
Sociology of Poverty



What is 
poverty?

 Poverty is an economic state where people are experiencing 
scarcity or the lack of certain commodities that are required for 
the lives of human beings like money and material things. 

 It is a multifaceted concept inclusive of social, economic and 
political elements.

 Etymology: from French word “poverté” which means poor.



Types of 
poverty

 There are different ways to identify the type of Poverty:

 1.  Absolute poverty.

 2.  Relative Poverty.

 3.  Situational Poverty.

 4.  Generational Poverty.

 5.  Rural Poverty.

 6.  Urban Poverty.



Absolute 
poverty

 Scarcity of basic necessities.

 Food, clean water, health and shelter. 

 Education included in some definitions.



Absolute 
poverty

 Struggle to live.

 Experience a lot of child deaths 
from preventable diseases like 
malaria, cholera and water-
contamination related 
diseases. 

 Absolute Poverty is usually 
uncommon in developed 
countries. 



Absolute 
poverty

 1990, the “dollar a day” poverty line measured absolute poverty 
by the standards of the world's poorest countries. 

 In October 2015, the World Bank reset it to $1.90 a day. 

 This number is controversial; therefore each nation has its own 
threshold for absolute poverty line.



Relative 
Poverty

 Defined by living standard compared to the economic standards 
of population living in surroundings. 

 Measure of income inequality. 

 A family can be considered poor if it cannot afford vacations, or 
cannot buy presents for children at Christmas, or cannot send its 
young to the university. 



Relative 
Poverty

 Usually, relative poverty is measured as the percentage of the 
population with income less than some fixed proportion of median 
income. 

 It is a widely used measure to ascertain poverty rates in wealthy 
developed nations.

 In European Union the "relative poverty measure is the most 
prominent and most–quoted of the EU social inclusion indicators"



Situational 
Poverty

 Temporary

 Based on occurrence of an adverse event like environmental 
disaster, job loss and severe health problem.

 People can help themselves even with a small assistance, as the 
poverty comes because of unfortunate event.



Generational 
Poverty

 Inherited.

 No escape 

 Trapped in its cause and unable to access the tools required to get 
out of it.

 “Occurs in families where at least two generations have been born 
into poverty.  Families living in this type of poverty are not 
equipped with the tools to move out of their situation” (Jensen, 
2009).



Rural Poverty

 Occurs in rural areas with population below 50,000. 

 Areas with less job opportunities, less access to services, less 
support for disabilities and quality education opportunities. 

 People are tending to live mostly on the farming and other menial 
work available to the surroundings.

 The rural poverty rate is growing and has exceeded the urban rate 
every year since data collection began in the 1960s. The difference 
between the two poverty rates has averaged about 5 percent for 
the last 30 years, with urban rates near 10–15 percent and rural 
rates near 15–20 percent (Jolliffe, 2004).



Urban Poverty

 Metropolitan areas with population over 50,000. 

 These are some major challenges faced by the Urban Poor:

•    Limited access to health and education.

•    Inadequate housing and services.

•    Violent and unhealthy environment because of overcrowding.

•    Little or no social protection mechanism.



 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Ba3E-Ha5Efc



Measuring 
Poverty

 To measure poverty, you require a threshold to be established.

 Different types of poverty have different thresholds.

 Not only who is poor, but how far under the poverty threshold 
they are.



budget 
standards 
studies 

 Have sought to establish thresholds less concerned with physical 
necessities, including low cost and modest but adequate budgets 
(Bradshaw 1993, Saunders et al 1998, Parker 2000, Bernstein et al 
2000).

 Budget standards involve drawing up a list of commodities, 
employing normative judgements, supported by a combination of 
scientific and behavioural evidence. 

 The budget is then priced and used as an income or expenditure 
standard - anyone living at or below that standard is in poverty



 The US poverty standard was developed using a related concept -
what one might call a ‘component-and-multiplier’ approach. 

 Orshansky took the costs of a minimal food budget for different 
family sizes and derived poverty thresholds by multiplying these 
costs by three – that being the inverse of the share of money 
income spent on food by the average family (Orshansky 1965, 
Ruggles 1990). 

 Bradbury and Jantti (1999) applied the US poverty standard to 
(circa 1995) Luxembourg Income Survey data using purchasing 
power parities).



 A variety of poverty standards can be derived from expenditure 
data. 

 So for example the point of the income distribution where 
households spend more than a given proportion on necessities can 
be used (Bradshaw, Mitchell and Morgan 1987). 

 Similar methods based on expenditure on luxuries or non 
necessities have been used (Saunders, Bradshaw and Hirst 2000).



 One of the earliest poverty threshold established in Britain (Abel 
Smith and Townsend 1965), and used by the government until 
1984 in the Low Income Families series, was based on a minimum 
income standard (in fact the social assistance scales rates plus a 
margin). 

 Heikkila and McCausland (1997) tried this technique for EU 
countries using OECD data and I have recently been 
experimenting with the use of Minimum Income Standards for 
Eurostat (Bradshaw 2001).

 Another technique combining expenditure and benefits has been 
used to estimate the budget shares spent on necessities (food, 
fuel and clothing) of those on Income Support and fix an income 
poverty line based on that budget standard (Bradshaw and 
Morgan 1987).



 Income thresholds are the ones most commonly used by national 
governments and international organisations such as the EU or 
OECD. 

 The World Bank has adopted a threshold of $2 a day for most 
developing countries. 

 The tendency in industrialised nations has been to take a point on 
the distribution of equivalent income (or more rarely expenditure) 
- normally 40, 50 or 60 per cent of the mean or median. 

 Eurostat have recently settled on a threshold of 60 per cent of the 
median.



Subjective 
measures

 The population determine a poverty income threshold can also be 
used to measure poverty. 

 The World Summit on Social Development in Copenhagen in 1995, 
117 countries adopted a declaration and programme of action 
which included commitments to eradicate absolute and reduce 
overall poverty, drawing up national poverty alleviation plans as a 
priority (UN, 1995). 

 Absolute poverty was defined by the UN as a “condition 
characterised by severe deprivation of basic human needs, 
including food, safe drinking water, sanitation facilities, health, 
shelter, education and information. 



Combinations

 Recently there has been an awareness of the value of using more 
than one measure of poverty at the same time. 

 Layte, Nolan and Whelan (2000) developed the technique by using 
social indicators in combination with income thresholds.

 Dirven (2000) and Eurostat (2001) have been exploring poverty 
and social exclusion using a variety of different measures available 
in the European Community Household Panel Survey and recently 
we (Bradshaw and Finch 2001) have have also been exploring what 
we call “core” poverty using the Survey of Poverty and Social 
Exclusion of Britain.


