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SUMMARY: This paper discusses the different dimensions of poverty, with a
particular focus on non-monetary aspects, and describes the limitations and inac-
curacies inherent in the US$ 1 a day poverty line now widely used in cross-
country comparisons. It highlights how little attention is given to the aspects of
poverty that most affect children and explains why addressing these issues is an
effective approach to poverty reduction. The authors discuss why economic growth
during the 1990s failed to produce the hoped-for decline in the incidence of poverty
in most nations and report, for example, on the existence of disparities as well as
on the advantages of extending provision of basic services to all. Whilst on the one
hand, economic growth has not necessarily reduced the incidence of (monetary and
non-monetary) poverty, on the other, reductions in poverty have been achieved in
some cases without waiting for economic growth. Countries with comparable per
capita incomes, for instance, can show considerable variation in under-five mortal-
ity rates.

I. INTRODUCTION

ALTHOUGH THE WORLD economy had a strong recovery during the
1990s, compared to the 1980s, this did not lead to a noticeable decrease in
the number of poor people – measured in “poverty line” terms. Also, the
impact of the recovery appears to have been minimal in terms of the inci-
dence of poverty in most low- and middle-income nations.(1) Together with
other factors, this has led to the prioritization of poverty reduction issues
in international, national and regional agendas. The concept of “poverty”
as going beyond the issue of insufficient income has also been increasingly
accepted. Other elements, such as life expectancy, access to education, and
social and political participation must be taken into account when
discussing poverty. 

It is in this context that concern about child poverty should be placed.
Its reduction should be a priority given its economic and social conse-
quences. Unfortunately, most of the programmes oriented to poverty
reduction mainly address the adult population.

Usually, a single concept of poverty is used that makes explicit or
implicit reference to both adults and children. This is evident in cases
where child poverty is calculated from the number of children that live in
poor homes.(2) From a methodological point of view, this is sensible, given
the difficulties in measuring poverty. Nevertheless, measuring child
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poverty only in terms of households with below poverty line incomes is
not clear in conceptual terms nor in relation to policy planning oriented to
poverty reduction. 

The main objective of this paper is the discussion of the multiple dimen-
sions of poverty and the consideration of elements for its reduction that
go beyond economic growth issues. In particular, we discuss matters relat-
ing to the distribution of basic goods and services, we highlight the impor-
tance of child poverty problems and we point to a series of issues relating
to inequalities in well-being and their connections to the distribution of
income and goods. Finally, we present some alternative policies, drawn
from international experiences. 

The human rights framework – particularly economic and social rights
– underlies this paper, although it is explicitly mentioned only with regard
to children.(3) 

In the first part, diverse dimensions of poverty and their relation to
economic growth are analyzed. For this purpose, we used available infor-
mation for different countries around the world and information disag-
gregated by region. Some of the problems linked to poverty measurement
using income are discussed also.

This is followed by a consideration of conceptual questions regarding
child poverty, which allows its treatment either independently of adult
populations or as a complement to the general discussion of poverty. This
includes determining the non-monetary dimensions that are exclusively
related to children. This section finishes with two quantitative analyses.
The first presents cross-country comparisons for around 40 low- and
middle-income countries, regarding wealth distribution among families
and the non-monetary levels of child poverty. The second analysis covers
a smaller number of countries and presents inequalities among families
with different incomes in relation to access to the public services that help
reduce non-monetary poverty. 

The next part of the paper discusses issues of public expenditure as a
means of reducing poverty. Even when economic growth is absent or
limited, the achievements of some countries in terms of social develop-
ment under these conditions are worth mentioning. Although experiences
between nations differ in economic terms and according to the monetary
and non-monetary dimensions of poverty, they allow the presentation of
some interesting policy conclusions. 

II. ECONOMIC GROWTH AND POVERTY 

a. Economic growth and monetary poverty

ALONG WITH THE international UN summits of the 1990s, some of
which focus on particular sectors (education, food availability) and some
that are cross-cutting (children, women), there is an increasing preoccu-
pation with accelerating the improvement of life quality in low- and
middle-income nations. For various reasons, the expression “reduction of
poverty” is used to describe these themes. Moreover, the high-income
nations that provide most of the funds for international development assis-
tance have established concrete objectives explicitly related to poverty. For
both the United Nations and the World Bank, and even for the Interna-
tional Monetary Fund, poverty reduction is one of the central objectives.

A Better World for All, a joint document between the United Nations, the
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International Monetary Fund, the Organization for Economic Cooperation
and Development and the World Bank, and dedicated to the analysis of
progress in international development, states: 

“Poverty, in all its forms, constitutes a challenge for the international commu-
nity... The objectives to achieve aims of development comprise some of the various
dimensions of poverty and its effects in the life of the population. By accepting
these objectives, the international community commits itself to the poorest and the
most vulnerable ones.”(4)

The same call was made at the Millennium Summit, from which the
Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) emerged. These MDGs set
targets and indicators regarding progress to be made during the next
decade-and-a-half on fundamental dimensions of poverty.

Defining objectives related to poverty reduction generates a conceptual
dilemma masked beneath “a measurement problem”. Some argue that
poverty is a broad concept that includes the level of access to elements for
which there may be no markets, and to aspects of life quality that are diffi-
cult or impossible to quantify. Others interpret poverty more narrowly, but
as easily quantifiable in monetary terms (measured in income or, prefer-
ably, consumption). For this second group, even if poverty were concep-
tually multidimensional, the monetary variable would be the best and
most representative way to measure it. Thus, the discussion shifts from the
conceptual (what is poverty?) to the search for ways to measure poverty,
now understood as an income (or consumption) problem. This kind of
measurement has to be adopted to calculate international development.
The agreed target for poverty reduction adopted in the MDGs refers to a
reduction of monetary poverty by 2015. 

The poverty line of US$ 1 per day is usually considered the international
line for measuring and comparing the incidence of poverty in low- and
middle-income nations. This line is based on studies in the 1980s in ten low-
income countries, including Bangladesh, India, Kenya and Tanzania. The
price of a minimal “basket of necessities” was around US$ 1 per day per
person at 1985 purchasing power.(5) Using this measure, 1.2 billion persons
(around one-quarter of the world’s population) are estimated to live below
the poverty line.(6) In southern Asia and sub-Saharan Africa, this propor-
tion is, respectively, 40 and above 40 per cent; in northern Africa and the
Middle East it is less than 2 per cent; in Latin America, around 5 per cent.

But the main question remains unanswered. Does the “US$ 1 per day”
concept calculate the incidence of poverty or the number of people who
struggle to live with less than one dollar daily? In most countries, these
two are not necessarily equivalent. In fact, the “US$ 1 per day” parameter
violates the standard definition of poverty which regards as poor all those
who do not reach minimal acceptable living conditions. The level of
income required to purchase this minimum basket of goods (even if one
considers only the food to obtain a minimum amount of calories) increases
as average per capita income increases. As a result, the poverty line cannot
remain static and cannot be the same for countries of different income
levels, even if the intent is to measure a minimum, absolute level of
poverty. The relevance of a line fixed at US$ 1 per day is gradually eroded
by economic growth and it is not even useful at a point in time to compare
(or aggregate) the incidence of poverty across countries. Table 1 shows the
huge discrepancies, underestimating and overestimating the incidence of
poverty when using the US$ 1 a day line or a national poverty line based
on the ability to purchase a minimum set of commodities.

In other words, the internationally accepted line of US$ 1 per day allows
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a comparison among countries where people struggle to live with that
budget, but it is unclear whether the line is useful for comparing poverty
levels between countries. In order to obtain an internationally comparable
measure, an instrument (or procedure) was found, but it measures some-
thing different from poverty. That is why poverty incidence measured with
national parameters can be either higher or lower than the internationally
determined US$ 1 a day one (Figure 1). For example, at higher income
levels, poverty incidence measured with the international line is always
lower than if using national parameters.(7) In reality, the proportion of
population that tries to survive on US$ 1 (or US$ 2) a day is simply a reflec-
tion of national income per capita – that is, the income per capita adjusted
by income distribution – not of poverty.(8)

Poverty estimates using the US$ 1 per day poverty line not only under-
estimate poverty incidence but also reinforce the perception that economic
growth is the only way to reduce poverty. This is due to an incorrect infer-
ence from cross-country analyses. Given the correlation between income
levels per capita and poverty incidence measured with the US$ 1 per day
line, it is tautological to state that economic growth (in the absence of
distributive changes) is the route to poverty reduction.

Estimations of this kind usually assume that income distribution remains
constant, based on a weak association between economic growth and equity
changes. However, the study most often cited in this regard states:

“…periods of aggregate growth were associated with an increase in inequality
almost as often (43 cases) as with a decrease in inequality. Similarly, periods of
economic decline were associated with increased inequality in five cases and with
a more equitable distribution of income in two cases”.(9)

Paradoxically, the same result was obtained in a recent work that
intended to show the opposite, which argued that “...economic growth
always favours the poor.”(10) With no information on poverty evolution for
most countries, Dollar and Kraay used population incomes for the lowest
quintile in their regressions. Since poverty incidence could vary from 1 per
cent (Algeria 1988, international poverty line measurement) to 80 per cent
or more (Zambia 1993, national and international poverty line measure-
ments),(11) it is clear that to consider the average income of the lowest quin-
tile is not useful in assessing the relationship between economic growth
and poverty incidence.

7. National and
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Gross Domestic Product
(GDP) per capita show that,
as the “US$ 1 per day”
poverty line appears to
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poverty levels and income
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statistical “t” is 3.7), there
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is 1.8).
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SOURCE: World Bank (2001), World Development Report 2000/2001: Attacking Poverty, Oxford
University Press, Oxford and New York, 355 pages.

Nation Year
Population under
national poverty
line (%)

Population under
US$ 1 a day poverty
line (%)

Algeria 1995 22.6 Less than 2

Azerbaijan 1995 68.1 Less than 2

China 1998 4.6 18.5

Egypt 1995 22.9 3.1

Indonesia 1999 27.1 7.7

Sri Lanka 1995 25.0 6.6

Trinidad and Tobago 1992 21.0 12.4

Table 1:   Discrepancies between the US$ 1 a day
poverty line and national poverty lines



As in similar works, variability around regression is high. Half the cases
showed that the incomes of the lowest quintile were lower than the
national average and, in many cases, they decreased in spite of national
growth. In other words, income distribution is not constant through time.
The assumption that it does not change does not fit with the available
evidence on growing disparity around the world.(12)

Examining trends over time is a better way of assessing the impact of
economic growth on the incidence of poverty. The economic growth of
recent years has not had an impact on poverty levels in low- and middle-
income countries, even using the US$ 1 a day measure. According to recent
World Bank estimates, the proportion of people below the poverty line in
low- and middle-income countries (excluding China) dropped from 28 per
cent in 1987 to 26 per cent in 1998.(13) These figures are within the margin
of error of the estimations.

The number of persons below the poverty line remained constant
throughout the 1990s, contrary to expectation. In its 1990 annual report,
the World Bank forecast that, if the growth rate of the high-income coun-
tries averaged 3 per cent annually, the international interest rate would
drop, the price of raw materials would increase and all negotiations of the
Uruguay Round of GATT would conclude successfully. Poverty reduction
was also foreseen at 2 per cent annually between 1985 and 2000. Beyond
the predictable price fluctuations for raw materials, the economic predic-
tion was fulfilled. Nevertheless, changes in levels of poverty between 1987
and 1998 have not occurred. Excluding East Asia, poverty has increased at
a rate of 12 million persons per year since 1987. This has occurred despite
substantial growth in most regions and the strong growth of the interna-
tional market of capital flows during the 1990s.(14) For example, the increase
in income per capita in Latin America was around 15 per cent between

12. As shown by Cornia, G
A (1999), “Liberalization,
globalization and income
distribution”, WIDER
Working Paper 157; also
Van der Hoeven, R (2000),
“Poverty and structural
adjustment. Some remarks
on trade-offs between
equity and growth”,
Employment Paper 2000/4,
ILO, Geneva.

13. See reference 6.

14. The world economy
grew at an average of 5 per
cent annually during the
1990s, against 3 per cent in
the 1980s. The net private
flows towards the
developing countries
increased from less than
US$ 50,000 million in 1990
to US$ 300,000 million in
1997 (see reference 6).
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SOURCE: World Bank (1998), World Development Indicators, Washington DC; and CEPAL (1998),
Social Panorama, Santiago de Chile. The year for the data varies between countries; most are for
years between 1885 and 1996. 

Figure 1:   Income per capita and alternative poverty
lines 

Guin
ea

-B
iss

au

Nige
ria

Hon
du

ra
s

Pak
ist

an

Phil
ipp

ine
s

Chin
a

Per
u

Dom
 R

ep
Bra

zil

Cos
ta 

Rica

Pan
am

a

Colo
mbia

Mex
ico

Tha
ila

nd

Ven
ez

ue
la

Mala
ys

ia
Chil

e



1990 and 1998; in the words of the former chief economist of the World
Bank: “(Latin America) followed our advice and realized the most successful
‘stabilization programme’ of the world.”(15) Nonetheless, the number of people
below the poverty line increased by 6 per cent during that period. Thus, a
continuous decade of reforms and economic liberalization has shown
scarce results in poverty reduction terms. Latin America is not alone.
Similar results can be seen in southern Asia, where per capita income grew
by one-third between 1990 and 1998, but the number of poor people grew
as well and with little reduction in the incidence of poverty.

As the US$ 1 a day line tends to underestimate poverty incidence in
nations with higher per capita income levels, the fact that economic growth
has been accompanied by stagnation in poverty incidence can only steer us
to one conclusion: there has been a significant income concentration during
the 1990s. This proposition is confirmed by recent studies on income distri-
bution.(16) In short, the World Bank estimates of poverty reduction lead to
two incorrect conclusions in poverty reduction terms: 
• in the last decade, there has been progress in the international fight

against poverty; and 
• economic growth, based on commercial and financial globalization, is

the best strategy to continue to reduce poverty. 
These conclusions must be seriously questioned. Not only must we

emphasize the limitations of the US$ 1 a day measure as a tool to estimate
poverty incidence, but, more importantly, we also have to stress the impor-
tance of social equity as the main link between economic growth and
poverty reduction.

b. Economic growth and non-monetary poverty

As mentioned above, it is important to recognize the multidimensionality
of poverty.(17) Poverty is reflected in lack of access to education, to public
health, to social participation and inclusion. A monetary indicator cannot
adequately represent many of these dimensions, in part because they are
not necessarily obtained in the market. Even with incomes above the
poverty line, families may not access these services and should therefore
be considered poor. For instance, if there are no schools or water access in
a given region, no level of income would be sufficient to satisfy these basic
needs. The problem cannot be solved by adjusting the gross incomes of
families to the prices of the public services: the goods and services are
simply not there. Hence, basic needs must be directly measured, not
through substitute ways or income monetary rates.(18)

Governments and international development agencies carry out poli-
cies and programmes against “poverty” of this kind. There is an increas-
ing recognition of the central importance of basic social services in the fight
against poverty(19) and, for this reason, information on poverty levels
according to income must be supplemented with data on basic need satis-
faction, both measurements should be integrated, and information should
be disaggregated by age group and sex. Information on early childhood,
childhood and adolescence would allow a better perspective on child
poverty and its relation with family conditions, and make it possible to
plan programmes according to lifecycles. 

As these data are not usually available in relation to a given poverty
situation, researchers have to accept working with approximations. Of
particular importance is child mortality,(20) a variable that either directly or
indirectly represents a good part of the fundamental elements for infant
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well-being in a nation (including parents’, especially mothers’, education).
Both in this context and with regard to income poverty, it is usually

argued that economic growth would allow non-monetary poverty reduc-
tion. Figure 2 seems to confirm this hypothesis.

However, it is important to highlight the high variability within each
income level. Countries can be divided into groups according to income
levels. Figure 3 shows the highest, lowest and average (plus and minus
one standard deviation) figures for under-five mortality rates for countries
grouped by their average per capita GDP. This shows the great diversity in
under-five mortality rates between the best and the worst in most of these
groups. In other words, under-five mortality rates vary for countries with
similar per capita incomes. But it is also noticeable that the minimum level
for each group is not so different, particularly for those above the US$ 1,000
per capita limit. In other words, a relatively low infant mortality can be
achieved with low income, and further GDP per capita increases do not
result in further improvements in minimum under-five mortality.

This is not the only evidence that questions the relation between non-
monetary aspects of poverty and economic growth. In a recent study by
the World Bank, the linear correlation between an increase in income and
a change in the human development index(21) was estimated for 61 coun-
tries. The advantage of this is the decision to take the dynamics of each
country independently and thus avoid the problems of cross-country
comparison. In this case, correlation was estimated at 0.22, with a signifi-
cance level of 0.092, that is, almost nil. Easterly found (in a more elaborated
analysis for a group of 81 “quality of life” indicators) that external changes
are more important than economic growth in more than three-quarters of
the regressions estimated using different methods.(22)

The previously mentioned lack of correlation is also evident in Figure 4.
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SOURCE: UNICEF (2000), State of the World’s Children, UNICEF, New York.

Figure 2:   How under-five mortality rates vary
according to nations’ average per capita
incomes (GDP)



Considering the reduction in under-five mortality during the 1990s and
the economic growth per capita during the period 1970–1995 (to incorpo-
rate the delayed effects the economy can have on individuals)(23) for more
than 100 low- and middle-income countries, there is no visible pattern.
Under-five mortality rates declined in countries with high, low or even
negative economic growth. As expected, under-five mortality also
increased in countries with negative economic growth,(24) but it also
increased in certain growing economies (although on a smaller scale). The
pace of mortality decrease (average index of annual variation) is not
affected by economic growth either. Rather than stating that economic
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Figure 3:   Under-five mortality rates in countries
clustered by GDP per capita

SOURCE: UNICEF (2000), State of the World’s Children, UNICEF, New York.

Figure 4:   GDP growth per capita (1970–1995) and
reduction of under-five mortality (1990–1998)
(102 low- and middle-income countries)



growth has no relation with changes in under-five mortality, it would be
more accurate to say that there are other highly relevant elements (such as
public policies and equity). 

Is economic growth necessary, sufficient, indispensable or just useless in
reducing poverty in all its aspects? The above-mentioned arguments lead
us to believe that economic growth is not enough to reduce income poverty
or any other aspect of poverty. In almost half the cases in which there is an
increase in GDP per capita, income poverty is constant or increases. This
is not to suggest that economic growth is irrelevant to poverty. In the
majority of the cases in which GDP per capita falls, income poverty
increases.(25) In relation to non-monetary dimensions of poverty, despite
the impacts of recession being not as severe as expected, there is no doubt
that they had a negative impact on poverty.(26) But it is also possible to effect
great achievements in quality of life for the majority of the population with
low economic growth (a point to which this paper returns in Part IV). 

III. CHILDREN AND POVERTY

a. The concept of child poverty

FROM THE PREVIOUS discussion it is evident that poverty is a multidi-
mensional phenomenon that affects families and the individuals within
them. Poverty reduction policies go beyond purely economic matters,
comprising also social affairs, and an ideal policy package to fight poverty
would combine both economic and social policies. This is especially impor-
tant during macroeconomic adjustment (see Part IV). First, however, it is
necessary to study the very concept of child poverty.

From the point of view of poverty defined by monetary income (as seen
in Figures 5 and 6), children are over-represented in relation to both the
total number of poor people and their age groups. Estimates carried out
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SOURCE: Minujin, Alberto (1999), “Putting children into poverty statistics”, document presented to
the Third Meeting of the Expert Group on Poverty Statistics, Lisbon.

Figure 5:   The majority of poor people are children



using the international poverty line show that around half of the poor
population is made up of children.(27)

As mentioned in the introduction, child poverty can be measured rela-
tive to monetary income, and conceptually linked to the adult popula-
tion.(28) This is represented in Figures 5 and 6 but we must try to go beyond
this approach. It is necessary to question the conceptual framework that
allows us to discuss child poverty. This framework can be supported by
two basic concepts. The first is the definition of poverty which considers
the freedom to choose, capabilities and entitlements. There are different
ways of defining poverty in these terms and therefore controversies
arise.(29) Amartya Sen’s definition describes poverty as capability depriva-
tion. In this sense, poverty can be seen as the deprivation of basic capabil-
ities to develop the lifestyle an individual values. This approach is
especially suitable when analyzing children’s problems, for this is where
the chain of obstacles begins, usually marked by the lack of freedom to
choose and an unequal development of capabilities and opportunities.
Amartya Sen states:

“The worst forms of violation in child labour frequently come from the virtual
slavery of children in unfortunate families, for they are forced to work under exploita-
tive conditions (which are opposite to freedom and the right to education).”(30)

The second basic concept comes from the international Convention on
the Rights of the Child (CRC). This Convention gives children the status of
subject of rights, going beyond a situation where they depend on parents,
family or state for such rights. The Convention validates a whole set of
rights regarding elements that make up child poverty.(31)

In the context of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, the
General Assembly of the United Nations adopted the CRC in 1989. The
main mandate of the CRC is to guarantee the rights of children and adoles-
cents to an integrated development. These rights are integral and indivis-
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SOURCE: Minujin, Alberto (1999), “Putting children into poverty statistics”, document presented to
the Third Meeting of the Expert Group on Poverty Statistics, Lisbon.

Figure 6:   Poor children are over-represented in
relation to their age group



ible, and make up a unique political, legal and programmatic framework.
The state, community, family and individuals share responsibility for
protecting and promoting the rights of children. All the rights are univer-
sal and valid for every child. It goes without saying that special attention
must be paid to those with social disadvantages.

The Convention is ruled by four basic principles: 
• the views of the child, which entails the citizenship of children and

adolescents as individuals with political, civil and social rights; 
• the best interests of the child; 
• the right to life, survival and development; and 
• the principle of non-discrimination that implies that any negation due

to race, gender, nationality or ethnic group is unacceptable. 
The larger-interest principle is an additional element that considers the

problems of child poverty reduction as a priority within poverty reduc-
tion, and which requires specific actions. 

So far, the Convention has been ratified by all countries of the world
save two (the United States of America and Somalia); once a country has
ratified the Convention, it has the status of law. The Convention is a
common reference point for monitoring progress in nations.

Some articles of the Convention are particularly important regarding
poverty. For instance, Articles 3, 24 and 28 guarantee the right of any child
to health and education. In the case of education, Article 28 states:

“The Member States acknowledge the right of children to education and, in
order to exert it progressively and in equal opportunity conditions, they must:
• implement obligatory and free primary education for everyone; and 
• encourage development of secondary education in its different forms.”

Other aspects relating to participation, not usually taken into account
when discussing poverty, should not be neglected. Numerous studies have
shown that participation facilitates integration into economic and social
development. Articles 12, 13 and 15 validate the right of children to express
themselves freely, be listened to by adults and to participate.

b. Equality in the right to access distribution, health
and basic education

Each year, 11 million children under the age of five die as a result of
preventable or easily treatable diseases and most of them belong to poor
households. This may be the greatest contemporary tragedy for humanity
and a negation of the rights which we accept almost unconsciously. For
many of those who survive, their lives are full of difficulties, occasionally
condemning them to perpetual poverty. Universal access to basic health
services and quality education is not only a fundamental right but also one
of the better paths towards poverty reduction and economic and social
development.

Reductions in mortality rates for infants and children under five and
primary education are the usual targets at national and international levels,
and many successful cases have been reported. But in most cases, these
reports are based on results for the average of the child population and it
is important to look at equity and rights distribution, that is, to analyze
whether efficient poverty reduction is taking place.(32)

In income distribution terms, results can be achieved through “trickle-
down” (commencing from the high-income groups) or the other way round
(focusing on low-income groups). Similar average change can be obtained
in both cases, but only in the second can poverty reduction be achieved.(33) 
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It is rare to find information on income levels and on social indicator
distribution together, but there are some examples and these confirm that
social inequity is often accompanied by distributive inequity. Despite the
relative lack of information, there is an alternative that allows us to explore
this relation and draw some conclusions relating to the right to basic serv-
ices. This analysis is based on a method introduced by Filmer and Pritch-
ett,(34) which considers various categories of tangible assets such as bicycles
or types of materials used for building a property. These elements allow
the categorization of families relative to their assets and make it possible
to obtain a set of social indicators that relate to family group wealth. On the
same basis, an analysis of basic education and mortality in children under
the age of five is presented. In the first case, we follow arguments devel-
oped by Vandemoortele.(35) With regard to education, the analysis is based
on the proportion of children who complete the fifth year of basic primary
education. Figure 7 shows that, as school attendance increases (as in
Colombia and the Philippines), the poor seem to be the last to gain the
benefits. For instance, in Mali, most children of the poorest 40 per cent of
families do not finish their basic education. This proportion is even higher
in Morocco (60 per cent), increasing to 70 per cent in Colombia and 75 per
cent in the Philippines. This type of comparison leads to the hypothesis
that the “non-poor” are the first to benefit from the expansion of basic
social services, whereas the poor have to “queue”. 

In order to test the validity of this hypothesis, trends over time are needed,
but they are only available for a small number of countries. Figure 8 shows
that, in Bangladesh, it is largely the increase in the number of children from
the middle 40 per cent of the population who complete fifth grade that
accounts for the increase in the proportion of children completing fifth grade
between 1994 and 1997. In Peru, where school attendance decreased during
the 1990s, the majority of the reduction was due to the worsening situation
of the poor population, whereas the non-poor have not been affected. 

There could be various reasons why children of the poorest families are
over-represented in the “queue” to gain access to schooling, as countries

SOURCE: Vandemoortele, J (2000), “Avoiding social shocks, protecting children and reducing poverty”,
UNICEF Staff Working Papers, Evaluation Policy and Planning Series No EPP-00-001, New York.

Figure 7:   Completion of five basic years of primary
school according to households’
socioeconomic level
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36. This is proved, among
others, by Lanjow and
Ravallion in a study in
India. When programmes
aimed to reach most of the
population, the poor
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reduced programmes, the
poor were the first to be
excluded (Lanjow, P and M
Ravallion (1998), “Benefit
incidence and the timing of
programme capture”,
mimeo, World Bank,
Washington DC.

get closer to universal schooling. It may be that once a family has escaped
from poverty, they can afford to send their children to school for a longer
period. It could also be that in a process of social change, the poorest groups
are the last to acquire behaviours considered “modern” or typical of the
“middle class of wealthy countries”. Alternatively, economic allowances
may reflect power structures in which the poorest are the last to benefit.(36)

Using information from 44 countries, Figure 9 shows an increase in the
relative weight of children from the lowest 40 per cent wealth distribution
group among those who do not complete their basic education when the

SOURCE: Vandemoortele, J (2000), “Avoiding social shocks, protecting children and reducing poverty”,
UNICEF Staff Working Papers, Evaluation Policy and Planning Series No EPP-00-001, New York.

Figure 8:   Changes in the profile of children who
completed the basic five-year education

SOURCE: Vandemoortele, J (2000), “Avoiding social shocks, protecting children and reducing poverty”,
UNICEF Staff Working Papers, Evaluation Policy and Planning Series No EPP-00-001, New York.

Figure 9:   Poor children as a percentage of children
who do not finish primary education

Percentage of children finishing fifth year of primary education



average rate for school attendance increases.(37) This indirect evidence
seems to confirm that the poorest are at the end of the “queue”, and that
the last children to gain a basic education will almost certainly be from
poor families.

Using a different database, it is clear that these disparities with regard
to primary school completion are particularly strong in Latin America,
despite achievements in primary school provision in the region. Data for
12 countries representing 75 per cent of Latin America’s total population
proved that, on average, 60 per cent of children in the lowest 10 per cent
income group do not complete primary education. This proportion
decreases to one-third in the middle deciles and reaches 10 per cent in the
top decile (Figure 10). 

There is also evidence regarding “results” indicators, such as infant and
child mortality, in relation to inputs (such as school attendance indicators).
However, there are no available data over time. Even so, cross-country
comparisons are consistent with the formerly stated hypothesis that: “Poor
people queue to make the most of the state basic services.” In Latin America, in
all of the countries with data (except for Haiti), the top quintile has
achieved relatively low under-five mortality rates (Figure 11). In contrast,
under-five mortality among the poorest families is two, three, even five
times higher. It is important to point out that the levels reached by the top
quintile are higher than those in industrialized nations. However, the top
quintile encompasses more than the élite (which, given the structure of
incomes and assets, is usually much smaller than 20 per cent of the popu-
lation), among which the rates might be much lower and perhaps quite
similar to the prevailing ones in high-income countries. 

In the top quintile, “easy achievements” from simple, effective and effi-
cient interventions can be observed (these include access to vaccination,
regular check-ups during pregnancy, weight and growth measurements).
As these practices become more generalized, infant and child mortality
tends to decrease, a reduction reflected in lower mortality in the top quin-
tile group. This is why there are differences in mortality rates in the top
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37. A linear regression
results in a slope quite
different from zero
(statistical t = 4.9; R2 = 0.37;
cases = 43).

SOURCE: Inter-American Development Bank (1998) Facing Up to Inequality in Latin America;
Economic and Social Progress in Latin America, 1998–99, Washington DC.

Figure 10:   Income level and primary education
completion in Latin America



quintiles of different countries. Under-five mortality among the top quin-
tile is relatively constant for nations with different national averages,
whereas reductions among the poorest are reflected in lower levels of
average mortality.

In summary, the empirical evidence, both direct and indirect, suggests
that poor families benefit from basic services if and when these are
provided universally.(38) This hypothesis questions the utility of targeted
programmes that do not lead to general provision. An approach based on
human rights can be used to argue in favour of the universal provision of
public services. As in real life, the first in the queue do not allow those
behind them to get their social services first. In other words, although it is
possible and necessary to develop policies oriented to benefit the poor, they
should be based on the universality of rights.

c. Child poverty and public expenditure(39)

Unless public expenditure on public services is shared equitably, the gap
between access to basic social services and social indicators will be perpet-
uated and poor children will not be able to escape from poverty.(40) Thus,
it is crucial to assess whether all social groups receive these benefits.
Comparative information is available for 19 countries, showing public
expenditure on education for the different quintiles.(41) In most countries,
the bottom quintiles receive less than 20 per cent, whilst the top quintiles
receive more than 20 per cent. However, public expenditure in primary
education is much more egalitarian than in tertiary education. Even so, one
must remember that poor families tend to have more children and should
receive more benefits.

Equity in expenditure, especially at primary education level, is related
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SOURCE: Gwatkin, D et al. (2000), Socioeconomic Differences in Health, Nutrition and Population,
series of works by countries prepared for the HNP/Poverty Thematic Group of the World Bank,
Washington DC.

Figure 11:    Under-five mortality rates by income
quintiles in Latin America 
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to levels of coverage, as seen in Figure 12. In countries where the school
attendance rate is less than 70 per cent, the poorest 20 per cent of the popu-
lation receives less than 20 per cent of the benefits. In contrast, where atten-
dance is greater than 70 per cent, the poorest 20 per cent receives more than
the expected 20 per cent. In several of these countries, wealthy families
send their children to private schools, which partly explains the better
distribution. But even so, public expenditure seems to be more equal in
those countries with better coverage. 

Available information for 17 countries shows that health expenditure
also favours the better off (Figure 13). In all cases, families in the bottom
quintile received less than 20 per cent of all public expenditure. Expendi-
ture on basic health services is usually more equal. The poorest popula-
tion seems to have easier access to primary health centres. For instance, in
Chile, the bottom quintile of the population received 30 per cent of public
expenditure, rising to 43 per cent in Costa Rica.

The impact of equity in public expenditure is reflected in the results.
Countries with available information were divided into three groups,
according to their infant mortality rates: “very high” (more than 140 per
1,000 live births), “high” (between 70 and 140 per 1,000 live births) and
“medium” (fewer than 70 per 1,000 live births). The proportion of expen-
diture received by the bottom and top quintiles was calculated for each
country. In those countries with a mortality rate below 70, the poorest 20
per cent received 26 per cent of the total budget destined for health. The
same group received less than 15 per cent in countries with very high
mortality rates. Results were similar when expenditure on hospitals and
tertiary services were evaluated. In countries with medium mortality rates,
the wealthiest families used these services more frequently, but differences
were tiny. In countries with high mortality rates, the poorest 20 per cent
received only 10 per cent of the expenditure assigned to tertiary health
levels. The richest 20 per cent received 40 per cent of this budget.

Policies that promote universal access and prioritize budget assign-
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SOURCE: Authors’ own calculations.

Figure 12:   Expenditure distribution in education and
school attendance



ments to preventive and basic social services tend to improve the way
public funds are used and enhance quality of life, especially for children.
In other words, these policies tend to reduce the non-monetary dimension
of poverty. As the main beneficiaries, children receive the tools to avoid
non-monetary poverty in the future. 

IV. POSSIBLE POLICIES

THE EMPIRICAL EVIDENCE presented here provides only a few reasons
to trust economic growth as the way towards poverty reduction. This is
true for both monetary and non-monetary aspects of poverty. The obstacles
preventing individuals from integrating into society relate to social,
economic, political and cultural issues, many of which appear at an early
age. The build up of disadvantages in life places people in vulnerable situ-
ations which, in turn, lead to poverty and social exclusion.

Recent research on brain development emphasizes the importance of
the early years of a person’s life. Cerebral mass grows rapidly in the first
three years and, at this point, a series of tools indispensable for adult life
are acquired.(42) The early stages of child growth are fundamental and
condition school performance and further social development. Adverse
conditions such as health problems and hardship can affect normal devel-
opment and can reduce an individual’s capacity to develop.

Research on childhood, youth and adult life shows evidence of the nega-
tive impact that disadvantaged family, neighbourhood and school envi-
ronments, both social and physical, can have on an individual’s
performance.(43) The importance of educational performance has been
analyzed by numerous authors and institutions.(44) Although a deeper
analysis is needed, there are huge inequalities in social development that
relate to access to basic social services. Our basic hypothesis is that:
“Poverty and inequality reduction are more easily and rapidly achieved through
universal provision of basic social services.” 

But this hypothesis raises two questions: Is universal provision possi-
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Figure 13:   Distribution of expenditure in primary health
care and infant mortality



ble? And if so, is it economically affordable? In this section we present
some factors pointing to the answers, based on the experience of countries
relatively successful in human development issues.(45)

Sometimes by design, sometimes by chance, these countries have
provided their towns and villages with a “whole package” of basic social
services,(46) including vaccination campaigns, child weight measurements,
instruction on basic health care and food supply. The effect of each indi-
vidual intervention is improved by the presence of a different intervention
– for example, well-fed children are less prone to disease and healthy chil-
dren absorb food better. Fundamental to these synergies is a reduction in
the individual cost of each intervention.(47) Work by Lyn Karoly, James
Heckman and CEPAL found that early investments in children produced
a very high rate of return in terms of economic income possibilities in adult
life.(48) They also showed the cost-effectiveness of early interventions, as
opposed to the so-called “second opportunity” interventions.(49)

A second point common to all relatively successful countries relates to
the universality of welfare benefits. This allows greater political support
and a reduction in the unit costs of single interventions, as fixed costs can
be distributed among interventions, reducing the administrative costs of
verification and monitoring.(50) It is important to note that a manipulation
of the patronage system can thus be avoided: as they are universal rights,
there is no obligation towards either local or national authorities.

To achieve the universality of a “whole package” of interventions, the
state has always led the expansion in basic services.(51) But this has been
achieved with different degrees of planning. In some countries, especially
those with greater experience in matters of social services, there has been
a natural process whereby, once some changes were achieved, the next
steps followed on immediately. One example is the universality of primary
school education, which is followed by an expansion in the secondary
school level (e.g. in Costa Rica and Sri Lanka). In other countries, the
expansion strategy has been more explicit and approached as a mid-term
plan (e.g. in Cuba and Malaysia). In neither case did the fundamental role
of the state mean a monopolization of service provision. But it did work as
a guarantor of universality.

This guarantee was achieved in spite of relatively low per capita income
rates. The only requirement is a more equitable distribution of resources.
In addition, a “whole package” of basic social services allows a reduction
in costs. Another advantage is the local availability of most supplies neces-
sary for interventions. Strategic coordination and the managing role of the
state reduce the amount of double expenditure and waste that would
inevitably occur in a different context (e.g. competition between private
suppliers with no coordination).(52)

The political support which results from universality and its low cost
allows budget assignments to be protected during macroeconomic adjust-
ment periods. In this way, a constant basic social service system is
achieved, increasing effectiveness and reducing the number of future, more
costly, interventions.(53)

Finally, the participation of the population – the users – with respect to
both the functioning and the monitoring of the basic services constitutes a
key element in guaranteeing effectiveness, permanence and development.
This participation must only be carried out through institutionalized mech-
anisms, leaving aside informal interventions. 

In short, it is possible to state that:
• the different aspects of poverty in childhood have a definite negative
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effect on the development of the social and economic capabilities of the
individual; 

• childhood is the period of life when basic capacities are acquired and the
individual’s human and social capital is built; it is then and there that
social investments are more likely to succeed; and 

• accumulated experience brings knowledge of the effectiveness of inter-
ventions in the different stages of life from birth to youth. And this
knowledge, duly adapted to the conditions and situations in each
country, allows the development of strategies to expand development
possibilities and children’s participation, to achieve a constant reduction
in poverty and to create inclusive and democratic societies.(54) 

Because of this, policies oriented at poverty reduction should put more
effort into reducing child poverty.(55) Improvements in living conditions,
especially for children and the poor, are possible in cases of little economic
growth, and without the need to “spend” too much. These policy lessons
are of great relevance in the Latin American context.

V. CONCLUSIONS 

THIS PAPER HAS discussed different aspects of economic growth, monetary
poverty, infant and child poverty, social costs and basic social services costs
and, finally, some lessons on policy making from an analysis of countries that
have made advances in social conditions. There are some unanswered ques-
tions and hypotheses, mainly in relation to the processes of change, which
require more extensive development and additional information. 

What are the main conclusions from these various analyses? This paper
presents evidence on the relevance of the non-monetary dimensions of
poverty and points out that improvements in these are directly related to
income and goods distribution and to equity in social services distribution,
the latter being understood as the social rights indispensable for poverty
reduction and future inclusive societies.

Economic growth is undoubtedly a positive element but it does not
always determine changes in social situations. Poverty reduction can occur
in cases where there is little economic growth and, sometimes, in spite of
considerable economic growth, poverty can remain the same or increase. 

This paper has sought to centre its argument on the importance of
poverty reduction in achieving sustainable social change, and included
evidence to show that countries must pay special attention to the different
aspects of child poverty. The great inequity that currently exists interna-
tionally is also discussed. 

The paper also presented some elements that would allow an improve-
ment in the current situation of children and a decrease in poverty within
economic and financial restrictions. Children are not a problem, they are
part of the solution. Programmes and policies that serve children’s basic
needs provide different but also complementary routes to poverty reduc-
tion. On the one hand, they immediately eliminate the worst aspects of
poverty, as they satisfy basic needs. On the other, they provide the basis
for a sustainable development that breaks the vicious circle of poverty
reproduction through generations. Modifying distribution patterns in a
country is a difficult task. Nevertheless, there is enough evidence to show
that changes are possible, particularly in relation to children’s welfare. This
is supported in our conclusions on policy action and is why we state that
poverty reduction begins with responding to children.
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ANNEX: POVERTY, INCOME DISTRIBUTION AND
POLICY ANALYSIS

This paper concluded that economic growth, by itself, does not guarantee
poverty reduction. This annex aims to analyze certain aspects related to
this issue, particularly to clarify concepts and ideas that are often misun-
derstood

Poverty and income distribution. In recent work, a debate has devel-
oped around the impact of economic growth on poverty reduction. Econo-
metric estimates usually investigate the relation between income per capita
and the income of “the poor”. This type of work assesses, for a group of
countries, the impacts that different income levels have on poverty.(56)

Nevertheless, this type of analysis does not permit the study of economic
growth, as different income levels correspond to different countries, not to
the same country at given moments in time. Some works do take this more
dynamic vision into account.(57) But even so, in both cases, the income of the
poor is considered as the average income of the bottom quintile.(58) This
could (or not) be correlated to the income of the poor but it is certainly
linked to income distribution. In short, this does not throw light on the
influence of economic growth on (monetary) poverty. Since the estimated
relation compares the average of the distribution with the average of a sub-
group of the population, a strong correlation should be expected. So, for
instance, random numbers(59) – for example between 100 and 20,000 – to
represent different levels of income per capita could be taken. Also, in
order to obtain a plausible range for the income of the bottom quintile as
a proportion of the average per capita income level in a country, random
numbers between 0.1 and 0.5 could be used. The multiplication of the first
set of numbers (representing average income) and the second one yields a
random series for the average income of the bottom quintile. Taking the
logarithm of these data, it is possible to calculate the regression between
the average income level (instead of growth) and the income level of “the
poor” (i.e. the bottom quintile, which is not really the poor). Correspon-
dence would be almost perfect, thus lacking economic significance
because, by construction/definition, the income of the bottom quintile is
a proportion of the total and the variability is greatly reduced when loga-
rithms are applied.

Regressions and policy analysis. From a different point of view, there
is another methodological problem with this type of study. Supposing a
(dynamic) estimate shows an average (monetary) poverty reduction of x
per cent per percentile of growth per capita, this information would not be
useful for either the formulation or assessment of policies. This is due to at
least three problems. First, it does not allow the study of the reasons why
some countries are above or below this level. In other words, which
elements make for the same economic growth, for greater or lesser poverty
reduction in different countries?(60) Both the initial income distribution and
the accrual of additional income emanating from the growth process
evidently play a certain role, as does an increase in the working capabili-
ties of the population. However, these variables can be used to reduce
poverty independently of economic growth. Second, as the debates on
income distribution take place in the context of certain institutions and
political situations, the average, estimated with the regression, is not
constant.(61) That poverty reduction has been x per cent in the past does not
mean that the reduction will be the same given current political condi-
tions.(62) Third, countries would love to have a free choice of their level of
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economic growth! However, this is the result of a complex set of factors, not
all of them completely known to analysts, and many of them beyond the
control of the authorities in charge of public policies.(63)

The shorter and longer terms. Because of fluctuations in the economic
cycle, it is easy to mistake recuperation of lost income with real economic
growth. For an important part of the population that live “close” to the
(monetary) poverty line, shorter-term fluctuations could mean their being
placed below it, thus affecting incidence levels. This effect should be distin-
guished from the growth per capita in the longer term. However, in this
case, a reduction in the proportion of the population below a constant
poverty line can distort the fact that, in the longer term, that line lacks
significance. This is because, as a society becomes richer and new
consumption patterns are introduced, the absolute poverty line must be
modified. 

Alternative estimates. The previous points do not imply that the effects
of economic growth on poverty are impossible to quantify. But other
dependent variables must be included. Wheeler, Strykler and Pandolfi,
Easterly and the World Bank undertook studies that tried to include vari-
ables for measuring poverty other than (or to replace) income of the bottom
quintile.(64) They included, either in direct form or through a linear combi-
nation, aspects such as morbidity, mortality or educational level, which
comprise some of the non-monetary dimensions of poverty. Besides, these
methods can be used to dynamic effect in cross-country situations, as done
by Easterly or White and Anderson.(65)

In summary, when estimating poverty elasticity (and not just for mone-
tary poverty) with regard to economic growth, it is important to disaggre-
gate the effects of longer-term tendencies from the fluctuations relating to
the moment.
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