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STUDY SAYS ‘MOST POOR PEOPLE DON’T LIVE IN THE POOREST COUNTRIES’

An Oxford University study of 1.65 billion of the world’s poor shows that over twice as many

live in ‘middle-income’ countries as in ‘low-income’ countries. Researchers used a poverty

measure which assesses a range of deprivations in health, education and living standards at

the household level to uncover vast numbers of poor people in middle-income countries.

They found that 1,189 million (72 per cent) of the world’s poor live in middle-income

countries as compared with 459 million living in low-income countries.

They also discovered that far greater numbers of poor people in middle-income countries are

living in ‘severe’ poverty– 586 million as compared with 285 million in low-income countries.

Severe poverty captures the very poorest of the poor – those whose poverty is most intense.

Entire regions within middle-income countries also have poverty rates comparable to the

world’s poorest countries, the findings show.

The poverty measure which produced these findings – the Multidimensional Poverty Index or

MPI – takes into account a range of deprivations in areas like education, malnutrition, child

mortality, sanitation and services. By measuring directly which deprivations poor people

experience together, the research team has produced a high-resolution picture of where the

poor live. If people are deprived in one-third or more of the (weighted) indicators they are

identified as ‘MPI poor’. MPI poor people who are actually deprived in more than half the

weighted indicators are identified as ‘severely poor’.

The poverty measure was devised jointly by Oxford University’s Oxford Poverty and Human

Development Initiative (OPHI) and the UNDP’s Human Development Report Office for the

flagship Human Development Report. The MPI was featured in the 2011 and 2010 Human

Development Reports as one of three experimental new indices complementing the Reports'

annual Human Development Index.

OPHI researchers have now further updated and expanded the MPI, including new analysis of

regional disparities in MPI poverty within countries and changes to poverty over time. The OPHI

researchers analysed the most recent publicly available household survey data for 109 countries,

covering 93 per cent of people living in low and middle-income countries.

OPHI Director, Dr Sabina Alkire, said: ‘If you apply our global poverty measure, you see that

most of the world’s poor do not live in low-income countries as you might suppose. We found

that nearly three-quarters of the poor live in middle-income countries – along with far greater

numbers of the poorest of the poor. These findings are startling. We knew from income data

that poverty in middle income countries was high – but now we also see that

“multidimensionally” poor people in middle-income countries are not just barely poor: there

are many severely poor people among them too, people who have simply been bypassed as

their nation’s comparative wealth increased.’

Dr José Manuel Roche, who oversaw the MPI calculations with Dr Alkire in 2011, said: ‘We

use household surveys to see what deprivations each person experiences and create an

individual poverty profile. We then build out to examine poverty within states and provinces,

countries and world regions. The MPI reveals some dramatic disparities in the rates and



intensity of poverty within countries, usually hidden by national averages. Hopefully, these

findings will help policy makers to focus on delivering some benefits of growth to the

poorest.’

Key findings about specific countries and regions

* Half of all MPI poor people live in South Asia and 29% in Sub-Saharan Africa. South Asia
is home to 827 million MPI poor people, compared with 473 million in Sub-Saharan Africa.

*Sub-Saharan Africa has the highest MPI poverty of any world region. However, the poorest

26 sub-national regions of South Asia (home to 519 million MPI poor people), have higher

MPI poverty than Sub-Saharan Africa's 38 countries, which 473 million MPI poor people call

home. These 26 sub-national regions and 38 countries have comparable rates of

multidimensional poverty.

* Nigeria (a middle-income country) is Africa’s largest oil producer, but its North East region

has higher MPI poverty than the poorest region of Liberia, a low-income country still

recovering from a prolonged civil war. The North East of Nigeria also has over five times

more MPI poor people than the entire country of Liberia.

*Disparities within countries can be startlingly wide. Overall 41 per cent of people in the

Republic of Congo are MPI poor, but in the Likouala region, 74 per cent of people are poor;

whereas in Brazzaville, the capital region, 27 per cent of people are poor. In Kenya’s

regions, the percentage of MPI poor people ranges from 4 to 86 per cent; in Timor-Leste,

from 29 to 86 per cent; and in Colombia from 1 to 15 per cent.

*Income classifications hide wide disparities in MPI poverty. In low-income countries, the

percentage of people living in MPI poverty ranges from 5 per cent in Kyrgyzstan to 92 per

cent in Niger. In lower middle-income countries, this varies from 1 per cent in Georgia to 77

per cent of people in Angola who are MPI poor; and in upper middle-income countries, from

0 per cent in Belarus to 40 per cent in Namibia.

Using updated data for 25 countries, OPHI researchers analysed a total of 109 countries in

2011, with a combined population of 5.3 billion, which represents 79 per cent of the world’s

population (using 2008 population figures). About 1.65 billion people in the countries

covered – 31 per cent of their entire population – live in multidimensional poverty.

These findings echo an earlier study from the Institute of Development Studies at University

of Sussex, UK, which showed that 72 per cent of the world’s income poor live in income

poverty. This new work – using an entirely different poverty measure and examining in-

country disparities – supports the earlier findings, and adds much detail to the global poverty

map, such as the particular regions of middle-income countries where large numbers of MPI

poor people live and the composition of their poverty

The global MPI for developing countries was first launched in 2010. The methodology which

underpins it (the Alkire and Foster multidimensional approach to assessing poverty, see

Notes for Editors below), has already been adapted for national use in Mexico and

Colombia, with others in progress.



For more information, please contact the University of Oxford Press Office on +44 (0)1865
280534 or email press.office@admin.ox.ac.uk

MEDIA INVITE
On Wednesday 7 December: 10.30am-12.30pm
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Dr Sabina Alkire and Professor James E. Foster, co-creator of the method underpinning the
MPI, will be available for interview to discuss the findings at a Policy Forum, chaired by
Joanna Macrae of the UK government’s Department of International Development.
Economist Jeffrey Sachs will also be at the Forum to provide comment on the findings.

To attend the event, please email joanne.tomkinson@qeh.ox.ac.uk. For interviews and more
information, please contact Paddy Coulter, Director of Communications, and Joanne
Tomkinson, Research Communications Officer, OPHI, University of Oxford. Tel: +44(0)1865
271528 or on 079846 11109.

Notes for Editors

Middle and low-income country classifications

‘Middle-income’ countries are classed as those with an average yearly wage of between
$1,006 and $12,275, while ‘low-income’ countries are those with a national average wage of
US $1,005 or below. ‘Lower middle-income countries’ meanwhile have a national average
wage of between US$1,005 and $3,975 and ‘upper middle-income’ countries between
$3,976 and $12,275 (according to World Bank Income Categories, 2011, based on GNI)
http://data.worldbank.org/about/country-classifications/country-and-lending-groups).

OPHI (Oxford Poverty and Human Development Initiative)

OPHI is a research centre within the Oxford Department of International Development at the
University of Oxford. OPHI is led by Sabina Alkire and works to develop and apply new ways
to measure and analyse poverty, human development and welfare, drawing on the work of
Nobel Laureate economist Amartya Sen. Sabina Alkire and James Foster developed the
multidimensional methodology for measuring poverty used by the MPI as well as in national
poverty measures, for example in Mexico and Colombia. James E. Foster is Professor of
Economics and International Affairs at George Washington University and Research
Associate at OPHI. For more about OPHI, visit www.ophi.org.uk

Background to the MPI

The MPI was created by Dr Sabina Alkire, Director of OPHI, based in Oxford’s Department
of International Development, and Dr Maria Emma Santos, now at Universidad Nacional del
Sur and CONICET, Argentina, and OPHI Research Associate (who worked for OPHI when
the measure was created). In 2011, the MPI has been widely updated and expanded,
including substantial new analysis of in-country disparities in poverty and changes to poverty
over time (see Sabina Alkire, José Manuel Roche, Maria Emma Santos and Suman Seth:
http://www.ophi.org.uk/policy/multidimensional-poverty-index/mpi-data-methodology/). The
MPI is constructed using a methodology developed by Dr Alkire and Professor James E.
Foster outlined above. Since 2010 the MPI has featured in UNDP’s flagship Human
Development Report as one of four indices of human development.



Calculation of poverty using the Multidimensional Poverty Index

A person is identified as ‘multidimensionally poor’ if he or she is deprived in one-third or
more of (weighted) indicators. In 2011, MPI poor people who are actually deprived in more
than half the weighted indicators are identified as severely poor. The MPI of a country or
region is the product of the proportion of poor people (H) and the average share of
deprivations that poor people face at the same time i.e. the average intensity of their poverty
(A) – so MPI=HxA. By directly measuring the different types of poverty in each household,
the MPI captures how different groups of people experience concurrent deprivations. See
Sabina Alkire, José Manuel Roche, Maria Emma Santos and Suman Seth at:
http://www.ophi.org.uk/publications/ophi-working-papers.

Sources of data

The MPI relies on the most recent data available, mainly from three datasets that are
publicly available and comparable for most developing countries: USAID’s Demographic and
Health Survey (DHS), UNICEF’s Multiple Indicators Cluster Survey (MICS), and the WHO’s
World Health Survey (WHS). DHS surveys for 54 countries, MICS surveys for 32 countries,
and WHS for 17 countries. Country-specific surveys were used for Argentina: Brazil, Mexico,
Morocco, Occupied Palestinian Territory and South Africa. The full list, per country, can be
accessed at: http://www.ophi.org.uk/policy/multidimensional-poverty-index/mpi-data-
methodology/ Data in 2011 ranges from 2000-2010; significant further updates will be
evident in 2012 and 2013 as new data are released.
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