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Methods for understanding urban poverty and livelihoods

Arjan de Haan, Michael Drinkwater, Carole Rakodi and Karen Westley

Introduction

A livelihoods approach places households and their members at the centre of analysis and
decision making, with the implication that household-centred methods of analysis must play a
central role in developing an understanding of livelihood strategies and in programme and
project planning and evaluation1.  Knowledge is needed about the situation of and strategies
adopted by poor households, in relation to both their characteristics and external opportunities
and constraints.  The methodological approach in such data collection and analysis is first,
contextual and, second participatory.  Methods that are contextual are those that attempt to
capture a social phenomenon within its social, economic and cultural context (Booth et al, 1998).
They are likely to generate qualitative and in-depth data.  Rather than being purely extractive,
such methods aim to link into better programme and project design by ensuring that respondents
are (at least joint) owners of the knowledge and data generated, enabling them to participate in
policy debate and project planning.

However, such methods need to be complemented by larger scale data collection and quantitative
analysis, in order to reveal the characteristics of the context, the overall dimensions of and trends
in poverty, and the extent to which household characteristics revealed in in-depth relatively small
scale studies are ‘typical’.  Such data also provide a basis for assessing the impact of broader
macro-, meso- and city wide policies and in helping prioritisation for resource allocation.

Increasingly, both at national and local urban level, the limits of single strand analysis and the
importance of triangulation are acknowledged (Booth et al, 1998; Moser et al, 1996).  In this
chapter, therefore, both approaches are discussed.  First, Michael Drinkwater and Karen Westley
describe a possible approach to developing an understanding of household livelihoods at the
local level.  Second, Arjan de Haan discusses the strengths and weaknesses of a variety of
sources of quantitative data.  That the discussion is organised in this way reflects the experience
of the contributing authors rather than a desirable sequence: in practice data collection for
analysis and monitoring of household livelihoods, deprivation and wellbeing, and for project and
programme planning and evaluation should be an iterative process.  In such a process different
types and sources of data are used to generate concepts, questions and explanations which inform
and challenge analysis based on alternative methodological approaches.

                                                          
1 The material in this paper was prepared as part of a larger project commission by the UK Department for
International Development’s Infrastructure and Urban Development Department to review current understanding of
urban livelihoods, its policy implications and some recent experience of attempts to reduce urban poverty and
deprivation.  The project was coordinated by Carole Rakodi and Tony Lloyd-Jones and the results published in
Rakodi with Lloyd-Jones (eds) (2002).  The views expressed in this paper are those of the authors and not
necessarily of DFID.
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Household perspectives and qualitative methods

This introductory section on methods for understanding urban livelihoods outlines the types of
analytical processes and tools that have been used by the NGO CARE, for which the authors
work, in different programmes in a range of countries. While both quantitative and qualitative
tools are used, this section will emphasise the qualitative tools, locating them in an appropriate
sequence with other methods. In order to place these methods in context, the first part of the
section shows how the Household Livelihood Security (HLS) model that CARE uses provides an
analytical framework that guides assessments in an holistic but flexible manner. The second part
outlines the two main types of analytical processes that have been used in practice – a short
participatory assessment during design and a longer process, with a wider range of purposes,
during programme start up, with an example of each. Since urban livelihoods are complex, this
account emphasises that, if analytical work is to be used to inform urban programmes, which
people and organisations are involved and how are critical aspect of the overall process. 

Use of a livelihood model in urban programme design and implementation

From the mid-1990s CARE International has been developing an expanding urban programme
portfolio based on a household livelihood security (HLS) framework. This has been a particular
emphasis in the southern and west Africa regions, although the urban portfolio now encompasses
projects from all regions of the world where CARE operates. Many of the early urban projects
focused on infrastructure provision, often in association with food for work. For example, CARE
Ethiopia had a large urban roads improvement project using food-for-work, and in Lusaka,
CARE Zambia’s PUSH (Peri-Urban Self Help) project began as a drought relief food-for-work
activity, designed to ameliorate the environmental sanitation conditions that had led to a cholera
outbreak (Sanderson and Hedley, 2002). 

Adopting a livelihoods approach, in both urban and rural contexts, led to two main outcomes.
First, it introduced a holistic analytical process of programme design.  And second, it resulted in
the evolution of programmes -- whether multi or single sector -- that were oriented towards
improving livelihoods. For example, in Lomé, Togo, a participatory livelihood analysis led to the
design of a girls’ empowerment project that focused on girls’ informal education and the
development of broader life skills which would help create more opportunities in their lives.   

These qualities are amongst those captured in the livelihoods programme design framework
which has gradually evolved, largely through reflective negotiation, over the last few years. The
representation of this framework in Figure 1 was used in a programme design workshop for
Southern and West Africa, held in Malawi in January 2000, but is now also used more broadly in
the organisation.
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Figure 1 CARE’s livelihoods programme design framework

What Figure 1 shows is how CARE has operationalised the HLS approach throughout the project
cycle, with an emphasis on the assessment and design stages. A livelihoods approach is not
intrinsically necessary to the process, and an alternative conceptual framework could certainly be
used. However, in its application of the HLS framework in various contexts, CARE’s experience
has demonstrated that it does allow a holistic perspective to be brought to bear on analytical and
programme design events, through a diverse and adaptable range of tools. The nature of this
framework is discussed below.

Analytical features of the livelihood model in the urban context2

Living in an urban environment is clearly a distinct experience from life in a rural setting. Yet
despite the contrasts in terms of context, there is one factor that remains unchanged: people
themselves. Wherever people live, they retain essentially the same human needs, and the desire
for the same entitlements or rights. They require access to productive resources such as land,
knowledge and capital, and from these an income to support consumption needs. They require
food, shelter, clothing, access to medical facilities, the ability to educate children, and the ability
to participate, in all senses (socially, politically, intellectually and spiritually), in the society of
which they are part. Thus these requirements amount to the entitlement each person has to lead a
life that is fundamentally secure in respect both of the basic needs and broader social and
psychological senses of a livelihood.
 

                                                          
2 The text for this section is largely drawn from a powerpoint presentation produced by Chris Dunston, Urban Programme Director,
for CARE’s Southern and West Africa Regional Management Unit Design Workshop, Lilongwe, Malawi, 24-28 January 2000.
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The focal unit of a HLS analysis is quite clearly the household. For instance, in the analysis of
assets, those held at other levels are not neglected, such as the natural resources or infrastructural
services to which individual households have some form of entitlement. But what the analysis
highlights is the exact nature of this entitlement to the household: what form of tenure, and de
jure and de facto access rights do households and individuals actually have? 

 CARE’s HLS framework has evolved through the organic accretion of lessons learned by
different but collaborating practitioners across the organisation. In this process, three key
analytical principles have emerged. They should be understood as cross-cutting, with some
overlaps between them. The first key principle attempts to capture the key characteristics of an
holistic analysis’. In CARE’s lexicon, this has three levels: it is contextualised, differentiated and
disaggregated. 

� To be contextualized, the analysis has to explore the major political economic, social cultural
and resource-based issues affecting households in a particular context; 

� To show differentiation, the analysis must provide a good understanding of social and
economic differentiation between households;

� And to grasp the disaggregated situations of diverse individuals, gender and generational
roles and issues within the household or basic social unit requires critical but sensitive
investigation. 

The  second analytical principle refers to the ‘vulnerability context’. An emphasis is placed on
understanding the wider shocks and stresses to which livelihoods are subject,  since these factors
provide some of the major challenges to the ongoing maintenance of basic consumption and
asset levels, and indeed survival itself. Since much of our lives is often spent seeking to mitigate
or cope with present or likely future stresses and shocks, understanding these is key to grasping
what trends people are responding to, and thus what motivates them to engage in and adjust their
particular livelihood strategies, both as individuals and as members of social collectivities. 

As shown in Figure 2, there are three major elements in CARE’s household livelihood model:
context, livelihood strategy and livelihood outcomes. To understand these distinctly is the final
analytical principle.  Contextual factors place the household and community into a situated
perspective. Chiefly it is factors around governance, government and policies; markets and
macro-economic linkages; and civil society and broader support networks that are analysed – the
‘policies, institutions and processes’ which mediate access to the resources and assets required to
sustain a livelihood. A contextual analysis aims to produce, on the one hand, an understanding of
the key contextual factors affecting livelihoods, and on the other, an identification of the major
shock and stress factors affecting livelihoods (see also Rakodi, 2002; Meikle, 2002). At the level
of livelihood strategy, the aim of the analysis is to understand the typical levels of human, social,
economic and natural capital that are possessed by different types of households, and the nature
of production, income and exchange activities to which these give rise. Consumption activities
for each household member can then be summarised in terms of the livelihood outcomes status
for different areas of livelihood security. 
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Figure 2 CARE’s household livelihood security model

Types of participatory livelihood methodologies and tools used in urban areas

The types of analytical methodologies that CARE has been using over the past five years fall into
two distinct types. Short duration participatory livelihood assessments are usually employed as
part of the early assessment phase of a programme. Most often the intention is to generate a basic
though holistic analysis of livelihoods, which will validate and add insight to already available
secondary information, as well as produce strategic constraints, opportunities and
recommendations from the participating communities. The second type of methodology is less
intensive in nature and is generally implemented over a longer period of time, as part of a
programme’s start-up phase. There may be initial intent to generate detailed diagnostic and
project design information, but since these activities need to involve key stakeholders, ideally
they should give rise to an on-going, interactive approach to project implementation, monitoring
and evaluation. Often there is a desire to build partnerships and to develop ownership, not only
by community based institutions, but also by broader municipal agencies. Thus, who is involved
and how they are involved is as critical to these types of longer duration analytical processes as
is the nature of the information produced.
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In this section, a generic outline of participatory livelihood assessment methodologies and tools
which can be used in both initial and ongoing investigations is provided and some of the
practical issues which arise when using them in urban situations identified.  Second, a specific
illustration is provided of an overall design process in Maputo.  Finally, an illustration of a
sophisticated, longer duration start-up analytical process is provided from the Mahavita project
in Antananarivo, Madagascar. 

Participatory livelihood assessment 

An account of participatory livelihood assessment methods will be provided in this section, with
examples of how initial participatory diagnostic work can lead to on-going participation in all
project activities.  Assessment exercises run the risk of becoming exhausting, extractive,
depressing and acontextual exercises with little application to programming, if careful attention
is not given to their planning and the means of conducting them. From experience, we have
found the following basic principles to be important.

� Qualitative neighbourhood-based assessments need to be linked to the ‘big picture’ through
good secondary data analysis. If secondary data is not available then it may be appropriate to
collect quantitative primary data beyond the community level.

� Tools do not stand alone; combined, they contribute to an iterative analytical process, as well
as allowing the validation of data through triangulation and cross-checking.

� There is no ‘checklist;’ Tools are flexible and provide a framework for dialogue and
discussion. Therefore, additional information will arise and some may not come up at all,
depending on participants’ priorities and interests. It is not possible to prescribe or predict all
the possible information that will emerge.

� The validity of data is proportional to the quality of the interactions between facilitators and
participants. If participants do not understand the objective of an assessment and do not trust
the facilitators, then the information that emerges may not present the real picture. An
assessment may be the first step in developing a long-term relationship with a group. The
success of that relationship depends on the first impressions.

 
Table 1 provides a framework and description of research tools or methods that can be used to
develop an understanding of household livelihoods in a specific area. Both area-level and
household level issues are explored, and then compared to generate an overall picture of the
context in which households operate, the linkages between the livelihood context, the household
assets and livelihood strategies and livelihood outcomes. In general, community-level analytical
methods such as mapping, venn diagrams, and historical profiles are used to initiate interaction.
These are followed by more specific social analysis, usually through developing livelihood (or
wealth) profiles for different socio- economic groups, on the basis of a set of key livelihood
indicators identified by the community. More detailed household interviews add insight to the
dynamic nature of the livelihoods of each wealth category. Key informant interviews may take
place before, during and after. Focus group discussions around issues and themes may go on 
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throughout, but are often used following the livelihood profiling to discuss issues affecting
different social economic groups. 
Table 1: Tools used for participatory livelihoods assessment

Livelihood Component Themes for discussion and analysis Principal tool Tools for
triangulation

Organizations Presence and importance of community level
institutions; interaction of population with external
organizations; control of resources by organizations;
formal versus informal institutions and organizations,
e.g. Crime rings, gangs, slum lords

Venn diagram Key informant
interviews;
household
interviews;
secondary data

Natural
environment

Location of community with respect to topography –e.g.
flood prone areas; slopes and hillsides; environmental
issues: contaminated areas, dump sites; access to green
space; traffic and safety.

Neighbourhood
mapping

Secondary data;
key informant
interviews

Infrastructure Availability of education, health, social services; water
and sanitation infrastructure, roads and transport,
markets; electricity, access of population and
households to infrastructure

Neighbourhood
mapping

Secondary data;
key informant
interviews

Cultural
environment

Ethnicity; religion and gender; urbanisation patterns –
did villages move ‘en masse’ to a specific
neighbourhood, are there ethnic ‘ghettos;’ are there
‘indigenous’ people (villages swallowed by the city)

Historical
profile 

Secondary data;
key informant
interviews

Political
environment

Political parties; access to voting; feelings of
insecurity/uncertainty at household and community
level; informal controls through gangs/’mafias’ etc;
police harassment; other harassment by state or informal
structures. 
Impact of rules, regulations and policies on households
and communities; access to identification documents;
taxation (formal and informal); tenancy laws;
regulations on ‘hawking;’ influence of zoning

Key informant
interviews

Household
interviews; Venn
diagram;
historical profile

Livelihood
context

Economic
environment

Macro-economic trends; urban economic base and
activity mix; employment and cost of living (inflation)
trends; policies and attitudes towards informal sector
activity; micro finance regulations, frameworks and
practices

Secondary data;
key informant
interviews;
group
discussions

Household
interviews;
economic
activities matrix; 

Human Skills; entrepreneurial ability; education level; ability to
work; security of employment; income earner-
dependency ratio

Household
interview

Livelihood
profile

Social Exchanges of goods and services; assistance to or from
extended family networks in rural areas, other urban
areas or overseas; membership in community groups;
nature of interactions with other households; level of
social isolation

Household
interview

Secondary data;
key informant
interviews;
livelihood profile

Household
Assets
(their
nature and
how they
are used
affects
households’
ability to
recover
from
stresses and
shocks)

Economic
(includes
physical and
financial)

Land; home ownership; transport; equipment; shops;
market stalls; household water and sanitation facilities;
savings; salary; money from income generating
activities; remittances; access to credit

Household
interview

Livelihood
profile; key
informant
interviews

Livelihood strategies
(production, processing,
exchange and income
generating activities)

Type of activities undertaken by each household
member, level of contribution to household economy;
access to employment; income generating activities;
access to credit; diversification vs. dependence on single
earner; flows of money, people and goods from rural to
urban areas.

Household
interviews

Livelihood
profile;
secondary data

Area level Occurrence, intensity and duration of flooding, such as
earthquakes, war, riots, strikes, gangs, police
harassment; increased levels of crime, power cuts.
Nature and origin of neighbourhood associations;
activities; external assistance and relief activities

Household
interviews;

Historical profile;
secondary data,
key informant
interviews

Nature of
shocks
and
stresses
and
responses Household level Nature of impact of external shocks on household; loss

of assets due to shock; unemployment; illness;
imprisonment; personal security 
Coping mechanisms, such as diversification of
livelihood strategies; sale of assets; migration, etc.

Household
interviews;

Livelihood Outcomes Shelter, food, nutrition, health, water, education,
community participation, personal safety 

Household
interviews

Secondary data;
key informant
interviews

Source: Sanderson and Westley, 2000
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These core tools are often used more productively, at least initially, with men and women in
separate groups. Groups may also be divided by age, marital status, occupation, or livelihood
category if necessary and appropriate. Groups of participants should preferably come together at
the end of each day to discuss findings and key differences. The type of process discussed here
usually requires four to five days in each selected area to be completed well.

Once the livelihood status of the population and the individual households is understood, a
second, synthesis phase of problem identification and prioritisation, cause and effect analysis,
opportunity analysis and visioning can take place. Experience has shown that ending an
assessment at the problem identification stage leads to feelings of despondency and hopelessness
amongst facilitators and participants. It is therefore valuable in terms of generating a more
constructive outcome, in which participants are more likely to feel that they can directly use the
analysis and synthesis themselves, to take assessments to a final level of identifying
opportunities around which local action can be initiated, even if external institutions and
resources are required as part of the process. 

A number of practical issues arise in planning participatory urban livelihood assessments.  The
most important are listed below, with guidelines on how might be addressed from CARE’s
experience.  

Selecting areas: Before commencing an urban assessment, selection of the primary geographical
units of analysis needs to be undertaken. In CARE’s urban work, a combination of two methods
has usually been used: either to use existing information to select the areas that seem most
appropriate for the purposes at hand, or to consult with key stakeholders. In both cases the
criteria involved will affect the decision. For CARE, these criteria are often poverty related, but
may include other factors such as access, the nature of the local and municipal institutions
involved, and the presence or absence of other development agencies.

A related issue is defining the limits of the area to be assessed. The boundaries of a village are
often easier to delineate than those of an urban neighborhood. What scale should the assessment
cover? Is it more appropriate to undertake a broad scan of an area, or enter into more depth in a
selected neighbourhood or group of people?  Generally, CARE conducts assessments within
neighbourhoods, but often with extrapolation to the lowest level of formal local government.
Even at this level, the population may reach tens of thousands: significantly larger that that of
many rural villages. 

How committed is the organisation to working with the population? Before involving people in
an intensive assessment process, the purpose of the assessment must be very clear to all
stakeholders. If there is little or no prospect for on-going work in the area, then conducting this
type of assessment is not appropriate unless the community has requested it, or clearly
acknowledged the specific objectives to be of value to them. 

What is the best way to bring people together? In urban areas, there may be limited social
interaction between family units in a given geographical area, and limited involvement in
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neighbourhood activities. There is rarely a single obvious leader or ‘mobiliser’ to bring people
together for discussion. Municipal authorities may have little contact with the population. Yet it
remains important to find an acceptable entry point before starting activities. This may be a
residents’ association, a women’s collective, or an NGO with a long-standing relationship with
people in the area. Some urban areas may have a traditional leadership structure. For example, In
Lomé, Togo, several villages were ‘swallowed’ by the city. In these areas, indigenous
populations have retained their traditional chiefs and advisors. In Bangladesh, an assessment
team used occupational groups as the entry point. Whatever the entry point, it is necessary that
the survey team is able to use it to go beyond the initial group and explore other perceptions and
experiences. Traditional or government authorities may be able to call a group together, but
sometimes their presence can inhibit a participatory process.

Another strategy would be to start with household interviews and key informant interviews, or to
use school children, as a way to let people know about the assessment and arrange times for
facilitators to meet with a larger group. This would help to reach people who may not already be
involved in neighbourhood activities.  

Creating a neutral space: Political organisations should preferably not be used to arrange
meetings, and meetings should not be held at sites associated with a political party or other
interest group that might prevent participation of a broader group of people.

Timing of activities: Activities may need to be held in the afternoons, evenings or early
mornings, to accommodate the different work schedules of people in urban areas. For example, it
may be easier to work with women street food vendors during the day and young men doing
casual labour in the informal sector in the evenings. Afternoons are generally better than
mornings. An assessment team will need to plan carefully if it wishes to meet with people of
different ages and occupations.

Extrapolating from group discussions to the wider urban context: In urban areas, due to the
lower levels of social cohesion and organisation, it may be difficult for people in group
interviews to talk generally about others in their area. Thus in filling out matrices on economic
activities and livelihood strategies, or for wealth ranking, it may be necessary to restrict the
information to those present at the meeting rather than using the group discussion to develop a
generalised understanding of issues at the area level. This means, for instance, asking those
present to list their own economic activities rather than listing general economic activities for the
area.

Linking qualitative and quantitative methods in participatory project design: the
Kuyukana Project, Maputo

As suggested above, participatory methods for generating qualitative and quantitative
information are often combined with the analysis of secondary data, or with the strategic
collection of more formally collected, primary quantitative data. An example from Maputo
shows the relationship between the quantitative and qualitative work, as well as the steps that
lead to an initial participatory assessment (Figure 3).
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KUYUKANA PROJECT, MAPUTO, DESIGN PROCESS Figure 3
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Participatory analysis for programme start-up: Community Approach Pilot for
Programme Mahavita, Antananarivo

The Mahavita urban programme in Madagascar provides a sophisticated example of an analytical
process used for a broad range of purposes during a programme start-up phase. In Mahavita, this
process was used to:

� Orient and train staff and in particular to build teamwork as a way of working for the
programme as a whole.

� Pilot a community-based approach which facilitates discussions with communities,
empowers them to analyse their problems and assists them in designing projects to improve
their livelihoods.

� Develop an approach for identifying and forming partnerships, as well as systems for
strengthening institutions and providing technical assistance to social/public service
providers and NGOs that affect the lives of the target population. 

� Link the above two to design systems of public/social service delivery for meeting priority
consumption needs. 

The intention of the community approach which was piloted over an 8 month period in 1999 in
three of the more than 30 areas in which the programme will eventually operate, was to develop
a start-up process which could then be replicated more efficiently in the other communities. This
process was termed FAMOA, meaning in Malagache, ‘identifying the problems and solutions
together’. More specifically, the goal of the FAMOA process was seen as being, ‘to mobilise the
community to take ownership of their situation and problems and to design strategies for
improving them’. During this process, a representative community structure was developed with
the capability to design, implement and coordinate local development activities, and, led by this
structure, a common vision and plan for the design of community projects was then developed. 

The model for the FAMOA process, as refined from the pilot phase, has five stages:

 Stage 1: An opportunity to participate in the urban livelihood security programme is offered to
previously selected communities. The requirements to begin participating are a letter of request
and a calendar for proceeding into Stage 2. The result is an agreement between the community
and Mahavita programme to continue.

Stage 2: Initial establishment of a representative structure to facilitate the process and be the
design leaders, on behalf of the community, takes place. This structure is formed to represent, in
an inclusive way, all organisations, geographic areas and socio-economic groups within the area.
An analytical exercise designed to gain a holistic view of livelihoods is begun in the community.

Stage 3: This stage entails a more thorough ‘handing over the stick’ to the community structure,
as it becomes both more representative of and more accepted by the community as a whole. A
more exhaustive participatory analysis, problem diagnosis and needs assessment is conducted,
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with CARE field agents acting as trainers and mentors to the process, but with the members of
the representative structure facilitating all the activities. 

Stage 4: A common vision for development is created at this point, entailing the identification of
points of leverage, exploration of potential interventions through opportunity analysis, and the
elaboration of strategies. Goals, objectives, interventions and indicators are then agreed for the
community development plan.

Stage 5: Finally, a marketing plan is designed, and community members are mobilised to support
and contribute to planned community development activities. Emphasis is placed on assisting the
representative structure to effect linkages to service providers and other agencies that can
contribute funding, technical assistance or services. A detailed implementation plan is finalised. 

Quantitative methods for understanding poverty and livelihoods

This section discusses common methods that describe in a quantitative way issues related to
livelihoods, including the assets available to households, their employment position , livelihood
outcomes (or indicators of well or ill-being) and the context in which households live. The main
aim of quantitative methods is to ensure representativeness: one of the main reasons why
household sample surveys are needed, for example, is to obtain a representative overview of the
welfare of the population. However, it follows from the complexity of livelihoods context and
strategies that there are trade-offs: measurement of the many indicators that may be relevant for
understanding of people’s livelihoods has costs, and in many cases there is a shortage of
monitoring capacity. 

This implies that the approach here is rather different from the one in the preceding section,
which focused on tools and methods in CARE programmes. Whereas an integrated and multi-
dimensional approach may be feasible and desirable in planning and implementing specific
interventions, policy making at a macro level - such as city planning or allocation decisions at
national level - requires data at that level. This is not to say that information at the macro-level
cannot be multi-dimensional, but practical planning considerations do require an approach that
focuses on key indicators, as well as an understanding of trends and disparities.  The different
approaches are not alternatives: as noted above, household-centred qualitative and participatory
approaches need to be linked to the bigger picture through secondary data analysis, and also
qualitative methods are usually required to inform the design of quantitative surveys, or to help
interpret their results (Carvalho and White, 1997). 

Therefore, the approach in this section is to discuss some of the more traditional methods of
analysing poverty and labour markets and to indicate how these can be used for understanding
livelihoods3. This is structured as follows: censuses and household surveys are discussed first.
Methods of measuring relating to health and nutrition are then referred to, as these provide
important measures of livelihood outcomes. As the livelihoods of people in urban areas are to a
large extent dependent on labour markets, the final section focuses on this.
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The basis for planning: censuses and household surveys

Most developing countries have a fairly regular census: a quick count showed that at least 34 of
the 50 countries in Sub-Saharan Africa had one during the 1990s.4  Censuses normally collect
basic demographic, employment and shelter-related data.  Their main strengths are their
universal coverage and the potential for detailed disaggregation.  However, they are implemented
infrequently, take a long time to process and do not include income or expenditure data.  For
basic demographic data on people and their households, some key social indicators such as
literacy and school attendance, information on economic activities (see below), description of
housing conditions and access to basic infrastructure and long term trends, census data are
invaluable.  They monitor population trends including urbanisation and provide a crucial source
of data for various planning purposes. They may also provide the sample frame for household
surveys. If other analysis demonstrates that poverty is related to demographic characteristics,
census data can be useful to analyse its location. Moreover, triangulation - comparing the results
of different methods of data collection - may provide useful additional information.  Hentschel
(1999) explores the possibility of ‘inputting’ household consumption into census data, to form
the basis of a ‘poverty map’.  He concludes that the errors in poverty estimates warn against
targeting using censuses as a basis, but that they may be useful to create a poverty map at a
disaggregated level.  He also suggests that they may be most useful for comparison with spatial
patterns of other welfare indicators, such as healthcare centres.

The problems with censuses are well-known (see, for example, Rakodi, 2002b).  First, they are
too infrequent to reveal short-term changes.  Also it is extremely difficult to adequately register
the whole population. In particular, mobile populations, like temporary or circular migrants in
urban areas and homeless people, are easily missed out - though some national surveys do
include information that allows comparison of the well-being of migrants and non-migrants (e.g.
India, de Haan, 1997). Estimates for urban populations are very sensitive to definitions of
boundaries. Moreover, what constitutes ‘urban’ differs greatly across countries. Redefinitions of
rural as urban areas - sometimes for political purposes - causes problems for measuring trends
adequately.  Projections of population trends have been notoriously unreliable: in 1980 Mexico
City’s population was expected to be 30 million in 2000 - the present 18 million or so is widely
off the mark (Brockerhoff, 1999). 

For governments, poverty data need to be based on nationally representative household surveys.
Without this, conclusions about poverty at the national level and about trends become
meaningless. Such data also are essential to provide disaggregated information about the poor
and are essential for targeting. International organisations have renewed their interest in such
surveys, because of a move towards using outcome-based measures of progress and increased
emphasis on quantifiable targets such as the International Development Targets. 

To obtain reliable information on poverty, expenditure surveys are usually preferred over income
surveys, because of under-reporting of income and its fluctuations. Such surveys measure
household per capita consumption – they do not measure inequalities within households. The
measure of poverty is the number of people who fall below a poverty line, set in absolute terms
(e.g. $1/day, minimum calories or food requirements) or in relative terms (as a percentage of
mean income for example). Measures also exist to indicate inequality among the poor, and the
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‘depth’ of poverty, e.g. the distance below the poverty line of the average poor household.
Household surveys focus on levels of consumption, but can include information about, for
example, levels of education and economic activities.

Household data usually show that rural poverty incidence and the depth of poverty  tend to be
much higher than in urban areas, particularly larger cities. Lipton and Ravallion (1995) show that
rural poverty incidence tends to be 1.3 to 5 times as high as the urban incidence,5 although
Satterthwaite (1997) argues that urban poverty in Africa, Asia and Latin America tends to be
underestimated and its character misunderstood.6 Household surveys in India have provided
extremely useful information about urban poverty, showing how the incidence of poverty has
been higher in rural than in urban areas since the 1950s, how the gap slowly closed, but opened
again during the 1990s. Research using these data has shown how urbanisation and industrial
growth did less than rural growth to reduce overall poverty. Household survey data in India is
exceptional in the South in terms of coverage and trends. In Africa, despite improvements in
household survey techniques and capacity, lack of data remains a major hindrance to our
understanding of indicators of livelihoods and well-being.

As with all forms of research and data collection, such surveys have disadvantages and
limitations as well as strengths:

      It takes time for the results to become available, because of the time required to process the
data, but also because of the need to collect data throughout the year, to capture the effects of
seasonality. World Bank Living Standard Measurement Surveys, the main instrument for poverty
measurement in Africa, take at least two years to be completed, although the more restricted
‘Priority Surveys’ take less than a year. Indian household surveys similarly take at least two
years to become available. 

Disaggregation is problematic. Though generally national household surveys allow for
describing differences between rural and urban areas, and sometimes between major categories
of urban areas (eg metropolitan and other cities), limited sample size means that further
disaggregation is usually not possible. They therefore do not help in specifying the most
vulnerable groups or areas within a city - specific surveys are required for such purposes.

Definition of the Poverty Line is dependent on a range of assumptions about what constitutes the
minimum expenditure needed to sustain a household.  These assumptions may reflect
technocrats’ rather than poor people’s views.  They may not adequately encompass differences in
living requirements between regions and between urban and rural areas and may not be adjusted
to reflect changes in consumption patterns over time.  Periodic re-definitions of minimum
consumption requirements, however necessary, make analysis of trends problematic. Bar-On
(2001), for example, shows how the technocratic redefinition of PLs in Botswana has
exaggerated trend figures showing decreasing poverty and as a result reduced the proportion of
people eligible, in principle, for social assistance.  In addition to these technical problems, the
definition of PLs is vulnerable to political manipulation. 

     The data themselves do not ‘explain’ poverty, they merely record it.  They do not describe
livelihoods, but for the most part provide indicators of the outcomes of livelihood strategies. The
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emphasis on consumption, by definition, limits the information on livelihood sources. It is not
impossible in principle to extend questionnaires and include these issues, but practical
considerations of questionnaire length make this difficult in practice. Although analysis of the
data generated can provide some understanding of the causes of poverty, for a full understanding
and to assess the effects of policies, qualitative information is essential, to shed light where
survey data has not (regarding, for example, vulnerability, reasons for asset depletion, or survival
strategies adopted). 

Income or consumption poverty is only one of the aspects of well- and ill-being. The data needs
to be complemented with other indicators, relating to health, education (as described below) and
less  tangible issues like rights and empowerment. It cannot be assumed that poverty and other
data overlap. A recent paper showed for six countries that income poverty and human
development indicators correlate in most cases, but income explains very little of the variation in
‘non-money metric welfare indicators’ - many other factors determine knowledge and health
(Appleton and Song, 1999). Methods can only imperfectly substitute for each other (Ravallion,
1996).  

� A focus on households implies that inequalities within households are not accounted for,
although it is in principle possible to carry out surveys that focus on individuals, or have
smaller sub-samples with more extended questionnaires. 

� Finally, as with census information, there are questions about recording, whether for example
homeless people are included in such surveys. In China, where official urban poverty rates
have been very low, migrants have been excluded from surveys and the household
registration system has contributed to under-recording of urban poverty. 

Relatively new areas of work in the area of household surveys relate to vulnerability and a
dynamic understanding of poverty, an issue covered quite well in more qualitative approaches. A
limitation of household surveys is that they provide a static picture of well-being, especially if
successive surveys are not carried out. Panel surveys, which have been developed recently in a
small number of countries in the South, can indicate whether households move in and out of
poverty, and how well-being changes over life cycles and generations.7

However, finally, it needs emphasis that quantitative measures do not exclude holistic
approaches. Research on social exclusion in London (London Research Centre, 1996), or the
recent Human Development Report for the UK for example (UNED-UK), show how residents in
particular areas suffer from multiple and overlapping forms of deprivation with respect to
unemployment, health and education. 

Measures of health and nutrition

In addition to health indicators, which show the human capital available to households (Harpham
and Grant, 2002), another important indicator of well- or ill-being is nutritional status,
particularly among the poorest.  Recent research by the International Food Policy Research
Institute shows that food security and nutrition indicators in urban areas do not necessarily show
that urban populations are better off than rural (Ruel et al (ed), 1999).  Nutrition monitoring
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generally measures height-for-age (indicating chronic problems for children) or weight-for-
height (pointing at acute problems, also among adults). It is a common way of measuring well-
being and tracking changes over time, in both rural and urban areas. It enables the impacts of
factors such as market changes to be traded.  Such characteristics are relatively easy to measure,
objective and reliable, and cheaper to collect than expenditure or income data. Nutrition
monitoring can build on existing institutional mechanisms, such as schools and data from health
centres or clinics (though vulnerable groups may not use these facilities).   Nevertheless, at a
national level only half of the African countries seem to have data available.  Like household
surveys, nutrition monitoring does not explain the causes behind deprivation.  Also, there are
concerns about the quality of existing data in many countries, and in many cases figures are
imputed.  Often, information is available only on the distribution between households, though it
is known that in some areas intra-household bias is a problem.

At an international level, data availability has improved recently through Demographic and
Health Surveys (DHS).  These have been implemented in most African countries – though in
relatively few more than once – since the mid-1980s, funded primarily by USAID.  These
surveys include information on population and population planning, under 5 and infant mortality,
and child malnourishment.  Analysis has allowed, for example, conclusions about differences in
child mortality rates among migrants in cities (Brockerhoff, 1995).  Data on child anthropometry
are also becoming increasingly available through World Bank sponsored surveys. But these data
suffer from common concerns about comparability, as different or successive surveys, even
within the same countries, use different methodologies, sample frames, and reference age-
groups, which are of crucial relevance for their outcomes. Finally, though data on child or infant
mortality, life expectancy, literacy or enrolment rates, according to some sources, are available
for almost all countries in the South, they can seldom be disaggregated below the city level and
are reasonably reliable only for the survey year.

Labour markets

Within urban areas, labour and labour markets are crucial for people’s livelihoods (see also
Amis, 2002). Whereas poverty, nutrition and health indicators provide information about the
outcomes of people’s livelihood strategies, labour market information provides information
about their livelihood activities: about levels and quality of employment and about the
characteristics of the economic context in which they seek to earn a living.8  Labour market
information may be obtained from censuses, labour market surveys, employment and earnings
surveys or enterprise studies (e.g. surveys of small and micro-enterprises).  Particularly in Sub-
Saharan Africa, urban (as well as rural) labour market analysis has been relatively neglected.9

At the most general level, employment data - as reported by the ILO for example10 - provides
information about levels of employment, usually disaggregated by divisions of economic
activities. Censuses include virtually the whole population and can, if well designed, capture
work in both the formal and informal sectors, paid and unpaid.  Labour force participation rates
provide an indication about what percentage of the population (of working age) is engaged in
paid work.  However, in Africa, according to the ILO, such data are available for only half of the
countries, some are more than a decade old, and some are not disaggregated by sex (de Haan and
Koch Laier, 1997).
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A general concern with employment data is that the recording of characteristics of enterprises
through surveys has had limited coverage, tending to focus on large-scale enterprises and the
‘formal’ sector. There is now agreement that employment definitions ought to be wide, including
work in the urban ‘informal sector’11 - but problems of recording remain. Data on the informal
sector are available for many countries, but often they are too old to be used for policy purposes,
although some recent surveys of microenterprises have been sponsored by USAID’s GEMINI
programme. Many urban employment activities are invisible or not perceived as work and never
get recorded or adequately estimated.  Nevertheless, data indicate that, at a global level, during
the last two decades, there has been shift from formal towards informal employment (van
Ginneken, ed, 1999). 

Though some organisations have compiled data on unpaid family workers (including unpaid
workers in the subsistence and informal sectors), employment data focus on paid employment,
and definitions often do not include a variety of activities pursued by household members, most
notably reproductive and community work, which is largely performed by women. The 1998
SPA Status Report, which emphasised the need for national budgets as well as measures and
monitoring of well-being to be gender-sensitive, also indicated the importance of time budgets
which show that women tend to be more ‘time-poor’ (Blackden and Bhanu, 1999).  Studies of
crises and economic adjustment have shown that the burden falls unequally upon women:
women have intensified both the number of activities in which they are engaged and the time
spent on them, including both formal employment as well as activities which do not fall neatly
into existing employment categories, but include domestic and community work. As a result of
these biases, two-thirds of women's and one-third of men's total work time (rural and urban) may
go unrecorded (UNDP, 1996).

Data on wage levels and trends are available for many countries, but coverage is limited. Again
the focus is on formal sector employment. Data on wages in the formal sector indicate that
during recent decades wages increased as often as they decreased.  For example, they declined in
26 out 33 non-Asian developing countries.12 Informal sector studies have provided information
about income there as well - data collection for the informal sector is in principle not different,
but it is of course much more difficult to obtain wide coverage. Most analyses have shown
labour market differences between the formal and informal sectors, for example in terms of
income, job security and working conditions, particularly for women, although economic
adjustment has in many places been accompanied by casualisation of labour even in the formal
sector. 

Unemployment data exist, but unemployment is generally thought to be an inappropriate or
unreliable concept. In several countries the data does not distinguish appropriately between
unemployment and informal-sector activity. Levels of recorded unemployment are often low,
particularly in the poorest areas, indicating that poor people cannot afford to be unemployed. As
with household surveys, India provides the best data on unemployment (both rural and urban),
focusing on the proportion of days or weeks spent work-less and looking for work - this ‘time
rate of unemployment’ is higher among the poor, and sharply so among the poorest (Lipton,
1995). 
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Though sector of employment is usually not a good predictor of poverty, research in Coimbatore
indicated that a refined concept of ‘labour status’ may provide a guide to understanding
livelihoods and their outcomes (Harriss et al, 1990).  The study identified, with a simple
questionnaire, seven forms of labour status, clearly distinguishing different jobs. Statistical
analysis showed a strong correlation between labour status and various poverty indicators,
providing insight into the relationship between different types of measurement, particularly the
measure of ‘outcomes’ (income, consumption), assets and capabilities. This study was designed
as a methodological pilot, but has not been followed up elsewhere, and its main findings can
therefore not be generalised.

Given the clear but complex inter-relationships between employment, education and poverty,
employment data are vital to understanding urban people’s situation, but there are both practical
and principal limitations to existing methods. Coverage of many urban economic activities,
particularly those of the poor and of women and children, is limited. Unemployment data only
provides a good indicator of hardship in a few cases. Moreover, employment data tend to be
sectoral. It may provide information about, say, wage rates, in a particular sector. This does not
present information about people’s or households’ income from various sectors – either within
urban areas or between rural and urban areas - a crucial element of the understanding of
livelihoods.

Conclusion

To understand urban livelihoods is a complex analytical process, for which, in CARE’s
experience, a livelihoods framework provides a vital key. Methodologically both qualitative and
quantitative methods are required, preferably with the quantitative methods informed by a
qualitatively generated understanding, although often participatory methodologies build on a
synthesis of formal surveys. Whichever approach to data collection is being used, urban
analytical processes should involve all major stakeholders as much as possible. They are
opportunities to develop the commitment of local communities and urban government, as well as
a range of private, public and civil society stakeholders to any subsequent interventions that the
analytical work is used to inform.  Where analytical work on urban livelihoods is designed to
provide inputs to programme and project design, who understands is as if not more important
than what is understood. 

The description of various quantitative methods indicated above is also based on an assumption
that there is no one best method for identifying livelihood components and monitoring the
outcomes of household strategies and policy interventions.13 Censuses provide information on a
basic set of characteristics, some of which may be directly relevant to well-being and livelihoods.
They allow detailed disaggregation and the study of long term demographic trends.  Household
surveys may be used for a variety of purposes, particularly to provide a representative indication
of well-being but can rarely be adequately disaggregated for use in urban policy and
programming.  Nutrition monitoring provides data on an alternative outcome indicator, and is a
useful input for a variety of policies. Labour market data provide essential information about
changes in the economic context in which urban residents seek to earn a living and about levels
of economic activity. Each of these has specific uses and limitations, and in most countries
improvements to their design, quality and frequency are needed. 
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Livelihoods analyses call for more nuanced and gender-sensitive definitions of poverty in
household surveys and better recognition of the livelihood activities most crucial to the poor.
However, because of lack of resources and capacity in poor countries, monitoring should
concentrate on a relatively small number of indicators that are not too difficult to measure. A
complex livelihood analysis, through qualitative methods, can help to identify which the most
relevant indicators are, and these can then be taken up in quantitative surveys. The bottom line is
that, whatever the shortcomings of quantitative approaches, policy makers cannot easily do
without representative information about well-being and livelihoods in different areas and among
different groups.

Suggestions or recommendations regarding the optimal methods for monitoring livelihoods and
well-being need to be practical and context specific. They need to start from an understanding of
the most crucial gaps in data availability. National and sectoral policy making in many
developing countries continues to be seriously hampered by the absence of regular monitoring
and lack of capacity to carry this out. Holistic methods of livelihood assessment, as described in
the first section of this paper fill one such gap, crucial for both increasing in-depth understanding
and for particular interventions. Traditional quantitative methods are not holistic. Both
qualitative and quantitative approaches are essential for various planning purposes, and much
remains to be done to improve their quality and develop local capacity to carry them out.
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