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Poor people do not have enough food,
clothing, education or healthcare; they
live in areas that are prone to disease,
crime and natural disasters. Their basic
civil and human rights are often non-
existent .

economically, politically and

B eing poor means being deprived
socially. It means:

few assets or opportunities;

low achievement as a result of inade-
quate education, healthcare and
other basic social services;

higher vulnerability to natural di-
sasters, conflict, crime, disease and
other dangers;

little to no power over decisions that
affect people’s lives (1).

How do poor people describe poverty?

In Ethiopia they say it is “[living from]
hour to hour”; in Jamaica “living in

WHAT BEING

POOR MEANS

Few opportunities

Lack of employment

Limited assets (money, property)
Lack of access to education

and other social services
Social/cultural barriers

(towards women)

Disadventage

Poor health

Inadequate nutrition

Lack of drinking water
Insufficient heating

Limited education

Lack of mobility (to markets)
Disability

Insecurity

Insecure settlements prone
to disease, crime, conflict
and natural disasters
Unclean and unsafe shelter
Food insecurity

Disempowerment

Lack of representation

and participation

Poorly defined land tenure
Limited or no access to infor-
mation and technology
Corruption

Lack of respect for spiritual
and cultural practices

Low status of women and
other marginalized groups
Low self-esteem

Adapted from the World Bank, Poverty and
Environment, Washington DC, 2000

World Bank poverty website:
www.worldbank.org/poverty
Provides data and information on understanding and
alleviating poverty and electronic copies of and links to
numerous poverty and poverty-related reports and
publications (including a monthly poverty newsletter).

EXpressions

What does it mean to be poor?

bondage, waiting to be free” (1); in
Cambodia “working for more than 18
hours a day, but still not having enough
to feed [yourself]” (2).

Poverty is multidimensional. It varies
in scale and context (political, social,
cultural, ecological, historical, econo-
mic). The rural poor face different chal-
lenges from those in urban areas: they
are concerned with natural resources
(access, quality), whereas the urban
poor care about access to energy,
housing and sanitation, and about the
quality and availability of water.

Poor people have few economic oppor-
tunities due to lack of jobs, limited or
unaffordable access to credit and
markets, inadequate education, and
restricted access to land and water. The
rural poor often subsist through agri-
culture, fishing and gathering forest
products, while many urban poor gene-
rate meagre livings from wage labour,
petty hawking, provision of low-cost
transport services and other activities.
For lack of other options, poor people
are sometimes forced to scavenge, beg

or engage in illegal activities (drug
trafficking, prostitution).

The poor suffer from sickness, illiteracy,
limited mobility or disability. They have
inadequate nutrition, lower life
expectancy, higher risk of disease, and
lack access to affordable healthcare and
basic education, resulting in low school
attendance and achievement. Yet it is
the poor who often work the longest
hours, in the most dismal conditions.

Poverty leads to insecure livelihoods
because poor people are often forced
to live in unsafe, unclean housing and
in areas prone to crime, conflict, natural
disasters and pollution. Many urban
poor can only afford badly built housing
in areas where pollution and crime
rates are high, while the rural poor often
live on the less productive, degraded
lands.

The poor are disempowered because
they usually do not have legal repre-
sentation or take part in decision-
making; they suffer from social and
cultural disadvantages, even feelings

of personal shame. They have to deal
with corruption in the social service
(for instance they may have to pay
bribes to obtain land titles, or accept
that medicine is unfairly distributed or
sold illegally).

Poor people have managed to over-
come some of these handicaps through
their resilience and resourcefulness,
often helped by their spirituality and
love of family. Until the 18th century
poverty was seen as inevitable. But
since the 1880s the reduction in
extreme poverty — from three-quarters
to one-fifth of the world’s population
—shows that the number of poor people
in the world can be further reduced, if
not eliminated.
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GLOBAL HUMAN DEVELOPMENT INDICATORS
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This index measures the relative achievement of a country in terms
of an individual's ability to reach old age. It is based on established

global minimum and maximum values.
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The HDI is a measure of human development and represents

an average of indices on life expectancy, education and GDP.
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maximum values.

Source : Human Development Report 2002, United Nations Development Programme (UNDP), New York.

World Development report series available at
www.worldbank.org/poverty/wdrpoverty
Voices of the poor series available at

www.worldbank.org/poverty/voices
Poverty strategy reduction papers series available at
www.worldbank.org/poverty/strategies

The education index uses an adult literacy (weighted two-thirds)
and primary, secondary and tertiary gross enrollment (weighted
one-third). This index is based on established global minimum and

FACTS AND FIGURES

Health

A hundred and fifty million child-
ren in developing countries are
underweight. The proportion of
underweight children is decrea-
sing everywhere except in Africa
where rates have doubled since
1970 (1, 2).

Access to drugs is as low as 20 per-
cent in some less developed coun-
tries, compared to over 90 percent
in most developed countries (3).

Education

An estimated 100 million school-
aged children, mostly in the deve-
loping world, do not go to school

(4).

Based on a study of 41 countries,
the number of girls from poor fa-
milies enrolling at primary school
is significantly lower than from ri-
cher families (5).

Income and public
expenditure

The gap between per capita GDP
in rich countries and developing
countries has substantially increa-
sed. In 1960 the per capita GDP
was 18 times higher in rich coun-
tries than in low-income coun-
tries; in 1995 this gap increased
to 37 times (5).

In Zambia debt repayment took
40 percent of GNP (Gross Natio-
nal Product: GDP plus exports) in
1997; basic health, education,
water, sanitation, family planning
and nutrition only counted for
seven percent (6).
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The GDP (Gross Domestic Product) index is calculated using per
capita GDP (PPP US$, Purchasing Power Parity) adjusted accor-
dingly to a global maximum value (of US$ 40,000) and minimum
value (of US$ 100).

UNDP poverty page:
www.undp.org/poverty

Describes UNDP poverty alleviation
programs and initiatives, publications, good
practices and facilitates poverty and related
discussions and events.



