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International Development 

The global state of poverty: a statistical snapshot 
How should you measure the development of a country? A good place to start is to look at the 
state of poverty worldwide. 

The most commonly used methods for measuring poverty refer to the international poverty 
line (IPL). The IPL is intended to capture the minimum cost of living to afford daily essentials 
such as food, clothes and shelter. In 2015, the World Bank updated the IPL from US$1.25/day 
to US$1.90/day. Since prices mean different things to different people, it is hardly a perfect 
measure. Nevertheless, it is useful to compare the relative proportion of wealth attainable by 
different countries’ populations1. 

Two of the most commonly used methods of measuring poverty include:
1. The headcount ratio: the percentage of a country’s population that lives under the IPL.

This measures the number of people living in poverty, or the incidence of poverty.
2. The poverty gap index: a ratio that takes a country’s population living below the IPL,

and compares the average amount they fall short of the line to the line itself. This
measures the depth or intensity of poverty.

Different measures paint a different measure of global poverty. Indeed, there is a strong 
correlation between both of these measures. For example, countries from Sub-Saharan Africa 
record both the highest incidence and intensity of poverty worldwide. Nevertheless, there 
are subtle differences in how poverty is represented across the global spectrum that are 
important to note.  

For more information on measuring poverty please visit: 
<https://www.worldbank.org/en/publication/poverty-and-shared-prosperity> 
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Figure 1: The poverty headcount ratio per country2 

Source: (Our World in Data, 2013) 
Data obtained from latest World Bank estimates 

Figure 2: The poverty gap index per country2 

Source: (Our World in Data, 2013) 
Data obtained from latest World Bank estimates 

*US$1.90 per day is calculated from 2011 PPP international prices
*US$1.90 = AUD$1.84 at the 2011 exchange rate
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Table 1: The poverty headcount ratio: the proportion (%) of country’s populations living below 
the international poverty line of US$1.90 per day3 

Country 
Percentage of peoples 
living below the IPL 

Population 

Madagascar 77.6 27,691,000 

Democratic Republic 
of the Congo 

76.6 89, 561,000 

Burundi 71.8 11,890,000 

Malawi 70.3 19,129,000 

Guinea-Bissau 67.1 1,968,000 

Central African 
Republic 

66.3 4,829,000 

Mozambique 62.4 31,255,000 

Uzbekistan 62.1 33,469,000 

Lesotho 59.7 2,142,000 

Zambia 57.5 18,383,000 

Rwanda 55.5 12,952,000 

Nigeria 53.5 206,139,000 

Sierra Leone 52.2 7,976,000 

Mali 49.7 20,250,000 

Benin 49.5 12,123,000 

Togo 49.2 8,278,000 

United Republic of 
Tanzania 

49.1 59,734,000 

Niger 44.5 24,206,000 

Burkina Faso 43.7 20,903,000 

South Sudan 42.7 11,193,000 

Source: (World Health Organisation, 2020) 
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The proportion of people living below the IPL, characterised as extreme poverty, has 
decreased significantly in the last 25 years, falling to a record low of approximately 8.2% in 
2019, down from 15.7% in 2010, 28.6% in 1999 and 35.9% in 19904,5. However, declining 
poverty rates have slowed in the last few years, with policy experts now doubtful that poverty 
can be eradicated by 2030, as enshrined in Goal #1 of the United Nation’s Sustainable 
Development Goals5,6. The latest 2019 projection estimated that around 6% of the world’s 

population would still be living in extreme poverty by 20305. 

Due to the unprecedented upheaval caused the COVID-19 pandemic, and the 
disproportionate effect this wages on the poor, poverty rates are expected to increase in 
unprecedented ways. How intense and for what duration poverty rates will increase is 
presently unclear. In 2020 alone, the World Bank expects an increase in extreme poverty of
between 0.3-0.7%, representing the first global increase in poverty since 19985. 

Figure 3: Distribution of population between different poverty thresholds, 1981-20152,7

Source: (Our World in Data, 2013) 
Data obtained from (World Bank, 2020b) 

*Poverty thresholds are calculated from 2011 PPP international prices

It is important to note that the IPL discussed here captures only those living in extreme 
financial poverty. By looking at the graph above, we can see that as of 2015, approximately 
46%, or close to half of the global population, lived below US$5.50 a day and that 65%, or 
two-thirds of the global population, lived below US$10 a day. 

To take the World Bank poverty quiz please visit: 
<https://worldbank.co1.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_0dgQnZ4mqy58zAx> 
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The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) were established in 2015, by the United Nations 
(UN) in 2015, in consultation with the UN Member States, all of whom committed to achieving 
the goals by 2030. Encapsulating 17 goals, each with their own indicators, the purpose of the 
SDGs is to provide “...a blueprint for peace and prosperity for people and the planet, now and 
into the future.” The SDGs is the second such initiative by the UN, having replaced the 8 
Millennium Development Goals, established in 20006. 

Figure 4: The 17 United Nation’s Sustainable Development Goals8 

Source: (United Nations, 2020) 

For more information on the Sustainable Development Goals please visit: 
<https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/sustainable-development-goals/> 

For a 2020 progress report on the Sustainable Development Goals please visit: 
<https://unstats.un.org/sdgs/report/2020/The-Sustainable-Development-Goals-Report-
2020.pdf>  

For more information on the Millennium Development Goals please visit: 
<https://www.un.org/millenniumgoals/>
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Development as freedom: the limitations of statistics 
The development of a country cannot be completely captured by financial indicators, such as 
the economic growth rate of a country or the average income of its residents. Most people 
would agree that other qualitative factors such as a person’s quality of life are important to 
consider. Manifestations of poverty can include hunger, restricted access to education and 
health services, restricted access to basic needs such as clean water and shelter, social 
deprivation and the loss of agency in decision-making.

How do you measure such factors? 

Two additional methods to measure development as used by the United Nations include:
1. The Human Development Index (HDI).
2. The Multidimensional Poverty Index (MPI).

The HDI measures the relative development of different countries, based on factors other 
than just finances9. The HDI is calculated by combining the average of 3 dimensions: 

1. A decent standard of living: a country’s Gross National Income (GNI) per capita.
o This is the amount of money earned by a nation’s people and businesses

divided by the population. The GNI is used to determine whether people fall
above or below the poverty line.

2. A long and healthy life: a country’s life expectancy at birth.
3. Access to education: a country’s mean years of schooling of the adult population and

the expected years of schooling of children at school-entry age.
o This dimension is made up of 2 measures to capture whether a country’s

education system has changed for those yet to begin schooling.

Out of 250 countries, Australia has the 6th highest ranking on the HDI scale10. 

The MPI or Sen Index, developed by Nobel Prize winning economist, Amartya Sen, measures 
the incidence, depth and dispersion of poverty in a country9,11. According to Sen, although 
it is fundamentally important that those living in developing countries earn a living wage above 
the international poverty line, this should not be considered a means to an end; rather, financial 
prosperity is one important means of achieving the end of international development, what 
Sen terms ‘freedom’11.  

Sen proposes 5 instrumental freedoms which might be considered a good representation of 
qualitative indicators: 
Political freedoms 
Economic facilities 
Social opportunities 
Transparency guarantees 
Protective security 

To compare the HDI of different countries please visit: 
<http://hdr.undp.org/en/countries> 

For more information on how to calculate the MPI please visit: 
<http://hdr.undp.org/en/2018-MPI> 
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The Poverty Trap 
In an ideal, proper-functioning economy, a person’s income in the future should exceed the 
income they receive in the present. In other words, a person will have the capability to amass 
savings, or wealth over time. 

For the poor, many are subject to, what is referred to in economics literature, as a ‘poverty 
trap’. A poverty trap exists when one’s prospects to grow income tomorrow are determined by 
their income level today: limited for those with little resources to invest, expanding rapidly for 
those above a certain income threshold12.  

It is important to note that poverty traps do not always exist. They need to be determined on 
a case-by-case basis. For example, poverty traps are prevalent in the realm of small business. 
To run a fruit stand or to sell rice, a certain threshold of investment is often required for the 
poor to achieve economies of scale and yield long-term profits from their venture. Even having 
overcome initial investment barriers, the poor are particularly susceptible to setbacks in 
progress due to sudden events, such as health shocks and natural disasters12.  

Figure 5: The poverty trap 

Notes on the poverty trap: 
- The grey line represents a situation where income today = income in the future.
- When income today > income in the future, the curve is below the grey line and the

person is stuck in the poverty trap zone.
- When income in the future > income today, the curve is above the grey line and the

person is outside the poverty trap zone.
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