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The link with action

Learning about the extent of poverty is 
important… but it is the link with action 
that marks out this issue from many 
other subjects of study in the social 
sciences. 

Poverty statistics matter because they 
motivate people to tackle a key challenge.   

Atkinson (posthumous) 2019 p 1.



Sir Tony Atkinson: posthumous book

Poverty is one of the two great challenges facing the 

world as a whole today, along with climate change…

Greater understanding of what is meant by ‘poverty’ and 

its relation to action worldwide is, I believe, essential to 

keep the challenge high on the agenda of 

governments and citizens at a time when there is a risk 

that we become inward-looking and dismissive of the 

urgent need to work together. 

Introduction, page 1 paragraph 2.



Political action & assessing performance

Documents “examples of the ways in which poverty statistics have 

raised awareness and led politicians to campaign”

On SDG 1: “The establishment of these global targets could not 

have taken place without the possibility of providing quantitative 

evidence about the extent of progress. If we cannot monitor 

poverty in all relevant dimensions, the political commitment has no 

force.” Atkinson 2019 p 4-5                                                                                             

Statistical evidence about the extent and nature of poverty has been 

a major factor influencing political action in part because the 

existence of poverty reveals policy failure. The statistics are a 

performance indicator. Atkinson 2019 p 30

. 



• Policy goal: ‘a society in which disadvantages do not cluster, a 
society where there is no clear answer to the question of who is the 
worst off. To achieve this, governments need to give special attention 
to the way patterns of disadvantage form and persist, and to take 
steps to break up such clusters’ (2007: 10). 

• ‘An overall index of disadvantage seems inescapable’ 

Disadvantage, Wolff and De-Shalit 2007:10

Wolff and De-Shalit: 

Poverty as Clustered Disadvantage:



Same Marginals, Different Joint 
Distribution

Health Education Shelter Water

1. D ND ND ND

2. ND D ND ND

3. ND ND D ND

4. ND ND ND D

Health Education Shelter Water

1. ND ND ND ND

2. ND ND ND ND

3. ND ND ND ND

4. D D D D

Joint Distribution I Joint Distribution II

ND: Not Deprived

D: Deprived



7

Are deprivations highly associated?
Across 101 countries, 14% people did not share their household with 

any person who had completed 5 years of schooling and 14% had a 

child out of school in their household. Were they the same people? We 

might imagine so. But only 5% of people had both deprivations.



Example: Computing the global MPI 
Multidimensional Poverty Index 

1. Ten priority indicators 2. Build a Deprivation Profile for 
each person or household

This deprivation score is 1/6 + 1/6 + 
6(1/18) = 2/3

3. Identify Who is Poor Using a 
Poverty Cutoff (for example, 1/3):

If deprivation score > poverty cutoff, 
person is poor. Here, 2/3 > 1/3, so the 
person is identified as poor. 

4. Compute MPI

MPI = H x A

H “Incidence”= Headcount ratio of those 
identified as poor
A “Intensity”= Average deprivation score 
among all poor people



What does an MPI offer?  A Detailed Information Platform

The case of Nigeria 2016/17

Incidence:  51.4% are MPI poor

Intensity:  Avg deprivation score of poor is 56.6% 

MPI 0.291    Poor experience 29.1% of 

possible deprivations. 

How are they poor?   Information by each Indicator 



Disaggregation of level and indicator details

The composition of poverty (rank least poor to poorest)

Incidence of MPI ranges 
from 2% to 86%

The composition varies, 
particularly in education 
indicators



Links to Action (thanks to others)

• Track poverty over time (official statistics)

• Compare poverty by region, ethnicity, rural/urban 

• Allocate budget and resources

• Coordinate policy actors (measure to manage)

• Target the marginalized

• Geographic targeting

• Household/Individual targeting

• Business MPI of employees and value chains



Indicator of MPI Baseline Year 1 Year 2
On

track?
Goal

MPI (Multidimensional Poverty) 34.7% 29.4% 27.0% 22.5%

 Educational achievement (≥15 yrs)

 Literacy (≥15 yrs)

58.8% 54.6% 53.1% 52.8%

14.2% 12.0% 12.1% 12.0%

 School attendance (6-16)

 No school lag (7-17)

 Access to child care services (0-5)

 Children not working (12-17)

5.4% 4.8% 4.1% 3.5%

33.4% 34.1% 33.3% 33.1%

12.1% 10.8% 9.4% 10.6%

5.5% 4.5% 3.7% 2.9%

 Long-term unemployment

 Formal employment

9.6% 9.1% 10.0% 9.3%

80.6% 80.4% 80.0% 74.7%

 Health insurance

 Access to health services

24.2% 19.0% 17.9% 0.5%

8.9% 8.2% 6.6% 2.4%

 Access to water source

 Adequate sewage system

 Adequate floors

 Adequate external walls

 No critical overcrowding

12.9% 12.0% 12.3% 10.9%

14.1% 14.5% 12.1% 11.3%

7.5% 6.3% 5.9% 5.6%

3.1% 3.2% 2.2% 2.1%

15.7% 14.2% 13.1% 8.4%

FUENTE: DANE

0%-10% advance 10%-25% advance >25% advance

A(1)

D(4)

B(2)

C(3)

E(5)

*** Change is significant

***

***

***

***

***

***

***

***

Colombia’s National MPI &  



Link

 Census-based MPI 

used within 2 weeks 

to target families 

without conditional 

cash transfers but 

deprived in informal

work, health etc – or 

with overcrowding, 

intergenerational etc.

 MPI overlaid with 

health records data to 

establish urban 

contagion patterns in 

1,122 municipalities.

The Case of Colombia

https://mppn.org/mpi-tool-for-covid-19-pandemic/
https://mppn.org/mpi-tool-for-covid-19-pandemic/


Strategic Challenges

• Extend Multidimensional Analyses
• COVID Vulnerability

• Target new poor

• Innovate on Data Collection
• Rapid Remote to include core poverty indicators

• Link with other data sources

• Integrate into 2020 census round post-COVID

• Solidify ‘Measure to Manage’ Coordination

• Position Poverty as post-emergency goal. 



There was a sharp reduction of  the incidence of  undernourishment in 

Britain in the difficult years of  food shortages during the second world war. 

Facing a big reduction of  total food availability, Britain arranged more equal 

food sharing, through rationing and social support. .... The results were 

astounding. During the war decade of  the 1940s, life expectancy at birth in 

England and Wales went up by 6.5 years for men, compared with 1.2 years in 

the preceding decade, and for women it rose 7 years, far exceeding the 1.5 

year gain of  the decade before…   Can something similarly 

positive happen due to 

the experience of  the 

present crisis? The 

lessons to emerge from 

a crisis surely depend 

on how it is dealt with, 

and what concerns

come to the fore. 

 Amartya Sen, 

 Financial Times 15 April 2020


