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What is poverty?What is poverty?

Dr Ana Vaz, a Senior Research Officer at OPHI, says ‘poverty is not just about money. It 
includes a whole range of things such as lack of choices and opportunities.’ For example, 
the choice to send your children to school or to gain the employment you want.

Plus, the inability to satisfy basic needs such as eating and sleeping can have a powerful 
knock-on effect. Dr Vaz explains that ‘If you don’t get enough to eat you’re much less 
likely to be healthy. So you can’t take part in activities that need a healthy body such as 
walking to school, finding paid work or looking for food.’ And these problems can be 
made worse when there is a lack of proper sanitation (flushing toilets) and safe drinking 
water at home, and there’s limited access to basic health care.

On top of hygiene problems, there are greater security risks with cheap housing. Dr Vaz 
points out that ‘Often there can be a lack of security in very cheap housing – it may be 
impossible to secure doors and windows making people a target for crime. So the few 
possessions you may have are at risk of theft. And poorer areas may have little or no 
policing. All of this feeds into a sense of powerlessness that poverty can bring. You 
cannot do the things you want to and join in with the rest of society. It’s isolating.’

So while we might assume that what poor people need most is simply more money, this 
doesn’t take into account what their money can buy depending upon where they live. So 
for example, if you live somewhere that has low-quality transport routes, schools, health 
care or water supplies then more money alone isn’t going to help you overcome these 
massive disadvantages.

More than money

What do we mean by being ‘poor’?
Being poor means different things to different people in different 
parts of the world. Not having enough money to take part in 
activities most people enjoy or buy the things you need (e.g. food, 
clothing) is a common association.

However, when you measure poverty by money alone, you miss out 
on some of the other factors that make and keep people poor. For this 
reason, the Oxford Poverty and Human Development Initiative (OPHI) 
was set up to take other factors into account in the hope of eventually 
eliminating poverty. OPHI is an economic research and policy centre 
based within the Department of International Development at the Uni-
versity of Oxford.
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Measuring povertyMeasuring poverty
Through the work of its researchers, OPHI tries to find a way to 
measure poverty in a more comprehensive way to try to find 
out who is poor and why, and the diverse range of different 

disadvantages they experience.

The Global Multidimensional 
Poverty Index (MPI) was launched by 

the OPHI team and United Nations 
Development Programme in 2010. It 

is an international measure of severe 
poverty covering over 100 developing 
countries. This measure captures the 
deprivations that people face at the 

same time with respect to education, 
health and living 

standards.

Not having enough to eat is a clear indication of being poor but there are other things that 
the MPI also looks at. One of them is whether 
any child in the family has died. Since most 
child deaths are preventable (e.g. diarrhoea 
and contagious diseases), this generally indi-
cates poor health conditions and nutrition.

Recognising the importance of education, 
the MPI takes into consideration the years of 
schooling of people in the household, and 
whether children are still attending school. 
The MPI takes into account the assets owned 
by the household, such as a car, a bicycle, a 
motorbike, TV, fridge, radio and phone.

The index also looks at whether a home has 
flooring, access to clean water, sanitation, electricity and what type of cooking fuel is used. 
In some parts of the world, the only way of cooking food is to use wood and charcoal. But 
this can reduce living standards since breathing in toxic fumes is bad for your health.

‘We use all of these household indicators to show the deprivations of people. We add them 
up and get a score for each individual. If a person is deprived in at least one third of the 
indicators - if their score is a third or more - the person is considered poor,’ says Dr Vaz.

What else is important to consider?


