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Who is poor?  
– Understanding 
Multidimensional 
Poverty in Sida’s 
Partner Countries1

How should we measure poverty in all its 
forms? Many indicators are used to describe 
the level of and trends in global poverty, but 
none of these capture the full spectrum of 
deprivations that determine poverty. Sida uses 
a multidimensional understanding of poverty 
to provide an analytical framework with which 
to understand the complexity of poverty in 
any given context that reflects and builds on 
existing poverty measures but adds additional 
dimensions. This approach allows us to 
triangulate the factors driving poverty but does 
not measure poverty using any specific index. 

The aim of this brief is to review the most 
common measures of poverty and discuss their 
merits for measuring poverty as understood by 
Sida. In doing so we present trends in poverty 
by respective measures with a focus on Sida’s 
Partner Countries. 

INTRODUCTION
The world has witnessed a remarkable reduction 
in poverty over the past decade by any commonly 
used poverty measure. Progress has been made to 
improve incomes, health and access to education, 
globally. These average achievements have not been 

1 Authors: Elina Scheja with excellent research assistants Sanna Forsberg 
and Hugo De Geer Wikner. The authors are indebted to generous advice 
from Martin Evans (ODI) who has contributed significantly to the brief. We 
gratefully acknowledge comments from Karin Kronlid.

equally shared: countries, regions and populations 
within countries have been left behind. There is thus 
wide agreement that poverty persists in many parts of 
the world, but the understanding of which groups are 
still living in poverty depends on two crucial issues 
of measurement: first, which indicator is being used; 
second, the thresholds used as the poverty lines for 
those indicators. 

Measuring poverty in all its forms implies consid-
ering a range of different deprivations of human 
development, such as health, schooling, and housing 
conditions. While these dimensions often correlate 
with and can predict consumption levels and income-
earning capability, they may or may not overlap with 
’income poverty’2 at the time they are measured. In 
many countries defining poverty using income or 
multidimensional deprivation produces differences 
both in the level of poverty and in who the poor are. 
Some groups of the total population are living either 
in ‘income poverty’ or multidimensional poverty – but 
not both. Others are defined as poor by both meas-
ures simultaneously. Depending on what dimensions 
of poverty are included and what level of deprivation 
is used as a threshold for poverty, different indexes 
end up identifying different groups as ‘poor’. This is 
problematic since one measure of poverty may over-
look severe deprivations in another measure or many 
deprived may be at the margins of ’income poverty’. 
Differences of this kind can hinder policy development 
to combat poverty, thus we need to optimally profile 
poverty across measures to respond effectively to it. 

Sida’s vision reflects the universal aim of “every 
person’s right and opportunity to live a decent life”, 
while its operational goal urges us to “enable a devel-
opment that prioritizes the poorest”. There is no 
single poverty measure that would capture poverty 

2 We use the term ‘income poverty’ to mean monetary poverty measured by 
the level of household income or consumption. This usage reflects a 
common terminology in the literature but should be read as ‘income -or 
consumption-based poverty’.
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as broadly as Sida defines it3 nor enable operational 
focus that identifies the poor and the poorest unam-
biguously. Instead, we necessarily rely on different 
indicators that reflect different aspects of ‘poverty’. 

This paper presents a number of ways to measure 
poverty, discusses their relative merits in relation to 
Sida’s vision, and zooms in on poverty statistics by 
each measure globally as well as in Sida’s partner 
countries.

BOX 1: How does Sida define poverty

Sida considers poverty to be multidimensional and 
describes poverty in terms of lack of: (i) Resources, (ii) 
Opportunities and choice, (iii) Power and voice, and (iv) 
Human security. The four dimensions help to identify the 
main ways in which poverty manifests itself and how it is 
experienced by people living in poverty. Multiple causes 
interplay to push people into a situation of poverty – and, in 
many cases, to keep them there.

Being poor in terms of resources means not having access 
to, or power over, resources that can be used to sustain a 
decent living standard, meet basic needs and improve 
one’s life. Material resources can be both monetary and 
non-monetary: a decent income or physical capital such as 
land, cattle, agricultural tools or a cart to transport goods. 
Resources can also be immaterial and consists of human 
capital, such as being educated or having professional 
skills and being healthy.

Being poor also reflects non-material factors in terms of 
opportunities and choice refers to one’s possibilities to 
develop and/or use the resources to move out of poverty. 
Access to productive employment, education, health clin-
ics, infrastructure, energy, markets and information affect 
the choices available and opportunities to escape from 
poverty.

Being poor in power and voice relates to people’s ability to 
articulate their concerns, needs and rights in an informed 
way, and to take part in decision-making affecting these 
concerns inside the household, in local communities and 
at the national level. Discrimination and violation of human 
rights are important aspects when analyzing this dimen-
sion. 

Being poor in terms of human security means that physi-
cal, sexual, and/or psychological violence and insecurity 
are constraints to different groups’ and individuals’ pos-
sibilities to exercise their human rights and to find paths 
out of poverty.

According to Sida, a person living in poverty is resource 
poor and poor in one or several other dimensions.

3 Data on Sida’s dimensions on poverty is generally scarce and some 
dimensions, such as ‘power and voice’ are not clearly defined as measur-
able indicators in the conceptual framework. Even if such measures were 
available, in order to construct a multidimensional poverty measure, all 
the indicators would need to be measured for the same households at the 
same time to be included in the single index of multidimensional poverty, 
which is usually not the case. Instead, the framework is commonly used 
as a dashboard presenting several complementing indicators, not taking 
explicitly stand on the weights between these dimensions or making them 
comparable between countries. 
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Figure: Sida’s framework for multidimensional poverty 
analysis (MDPA) (Sida [2017] Dimensions of Poverty – 
Sida’s Conceptual Framework).

MONETARY MEASURES OF EXTREME POVERTY
The most commonly used global ‘income poverty’ 
measure tracks household consumption or income, 
over time4. The international extreme poverty line 
established by the World Bank is set at 1.9 constant 
international US dollars in purchasing power parity 
(PPP) terms using 2011 as the base year. This implies 
that household monetary welfare levels in different 
countries are adjusted to the different prices across 
countries and inflation over time to capture the real 
purchasing power that is internationally comparable 
over years of measurement. The 1.9-dollar line is an 
average of the national poverty lines in the poorest 
countries and covers a very minimum set of basic 
needs and is called ‘extreme poverty line’ (World 
Bank (2018) “Poverty and Shared Prosperity”). 

Using this international extreme poverty line, the 
world has witnessed an incredible reduction in global 
poverty over the last 25 years. Poverty fell from 36 % 
of the world’s population living in extreme poverty in 
1990, to under 10 % in 2015 (see figure 1). 

4 The World Bank uses nationally defined measures from household sur-
veys that may use household income or consumption as the monetary 
measure of household welfare. Global poverty profiles thus use both 
income or consumption, but commentaries usually employ the term 
‘income poverty’
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Also, in Latin America and Europe the reduction of 
poverty has been more modest. An alarming 
indication going forward, however, is that the 
poverty headcount ratio5 in some countries in the 
Middle East and North Africa has started to 
increase and the number of people living in poverty 
is rising, not least due to violent conflicts.  

Rapid poverty reduction in Asia combined with 
sluggish progress in Africa means that poverty is 
increasingly becoming an African phenomenon 
(figure 2). Unlike in the 1990s, Africa, not East Asia 
and Pacific and South Asia, host the majority of the 
world’s poor.  

Recent years have shown slower poverty reduction 
globally. In Sub-Saharan Africa the rate of poverty 
reduction has been significantly lower than in other 
regions, and lower than required to keep up with 
rapid population growth. Future projections on 
monetary poverty suggest that extreme poverty will 

 

5 Poverty headcount ratio is the percentage of the 
population living below the poverty line.  

be almost exclusively concentrated on the African 
continent.  

  
HHiigghheerr  ppoovveerrttyy  lliinneess  
The international ‘extreme poverty’ line constitutes 
a minimal level of needs in the poorest countries, 
and does not reflect a sufficient level of income for 
a life out of deprivation in most societies.  

Two additional international poverty lines have 
been constructed by the World Bank to better 
capture the realities of absolute poverty in middle 
income countries. This higher poverty line is 
intended to weakly reflect the relatively higher 
overall living standards in those countries 
compared to low income countries. The poverty line 
of $3.20 a day [2011 PPP] reflects such poverty in a 
typical lower-middle income country and the line of 
$5.50 a day [2011 PPP] reflects such poverty in a 
typical upper-middle income country.  

These higher poverty lines also provide measures 
of vulnerability to ‘extreme poverty’ as they capture 
groups that are just above the $1.9/day line. The 
high headcount poverty rates measured by the 

Figure 1: Poverty Headcount Ratio at $1.9, (%)
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The biggest progress in reduction of extreme pov-
erty was seen in East Asia and Pacific where poverty 
fell from over 60 percent in 1990 down to low single 
digits by 2015. While the most notable reduction in 
the number of people living in poverty took place in 
China, the rapid poverty reduction was not related 
to the economic development in China alone. Many 
other countries in the region reached similar results 
in poverty reduction despite very different policies 
and market structures (Nayyar [2019] Resurgent Asia – 
Diversity in Development). 

Yet, not all regions have been able to replicate 
the story of rapid poverty reduction. Most notably 
Sub-Saharan Africa is lagging behind in its poverty 
reduction efforts: Although poverty has been falling 
as a percentage of the population from 54 percent 
in 1990 down to 41 percent in 2015, in contrast with 

other regions in the world the absolute number of 
people living in monetary poverty has increased in 
Sub-Saharan Africa from 278 million to 413 mil-
lion during the same period due to rapid population 
growth (World Bank [2019] Accelerating Poverty 
Reduction in Africa). 

Also, in Latin America and Europe the reduction of 
poverty has been more modest. An alarming indi-
cation going forward, however, is that the poverty 
headcount ratio5 in some countries in the Middle East 
and North Africa has started to increase and the 
number of people living in poverty is rising, not least 
due to violent conflicts. 

Rapid poverty reduction in Asia combined with 
sluggish progress in Africa means that poverty 
is increasingly becoming an African phenomenon 

5 Poverty headcount ratio is the percentage of the population living below 
the poverty line. 

Figure 2: Regional shifts in poverty over time

Source: World Bank, Poverty and Shared Prosperity (2018).
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(figure 2). Unlike in the 1990s, Africa, not East Asia 
and Pacific and South Asia, host the majority of the 
world’s poor. 

Recent years have shown slower poverty reduction 
globally. In Sub-Saharan Africa the rate of poverty 
reduction has been significantly lower than in other 
regions, and lower than required to keep up with rapid 
population growth. Future projections on monetary 
poverty suggest that extreme poverty will be almost 
exclusively concentrated on the African continent. 

Higher poverty lines
The international ‘extreme poverty’ line constitutes a 
minimal level of needs in the poorest countries, and 
does not reflect a sufficient level of income for a life 
out of deprivation in most societies. 

Two additional international poverty lines have been 
constructed by the World Bank to better capture the 
realities of absolute poverty in middle income coun-
tries. This higher poverty line is intended to weakly 
reflect the relatively higher overall living standards 
in those countries compared to low income countries. 
The poverty line of $3.20 a day [2011 PPP] reflects 
such poverty in a typical lower-middle income country 
and the line of $5.50 a day [2011 PPP] reflects such 
poverty in a typical upper-middle income country. 

These higher poverty lines also provide measures 
of vulnerability to ‘extreme poverty’ as they capture 
groups that are just above the $1.9/day line. The high 
headcount poverty rates measured by the higher pov-
erty lines indicate that millions of people have income 
levels close to ‘extreme poverty’. 

Ending extreme poverty in itself is not sufficient 
to achieve Sida’s vision of every person’s right and 
opportunity to live a decent life. In addition, a per-
son living in or near extreme poverty is also more 
vulnerable to shocks that can push them (deeper) 
into poverty. Therefore, poverty in reality is rarely as 
simple as being ‘poor’ or ‘non-poor’. Thus, in addition 
to identifying people under the extreme poverty line, it 
is important to understand who is living slightly above 
the extreme poverty line to identify groups who risk 
falling (back) into extreme poverty.

Higher poverty lines lead to higher poverty ‘head-
counts’ (the % of the population who are poor). This 
implies that millions of people who have been cel-
ebrated to be no longer poor, are in fact stuck just 
above the extreme poverty line. In 2015, almost a 
third of the world’s population still lived under $3.20 
a day, and almost half lived under $5.50 a day (World 
Bank (2018) Poverty and Shared Prosperity Report) 
(see figure 3). 

Looking at a regional level, the reduction in poverty 
at $3.20 level has followed a similar pattern as for 
the extreme poverty: The share of people living on 
$3.20 a day in the East Asia and Pacific has reduced 
significantly between 1990-2015, to 12.4%. The pov-
erty headcount has also decreased in South Asia and 
Sub-Saharan Africa, although the rates are still high. 
Looking at the poverty line of $5.50 a day, the share 
of people living in poverty is still over 80% in both 
Sub-Saharan Africa and in South Asia and over 40% 
in Middle east and North Africa, suggesting that the 
majority of people in these regions are still vulner-
able to falling back into extreme poverty in the event 

Figure 3: World income distribution in 2015 and different poverty lines (1.9$, 3.2$, and 5.5$ PPP)
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SSoouurrccee::  AAddoopptteedd  ffrroomm  tthhee  Gapminder.org    

Ending extreme poverty in itself is not sufficient to 
achieve Sida’s vision of every person’s right and 
opportunity to live a decent life. In addition, a 
person living in or near extreme poverty is also 
more vulnerable to shocks that can push them 
(deeper) into poverty. Therefore, poverty in reality 
is rarely as simple as being ‘poor’ or ‘non-poor’. 
Thus, in addition to identifying people under the 
extreme poverty line, it is important to understand 
who is living slightly above the extreme poverty line 
to identify groups who risk falling (back) into 
extreme poverty. 

Higher poverty lines lead to higher poverty 
‘headcounts’ (the % of the population who are 
poor). This implies that millions of people who have 
been celebrated to be no longer poor, are in fact 
stuck just above the extreme poverty line. In 2015, 
almost a third of the world’s population still lived 
under $3.20 a day, and almost half lived under 
$5.50 a day (World Bank (2018) Poverty and Shared 
Prosperity Report) (see figure 3).  

Looking at a regional level, the reduction in poverty 
at $3.20 level has followed a similar pattern as for 
the extreme poverty: The share of people living on  

 

$3.20 a day in the East Asia and Pacific has reduced 
significantly between 1990-2015, to 12.4%. The 
poverty headcount has also decreased in South Asia 
and Sub-Saharan Africa, although the rates are still 
high. Looking at the poverty line of $5.50 a day, the 
share of people living in poverty is still over 80% in 
both Sub-Saharan Africa and in South Asia  and 
over 40% in Middle east and North Africa, 
suggesting that the majority of people in these 
regions are still vulnerable to falling back into 
extreme poverty in the event of an unexpected 
adverse incident. (World Bank (2018) Poverty and 
Shared Prosperity Report). 

Another observation from comparing the different 
poverty lines for different income categories is that 
the majority of the poor – at any poverty line – are 
living in middle-income countries. While rapid 
economic growth has increased the average 
income in many countries allowing them to 
graduate into the middle-income category, there 
are population groups who have been left behind.  

FFiigguurree  33::  WWoorrlldd  iinnccoommee  ddiissttrriibbuuttiioonn  iinn  22001155  aanndd  ddiiffffeerreenntt  ppoovveerrttyy  lliinneess  ((11..99$$,,  33..22$$,,  aanndd  55..55$$  PPPPPP)) 
 

Source: Adopted from the Gapminder.org

https://www.gapminder.org/
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of an unexpected adverse incident. (World Bank (2018) 
Poverty and Shared Prosperity Report).

Another observation from comparing the different 
poverty lines for different income categories is that 
the majority of the poor – at any poverty line – are liv-
ing in middle-income countries. While rapid economic 
growth has increased the average income in many 
countries allowing them to graduate into the middle-
income category, there are population groups who 
have been left behind. 

INCOME POVERTY IN SIDA’S PARTNER 
COUNTRIES
The share of people living in extreme monetary pov-
erty in Sida’s partner countries varies widely based 
on the countries’ initial income group (figure 4). The 
international extreme poverty line shows high levels 
of poverty mainly in partner countries in Sub-Saharan 
Africa: in the Democratic Republic of Congo 76.6 % 
and Mozambique 62.4 % of the population, respec-
tively, live under $1.90 PPP (2011) a day. On the other 
hand, partner countries in upper middle-income 
group have very low single digit levels of extreme 
poverty, if any. 

Using the higher poverty lines of $3.2 and $5.5/
day shows the vulnerability among the population 
in middle-income countries: more than half of the 
population is living under $3.2/day in Zambia, Kenya, 
Ethiopia and Bangladesh. Using these higher levels in 
low-income countries, however, would classify almost 
the entire population as ‘poor’: in Ethiopia, Rwanda, 
Mozambique, Liberia, Burkina Faso, Tanzania, Mali 
and DRC almost everyone (over 90 percent of the 
population) is living under $5.5/day. 

Following the global trends, partner countries in Sub-
Saharan Africa show the highest share of population 
living in monetary poverty, countries in South Asia are 
typically in the middle, while countries in the MENA 
region and Europe have the lowest share of popula-
tion living in poverty. 

Given Sida’s multidimensional understanding of pov-
erty and the low levels of income poverty in some 
partner countries, pure income measures may not 
solely help us define the appropriate target groups 
of people living in poverty in all contexts. Instead, we 
need to complement the poverty measurement with 
indicators of other deprivations of relevance to Sida’s 
operations. We will now turn to a broader definition 
of poverty to describe poverty in a multidimensional 
perspective.
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IINNCCOOMMEE  PPOOVVEERRTTYY  IINN  SSIIDDAA’’SS  PPAARRTTNNEERR  
CCOOUUNNTTRRIIEESS  

The share of people living in extreme monetary 
poverty in Sida’s partner countries varies widely 
based on the countries’ initial income group (figure 
4). The international extreme poverty line shows 
high levels of poverty mainly in partner countries in 
Sub-Saharan Africa: in the Democratic Republic of 
Congo 76.6 % and Mozambique 62.4 % of the 
population, respectively, live under $1.90 PPP 
(2011) a day. On the other hand, partner countries 
in upper middle-income group have very low single 
digit levels of extreme poverty, if any.  

Using the higher poverty lines of $3.2 and $5.5/day 
shows the vulnerability among the population in 
middle-income countries: more than half of the 
population is living under $3.2/day in Zambia, 
Kenya, Ethiopia and Bangladesh. Using these 
higher levels in low-income countries, however, 
would classify almost the entire population as 

‘poor’: in Ethiopia, Rwanda, Mozambique, Liberia, 
Burkina Faso, Tanzania, Mali and DRC almost 
everyone (over 90 percent of the population) is living 
under $5.5/day.  

Following the global trends, partner countries in 
Sub-Saharan Africa show the highest share of 
population living in monetary poverty, countries in 
South Asia are typically in the middle, while 
countries in the MENA region and Europe have the 
lowest share of population living in poverty.  

Given Sida’s multidimensional understanding of 
poverty and the low levels of income poverty in 
some partner countries, pure income measures 
may not solely help us define the appropriate target 
groups of people living in poverty in all contexts. 
Instead, we need to complement the poverty 
measurement with indicators of other deprivations 
of relevance to Sida’s operations. We will now turn 
to a broader definition of poverty to describe 
poverty in a multidimensional perspective. 

FFiigguurree  44::  PPoovveerrttyy  HHeeaaddccoouunntt  aatt  ddiiffffeerreenntt  ppoovveerrttyy  lliinneess  iinn  SSiiddaa’’ss  ppaarrttnneerr  ccoouunnttrriieess  ((bbyy  iinnccoommee  ggrroouupp)),,  %%  
ooff  tthhee  ppooppuullaattiioonn.. 

 

SSoouurrccee::  TThhee  WWoorrlldd  BBaannkk’’  PPoovvCCaallNNeett..  LLaatteesstt  aavvaaiillaabbllee..  

NNoottee::  NNoo  ddaattaa  aavvaaiillaabbllee  ffoorr  AAffgghhaanniissttaann,,  CCaammbbooddiiaa,,  CCuubbaa,,  SSoommaalliiaa  aanndd  SSyyrriiaa..    
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Figure 4: Poverty Headcount at different poverty lines in Sida’s partner countries (by income group),  
% of the population.

Source: The World Bank’ PovCalNet. Latest available.
Note: No data available for Afghanistan, Cambodia, Cuba, Somalia and Syria. 
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MULTIDIMENSIONAL POVERTY 
Ending poverty in all its forms requires us to 
view poverty not solely as income-based but as 
multidimensional. Sida is committed to such a mul-
tidimensional view on poverty (see Box 1) but does 
not define a unique indicator to measure poverty as 
understood by Sida. 

Other organisations have developed indexes for meas-
uring multidimensional poverty, but only two capture 
global poverty at household level and allow consist-
ent comparison across countries: Multidimensional 
Poverty Index (MPI), and the Multidimensional Poverty 
Measure (MPM). We will look at each of these indica-
tors separately. 

Both the Global MPI and the World Bank MPM define 
poverty only within Sida’s dimension of ‘resources’. 
They omit dimensions of ‘power and voice’, ‘oppor-
tunities and choice’ and ‘human security’ that so far 
have not been included in international measures due 
to both lack of data, and to technical measurement 
issues. 

The Global Multidimensional Poverty Index (Global 
MPI) was developed by the Oxford Poverty and Human 
Development Initiative (OPHI) in partnership with 
the United Nations Development Program (UNDP) 
to measure non-monetary dimensions of poverty. 
The index matches the Human Development Index 
definition of human development and includes ten 
indicators within three dimensions, namely health, 
education and standard of living. A person is consid-
ered as multidimensionally poor if deprived in at least 
one third of the weighted indicators: a score of 0.33 or 
higher in the index (figure 5).

The Global MPI is intended to complement the 
income-based poverty measures by providing an 
estimate of other dimensions of deprivation beyond 
income. The Index does not include income as a 
dimension, and the value of the Global MPI can be 
higher or lower than the national estimate of income-
based poverty. 

According to the Global MPI, approximately 1.3 billion 
people in the world live in multidimensional poverty. 
Similarly to monetary poverty, South Asia and Sub-
Saharan Africa host the vast majority of the world’s 
multidimensionally poor people. In Sub-Saharan 
Africa, Nigeria hosts the greatest number of the 
multidimensionally poor in the region, followed by 
Ethiopia and DRC. 

Figure 5: Structure of the Global Multidimensional 
Poverty Index

 

  

  8 (14) 

8 
 

MMUULLTTIIDDIIMMEENNSSIIOONNAALL  PPOOVVEERRTTYY    

Ending poverty in all its forms requires us to view 
poverty not solely as income-based but as 
multidimensional. Sida is committed to such a 
multidimensional view on poverty (see Box 1) but 
does not define a unique indicator to measure 
poverty as understood by Sida.  

Other organisations have developed indexes for 
measuring multidimensional poverty, but only two 
capture global poverty at household level and allow 
consistent comparison across countries: 
Multidimensional Poverty Index (MPI), and the 
Multidimensional Poverty Measure (MPM). We will 
look at each of these indicators separately.  

Both the Global MPI and the World Bank MPM 
define poverty only within Sida’s dimension of 
‘resources’. They omit dimensions of ‘power and 
voice', 'opportunities and choice' and 'human 
security' that so far have not been included in 
international measures due to both lack of data, 
and to technical measurement issues.  

TThhee  GGlloobbaall  MMuullttiiddiimmeennssiioonnaall  PPoovveerrttyy  IInnddeexx  
((GGlloobbaall  MMPPII)) was developed by the Oxford Poverty 
and Human Development Initiative (OPHI) in 
partnership with the United Nations Development 
Program (UNDP) to measure non-monetary 
dimensions of poverty. The index matches the 
Human Development Index definition of human 
development and includes ten indicators within 
three dimensions, namely health, education and 
standard of living. A person is considered as 
multidimensionally poor if deprived in at least one 
third of the weighted indicators: a score of 0.33 or 
higher in the index (figure 5). 

The Global MPI is intended to complement the 
income-based poverty measures by providing an 
estimate of other dimensions of deprivation beyond 
income. The Index does not include income as a 
dimension, and the value of the Global MPI can be 
higher or lower than the national estimate of 
income-based poverty.  

According to the Global MPI, approximately 1.3 
billion people in the world live in multidimensional 
poverty. Similarly to monetary poverty, South Asia 
and Sub-Saharan Africa host the vast majority of 
the world’s multidimensionally poor people. In 
Sub-Saharan Africa, Nigeria hosts the greatest 
number of the multidimensionally poor in the 
region, followed by Ethiopia and DRC.  

In South Asia, Afghanistan tops the ranking with the 
highest share of multidimensional poor people in 
the region with over half of the country’s population 
living in multidimensional poverty. Yet, in absolute 
terms, India hosts the greatest number 
multidimensionally poor in the region followed by 
Pakistan and Bangladesh.  

Moreover, middle-income countries account for 
about two thirds of the world’s multidimensionally 
poor. Still, although the number of poor is greater 
in middle-income countries, the intensity of poverty 
is more severe in low-income countries where 
people categorized as multidimensionally poor 
have a greater number of overlapping deprivations.  

FFiigguurree  55::  SSttrruuccttuurree  ooff  tthhee  GGlloobbaall  MMuullttiiddiimmeennssiioonnaall  
PPoovveerrttyy  IInnddeexx  

 

SSoouurrccee:: OPHI, Global Multidimensional Poverty 
Index, Illuminating Inequalities (2019), page 2 

  

 

 

Source: OPHI, Global Multidimensional Poverty Index,  
Illuminating Inequalities (2019), page 2
 

In South Asia, Afghanistan tops the ranking with the 
highest share of multidimensional poor people in 
the region with over half of the country’s population 
living in multidimensional poverty. Yet, in absolute 
terms, India hosts the greatest number multidimen-
sionally poor in the region followed by Pakistan and 
Bangladesh. 

Moreover, middle-income countries account for 
about two thirds of the world’s multidimensionally 
poor. Still, although the number of poor is greater in 
middle-income countries, the intensity of poverty is 
more severe in low-income countries where people 
categorized as multidimensionally poor have a greater 
number of overlapping deprivations. 

Combining monetary and non-monetary 
dimensions of poverty
The World Bank has recently developed an innova-
tive approach that combines the income measure and 
non-monetary deprivations in one single index, called 
the Multidimensional Poverty Measure (MPM). This 
index measures household income (or consumption 
expenditures valued at prevailing market prices), edu-
cation, and access to basic infrastructure (but omits 
health that was included in the Global MPI discussed 
above). 
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Similarly to the Global MPI, the MPM counts a person 
as poor if they are deprived in at least one third of the 
weighted indicators. By construction, as income pov-
erty is given one third of the weight of the combined 
index, everyone living in extreme income poverty is 
automatically poor under the broader multidimen-
sional MPM. Unlike the Global MPI, the headcount 
poverty according to MPM is thus always higher than 
income poverty. The difference between income 
poverty and MPM poverty headcounts accounts 
for individuals who have sufficient means to lift 
themselves out of monetary poverty, but who still 
experience severe deprivations in education and living 
standards. 

The World Bank estimates that the global poverty 
increases by 50 % when non-monetary deprivations 
are added on top of income poverty. However, there 
is a large overlap between the monetary and non-
monetary dimensions and only a small minority of the 
multidimensionally poor are poor in only one dimen-
sion, while more than one third are deprived in all 
three measured dimensions. (Figure 6) (World Bank 
[2018] Poverty and Shared Prosperity)

Figure 6: Overlapping dimensions of poverty 
according to MPM (119 economies)
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the combined index, everyone living in extreme 
income poverty is automatically poor under the 
broader multidimensional MPM. Unlike the Global 
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have sufficient means to lift themselves out of 
monetary poverty, but who still experience severe 
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The World Bank estimates that the global poverty 
increases by 50 % when non-monetary deprivations 
are added on top of income poverty. However, there 
is a large overlap between the monetary and non-
monetary dimensions and only a small minority of 
the multidimensionally poor are poor in only one 
dimension, while more than one third are deprived 
in all three measured dimensions. (Figure 6) (World 
Bank [2018] Poverty and Shared Prosperity) 
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Sub-Saharan Africa has the highest levels of 
poverty by income poverty measures, but adding 
non-monetary indicators increases the estimates 
to alarming levels: almost two thirds of the 
population (64.3 %) in Sub-Saharan Africa are living 
in multidimensional poverty according to the MPM. 
In South Asia, where the monetary poverty has 
decreased rapidly, a lot remains to be done in the 
other dimensions as more than twice as many 
people are multidimensionally poor as they are 
monetarily poor (11.9 percent vs 26.6 percent, 
respectively). Looking beyond the geographical 
distribution, including non-monetary dimensions 
tends to tilt the distribution of poverty even more 
towards rural areas than is the case with monetary 
indicators, while households with children remain 
overrepresented irrespective of the measure of 
poverty used. (World Bank [2018] Poverty and 
Shared Prosperity) 

 
   

Source: World Bank (2018) Poverty and Shared Prosperity, p. 98.

Sub-Saharan Africa has the highest levels of poverty 
by income poverty measures, but adding non-mon-
etary indicators increases the estimates to alarming 
levels: almost two thirds of the population (64.3 %) 
in Sub-Saharan Africa are living in multidimensional 

poverty according to the MPM. In South Asia, where 
the monetary poverty has decreased rapidly, a lot 
remains to be done in the other dimensions as more 
than twice as many people are multidimensionally 
poor as they are monetarily poor (11.9 percent vs 26.6 
percent, respectively). Looking beyond the geographi-
cal distribution, including non-monetary dimensions 
tends to tilt the distribution of poverty even more 
towards rural areas than is the case with monetary 
indicators, while households with children remain 
overrepresented irrespective of the measure of pov-
erty used. (World Bank [2018] Poverty and Shared 
Prosperity)

MULTIDIMENSIONAL POVERTY IN SIDA’S 
PARTNER COUNTRIES
The Global MPI defines a person as poor if they are 
deprived in at least on third of the variables meas-
uring deprivation in health, education, and living 
standards. Using this measure (green staple in figure 
7) shows that the share of people living in multidimen-
sional poverty according to the MPI in Sida’s partner 
countries varies from as high as 91.86 % of the popu-
lation in South Sudan, to negligible 0.19% in Armenia. 

The geographical composition of Sida’s partner coun-
tries in terms of multidimensional poverty follows the 
global trends implying highest poverty levels in coun-
tries in Africa, followed by Asia and Latin America. All 
partner countries in Eastern Europe show very low 
rates of multidimensional poverty as measured by the 
global MPI. This was to be expected, not least as the 
provision of social services is at a relatively higher 
level and quality in these countries. 

However, the current thresholds applied in the global 
MPI that may not reflect the current level of ambi-
tion for human development in many middle-income 
countries. Thus, for more nuanced discussion we can 
look at other thresholds for multidimensional poverty 
varying from extreme poverty (where a person is 
deprived in at least half of the indicators) and moder-
ate poverty (where a person is deprived in at least one 
fifth of the indicators). 

In South Sudan, Burkina Faso, and Ethiopia it is not 
just the level of multidimensional poverty that is high 
– also the depth of poverty that people experience 
is worrisome as over half of the population in these 
countries are deprived in at least half of all measured 
indicators. On the other hand, measuring moder-
ate poverty where a person is deprived in at least 
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Figure 7: Multidimensional Poverty according to the Global MPI in Sida’s Partner Countries 

Figure 8: Multidimensional Poverty Measure (MPM) in Sida’s Partner Countries 

Source: World Bank (2018) Poverty and Shared Prosperity, statistical annex. 
Note: No available data for Afghanistan, Cambodia, Cuba, Kenya, Mali, North Macedonia, Somalia, South Sudan, Sudan, 
Syria and Zimbabwe.
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MMUULLTTIIDDIIMMEENNSSIIOONNAALL  PPOOVVEERRTTYY  IINN  SSIIDDAA’’SS  
PPAARRTTNNEERR  CCOOUUNNTTRRIIEESS  

The Global MPI defines a person as poor if they are 
deprived in at least on third of the variables 
measuring deprivation in health, education, and 
living standards. Using this measure (green staple 
in figure 7) shows that the share of people living in 
multidimensional poverty according to the MPI in 
Sida’s partner countries varies from as high as 
91.86 % of the population in South Sudan, to 
negligible 0.19% in Armenia.  

The geographical composition of Sida’s partner 
countries in terms of multidimensional poverty 
follows the global trends implying highest poverty 
levels in countries in Africa, followed by Asia and 
Latin America. All partner countries in Eastern 
Europe show very low rates of multidimensional 
poverty as measured by the global MPI. This was to 
be expected, not least as the provision of social 
services is at a relatively higher level and quality in 
these countries.  

However, the current thresholds applied in the 
global MPI that may not reflect the current level of 
ambition for human development in many middle-
income countries. Thus, for more nuanced 
discussion we can look at other thresholds for 
multidimensional poverty varying from extreme 
poverty (where a person is deprived in at least half 
of the indicators) and moderate poverty (where a 
person is deprived in at least one fifth of the 
indicators).  

In South Sudan, Burkina Faso, and Ethiopia it is not 
just the level of multidimensional poverty that is 
high – also the depth of poverty that people 
experience is worrisome as over half of the 
population in these countries are deprived in at 
least half of all measured indicators. On the other 
hand, measuring moderate poverty where a person 
is deprived in at least one fifth of the indicators we 
see that even richer countries like Guatemala still 
suffer from large scale multidimensional poverty, 
especially in education and nutrition.  

FFiigguurree  77::  MMuullttiiddiimmeennssiioonnaall  PPoovveerrttyy  aaccccoorrddiinngg  ttoo  tthhee  GGlloobbaall  MMPPII  iinn  SSiiddaa’’ss  PPaarrttnneerr  CCoouunnttrriieess    

  

SSoouurrccee::  OOPPHHII  ((22001199))  GGlloobbaall  MMuullttiiddiimmeennssiioonnaall  PPoovveerrttyy  IInnddeexx..  IInnccoommee  PPoovveerrttyy  DDaattaa  ffrroomm  tthhee  WWoorrlldd  BBaannkk  PPoovvccaallNNeett..    

NNoottee::  NNoo  ddaattaa  ffoorr  AAffgghhaanniissttaann,,  BBeellaarruuss,,  CCaammbbooddiiaa,,  CCoolloommbbiiaa,,  CCuubbaa,,  GGeeoorrggiiaa,,  KKoossoovvoo,,  RRuussssiiaa,,  SSoommaalliiaa,,  SSyyrriiaa,,  aanndd  TTuurrkkeeyy..    
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The global MPI and income-based poverty 
indicators may or may not identify the same groups 
as poor, and the level of multidimensional poverty 
can be higher or lower than income-based poverty 
measures, depending on the context. In most Sida’s 
partner countries, the headcount ratio for 
multidimensional poverty by MPI indicator is higher 
than for income poverty, but there are exceptions. 
For instance, in Zambia, Rwanda, Serbia and North 
Macedonia the level of extreme income poverty is 
higher than the level of multidimensional poverty by 
the Global MPI. The share of population identified 
as ‘poor’ by one indicator is not necessarily a sub-
section of the group identified as ‘poor’ by the other. 
The two indicators thus provide a complementary 
picture of poverty and help us to triangulate groups 
of poor in each country.  

The Multidimensional Poverty Measure (MPM), on 
the other hand, includes income as one dimension 
of poverty and consequently has poverty estimates 
that are always higher than income-poverty 
estimates. Yet, the combined indicator also 
provides useful information about the composition 
of poverty (see figure 8).  

FFiigguurree  99::  PPoovveerrttyy  mmeeaassuurreess  iinn  MMoozzaammbbiiqquuee  

  

SSoouurrccee::  OOPPHHII  GGlloobbaall  MMPPII  ((22001199)),,  WWoorrlldd  BBaannkk  PPoovvccaall  NNeett,,  
PPoovveerrttyy  aanndd  SShhaarreedd  PPrroossppeerriittyy  RReeppoorrtt  ((22001188))..    

 

Each country have their distinct poverty profile, but 
the level of poverty varies depending on which 
poverty measure is chosen. In addition to the 
international poverty measures discussed here, 
many countries have also established their own 
local measures for poverty. In Mozambique (figure 
9), for instance, poverty headcount ration varies 
from 46 to 92 percent, depending on which indicator 
is chosen. None of them are ‘wrong’, but they all 
provide only one piece of the puzzle.    
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NNoottee::  NNoo  aavvaaiillaabbllee  ddaattaa  ffoorr  AAffgghhaanniissttaann,,  CCaammbbooddiiaa,,  CCuubbaa,,  KKeennyyaa,,  MMaallii,,  NNoorrtthh  MMaacceeddoonniiaa,,  SSoommaalliiaa,,  SSoouutthh  SSuuddaann,,  SSuuddaann,,  SSyyrriiaa  
aanndd  ZZiimmbbaabbwwee....    
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one fifth of the indicators we see that even richer 
countries like Guatemala still suffer from large scale 
multidimensional poverty, especially in education and 
nutrition. 

The global MPI and income-based poverty indicators 
may or may not identify the same groups as poor, and 
the level of multidimensional poverty can be higher 
or lower than income-based poverty measures, 
depending on the context. In most Sida’s partner 
countries, the headcount ratio for multidimensional 
poverty by MPI indicator is higher than for income 
poverty, but there are exceptions. For instance, in 
Zambia, Rwanda, Serbia and North Macedonia the 
level of extreme income poverty is higher than the 
level of multidimensional poverty by the Global MPI. 
The share of population identified as ‘poor’ by one 
indicator is not necessarily a sub-section of the group 
identified as ‘poor’ by the other. The two indicators 
thus provide a complementary picture of poverty and 
help us to triangulate groups of poor in each country. 

The Multidimensional Poverty Measure (MPM), on the 
other hand, includes income as one dimension of pov-
erty and consequently has poverty estimates that are 
always higher than income-poverty estimates. Yet, the 
combined indicator also provides useful information 
about the composition of poverty (see figure 8). 

Figure 9: Poverty measures in Mozambique
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partner countries, the headcount ratio for 
multidimensional poverty by MPI indicator is higher 
than for income poverty, but there are exceptions. 
For instance, in Zambia, Rwanda, Serbia and North 
Macedonia the level of extreme income poverty is 
higher than the level of multidimensional poverty by 
the Global MPI. The share of population identified 
as ‘poor’ by one indicator is not necessarily a sub-
section of the group identified as ‘poor’ by the other. 
The two indicators thus provide a complementary 
picture of poverty and help us to triangulate groups 
of poor in each country.  

The Multidimensional Poverty Measure (MPM), on 
the other hand, includes income as one dimension 
of poverty and consequently has poverty estimates 
that are always higher than income-poverty 
estimates. Yet, the combined indicator also 
provides useful information about the composition 
of poverty (see figure 8).  
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Each country have their distinct poverty profile, but 
the level of poverty varies depending on which 
poverty measure is chosen. In addition to the 
international poverty measures discussed here, 
many countries have also established their own 
local measures for poverty. In Mozambique (figure 
9), for instance, poverty headcount ration varies 
from 46 to 92 percent, depending on which indicator 
is chosen. None of them are ‘wrong’, but they all 
provide only one piece of the puzzle.    

0

20

40

60

80

100

H
ea

dc
ou

nt
 R

at
io

 (%
)

$1.9 $3.2 $5.5 NP 2014 MPM MPI NPMI

FFiigguurree  88::  MMuullttiiddiimmeennssiioonnaall  PPoovveerrttyy  MMeeaassuurree  ((MMPPMM))  iinn  SSiiddaa’’ss  PPaarrttnneerr  CCoouunnttrriieess    

  

SSoouurrccee::  WWoorrlldd  BBaannkk  ((22001188))  PPoovveerrttyy  aanndd  SShhaarreedd  PPrroossppeerriittyy,,  ssttaattiissttiiccaall  aannnneexx..    

NNoottee::  NNoo  aavvaaiillaabbllee  ddaattaa  ffoorr  AAffgghhaanniissttaann,,  CCaammbbooddiiaa,,  CCuubbaa,,  KKeennyyaa,,  MMaallii,,  NNoorrtthh  MMaacceeddoonniiaa,,  SSoommaalliiaa,,  SSoouutthh  SSuuddaann,,  SSuuddaann,,  SSyyrriiaa  
aanndd  ZZiimmbbaabbwwee....    

  

 

0,00
10,00
20,00
30,00
40,00
50,00
60,00
70,00
80,00
90,00

100,00

LI
C:

Co
ng

o 
D

em
. R

ep
.

Et
hi

op
ia

M
oz

am
bi

qu
e

Ta
nz

an
ia

U
ga

nd
a

R
w

an
da

Li
be

ri
a

LM
IC

:
Za

m
bi

a
B

an
gl

ad
es

h
M

ya
nm

ar
B

ol
iv

ia
Pa

le
st

in
e,

 S
ta

te
 o

f
M

ol
do

va
U

kr
ai

ne
U

M
IC

:
Gu

at
em

al
a

B
el

ar
us

Ir
aq

Ge
or

gi
a

Co
lo

m
bi

a
Ko

so
vo

Al
ba

ni
a

B
os

ni
a 

an
d…

R
us

si
an

 F
ed

er
at

io
n

Tu
rk

ey
Se

rb
ia

Po
pu

la
tio

n 
Sh

ar
e 

(%
)

MPM

$1.9

Source: OPHI Global MPI (2019), World Bank Povcal Net, Poverty 
and Shared Prosperity Report (2018). 

Each country have their distinct poverty profile, but 
the level of poverty varies depending on which poverty 
measure is chosen. In addition to the international 
poverty measures discussed here, many countries 
have also established their own local measures for 
poverty. In Mozambique (figure 9), for instance, pov-
erty headcount ration varies from 46 to 92 percent, 
depending on which indicator is chosen. None of them 
are ‘wrong’, but they all provide only one piece of the 
puzzle. 

COMPARING MULTIDIMENSIONAL AND 
INCOME POVERTY MEASURES
Income poverty and multidimensional poverty in non-
monetary terms can be said to reflect different sides 
of human well-being: one that speaks to the imme-
diate concerns and ability to provide for the family, 
while the non-monetary indicators are intended to 
capture long-term capabilities and “`dimensions of 
well-being’, which have intrinsic importance for peo-
ple’s lives and represent people’s ability to lead the 
life they have reason to value” (Alkire and Santos, 
[2014] Measuring acute poverty in the developing 
world: Robustness and scope of the multidimensional 
poverty index). Both are needed to be overcome for 
people to sustainably move out of poverty. 

There is a strong correlation between monetary and 
non-monetary poverty across countries (figure 10). 
Yet, while there are exceptions, most countries show 
higher levels of multidimensional poverty compared 
to income poverty. 

While the merits of including income and non-
poverty measures in one index are appealing, given 
the different nature of monetary and non-monetary 
deprivations some have recommended keeping the 
monetary and non-monetary indicators separate 
(Atkinson et al. (2016) Monitoring Global Poverty). 

Part of the difficulty stems from combining continu-
ous indicators, such as income, with categorical 
indicators, such as educational achievement. 
Depending on where the monetary poverty line is 
drawn, the characteristics of the poor population in 
terms of other deprivations vary6. Also, composite 
measures including different aspects of poverty can 
disguise development of different sub-indicators into 
opposite directions, and alter the composition of the 
group defined as poor depending on what sub-indica-
tors are used. 7

6 Evans, M – Nogales, R. – Robson, M. (2020) “Monetary and Multidimen-
sional Poverty: Correlations, Mismatches and Joint Distribution”, Review 
of Income and Wealth, (forthcoming)

7 See e.g., and SITE (2018) “How Should Policymakers Use Gender Equality 
Indexes?” by Campa, P. – Demirel, M. and Roine, J.
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SO, WHO IS POOR?
While there are many ways of measuring poverty, 
there are some contours that emerge from all indica-
tors. Sub-Saharan Africa emerges as the epicentrum 
of extreme poverty both with multidimensional and 
income-based measures. Yet, when higher poverty 
lines are considered, the largest groups living in pov-
erty are found in East and South East Asia.

The face of poverty differs from one country to 
another and diverse poverty measures shed light on 
distinctly different dimensions of deprivation. There 
are many ways to be poor and no one single indicator 
capture the full picture. A given poverty line divides 
the population into two distinct groups as ‘poor’ and 
‘non-poor’, but this binary division of the population 
is troublesome, as living in poverty is usually a con-
tinuum of different levels of overlapping deprivations. 
When looking at other characteristics of poverty we 
often see that the population just above the poverty 
line is not much different from the population just 
below. Using multiple poverty measures help us 
triangulate different pieces of the puzzle and help us 
understand the diverse ways in which poverty mani-
fests itself. 

The choice of poverty measure and poverty line 
defines who is categorized as poor. Using only one 
type of indicator may lead to substantial exclusion 
error that rules out large number of people who are 
severely deprived in other dimensions. The different 

poverty measures should thus be seen as com-
plements rather than substitutes when analyzing 
multidimensional poverty.

Given Sida’s vision of every person’s right and oppor-
tunity to live a decent life, the global poverty lines 
can be thought to reflect a very minimum level of 
ambition. The World Bank has complemented their 
extreme income poverty line with two higher levels of 
income poverty that better correspond to the realities 
in middle-income countries. 

Similarly, the current global multidimensional poverty 
measures assume very low thresholds for human 
development where even minor progress would 
change the poverty status of a household. These 
standards are often too low for middle-income coun-
tries where most people are no longer poor by the 
global MPI. This applied also to Sida’s partner coun-
tries in Europe and Latin America where the standard 
for health and education are considerably higher. 
Thus, new variants of multidimensional indicators 
with higher thresholds could be considered to meas-
ure and understand deprivations in these countries. 

Sida’s work towards sustainable escapes from 
poverty should not solely be guided by a reduced 
headcount ratio on a given index but factor in the 
realities behind the statistical progress and the 
perspective of people living in poverty and how they 
perceive their situation. Contextualizing the poverty 

Figure 10: Relationship between monetary and non-monetary poverty

Source: Our World in Data, (Retrieved: 3/12 2019) https://ourworldindata.org/extreme-poverty.
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Income poverty and multidimensional poverty in 
non-monetary terms can be said to reflect different 
sides of human well-being: one that speaks to the 
immediate concerns and ability to provide for the 
family, while the non-monetary indicators are 
intended to capture long-term capabilities and 
“`dimensions of well-being’, which have intrinsic 
importance for people's lives and represent 
people's ability to lead the life they have reason to 
value” (Alkire and Santos, [2014] Measuring acute 
poverty in the developing world: Robustness and 
scope of the multidimensional poverty index).  Both 
are needed to be overcome for people to 
sustainably move out of poverty.   

There is a strong correlation between monetary 
and non-monetary poverty across countries (figure 
10). Yet, while there are exceptions, most countries 

 

6 Evans, M – Nogales, R. – Robson, M. (2020) “Monetary 
and Multidimensional Poverty: Correlations, Mismatches 
and Joint Distribution”, Review of Income and Wealth, 
(forthcoming) 

show higher levels of multidimensional poverty 
compared to income poverty.  

While the merits of including income and non-
poverty measures in one index are appealing, given 
the different nature of monetary and non-monetary 
deprivations some have recommended keeping the 
monetary and non-monetary indicators separate 
(Atkinson et al. (2016) Monitoring Global Poverty).  

Part of the difficulty stems from combining 
continuous indicators, such as income, with 
categorical indicators, such as educational 
achievement. Depending on where the monetary 
poverty line is drawn, the characteristics of the poor 
population in terms of other deprivations vary6. 
Also, composite measures including different 
aspects of poverty can disguise development of 
different sub-indicators into opposite directions, 
and alter the composition of the group defined as 
poor depending on what sub-indicators are used. 7 

7 See e.g., and SITE (2018) “How Should Policymakers 
Use Gender Equality Indexes?” by Campa, P. – Demirel, 
M. and Roine, J. 

FFiigguurree  1100::  RReellaattiioonnsshhiipp  bbeettwweeeenn  mmoonneettaarryy  aanndd  nnoonn--mmoonneettaarryy  ppoovveerrttyy  
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analytics using a dashboard of locally relevant indica-
tors provides a useful and more accurate picture of 
poverty in a given country.

Sida has a multidimensional view on poverty, rec-
ognizing that poverty is not only related to lack of 
material resources, but also to lack of power and 
voice, opportunities and choice and human security. 
Deprivations in these four dimensions may overlap, 
and poverty is often characterized by interlinked 
deprivations in most or all dimensions. Understanding 
these interlinkages and overlapping deprivations is 
important to understand poverty, and we need to use 
several indicators to arrive to the information we 
need. Triangulation across measures using a wider 
lens that also captures non-material aspects of 
opportunity, voice, and human security are all needed 
to understand how to respond to the challenges of 
the poor and those vulnerable to poverty. For further 
information on multidimensional poverty analytics 
and indicators, beyond the scope of this paper, please 
see Sida’s Poverty Toolbox.

https://www.sida.se/English/partners/methods-materials/poverty-toolbox/
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