the underlying structural 
dimension that may undermine people’s attempt to escape poverty, 
by the interactions between asset poverty, cash hunger, job insecu-
rity and unemployment … their subjection to exploitative power 
relations’, and also at the deeply racialized and authoritarian history 
of some countries in Africa (Du Toit ).
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SUB-EMPLOYMENT 

Matza and Miller ( : –) use the term ‘sub-employment’ to 
describe the situation of people who have a marginal position in 
relation to the labour market. Marginal groups include migrant work-
ers, single parents, some disabled people, and many people with low 
employment status or skills, who may find themselves employed only 
casually, intermittently or for limited periods of time. Their work is 
of low status and earning power; when work is scarce, they are likely 
to be unemployed. The position of sub-employed people is related 
to the concept of a ‘dual labour market’ but distinguished from that 
by its irregular, unstable circumstances. Sub-employed people are 
likely to move through various types of ephemeral labour, including 
temporary employment, casual labour, and work in which they are 
unable to maintain any tenure, as well as experiencing periodic spells 
of unemployment. 

The concept of sub-employment is an attempt to describe a class 
position, or relationship to economic structures, rather than a consist-
ent form of UNDEREMPLOYMENT or low-paid work. The complexity 
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of changing patterns of employment, makes it difficult to identify 
patterns of sub-employment clearly in empirical terms. However, 
work by Morris and Irwin identifies a distinct set of patterns of 
marginal employment. (Morris and Irwin ) In France, these kinds 
of conditions are generally referred to in terms of PRECARIOUSNESS .
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SUB-PROLETARIAT 

Marxist class analysis describes the ‘proletariat’ as those who sell their 
labour to those who own and control the means of production. The 
‘lumpenproletariat’ is a term coined by Marx in his analysis on the 
surplus population: ‘every labourer belongs to it during the time when 
he is only partially employed or wholly unemployed’ ( : ). He 
uses the concept to make reference to those left outside the relative 
population such as vagrants, criminals and prostitutes. Marx was 
dismissive of the lumpenproletariat, which he referred to as ‘social 
scum’; the derogatory usage is reflected in current views about the 
UNDERCLASS. By contrast, contemporary Marxists in French-speaking 
countries have preferred the term ‘sub-proletariat’ to signify those 
who are marginalized within the economic system (e.g. Vercauteren 
). The purpose of the term is to indicate that there is a class of 
people, identifiable in terms of their relationship to the means of 
production, who fall below the proletariat in the social structure.
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SUBJECTIVE POVERTY LINES

Subjective poverty lines are also known as the income proxy 
method (Veit-Wilson ) or consensual poverty lines (see Walker 
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; Halleröd a for discussion). Subjective poverty lines are es-
timations by populations (obtained in surveys) about the minimum 
income level at which it is still possible to live ‘decently’. The most 
important advantage of the subjective method is that the level of 
the poverty line is not fixed by experts but defined by society itself. 
The term ‘subjective’ here is potentially misleading: the line seeks 
to identify a consensual level of the adequacy of resources, which is 
based in a social norm rather than individual opinions. 

In most cases, the subjective method produces poverty lines at a 
relatively high level. Deleeck et al. () have argued that, in many 
cases, the poverty line is at such a level that it would be very dif-
ficult to maintain that all households below it are poor in the sense 
of being socially excluded (see EXCLUSION). The term ‘insecurity 
of subsistence’ meaning a situation in which households encounter 
some (financial) difficulty in participating in the average or most 
widely shared life-style, would be more appropriate. All methods of 
estimating a subjective poverty line make use of a minimum income 
question designed to measure the smallest income required to live 
‘decently’ or ‘adequately’ or to ‘get along’. However, the exact wording 
of the minimum income question varies considerably in different 
studies. Empirical studies have shown that estimates of the subjective 
poverty line usually rise systematically with the actual income of the 
household/individual (Citro and Michael ). Therefore, subjective 
poverty lines tend to fluctuate over time depending on changes in 
the social reference group (e.g. due to an increase in the overall 
living standard of the elderly, they respond with a higher necessary 
minimum income) and on the period of reference (e.g. in a period 
of crisis aspirations might decline). Given the wide variations in 
economic and social circumstances between regions and countries, 
the subjective poverty lines are less suitable for comparative purposes 
across time and space.

The subjective method has been developed independently by 
Kapteyn, Van Praag and others (the SPL method) (Van Praag et al. 
) and Deleeck (CSP line) (Deleeck et al. ). The basic ideas 
are the same, but the operationalization is different.

To derive the income standard, it is assumed that only households 
that are just able to balance their budget (i.e. that are on the brink 
of insecurity of the means of subsistence) are able to give a correct 
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estimate of what level of income is necessary to participate in the 
normal standard of living. The views of households whose incomes 
are either above or below the minimum level are biased because 
of the differences in style of living. However, it is not self-evident 
which households are in a state of budgetary balance. The difference 
between the two subjective methods lies in the way they identify 
those households. In the CSP method a second question is asked for 
this purpose, namely: 

With your current monthly income, everything included, can you 
get by: with great difficulty / with difficulty / with some difficulty / 
fairly easily / easily / very easily / for your household?

Households that answer ‘with some difficulty’ are supposed to be just 
able to balance their budgets. On the basis of their declarations on 
the minimum level of income, the CSP standard is calculated.

The SPL method assumes that households with an actual income 
equal to their estimate of the minimum income required to live de-
cently are in budgetary balance (Muffels and de Vries ). Subjective 
poverty lines have been used to measure poverty in the Netherlands 
(Hagennaars and de Vos ), the United States (Colasanto et al. ), 
Ireland (Nolan and Whelan ), Australia (Saunders and Matheson 
) and Sweden (Halleröd a). A number of multi-country com-
parative studies have also used subjective poverty line methods (see 
Halleröd a for discussion). Halleröd (b) has combined the SPL 
subjective poverty line method with the consensual poverty approach 
of Mack and Lansley () to produce a scientific measurement of 
poverty in Sweden. Nolan and Whelan () have discussed the 
merits of this new approach. 
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SUBSISTENCE 

The maintenance of a basic level of living, below which needs are 
not met. This is associated with the ‘biological’ approach, though not 
confined to it as subsistence may be viewed in terms of a broader 
view of needs.

Beveridge () argued that a subsistence standard should include 
‘food, clothing, fuel, light and household sundries, and rent, though 
some margin must be allowed for inefficiency in spending’. Atkinson 
( : ) defines a subsistence standard of poverty by the formula:

( + h) p.x*

where:

x* is a vector denoting a basket of goods,
p is the price of the basket, and
h is a provision for inefficient expenditure or waste.

This allows for ‘secondary’ poverty within the definition of subsist-
ence: PRIMARY AND SECONDARY POVERTY. 

REFERENCES

Atkinson, A.B. () Comparing Poverty Rates Internationally, London: London School 
of Economics Welfare State Programme.

Beveridge, W. () Cmd , Social Insurance and Allied Services, London:
HMSO.



 POVERTY

SURVIVAL STRATEGIES

The idea of ‘survival strategies’ was developed to explain how families 
manage on inadequate incomes. In the s, the idea of the CULTURE 

OF POVERTY represented poor people as apathetic, passive and unwill-
ing to participate; the assumption was based on an opposite view, 
putting special emphasis on the creativity, ability and resourcefulness 
of the poor. Like studies of the culture of poverty, these studies were 
ethnographical in nature. Some studies focus on the behaviour of 
family units. Others are concerned with the relationship to wider 
groups and to society at large. The study How Do Marginalized People 
Survive? by Larissa Adler de Lomnitz () is pioneering in this line 
and starts a more active representation of poverty, emphasizing the 
abilities and creativity of the poor in facing the problems. Accord-
ing to Adler de Lomnitz, the poor show a very significant ability to 
survive. These abilities are called survival mechanisms. 

The related idea of ‘survival strategies’ was developed Duque and 
Pastrana ( : ) from work done in poor neighbourhoods in Santiago 
de Chile. They found that families developed ‘objective livelihood 
strategies … the central aspect of which consists of a rearrangement 
of functions in the family units, emphasizing the participation of all 
their members, if not most of them’. Studies of survival strategies 
explained the importance of reciprocity in families and communities, 
and of other means of generating alternative resources. 

The PISPAL and the Comisión de Población y Desarrollo de 
FLACSO (FLACSO Population and Development Committee) 
(PISPAL , cited in Rodríguez ; Torrado , ) reframed 
the concept, calling it family strategies, since the family, focused on 
as the basic unit of social, economical and political life, belonging 
to different class and social categories on the basis of their living 
conditions, develops behaviour aimed at guaranteeing the social and 
biological reproduction of the group (PISPAL , cited in Rodríguez 
 : ). According to Torrado (, ), family strategies represent 
social processes directly related to the reproduction of the labour 
force. In this case, the analysis is not limited to the strategies of 
individuals, families and groups themselves, but is concerned with 
the ways in which society reproduces itself through political and 
economic processes.
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TARGETING

Targeting is the process by which policies are focused on certain 
individuals or groups within a population. This is sometimes identi-
fied with SELECTIVITY, but targeting may be based on factors other 
than need – for example, age, gender, race or locality. 

There is no intrinsic reason why the target should be the needs of 
particular individuals, let alone poor individuals; it may be possible, 
for example, to target broader categories of people, like single parents, 
or residents of particular neighbourhoods (Gilbert et al.  : –). 
Cornia and Stewart, considering the effectiveness of food subsidies 
in helping poorer people in developing countries, are not concerned 
with precise measurement, but with the way the benefits relate to 
the circumstances of poorer groups (Cornia and Stewart ). Food 
subsidies are considered to be targeted not because they are confined 
to poor people, but because they can be chosen in order to benefit 
poor people. 

The World Bank has advocated ‘indicator targeting’ – directing 
resources to the correlates of poverty, rather than to the problem itself 
– on the pragmatic basis that it is less costly administratively than 
directing resources to individuals (World Bank : ). Coady et 
al. () suggest that some methods, including means-testing, geo-
graphical targeting and work-based programmes are more effective at 
redistributing resources to people on low incomes. By contrast, pro-
grammes which target elderly people, and those requiring communities 
to bid, are less effective, and may be regressive. 
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TIP-CURVES 

TIP stands for ‘The Three Is of Poverty’ (TIP): incidence, intensity 
and inequality, being the three dimensions of aggregate poverty. 

The TIP curve is obtained by ranking people from poorest to 
richest, accumulating their poverty gaps, and plotting them. The 
x-axis indicates the cumulative population share; the y-axis indicates 
the cumulative POVERTY GAP index PGI.

The TIP curve is a concave curve with slope at a given percentage 
equal to the poverty gap for that percentile. The curve is horizontal 
for all income above the poverty line. The figure is an example of a 
TIP curve for a country with a head-count index H of  per cent 
and an average poverty gap I of . per cent so that the poverty gap 
index is PGI = H.I = ..

 .
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 POVERTY

The curve includes all three dimensions of poverty. Jenkins and 
Lambert ():

The Incidence aspect of poverty is summarized by the length of the 
TIP-curve’s non-horizontal section [ per cent in this case]. The 
head-count ratio H is that p at which the curve becomes horizontal. 
The Intensity dimension of poverty is summarized by the height of 
the TIP-curve: the vertical intercept at p= is the aggregate poverty 
gap averaged across all income-receiving units. The Inequality aspect 
is summarized by the degree of concavity of the non-horizontal 
section of the TIP. If there were equality of incomes amongst the 
poor – if poverty gaps were equal – this section would be a straight 
line with slope equal to (z – mq) where mq is the average income of the 
poor.

Consider two countries A and B and a common poverty line z. 
Jenkins and Lambert mathematically prove that there is more poverty 
in B than in A if the TIP curve of B is everywhere higher or in any 
case nowhere lower than that of A. This is valid for all poverty lines 
z´ < z and for all poverty indicators that belong to the FGT family, 
including H, PGI and FGT. They prove that TIP dominance of B 
over A is necessary and sufficient to ensure that there is more poverty 
in B than in A for all poverty lines z < zmax and for all poverty 
measures of the FGT family.
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TOTALLY FUZZY AND RELATIVE (TFR) 
POVERTY MEASURES 

Cheli and Lemmi () try to overcome the drawbacks of econo-
metric POVERTY LINES by defining poverty as a completely relative 
concept. According to that concept, everybody is poor except the 
richest of the rich. All living standards are compared with the highest 
living standard. They do not need the arbitrary choice of the location 
of poverty lines any more. In fact, the poverty line corresponds with 
the highest living standard. Cheli and Lemmi () call this approach 
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Totally Fuzzy and Relative (TFR). They use a membership function 
that corresponds with the population share above a certain living 
standard level:

pn = 
pi = pi+1 +  popi 

      – popn

where:

pi is the degree of poverty of the ith person with respect to the 
richest person n, such that only the richest person is not poor: 
pn = 

popi is the population share of group i
popn is the population share of the richest group n.

According to this membership function, the degree of poverty pi cor-
responds with the cumulative population share counting backwards 
from the richest to the poorest group.

Assessing poverty as a completely relative concept with the im-
plication that everyone is considered poor except the richest of the 
rich is an extreme point of view. Besides, the empirical outcomes of 
the above membership function are not very satisfactory. According 
to the above membership function, the degree of poverty of a person 
with the median living standard is  per cent and the degree of 
poverty of the poorest of the poor is  per cent. This result would 
imply that two persons with the median living standard contribute 
equally to total poverty as one very poor person.

Therefore, both on conceptual and empirical grounds, the search 
for other, more acceptable, membership functions continues.
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U
UBN–PL METHOD 

Following a line of analysis introduced by Beccaria and Minujin () 
and by Katzman (), and a conceptual approach first suggested by 
Boltvinik (, ), whereby a new method was constituted through 
the use of the UBN (Unsatisfied Basic Needs) and PL (Poverty Line) 
procedures, the UNDP Regional Project for Overcoming Poverty 
promoted and implemented a method for measuring poverty in vari-
ous Latin American countries. 

The UBN–PL method is the simultaneous use of two methods: the 
STANDARD FOOD BASKET and the procedure known as UBN, the proto-
type which was used for the ‘Poverty in Argentina’ project (). 

The poverty criterion adopted in the UBN–PL method considers as 
poor those households (and their occupants) whose per capita income is 
below the poverty line and/or who have one or more unsatisfied basic 
needs. In other words, the head-count ratio is obtained by a combina-
tion of criteria. This increases the incidence of poverty in a country, 
sometimes considerably, compared with findings of whichever of the two 
different methods were used previously. Four categories can be defined 
by this combination of both methods: (a) people who are poor according 
to both methods (the intersection of both sets); (b) people who are poor 
if PL is applied; (c) people who are poor if UBN is applied but not if PL 
is applied; and (d) those who are not poor using either method. 

Analysis of the empirical evidence in the first empirical applications 
of this procedure led to the following conclusions: (a) the incidence 
of poverty under UBN shows a systematic trend downward; (b) the 
incidence under PL fluctuates in accordance with the ups and downs 
of the economy; (c) in general, as regard households defined as poor 
under both methods the correlation is very low; (d) people who are 
poor according to UBN have a greater tendency to be poor also ac-
cording to PL than vice versa. 
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UNDERCLASS

The ‘urban underclass’ and the ‘ghetto underclass’ are two similar 
concepts which have emerged from research on poverty in the 
United States. Better-off African Americans have moved from the 
inner city to suburbia to join the white middle class. Poor African 
Americans, together with other ethnic minorities and disadvantaged 
groups, remain in spatial ghettos which create and reinforce an urban 
underclass. This process is exacerbated by industrial and social trans-
formations (Wilson , ).

The term may have been introduced by the Swedish economist 
Gunnar Myrdal (), who described those long-term marginalized 
or unemployable by the labour market as an underclass. Gans () 
criticizes the concept as a labelling phenomenon which stresses the 
negative aspects of poverty and is too imprecise as a tool for renewed 
analytical understanding. 
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UNDEREMPLOYMENT

Underemployment occurs when the terms of employment offered 
to people are inadequate for their training, their needs or their 
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demand for work. The concept of underemployment, like that of 
unemployment, presupposes a structure of employment in a formal 
economy. There are two main types of underemployment: time-
related underemployment and inadequate employment (ILO ).

According to the ILO, ‘time-related under-employment exists 
when the hours of work of an employed person are insufficient in 
relation to an alternative employment situation in which the person is 
willing and available to engage.’ This includes people who are willing 
or available to work additional hours, or those who worked for less 
than an agreed national ‘threshold’ or norm. This may include both 
part-time workers and people working less than their usual hours.

‘Inadequate’ employment refers to the situation of people in em-
ployment who wanted to change their current work situation, activi-
ties or environment. The ILO resolution distinguishes three types 
of inadequate employment situations:

• skill-related inadequate employment, characterized by inadequate uti-
lization and mismatch of occupational skills, thus signifying poor 
utilization of human capital;

• income-related inadequate employment, resulting from low levels of 
organization of work or productivity, insufficient tools and equip-
ment and training or deficient infrastructure; 

• inadequate employment related to excessive hours, specifically the situa-
tion where persons in employment suffered a reduction in income 
because they want or seek to work for less time. 
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UNEMPLOYMENT

The definition of ‘work’ adopted by the international agencies tends 
to assume the model of central capitalist economies (Wainerman 
and Giusti ), and unemployment is generally identified with a 
lack of salaried work. An unemployed person is someone who has 
no work, in the sense of selling his or her wage labour. The concept 
of unemployment presumes a structure of employment, and so of 

http://www.ilo.org/public/english/bureau/stat/res/underemp.htm


GLOSSARY

integration into a formal economy. It is primarily applied in conse-
quence to developed economies. 

The resolution of the XII International Conference of Labour 
Statisticians (ILO ) on economically active population, employ-
ment and unemployment was intended to address this bias. Their 
definition is as follows:

‘The ‘unemployed’ comprise all persons above a specified age who 
during the reference period were: 
(a) ‘without work’, i.e. were not in paid employment or self-

employment, 
(b) ‘currently available for work’, i.e. were available for paid employ-

ment or self-employment during the reference period; and 
(c) ‘seeking work’, i.e. had taken specific steps in a specified recent 

period to seek paid employment or self-employment. 

The direct reference to self-employment in this definition makes it 
possible to record people whose work is in the INFORMAL SECTOR 
as being ‘unemployed’. However, in virtually every country keep-
ing a record, statistics are more reliable for activities linked to the 
formal sector. The ‘specified age’ differs between countries, being for 
example  years in Ecuador and  in Scotland. 

Colledge () identifies three reference periods used in the 
definition of unemployment:

• a specified brief period, either one day or one week, during which 
a person is without work, i.e. not in paid employment or self 
employment;

• a period during which the person is available for work, i.e. the 
‘availability’ period; and

• a period during which the person takes active steps to find em-
ployment, i.e. the ‘job search’ period.

The type of unemployment usually recorded by labour market 
statistics is known as open unemployment. Some authorities take 
account of another category: hidden unemployment, so-called. Re-
cording hidden unemployment is complex. It has been accepted that 
the concept should be related to a loss of expectations while job 
searching. For the ILO (), hidden unemployment is the position 
of discouraged people who have given up looking for an occupation 
(Monza ). 



 POVERTY

REFERENCES

Colledge, M. () Labour Force Indicators Review of Standards and Practices, www.
unescap.org/stat/meet/keyindic/oecd_labourforce.pdf.

Monza, A. () Los dilemas de la política de empleo en la coyuntura argentina actual, OSDE-
CIEPP, www.fundacionosde.com.ar/Fundacion_OSDE/pdf/biblioteca/monza.

ILO () ‘Resolution Concerning Statistics of the Economically Active Population, 
Employment, Unemployment and Underemployment’, adopted by the Thirteenth 
International Conference of Labour Statisticians, www.ilo.org/public/english/
bureau/stat/res/ecacpop.htm.

ILO () Youth, Older Workers and Social Exclusion: Some Aspects of the Problem in G 
Countries, G//, Geneva: International Labour Organization, www.ilo.org/
public/english/bureau/inf/pr//.htm.

ILO () Medición del desempleo, Equipo Técnico Multidisciplinario para los Países 
Andinos Desempleo, www.oitandina.or.pe/datoslab/medesem.html.

Teulon, F. () Le Chomage el les politiques de’emploi, Paris: Seuil.
Wainerman, C., and Giusti, A. () ‘¿Crecimiento real o aparente? La fuerza de 

trabajo en la Argentina en la última década’, Desarrollo Económico /.

UNITED STATES OF AMERICA POVERTY LINE

The governmental MINIMUM INCOME STANDARD in the USA is known 
as the poverty thresholds. The USA was one of the first nations 
to adopt an official poverty line (Will ). It has a decades-long 
tradition (e.g. US Bureau of the Census ) of using the poverty 
thresholds to produce official annual statistics on the number of 
persons in (officially defined) poverty. 

The thresholds are not a complete BUDGET STANDARD, but were 
developed by applying an ENGEL COEFFICIENT – the ‘multiplier’ – to 
a partial budget standard for food only. They were developed in 
the mid-s by Mollie Orshansky (, ) in connection with 
the War on Poverty. Orshansky used food plans – partial budget 
standards for food – developed by the US Department of Agriculture 
(USDA). There were four such food plans providing nutritionally 
adequate diets at different cost levels. Orshansky initially used the 
two cheapest food plans. War on Poverty policymakers decided to 
use the lower thresholds based on the ‘economy food plan’, which 
USDA described as ‘designed for temporary or emergency use when 
funds are low’ (Fisher a).

For families of three or more, the poverty threshold for a family 
of a given size and composition was calculated by multiplying the 
cost of the relevant ‘economy food plan’ by . (Somewhat different 
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procedures were used for smaller families.) The multiplier of  was 
derived from the USDA’s  Household Food Consumption Survey, 
which showed that the average share of after-tax money income going 
for food was one-third for families of three or more. Thus, for the 
base year , the poverty threshold for a non-farming family of 
four was $,.

No major changes have been made in the poverty threshold 
methodology since the s. The thresholds are adjusted each year 
for changes in consumer prices, but not for changes in the general 
standard of living (INCOME ELASTICITY OF THE POVERTY LINE). Since 
the real standard of living is higher than it was in the s, living 
conditions among the officially poor are further below the aver-
age American lifestyle in the s and s than in the s. As 
real incomes have increased, the average American family’s share 
of income going for food has decreased, from one-third in  to 
less than one-sixth in the s, suggesting that the use of  as the 
multiplier of the food budget is inadequate (Harrington ; Citro 
and Michael ; Nolan and Whelan ). Many other criticisms 
have been raised about aspects of both the poverty thresholds and the 
US Census Bureau definition of money income used with them.

The poverty guidelines – a simplified version of the poverty 
thresholds – are also produced each year. These are used for de-
termining eligibility for certain federal programmes, such as Food 
Stamps, the Head Start Program, and parts of Medicaid (Fisher 
b). However, the guidelines are not used either to determine 
eligibility or to set benefit levels for cash assistance programmes. 
In , a Panel on Poverty and Family Assistance appointed by the 
National Research Council proposed a new approach for developing 
an official US poverty measure (Citro and Michael ). For its refer-
ence threshold, the Panel proposed not a specific dollar figure but a 
dollar range. While expressing this range as a percentage (range) of 
median expenditures for food, clothing, shelter, and utilities (FCSU), 
increased by a small multiplier to allow for other needs, the Panel 
actually determined the dollar range based in part on consideration 
of expert family budgets and relative and subjective poverty thresh-
olds. The threshold would be updated annually based on changes 
in median actual consumption expenditures for FCSU – a ‘quasi-
relative’ updating procedure. The threshold would be adjusted for 
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different family sizes using an explicit equivalence scale. The Panel 
would redefine family resources (income) to be consistent with its 
threshold concept, including money income and certain near-money 
benefits but excluding taxes and certain expenses. Research (e.g., 
Short et al. ) is continuing on the Panel’s proposals, but they have 
not been adopted as a new official poverty measure.
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URBAN SEGREGATION 

Urban segregation is the process in cities by which classes or groups 
of people become spatially concentrated in different areas. These 
areas differ in terms of wealth, status and hierarchy (Castells ).

In the s, Latin American urban segregation followed a common 
pattern: the occupation of space through so-called ‘irregular’ settle-
ments on previously unsettled plots of land where precariousness 
of tenure was generally combined with poor living conditions, in 
areas which were often run-down, marginally located or at environ-
mental risk. These forms of occupation took on a wide array of 
names: callampas (Chile), cantegriles (Uruguay), favelas (Brazil), tugurios 
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(Costa Rica), villas miserias and villas de emergencia (Argentina), chabolas 
(Ecuador).

The process of urban segregation has been described by the theo-
ries of peripheral urbanization and urban super-exploitation. The 
former accounted for growing urban segregation stemming from the 
development of a local economy which reflected the interests of 
global capital and external demands (e.g. an export-focused economy, 
growing centralization of economic activities, expansion of the in-
formal economy and minimum-income jobs) (Walton ). Urban 
super-exploitation describes the infrastructure, service and hous-
ing exclusion of urban workers which results in domestic overwork, 
unpaid self-construction of housing and community-developed urban 
services, with the municipality playing little or no role in service 
provision. 

In the s, the processes of urban segregation were associated 
with economic, social and cultural developments which affected the 
distribution of poverty and urban protest. Queiroz Riveiro () 
argues that a growing segmentation of the labour market occurred, 
which resulted in the creation of jobs that were either core or peri-
pheral to the main economy, and also in the emergence of a survival 
economy oriented towards the needs of the poor. The spatial ex-
pression of these changes in global capitalism was increased urban 
segregation, which activated certain areas of the urban periphery as 
sites for export production or as markets, while it deactivated others 
considered too poor or unstable for profitable use. Wacquant () 
discusses ‘advanced marginality’ in cities as the process of spatial 
isolation of the poor through increased physical (fenced rich com-
munities), economic (high housing costs) and social barriers, which 
results in reduced contact and interactions between social classes. 

In some countries, urban segregation is compounded by ethnic 
and cultural discrimination. The segregation found in ghettos is a 
result of more than just economic changes and poverty (Wacquant 
), discriminatory processes such as restrictive covenants, racial 
zoning, policy instruments, and threats of violence also contribute to 
the formation of ghettos (Massey and Denton ). These processes 
often also result in poverty, inadequate housing, unemployment, lack 
of professional opportunities and high levels of crime (Borja and 
Castells ). 
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VAGRANCY 

Controlling the wanderer with no settled abode or regular work has 
been a long-standing feature of social policy: 

The great object of our early pauper legislation seems to have been 
the restraint of vagrancy. (Poor Law Report )

More recently, vagrant men and women were seen in terms of 
DESTITUTION . The response to destitution has changed from that 
stressing personal inadequacy of one kind or another to the more 
operational notion of sleeping rough or regularly using night shelters 
or resettlement units. 
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VOICE

The idea of ‘voice’ is used to refer to perceptions, opinions or rep-
resentations of people who are personally affected by issues. It is 
closely linked to PARTICIPATORY RESEARCH models.

The idea has developed through three main routes. The term 
‘voice’ itself was introduced by Hirschman to consider non-financial 
elements in the relationship of consumers and citizens to service 
providers (Hirschman ). Hirschman referred to the importance of 
‘voice’, ‘loyalty’, and ‘exit’ (the power to choose alternative providers). 
This model had considerable influence in the development of public 
services in the s and s, and ‘voice’ was emphasized as an 
alternative to the power of consumers in an economic market.
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The second element has been ‘deliberative democracy’. Joshua 
Cohen describes a model which emphasizes democracy’s character of 
discussion, cooperation and social inclusion. Deliberative democracy 
bases governance in negotiation and discussion, the representation 
of interests or the legitimization of dissent (Cohen ). The idea of 
‘voice’ has come to refer to the process of participation in democratic 
deliberation.

Third, voice has come to be identified with the principle of 
EMPOWERMENT. Voice is a means of enabling people with relatively 
little power to express views, and to communicate views to those in 
authority in their own words.

These different elements come together in the development of the 
Participatory Poverty Assessments (PPAs) sponsored by the World 
Bank, reported in Voices of the Poor (Narayan et al. a, b, ). 
Voices of the Poor reports diverse views from more than , respond-
ents in twenty-three countries. The emphasis in their responses falls 
primarily on economic and social relationships rather than on specific 
forms of material deprivation.
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VULNERABILITY

Vulnerability is closely related to risk, although there are important 
distinctions between them. People are at risk if something negative 
is likely to happen. People are vulnerable when, if something nega-
tive happens, it will damage them; vulnerability is defined by the 
damage, not the risk. People who are at risk are often vulnerable, 
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but many more people are vulnerable than those who are at risk. A 
person who is in a high-paid, low-security occupation (like executive 
management) is at risk, but not vulnerable; a person who is in secure, 
low-paid employment, but is not covered for housing costs in the 
event of unemployment, is vulnerable but not at risk. 

Poor people are, notoriously, more vulnerable than many others. 
But vulnerability is not equivalent to poverty, and it is possible to 
construct circumstances in which richer people are more vulner-
able than poor ones. This is particularly important in developing 
countries, where the effect of increasing resources may also be to 
increase vulnerability (Streeten, ). A parallel process is visible in 
developed countries, where the high level of specialization has made 
particular groups of workers – such as workers in heavy industry, 
like miners, steel workers or shipbuilders – especially vulnerable to 
changes in the structure of the economy.

Chambers () argues that, in general, policies aimed at mitigat-
ing poverty have not considered the vulnerability undergone by the 
poor. Instead of analysing the specific factors that aggravate poverty 
or expose individuals, households and communities to the risk of im-
poverishment, these policies have focused on income or consumption 
levels. Chambers argues that vulnerability relates to ‘defencelessness, 
insecurities and susceptibility to risks, traumas and stress’. Consist-
ent with Chambers’s view, the World Bank (Narayan et al.  : ) 
suggests that vulnerability lies in the lack of assets which expose 
individuals, households and communities to a greater risk of poverty. 
Reductions in assets increase the risk of impoverishment. Thus policies 
are developed with a view to strengthening intangible assets such as 
social capital and self-help community networks, rather than improv-
ing consumption and income (ASSET VULNERABILITY FRAMEWORK). 
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WEB OF DEPRIVATION 

Poverty is often identified in terms of a set of needs or problems, like 
low income, deprivation and a lack of facilities. The idea of the web 
of deprivation suggests, by contrast, that there is no simple core set 
of issues. There is, rather, a constellation of problems, which can be 
found in different combinations according to circumstances. Research 
on the pattern of VULNERABILITY to poverty has argued that poverty 
consists not of a single, unvarying problem or set of problems, but 
rather of a fluctuating set of conditions characterized by the systematic 
relationship of the deprivations experienced (Coffield and Sarsby, ; 
Kolvin et al., ). By this argument, poverty is like a web, because 
people who try to pull themselves out of one part of it often stick to 
another part of the web; they think they have solved one problem, but 
find they have only exchanged it for another one. The link between 
these fluctuating, shifting problems rests in the systematic relation-
ship between different forms of deprivation.

The concept has most recently been advanced in the World Bank’s 
study of Voices of the Poor (Narayan et al. ).
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WELFARE 

Welfare refers

. to a state of ‘well-being’;
. in the study of the economics of welfare, to the utility (or optimal 

choices) of individuals or groups;
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. to the provision of benefits, goods and services to ensure well-
being;

. in the United States, to the provision of social assistance.

Welfare is used to describe certain services or institutions and also 
the ideas of individual and social well-being by which those services 
or institutions are informed. In this context, it is also important to 
consider the complementing notion of DISWELFARE : for many, social 
service provision represents not an increment in welfare but a partial 
compensation for diswelfares incurred as a result of social change. 
While ideas of welfare and compensation for diswelfare may be said 
to inform the social services, it should be acknowledged that ‘welfare 
is only to a very limited extent the product of social services or of 
social policy. Its roots lie deep in the social and economic system 
as a whole. Its realisation and enjoyment depend, therefore, on a 
number of other rights … including those to property and personal 
freedom, to work and to justice’ (Marshall  : ). It has become 
increasingly common to identify different models of welfare; Pinker 
( : ) for example, discusses the models derived from classical 
political economy, from Marxism and from the effort to make: ‘a 
welfare society in which the terms of exchange and the understand-
ings of obligation and entitlement were decently conditional, neither 
vulgarly egoistical nor impossibly altruistic’.
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WELFARE HOUSING

Welfare housing is HOUSING provided on a non-profit basis aimed 
primarily at low-income households. Forms of subsidy, allocation 
and ownership vary. Welfare housing may refer to dwellings di-
rectly provided and managed by local or central government, or to 
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state-subsidized housing managed and owned by a diverse range 
of housing associations and co-operatives. The diversity of forms 
of housing intervention and institutional arrangement complicates 
definitions. Two criteria are important, however, in differentiating 
welfare housing from any housing provided with state assistance. The 
key institutions should operate on a non-profit basis and allocation 
should be on the basis of some assessment of NEED rather than ability 
to pay (Marloe ).

Welfare housing is, as the name implies, associated with WELFARE 

STATE capitalism. It is to be differentiated, therefore, from direct 
housing provision in former state socialist societies and is linked 
with a particular period of development in particular countries. In 
general terms we can refer to a period extending from around  
to  and to the core capitalist countries of Europe, North America 
and Australasia.

A key issue in welfare housing, and what could be seen as a 
defining feature, is the extent to which it is the exclusive domain of 
low-income households. Such issues are often referred to in terms of 
social mix, meaning the degree to which different social classes or 
income groups are represented in the public housing sector. Public 
housing sectors which are targeted on lower income households 
could be seen as the purest versions of welfare housing – as housing 
for those households unable to gain accommodation through the 
market.
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WELFARE RIGHTS

The idea of ‘welfare rights’ is used in two different senses: in a 
general sense to refer to rights to welfare, and specifically to refer 
to support for people pursuing specific legal entitlements to social 
security benefits. In the general sense, welfare rights include both 
moral and positive rights. Moral rights are moral claims or justifica-
tions for a course of action towards the person who holds the right. 
Rights to welfare are based partly in moral statements, such as the 
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UN Declaration of Human Rights, which guarantees ‘the economic, 
social and cultural rights indispensable for (the person’s) dignity and 
the free development of his personality’ (UN  : Article ), and ‘a 
standard of living adequate for himself and his family, including food, 
clothing, housing and medical care and necessary social services’ (Art 
()). Positive rights are legally enforceable. They depend on legal 
sanctions, and so on the legal structures of citizenship. Examples 
include rights to income support or medical insurance, which are 
generally subject to frameworks established by law and so capable 
of redress in case of default. Welfare rights in this general sense are 
closely related to human rights (see HUMAN RIGHTS AND POVERTY). 

In the specific sense, the term ‘welfare rights’ is used to refer to 
a range of activities intended to use existing legal rights to promote 
the principle of a minimum basic income. There are four main types 
of activity (Spicker ):

• Advice and support given to individuals who have problems with 
specific benefits and social services.

• Agencies dedicated to advocacy and specialised advice. This is 
intended not only to help people in particular circumstances, but 
to challenge and test the work of agencies in the welfare field. Test 
cases are used to establish precedents and general principles.

• Publicity, extending awareness of legal entitlements.
• Political campaigning. This draws on information gained from prac-

tice to argue for legal and administrative changes in the treatment 
of service users.
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WELFARE STATE

The idea of the ‘welfare state’ is widely used but often ill defined 
(Veit-Wilson ). It was ‘invented’ by William Temple, the Arch-
bishop of Canterbury (Briggs ) – possibly based on a translation 
of the German term Wohlfahrtsstaat – and defined as the embodiment 
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of European values by the historian E.H. Carr in an editorial entitled 
‘The New Europe’ in the The Times newspaper on  July  :

Over the greater part of Western Europe the common values for 
which we stand are known and prized. We must indeed beware of 
defining these values in purely nineteenth-century terms. If we 
speak of democracy, we do not mean a democracy which maintains 
the right to vote but forgets the right to work and the right to live. If 
we speak of freedom, we do not mean a rugged individualism which 
excludes social organization and economic planning. If we speak of 
equality, we do not mean a political equality nullified by social and 
economic privilege.

In the s Richard Titmuss argued that the welfare state was a 
manifestation, ‘first, of society’s will to survive as an organic whole, 
and secondly of the expressed will of all the people to assist the 
survival of some people’ (Titmuss ). In the s, the British 
sociologist Dorothy Wedderburn defined the purpose of the ‘welfare 
state’ in more narrow ‘poverty alleviation’ terms

There is, though, a central core of agreement that the welfare state 
implies a state commitment of some degree which modifies the play 
of market forces in order to ensure a minimum real income for all. 
(Wedderburn : )

The idea of the ‘welfare state’ is used in three main senses. It refers, 
first, to an idealized model of the provision of welfare, characterized 
by the reform of welfare in the period following World War II. Asa 
Briggs identifies the main elements of this model as including

• a guarantee of minimum standards, including a minimum 
income;

• social protection for circumstances in which people were likely 
to be in need; 

• the provision of welfare at the best level possible (Briggs ).

This model is sometimes described in terms of ‘institutional’ welfare. 
Institutional welfare is based on a view of need and dependency as a 
normal or institutionalized aspect of social relationships. Provision is 
made as of right in ‘a state in which organized power is deliberately 
used (through politics and administration) in an effort to modify the 
play of market forces’ (Briggs ). 
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Second, the idea of the ‘welfare state’ is also associated with the 
provision of an extensive system of social protection, provided not by 
the state, but by a combination of voluntary, independent, mutualist 
and government-based services. The European ‘welfare states’ rely 
on plural provision. The role of government is to plan services and 
supplement provision as necessary. This is sometimes described in 
terms of ‘corporatism’, a system of government in which autonomous 
non-governmental organizations are coopted into activities which 
might otherwise be done by government. The primary purpose of 
this ‘type’ of ‘welfare state’ is seen not as poverty alleviation but as 
social integration. Van Kersbergen () has argued that this ‘corpo-
ratist’ conception of the ‘welfare’ state, and in particular the ideology 
and role of Christian Democratic agendas in Europe, has been largely 
ignored by many welfare state theorists; ‘Christian democracy and 
its impact on social policy performance are conspicuously under-
studied and often misunderstood phenomena’ (Van Kersbergen : 
–). Christian Democrats have pursued a specific political project 
aimed at social integration, class compromise, and political mediation 
between conflicting interest groups. The central goal for Christian 
Democracy (particularly in Germany) has been class reconciliation 
and class cooperation to restore the ‘natural and organic harmony of 
society’ (Van Kersbergen and Bekker ). Similarly, in France the 
primary purpose of the welfare state is often seen as to prevent social 
exclusion (les exclus) rather than the prevention of poverty.

Third, the ‘welfare state’ is used to refer to the provision of welfare 
by the state. Any provision of welfare by government, including 
partial and residual provision, might be described in these terms. 
This usage is particularly prevalent in the United States.

Esping-Andersen classifies three principal forms of welfare regime 
(Esping-Andersen ). The ‘liberal’ model is characterized by reli-
ance on the free market and an emphasis on ‘residual’ welfare, where 
welfare is confined to a safety net for people unable to manage by other 
means. The ‘corporatist’ models are characterized by welfare plural-
ism, methods of working where the state acts in partnership with non-
governmental agencies, and an emphasis on the relationship between 
welfare provision and economic development. The ‘social democratic’ 
regime emphasises social rights, equality and ‘decommodification’ or 
removal of provision from the market. Liberal regimes tend to offer 
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less support to the poor, while social-democratic regimes offer more. 
This kind of modelling has been criticized, however, because few 
regimes in practice hold consistently to any single pattern of service 
delivery, and most countries refer to varied principles both between 
services and within them (Mabbett and Bolderson ).
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WORKFARE

Workfare is a condition attached in the United States to the receipt 
of Temporary Aid to Needy Families, the federal social assistance 
scheme, requiring recipients of benefit to work for a period as a 
condition of benefit receipt (Ogborn ).
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WORKHOUSE; WORKHOUSE TEST

The British POOR LAW workhouses were intended to be deterrent in-
stitutions, designed to enforce less eligibility by making the claiming 
of relief as unpleasant as possible. Under the  Poor Law reform, 
the ‘offer of the house’ was to be an infallible method of filtering out 
the deserving from the undeserving. Only if truly destitute would 
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applicants submit themselves to the workhouse regime as a condition 
of receiving relief. As the  Poor Law Report argued:

If the claimant does not comply with the terms on which relief is 
given to the destitute, he gets nothing; and if he does comply, the 
compliance proves the truth of the claim – namely, his destitution. 
(Checkland and Checkland  : )

Inmates of workhouses received institutional care as ‘indoor 
relief ’. The workhouse regime was designed to be harsh. For exam-
ple, the able-bodied would be given arduous tasks to perform (e.g. 
stone-breaking); and for other inmates (such as the aged) monotonous 
work (e.g. oakum picking) would be prescribed. By the end of the 
nineteenth century, proposals for alternatives to the workhouse were 
increasingly being made, notably state old-age pensions for the aged 
and ‘boarding out’ for orphans.
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WORLD BANK POVERTY LINES 

One of several definitions produced by the World Bank is a ‘universal 
poverty line [which] is needed to permit cross-country compari-
son and aggregation’. Poverty is defined as ‘the inability to attain 
a minimal standard of living’ (World Bank  : , ). Despite its 
acknowledgement of the difficulties in including, in any measure 
of poverty, the contribution to living standards of public goods and 
common-property resources, the World Bank settles for a standard 
which is ‘consumption-based’ and which comprises two elements: 

the expenditure necessary to buy a minimum standard of nutrition 
and other basic necessities and a further amount that varies from 
country to country, reflecting the cost of participating in the every-
day life of society. (World Bank  : )

The first of these elements is stated to be ‘relatively straightforward’ 
because it could be calculated by ‘looking at the prices of the foods 
that make up the diets of the poor’. However, the second element is 
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‘far more subjective; in some countries indoor plumbing is a luxury, 
but in others it is a “necessity”’ (World Bank  : –). For op-
erational purposes, the second element was set aside and the first 
assessed as PPP (purchasing power parity) – $ per person per 
year for all the poorest developing countries. Those with incomes 
per capita of less than $ were deemed ‘poor’, while those with less 
than $ per year were ‘extremely poor’. 

The standard is simple to comprehend and apply. It does not 
depend on the arduous and continuous collection and compila-
tion of data about types as well as amounts of resources, changing 
patterns of necessities and changing construction of standards of 
living. At the same time, it is not truly ‘global’ and is not assumed 
to be applicable to countries other than the poorest. The Bank has 
acknowledged the need for an international poverty line which is 
more than ‘consumption-based’. No cost is estimated for the second 
‘participatory’ element of the definition. 

In the same report is found also a definition of poverty as a low 
GNP per capita, supplemented by other criteria such as consumption 
per capita, under- infant mortality, life expectancy and primary-
school enrolment.

The World Bank has initiated a set of country-specific Poverty 
Assessments which bring together quantitative and qualitative data 
accessed through household surveys, poverty profiles, participatory 
studies, beneficiary assessments, public expenditure reviews, country-
economic memoranda and sector reviews. Poverty assessments are 
important for identifying key poverty issues for each country, and 
bring together different definitions of poverty.

However, the best known and most widely used poverty line pro-
duced by the World Bank is ‘a-dollar-a-day’ adjusted measurement 
for extreme poverty.
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Definitions of poverty:  
twelve clusters of meaning

PAUL SPICKER

Words acquire meaning from their use, and words that are used 
extensively are liable to acquire not a single meaning, but a range 
of meanings. Wittgenstein analysed, as an example, the word ‘game’ 
(Wittgenstein ). The different meanings of ‘game’, he argued 
– for example, a form of play, a sporting event, fighting spirit and the 
target in hunting – arose not simply as distinct uses, but as part of 
an interrelated network of meanings, a ‘family’. Each member of the 
family could bear a resemblance to any of the others, but there is no 
reason to suppose that because A is like B, and B like C, that A is 
like C. Terms which are linked by family resemblance do not, then, 
necessarily have any single element in common; there is no ‘essential 
core’ of meaning. Rather, there are clusters of meaning. Terms are 
used if they are judged to be appropriate and like other usages, not 
because they fit a set of agreed criteria. This tends, over time, to lead 
to new layers of meaning being added onto other uses.

Debates on poverty have been bedevilled by an artificial academic 
formalism, which has insisted that there must be an agreed core of 
meaning, that contradictory examples showed that certain uses were 
‘right’ while others were ‘wrong’, and that disagreement was based 
not in a difference of interpretation or the focus of concern, but in 
a failure to understand the true nature of the problem. Poverty does 
not, however, have a single meaning. It has a series of meanings, 
linked through a series of resemblances. 
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TWELVE DEFINITIONS

In the social sciences poverty is commonly understood in at least 
twelve discrete senses. The senses overlap; many of the main pro-
tagonists in the debate take two or three positions simultaneously. 
They are discrete because they can be logically separated, so that 
circumstances which apply in one sense do not necessarily apply in 
others. 

POVERTY AS A MATERIAL CONCEPT

The first group of definitions concern poverty as a material concept. 
People are poor because they do not have something they need, or 
because they lack the resources to get the things they need.

NEED The first set of definitions understands poverty as a lack of 
material goods or services. People ‘need’ things like such as food, 
clothing, fuel or shelter. Vic George writes:

poverty consists of a core of basic necessities as well as a list of other 
necessities that change over time and place. (George  : )

Baratz and Grigsby refer to poverty as 

a severe lack of physical and mental well-being, closely associated 
with inadequate economic resources and consumption. (Baratz and 
Grigsby  : )

The factors which go to make up well-being include ‘welfare’ 
values, including self-esteem, aspirations, and stigma and ‘deference’ 
values, including aspects of status and power. These views stem 
from apparently opposed positions: George is advocating an ‘absolute’ 
view of poverty, Baratz and Grigsby a ‘relative’ view. But these are 
interpretations of the social construction of need, not different defini-
tions of poverty. Both agree that poverty is a lack of something, and 
they are largely agreed on what is lacking. The main disagreement 
is about the source and foundation of the needs.

A PATTERN OF DEPRIVATION Not every need can be said to be equiv-
alent to poverty, and there are several interpretations of what makes 
up poverty. Some interpretations emphasize certain kinds of need, like 
hunger and homelessness, as particularly important. Some emphasize 
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the seriousness of the deprivations that are experienced: food and 
shelter are often seen as more important than entertainments and 
transport (though there may still be grounds to consider people who 
are deprived of entertainments and transport as ‘poor’). The duration 
of circumstances is potentially important: a person can be homeless 
because of a natural disaster, but still be able to command sufficient 
resources to ensure that needs are met, and met rapidly. Poverty 
generally refers not just to deprivation, but to deprivation experienced 
over a period of time (Spicker ). Deleeck et al. write:

Poverty is not restricted to one dimension, e.g. income, but it mani-
fests itself in all domains of life, such as housing, education, health. 
(Deleeck et al.  : ) 

People may experience particular needs (like homelessness or cold) 
without this being sufficient to constitute ‘poverty’ – though needs are 
still clearly important as primary indicators of poverty (Whelan and 
Whelan ). Duration is important, because temporary deprivations 
(like those experienced by the victims of catastrophes) are not enough 
to constitute ‘poverty’. Poverty is defined, then, on the existence of a 
pattern of deprivation, rather than by the deprivation itself. Following 
the argument about lack of basic security, it would be possible for a 
poor person to be subject to multiple deprivation even though that 
person was not experiencing a specific deprivation at a particular 
point of time. The definition of poverty would depend, rather, on 
cumulative experience over time. Voices of the Poor, a series of studies 
for the World Bank, refers to the idea of the ‘web’ of deprivation 
(Narayan et al. ) – an expressive metaphor, referring to a constel-
lation of issues where people might suffer from shifting combinations 
of problems over time (Coffield and Sarsby  ; Kolvin et al. ).

LIMITED RESOURCES Needs are closely linked to resources; every 
need is a need for something. Poverty can be taken to refer to cir-
cumstances in which people lack the income, wealth or resources to 
acquire or consume the things which they need. Booth wrote that 

The ‘poor’ are those whose means may be sufficient, but are barely 
sufficient, for decent independent life; the ‘very poor’ those whose 
means are insufficient for this according to the usual standard of life 
in this country. (Booth  : )
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Ashton writes:

Deprivation is surely about ‘essential’ needs that are unmet. This 
may be due to a lack of money resources – but it need not be (since 
adequate resources may be misspent). Poverty, on the other hand, 
must refer to a lack of the money necessary to meet those needs. 
(Ashton  : )

Limited resources, or more precisely a limited command over re-
sources, does tend to imply low consumption, but the terms are not 
equivalent; some feminists argue that women with limited resources 
in the household may be poor if they do not have an income in their 
own right (e.g. those cited in Millar  : –). This would apply 
even though their consumption and standard of living are high.

It is possible to hold to a definition of poverty as limited resources 
while accepting the preceding definitions; poverty can be a form of 
need caused by limited resources. The UN has defined poverty as: 

a condition characterized by severe deprivation of basic human needs, 
including food, safe drinking water, sanitation facilities, health, 
shelter, education and information. It depends not only on income but 
also on access to services. (UN : )

If poverty is defined primarily in terms of need, a need which was 
not caused by limited resources would be sufficient to make someone 
poor; if poverty is only a result of limited resources, it would not. 

POVERTY AS ECONOMIC CIRCUMSTANCES

If poverty is related to a lack of resources, it can also be under-
stood in economic terms. One of the most widely used approaches 
to the measurement of poverty is in terms of income, to the point 
where some social scientists have started to think that poverty is 
low income. 

STANDARD OF LIVING The idea of ‘need’ supposes that some items 
or issues are particularly important or necessary. Although the idea of 
a standard of living is intimately linked with need, it is in its nature 
a general concept, referring not to specific forms of deprivation but 
to the general experience of living with less than others. The Inter-
national Labour Organization suggests that
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At the simplest level, individuals or families are considered poor 
when their level of living, measured in terms of income or consump-
tion, is below a particular standard. (ILO : )

Rowntree’s Poverty did not define poverty precisely, but the chapter in 
which he begins the discussion of the topic is called ‘The Standard 
of Life’ (Rowntree ). Ringen argues that poverty is ‘a standard 
of consumption which is below what is generally considered to be a 
decent minimum’ (Ringen  : ). The World Bank defines poverty 
as ‘the inability to attain a minimal standard of living’ (World Bank 
 : ). Their poverty line, probably the most widely used standard 
of poverty internationally, is based on an arbitrary figure (one or two 
dollars a day) and used to identify poverty by reference to the overall 
standard of living which such an income must command.

The distinction between this and what people ‘need’ should be 
clear. We might not ‘need’ tea, newspapers or concerts – three exam-
ples used by Rowntree in his definition of the conditions of primary 
poverty – but people who cannot afford what they do not need might 
still be considered poor. The standard which can be set might, like 
the World Bank’s level, be set rather below what people need; it 
might be set above it, at a level appropriate to maintain decency, or 
at a level relative to wages, or whatever else is thought appropriate. 
In The Poor and the Poorest, Abel-Smith and Townsend argue that

Whatever may be said about the adequacy of the National Assist-
ance Board level of living as a just or publicly approved measure of 
‘poverty’, it has at least the advantage of being in a sense the ‘official’ 
operational definition of the minimum level of living at any particu-
lar time. (Abel-Smith and Townsend )

INEQUALITY People may be held to be poor because they are dis-
advantaged by comparison with others in society. O’Higgins and 
Jenkins write:

Virtually all definitions of the poverty threshold used in developed 
economies in the last half-century or so have been concerned with 
establishing the level of income necessary to allow access to the 
minimum standards of living considered acceptable in that society 
at that time. In consequence, there is an inescapable connection 
between poverty and inequality: certain degrees or dimensions of 
inequality … will lead to people being below the minimum standards 
acceptable in that society. It is this ‘economic distance’ aspect of 
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inequality that is poverty. This does not mean that there will always 
be poverty when there is inequality: only if the inequality implies an 
economic distance beyond the critical level. (O’Higgins and Jenkins 
)

This approach has important defects: the effect of defining poverty 
in these terms is that reduction in the resources of the better-off is 
equivalent to a reduction in poverty, and it becomes impossible to 
talk of a society in which the majority of people are poor. But that 
is not to say that the use is necessarily illegitimate, or that it is not 
widespread. 

ECONOMIC POSITION A ‘class’ of people is a group identified by 
virtue of their economic position in society. Class is an aspect of 
inequality, but the inequality it represents is a matter of the social 
structure, not of the inequality of resources or consumption; re-
sources and consumption are at best an indicator of social position. 
Miller and Roby argue:

Casting the issue of poverty in terms of stratification leads to regard-
ing poverty as an issue of inequality. In this approach, we move away 
from efforts to measure poverty lines with pseudo-scientific accuracy. 
Instead, we look at the nature and size of the differences between the 
bottom  or  per cent and the rest of society. (Miller and Roby )

The argument that poor people should be understood as a class is 
based in a range of different arguments. In Marxian analyses, classes 
are defined in terms of their relationship to the means of production, 
and in developed countries poor people are primarily those who are 
marginalized in relation to the economic system. Miliband argues:

The basic fact is that the poor are an integral part of the working 
class – its poorest and most disadvantaged stratum. … Poverty is a 
class thing, closely linked to a general situation of class inequality. 
(Miliband  : –)

In the Weberian sense, classes refer to people in distinct economic 
categories: poverty constitutes a class either when it establishes dis-
tinct categories of social relationship (like exclusion or dependency), 
or when the situation of poor people is identifiably distinguishable 
from others. Charles Booth explicitly identified poor people in terms 
of classes; the famous ‘poverty line’ was not based on a measurement 
of income, but on the lowest wage rates available for a man in full-
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time work, and so in the distinction between those who were working 
and those who were not (Booth , vol.  :  ; vol. : ).

SOCIAL CIRCUMSTANCES

SOCIAL CLASS The consideration of class shades into the social 
circumstances of poor people. The idea of ‘social class’ identifies 
economic position with socio-economic status, a concept based on 
the linkage of class with social and occupational roles. The concept 
of class is used both as a means of conceptualizing the position of 
the poor in structural terms, and as the basis for empirical research 
on the distributive implications of policy (for example, relating to 
education or health care) (Edgell ). The main description of poor 
people as a ‘class’ in recent years has been in terms of the ‘underclass’, 
and in that sense it has been roundly criticized by many observers 
who see the term as a condemnation of the poor. At the same time, 
many of those who have used the term academically have been lead-
ing writers in the study of poverty, including Myrdal, Titmuss and 
Townsend (cited in Macnicol ). 

DEPENDENCY Poor people are sometimes taken to be those who 
receive social benefits in consequence of their lack of means. The 
sociologist Georg Simmel argued that ‘poverty’, in sociological terms, 
referred not to all people on low incomes, but to those who were 
dependent: 

The poor person, sociologically speaking, is the individual who 
receives assistance because of the lack of means. (Simmel  : ) 

Engbersen has described poverty as

the structural exclusion of citizens from all social participation, along 
with a situation of dependence in relation to the state. (cited Cantil-
lon et al.  : )

This usage may seem initially unfamiliar, because it has featured 
very little in the social-science literature. There is, rather, a tendency 
simply to elide any distinction between poverty and the receipt 
of social assistance – an elision apparent, for example, in The Poor 
and the Poorest, or in Buhr and Leibfried’s study of social assistance 
recipients (Abel-Smith and Townsend ; Buhr and Leibfried ). 
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By contrast, dependency is a major element in the discussion of 
poverty in the media and popular culture, particularly in discussions 
in the USA (see, e.g., Critchlow and Hawley  or Schram , 
for measured analyses). In this discourse, ‘the poor … are increas-
ingly with us, breeding future generations of uneducated bastards 
dependent on welfare, mugging and drug dealing’ (Steizer ). As 
such, the reference to poverty as dependency is still appropriate as 
a description of how the term is used, and so of its meaning.

LACK OF BASIC SECURITY Although a lack of basic security has been 
defined in terms directly equivalent to need (Duffy : ), it may 
also be seen in terms of vulnerability to social risks. Charles Booth 
referred to poor people as ‘living under a struggle to obtain the nec-
essaries of life and make both ends meet; while the ‘very poor’ live 
in a state of chronic want’ (Booth , vol.  : ). Wresinski identified 
poverty with a ‘lack of basic security’, understood as 

the absence of one of more factors that enable individuals and fami-
lies to assume basic responsibilities and to enjoy fundamental rights 
… chronic poverty results when the lack of basic security simultane-
ously affects several aspects of people’s lives, when it is prolonged, 
and when it seriously compromises people’s chances of regaining 
their rights and of resuming their responsibilities in the foreseeable 
future. (Wresinski Report of the Economic and Social Council of 
France , cited in Duffy : ) 

By this argument, it would be possible for someone to be poor who 
is not in need; the distinction between this definition and the first 
is strong. Although lack of basic security and limited resources are 
linked, the link is not direct. There are cases, in particular in de-
veloping countries, where the effect of increasing resources is also 
to increase vulnerability. 

Diversified subsistence farmers may be poor but are not vulnerable. 
When they enter the market by selling specialised cash crops, or rais-
ing their earnings by incurring debts, or investing in risky ventures, 
their incomes rise, but they become vulnerable. There are trade-offs 
between poverty and vulnerability (or between security and income). 
(Streeten ) 

LACK OF ENTITLEMENT Wresinski, above, defines lack of security 
in terms of a lack of rights. Drèze and Sen argue that both depriva-
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tion and lack of resources reflect lack of entitlements, rather than 
the absence of essential items in themselves (Drèze and Sen, ) 
Homelessness results from lack of access to housing or land, not from 
lack of housing; famines, Drèze and Sen argue, result not from lack 
of food, but from people’s inability to buy the food that exists. The 
lack of entitlement is fundamental to the condition of poverty; people 
who have the necessary entitlements are not poor.

EXCLUSION The idea of exclusion has become the dominant para-
digm in the discussion of poverty in the European Union, where the 
idea was seen as a means of avoiding some of the political controversy 
that had attended the concept of poverty itself. 

Social exclusion affects individuals, groups of people and geographi-
cal areas. Social exclusion can be seen, not just in levels of income, 
but also matters such as health, education, access to services, housing 
and debt. Phenomena which result from social exclusion therefore 
include:
• the resurgence of homelessness
• urban crises
• ethnic tension
• rising long term unemployment
• persistent high levels of poverty. (Tiemann )

The arguments about exclusion stress the multidimensional nature 
of the problems. The same case has, of course, been made in relation 
to poverty.

Poverty can be seen as a set of social relationships in which people 
are excluded from participation in the normal pattern of social life. 
The European Community has defined poverty as exclusion resulting 
from limited resources:

The poor shall be taken as to mean persons, families and groups of 
persons whose resources (material, cultural and social) are so limited 
as to exclude them from the minimum acceptable way of life in the 
Member State in which they live. (European Community )

This extends beyond the experience of deprivation to include prob-
lems which result from stigmatization and social rejection, though 
there is a tendency to use ‘exclusion’ more specifically in relation to 
material needs. Clerc sees this as the distinction between exclusion 
and marginality:
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Exclusion results from penury, while marginalisation comes from 
distance – voluntary or not – from social norms. (Clerc  : )

POVERTY AS A MORAL JUDGEMENT

Poverty consists of serious deprivation, and people are held to be 
poor when their material circumstances are deemed to be morally 
unacceptable. Piachaud argues that poverty consists not just of hard-
ship, but of UNACCEPTABLE HARDSHIP. The term ‘poverty’, he writes, 
‘carries with it an implication and moral imperative that something 
should be done about it. Its definition is a value judgment and should 
be clearly seen to be so’ (Piachaud ). To describe people as poor 
contains the implication that something or other should be done 
about it. One of the reasons why the existence of poverty in Britain 
has been challenged is that in accepting that poverty exists people 
also accept the moral imperatives relating to poverty. It is also why 
so many critics on the political right discount poverty in moral terms; 
often the only effective way to argue against a moral position is to 
adopt a different moral position.

The moral elements of the definition of poverty make it difficult to 
establish agreement about the elements of the concept, though the con-
sensual approach to poverty pioneered in the Breadline Britain survey 
identifies a method by which it can be done; the views expressed about 
minimum standards represent not simply a jumble of opinions, but an 
indicator of the norms that define what is and what is not acceptable 
in a society (Mack and Lansley ; Gordon et al. ). 

CLUSTERS OF MEANING

There is some arbitrariness in any classification of this type. This 
presentation is concerned with the senses in which the term ‘poverty’ 
is used, rather than with the elements of definitions; it would be 
possible to introduce a wide range of subcategories. For example, 
‘need’ includes measures of subsistence, ‘basic needs’ in the sense 
used by the UN, and socially constructed needs; exclusion covers 
social exclusion, economic exclusion, and marginality; class includes 
Marxist, Weberian and sociological definitions. Looking at different 
operational measurements of, for example, resources, income, needs 
or deprivation, it would be possible to present more ‘definitions’ if 
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a ‘definition’ is taken to refer to every particular of the description 
of poverty. 

The omission which may surprise many people in the field is 
that of absolute and relative poverty. Both are composites, but the 
core of the distinction between them is a debate on the origin of 
social need, not on the meaning of poverty itself. The classification 
also does not consider as distinct categories some synthetic defini-
tions of poverty which have been proposed, such as Paugam’s ‘social 
disqualification’, which covers class, exclusion, dependency and lack 
of basic security (Paugam ), or Townsend’s concept of ‘relative 
deprivation’ (Townsend ), which incorporates elements of the 
standard of living, limited resources, exclusion, class and inequality. 
There is no problem, in principle, with a model that cuts across a 
range of definitions – though there may be some risk of arbitrariness 
in determining which factors to include and which not. 

The definitional clusters focused on here are conceptually different 
meanings of poverty; need is not lack of resources, lack of resources is 
not dependency, and so on. These definitions are discrete, in the sense 
that they are logically separable and can refer to distinct circum-
stances. They also overlap; in certain cases, all these interpretations 
could be applied simultaneously to the same set of circumstances 
– whether that refers to a homeless person in Calcutta or a single 
parent claiming benefit in Britain. And the definitions are linked 
by family resemblance; need is closely related to standard of living, 
standard of living is closely related to resources, and so on. None of 
the concepts considered falls so far away from the others for a relation-
ship to be impossible, though there is a gap between, for example, the 
view of poverty as inequality and of poverty as lack of basic security, 
or poverty as standard of living and poverty as dependency.

The figure shows the definitions in a ring; each is closely related 
to the adjacent definitions. The definitions have been classified, for 
heuristic purposes, as relating to economic position, social position 
and material circumstances, but the boundaries of each category are 
fuzzy, and permeable. There are also links across the circle: exclusion 
and lack of entitlements can both be identified with low resources, 
and multiple deprivation is sometimes linked with class position. The 
view that poverty is a moral term can be applied to any of the other 
concepts of poverty. Alcock argues:
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in understanding poverty, the task is to understand how these 
different visions and perceptions overlap, how they interrelate and 
what the implications of different approaches and definitions are. 
(Alcock  : )

Poverty needs, then, to be seen as a composite concept, embracing 
the range of meanings.

UNDERSTANDING POVERTY

The process of understanding poverty has been characterized by 
two very different approaches. On one hand, many academics have 
sought to give authoritative definition of the concept. This approach 
is exemplified by ‘An International Approach to the Measurement of 
Poverty’, signed by Peter Townsend and seventy-nine of the leading 
academics in the field. This declaration states: 

Need

Standard 
of living

Limited 
resources

Inequality

Economic 
position

Pattern of 
deprivation

Lack of 
entitlement

Social class

Lack of 
basic 
security

Exclusion

Dependency

Material  
conditions

Economic 
circumstances

Social position

Uacceptable 
hardship

FAMILY RESEMBLANCES BETWEEN DIFFERENT CONCEPTS OF POVERTY
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European social scientists are critical of the unwillingness at inter-
national level to introduce a cross-country and therefore more 
scientific operational definition of poverty. … Poverty is primarily 
an income- or resource-driven concept. It is more than having a 
relatively low income. … If criteria independent of income can be 
further developed and agreed, measures of the severity and extent of 
the phenomenon of poverty can be properly grounded. That will lead 
to better investigation of cause and more reliable choice of priorities 
in policy. … All countries should introduce international measures 
of these basic concepts and take immediate steps to improve the 
accepted meanings, measurement and explanation of poverty, paving 
the way for more effective policies. (Townsend et al. )

This represents an influential school of thought. The central argu-
ment for a unified approach is that policies have to be judged by their 
practical effects, and it should be possible to develop unified criteria 
by which the effects of policy can be judged. 

The main alternative is represented by the World Bank’s participa-
tive study, Voices of the Poor. The Participatory Poverty Assessments 
sponsored by the World Bank have approached poverty in a different 
way altogether: examining, not a defined problem, but the terms in 
which poor people themselves identify and understand the problem. 
The reports bring together more than , subjects in twenty-three 
countries. Irresistibly, with such a large number of participants, this 
gives a diverse, complex set of understandings of the idea of poverty. 
Poverty is treated as a multidimensional issue. The researchers focus 
on ten interlocking dimensions of poverty: precarious livelihoods, 
excluded locations, physical problems, gender relations, problems in 
social relationships, lack of security, abuse by those in power, disem-
powering institutions, weak community organizations and limitations 
on the capabilities of the poor. Statements from different people in 
different cultures are classified and brought together in a complex 
structure. The inclusion of diverse views of poverty at the same time 
is, to some extent, a product of the method, but it represents a view 
of poverty: poverty is not a single, easily identifiable condition, but 
a fluctuating set of circumstances. It may be that the issues which 
poor people point to are not the issues that other people think of as 
being part of ‘poverty’, but the issues still matter to the people they 
affect. This approach to understanding poverty is strongly linked, 
then, with a commitment to working from the perspective of the 
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poor. It is, Lister comments, ‘less a method than a philosophy’ (Lister 
 : ).

The alternative approaches have significantly different implica-
tions for policy. A unified understanding of poverty implies a defin-
able set of problems and clear criteria. This should make it possible 
to demonstrate the relative effectiveness of alternative responses. A 
multidimensional approach, by contrast, implies a flexible response 
to a wide range of problems, judged by several criteria rather than 
by a single standard. Perhaps more significantly, the multidimensional 
understanding of poverty is linked to participative methods and re-
sponses to poverty. This is not just about concepts and definitions; 
it is also about empowering the poor. 
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absolute poverty , , 
administrative poverty 
agency explanations 
amenities 
anthropometric 

measurement 
Arabic definitions of 

poverty 
area deprivation 
asset vulnerability 

framework 
Australian definitions of 

poverty 
axiom of monotonicity 
axiom of transfers 

Basic Income 
basic needs , 
Basic Needs Index , 
basic security , , 
basket of goods , , ; 

see standard food 
basket

begging 
Beveridge scheme ; see 

social insurance
Bismarckian social 

insurance ; see social 
insurance

Brazilian definitions of 
poverty 

budget standards , , 


calorie–income elasticity 


capabilities , , , 
capital assets framework; 

see asset vulnerability 
framework

characteristics 
charity 
Charity Organization 

Society , 
child malnutrition , ; 

see malnutrition
child mortality , 
child poverty 
Chinese definitions of 

poverty 
Christianity , 
chronic poverty 
class , 
command over resources 

, 
commodities , 
comparative methods 
conditionality 
consensual methods , 
consumption , 
contextual poverty 
conversion capacity 
conversion efficiency 
culture of poverty , 
cycle of deprivation 

degeneracy 

Index

dependency , 
dependency culture 
dependency ratio 
dependency theory 
deprivation , 
deprivation index; see 

indices of deprivation
deprivation indicator 

approach 
deserving poor , , , 


destitution , 
development , 
development assistance 
disability 
disadvantage , , 
disqualification , 
diswelfare 
dual labour market 

economic definitions , , 
, , , 

economic distance , , 
, 

Economy Food Plan; see 
United States of 
America poverty line

empowerment , , 
Engel coefficient , , 

, 
entitlement , , , , 

, 
equality 
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equivalence scales 
European Union 

definition 
exclusion , , , , , 

, 
explanations for poverty 

, 
extended poverty 

minimum 
extreme poverty 

family poverty 
family wage 
famine , 
female poverty 
feminization of poverty 


FGT index , 
food-ratio poverty lines 

, 
Food Security Index 
foreign aid 
Fourth World 
fuel poverty 

GDP per capita 
gender division of labour 

, , 
genetic explanations , 
Gini coefficient , 
GNP per capita , 

head-count index , , 
, , 

head-count ratio 
health and poverty 
Henderson Poverty Line 

; see poverty line
homelessness 
housing , , 
human development , 
Human Development 

Index 
Human Poverty Index 

(HPI) 
human rights , 

impoverishment 
incentives to work , , 


income , 
income-based measures 

, , , , , , , 
, , 

income distribution 
income elasticity of the 

Lorenz curves; see Gini 
coefficient

Low Income Cut-Offs 
(LICOs) 

Low Income Measure 
(LIM) 

lumpenproletariat 
Luxembourg 

Employment Study 


Luxembourg Income 
Study , , , 

Malawi poverty profile 


malnutrition 
marginality , 
maternal mortality and 

morbidity 
means-testing , , 
migration 
Millennium Development 

Goals , , 
minimum income 

standards , 
monotonicity; see axiom 

of monotonicity
multidimensional 

understandings , 
, , 

needs , 
negative income tax 
neo-philanthropy , 
new poor 
non-contributory benefits 

, 
normative standards 

overall poverty 
overcrowding 

participation 
participatory research , 

, , 
pathological explanations 

, 
pauperism 
perceived deprivation; see 

consensual methods
peripheral poverty 
philanthropy , , 
Philippines definition of 

poverty 
Poor Law , , , , 
positional goods 

poverty line 
income inelasticity of 

demand 
income maintenance , 


income proxy method , 


income smoothing 
indicators 
indices of deprivation 
indigence , 
indigence line , , 
inequalities in health 
inequality , , , , , 

, 
infant mortality; see child 

mortality
informal sector of the 

economy 
insertion , 
institutional welfare 
integrated poverty 

(pauvreté intégrée) 
Integrated Poverty Index 


integrated poverty line 


intergenerational 

continuity 
international aid , , 
International Fund for 

Agricultural 
Development’s 
(IFAD) definitions of 
poverty , 

interstitial poverty 
intra-household transfers 

, 
inverse care law 
Islam , 
Islamic definitions of 

poverty 

Kuznets inverted U 
curve/Kuznets ratio 


lack of basic security;  
see security

Laeken indicators 
landlessness 
land tenure , , 
less eligibility , 
Living Standards 

Measurement Study 
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poverty dominance 
poverty gap , , , , 


poverty gap index , 
poverty incidence curve 


poverty line , , , , 

, , , , , , 
, , 

poverty production 
poverty profile , 
Poverty Reduction 

Strategy Papers 
(PRSPs) 

poverty threshold; see 
United States of 
America poverty line

poverty trap , 
power 
precariousness , 
precarious labour 
primary and secondary 

poverty , , , 
problem families 

redistribution , 
relative deprivation , , 

, 
relative poverty , , , 


Relative Welfare Index 


remittances 
residual welfare , , 


rights , , , 
rural poverty 

safety nets 
scientific definitions of 

poverty , 
secondary workers 
security , 

selectivity 
Sen Index , , 
shelter; see housing
social assistance , , 


social capital , 
social class; see class
social distance 
social dividend 
social economy 
social exclusion; see 

exclusion
social insurance , , , 

, , 
social protection 
social security 
solidarity , , , , 

, 
specific nutrient 

deficiency 
Speenhamland system , 

, 
squatting 
standard food basket 
standard of living , , 

, , , 
stigma , 
street children 
structural adjustment 
structural dependency , 


structural dualism 
structural explanations 

, 
structural poverty 
sub-cultural explanations 


sub-employment 
sub-proletariat 
subjective poverty lines  

, , 
subsistence , , , , , 

, 

survival strategies , , 
, 

targeting , , , 
TIP curves 
Totally Fuzzy and 

Relative (TFR) 
measures 

transmitted deprivation; 
see intergenerational 
continuity

UBN–PL method , 
underemployment 
underclass , 
unemployment , 
United States of America 

poverty line , , 
universality , 
urban segregation 
U curve 

vagrancy 
voice , 
vulnerability , , , 

, 

web of deprivation , 
welfare 
welfare housing 
welfare rights 
welfare state , , 
women , , ; see 

female poverty
Women’s Status Index 
workfare 
workhouse 
World Bank , , , , 

, , , , , , 
, 

Zakat 
Zedakah 
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