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who subsist on less than a dollar a day.! Of those, half a billion live on less
than 75 cents a day, and 162 million live on less than 50 cents a day.? More
than 800 million people cannot afford to meet their minimum calorie requirements.

T oday there are about 1 billion extremely poor people in the developing world

Chronically underfed and largely without assets other than their own labor power,
these poorest remain highly vulnerable to the crushing blows of illness and natural
or human-made calamities. These extreme poor are a group that hovers on the outer
limits of human survival.

Substantial progress in reducing poverty has been made since 1990, suggesting
that the first of the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs)—to halve the propor-
tion of people living in extreme poverty and hunger by 2015—will be met at the
global level. If it is, who will be likely to move out of poverty and hunger, and who
will remain left behind? This chapter addresses this question by developing a bet-
ter understanding of where the world’s poorest and hungry live and by examining
whether business as usual will result in improvements in their welfare. The analysis
suggests it will not.

This chapter was drawn from Akhter U. Ahmed, Ruth Vargas Hill, Lisa C. Smith, Doris M.
Wiesmann, and Tim Frankenberger, The World’s Most Deprived: Characteristics and Causes of Extreme
Poverty and Hunger (Washington, DC: International Food Policy Research Institute, 2007).
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Looking Below the Dollar-a-Day Line:

Subjacent, Medial, and Ultra Poverty

While the MDGs characterize the extremely poor as those living on less than a dol-
lar a day, here they are disaggregated into three groups according to their location
below the dollar-a-day poverty line: subjacent poor (living on between 75 cents and
a dollar a day), medial poor (living on between 50 cents and 75 cents a day), and
ultra poor (living on less than 50 cents a day). Of the 969 million people living on
less than a dollar a day in 2004, half were living in subjacent poverty, one-third in
medial poverty, and about one-sixth (162 million) in ultra poverty. Disaggregating
dollar-a-day poverty into these groups provides a simple way of looking below
the dollar-a-day line to see where those in each group live and how each group has
fared over time.

Where Do the Subjacent, Medial,

and Ultra Poor Live?

While South Asia accounts for most of the developing world’s subjacent and medial
poor, Sub-Saharan Africa is home to a staggering three-quarters of all ultra poor
(Figure 5.1). The severity of poverty in Sub-Saharan Africa becomes clear when we
look at rates of subjacent, medial, and ultra poverty (Figure 5.2). In the developing
world as a whole and in all regions excluding Sub-Saharan Africa, from 1990 to
2004 the rates of subjacent poverty were higher than the rates of medial and ultra
poverty, but in Sub-Saharan Africa many more people were living in ultra poverty
than in subjacent and medial poverty.

Progress in Reducing Subjacent,

Medial, and Ultra Poverty

While remarkable progress against poverty and hunger has been achieved in some
regions, progress has been slow in areas where poverty and hunger are severe. In
1990, South Asia and East Asia and the Pacific were each home to about 40 percent
of the world’s subjacent poor, 40 percent of the world’s medial poor, and a quar-
ter of the world’s ultra poor. However, since then, East Asia and the Pacific have
experienced a substantial reduction in the proportion and number of people living
in all three types of poverty. In contrast, South Asia experienced an increase in the
number of people in subjacent poverty and a significant but smaller reduction in
the number of medial and ultra poor (Figure 5.3). Since 1990, the number of poor
in each group in Sub-Saharan Africa has increased, particularly that of the ultra
poor. The limited progress in reducing poverty in this region indicates that business
as usual will not lead to improvements in well-being in a timely manner for a large
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Figure 5.1 Where the poor live in the developing world, 2004
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Source: Devised by the authors using data from the World Bank’s PovcalNet, <http://iresearch.worldbank
.org/PovcalNet/jsp/index.jsp>.

Figure 5.2 Trends in rates of subjacent, medial, and ultra poverty, 1990-2004
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Source: Devised by the authors using data from the World Bank’s PovcalNet, <http://iresearch.worldbank
.org/PovcalNet/jsp/index.jsp>.

share of the world’s absolute poorest. Indeed, the continued prevalence and severity
of poverty in Sub-Saharan Africa is one of the major ethical challenges of today.
The severity of poverty and the limited progress in reducing it indicate that the
poorest in Sub-Saharan Africa may be trapped in poverty; in fact, microlevel evidence
of poverty traps has been found for a number of countries in the region (such as
Cote d’Ivoire, Kenya, Madagascar, and South Africa). In addition to these regional
differences, globally and within regions, progress against poverty has been slower for
people living well below the dollar-a-day line. Figure 5.2 shows that the proportion
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Figure 5.3 Regional changes in number of poor, 1990-2004
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Source: Devised by the authors using data from the World Bank’s PovcalNet, <http://iresearch.worldbank
.org/PovcalNet/jsp/index.jsp>.

of people living in ultra poverty has fallen more slowly than the proportion of those
living in subjacent and medial poverty, and further analysis indicates that, indeed, the
incidence of ultra poverty fell less than it would have had all incomes grown equally.

Although panel data are needed to definitively determine whether those in
ultra poverty have fared better or worse than those closer to the line, national
poverty data can provide some indication. Calculations indicate the amounct that
subjacent, medial, and ultra poverty would have been reduced (or increased in
some cases) had poverty reduction been due to everyone’s income growing by the
same amount, with the underlying income distribution remaining unchanged. This
“equal growth” poverty reduction scenario is then compared with the actual amount
of poverty reduction (see Figure 5.4, in which the “equal growth” poverty reduction
scenario is shown as a white bar next to the actual change in each poverty rate).
However, there are differences in the experiences of the ultra poor across regions,
as Figure 5.4 indicates for East Asia and the Pacific and Sub-Saharan Africa. In
East Asia and the Pacific, growth benefited all groups nearly equally, while in Sub-
Saharan Africa, those in ultra poverty are being substantially left behind what little
progress toward reducing poverty is occurring in the region. The slow contraction
in the rates of ultra poverty in Sub-Saharan Africa suggests the majority of those
living in ultra poverty will continue to do so in this region into the future.
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Figure 5.4 Percentage change in poverty, 1990-2004
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Pacific are from T. Besley and R. Burgess, Halving global poverty, Journal of Economic Perspectives
17, no. 3 (2003).

If poverty traps exist, those in ultra poverty may be so poor that optimal behav-
joral choices cause them to move out of poverty much more slowly than those who
are less poor. Results indicate that the incidence of poverty among those living just
below the dollar-a-day poverty line fell more than it would have had all incomes
grown equally, whereas the incidence of ultra poverty fell less. This finding suggests
that the well-being of those living at just below a dollar a day improved more than
the well-being of those living well below the line in ultra poverty. It points to poverty
traps or substantially lower income growth for those in ultra poverty.
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The Location of Global Hunger

Progress in meeting the hunger MDG is examined using the Global Hunger Index
(GHI), which was designed to capture three dimensions of hunger: insufficient
food availability, shortfalls in the nutritional status of children, and child mortality.
Accordingly, the GHI includes the following three equally weighted indicators: the
proportion of people who are food-energy deficient as estimated by the Food and
Agriculture Organization of the United Nations, the prevalence of underweight
children under the age of five as compiled by the World Health Organization, and
the under-five mortality rate as reported by the United Nations Children’s Fund.
The GHI ranks countries on a 100-point scale, with 0 the best score (no hunger)
and 100 the worst, though neither of these extremes is found in practice. In general,
avalue greater than 10 indicates a serious problem, a value greater than 20 is alarm-

Figure 5.5 Regional trends in the Global Hunger Index and its components,
1992 and 2003
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Source: Devised by the authors based on D. Wiesmann, A global hunger index: Measurement concept,
ranking of countries, and trends, Food Consumption and Nutrition Division Discussion Paper 212
(Washington, DC: International Food Policy Research Institute, 2006).

Note: According to Wiesmann, the method of estimating the proportion of undernourished used by the
Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations is based on three parameters: dietary energy
supply per capita (derived from macrodata on agricultural production, net trade flows, and stock changes,
as well as uses other than food consumption), the variation of dietary energy intakes across house-
holds, and minimum dietary energy requirements. The author also relies on the World Health Organization’s
definition of underweight—low weight for age—pointing out that the prevalence of underweight indicator
refers to the proportion of children suffering from weight loss and/or reduced growth.
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ing, and one exceeding 30 is extremely alarming. According to the GHI, the hot
spots of hunger are in Sub-Saharan Africa and South Asia. Sub-Saharan Africa had
a GHI score of about 25 in 2003, closely followed by South Asia (see Figure 5.5),
despite the fact that poverty is about 10 percentage points lower in South Asia.

Trends in Global Hunger

Ideally, an index should be used to summarize, not replace, its component measures,
so both the GHI and its components are examined to determine how the prevalence
of hunger has changed over time. In Sub-Saharan Africa, the overall progress from
1992 to 2003 was relatively slight compared with that in other regions (see Figure
5.5). The proportion of people who were food-energy deficient fell by about 4
percentage points,® but the proportion of underweight children and the under-five
mortality rate improved very litde.

The high proportion of ultra poor people in Sub-Saharan Africa, in addition to
the high burden of diseases such as malaria and AIDS there, most likely contributes
to the comparatively high child mortality rates found in this region. Food shortages,
the large extent of ultra poverty, and the high prevalence of life-threatening infec-
tious diseases are major problems that have to be tackled in Sub-Saharan Africa.

South Asia made large strides in combating hunger in the 1990s. In 1992,
South Asia’s GHI score was 5 points higher than Sub-Saharan Africa’s, but
by 2003 South Asia’s regional score had caught up with Sub-Saharan Africa’s.
Despite the remarkable improvement in child nutritional status in South Asia,
however, the region still has the highest prevalence of underweight children in
the world.

Starting from a much lower GHI score of about 15, East Asia and the Pacific
experienced a reduction of only 4 points in its GHI from 1992 to 2003. However,
the lower level of the GHI at the outset suggests that in the early 1990s, the share
of the population already able to meet the most basic food and nutritional needs
was larger in this region than in Sub-Saharan Africa and South Asia.

In Latin America and the Caribbean, there was sustained progress up to 2003,
though not at a great pace: the GHI declined by about 3 points. A look at the com-
position of the GHI reveals that the proportion of people who were food-energy
deficient exceeded the prevalence of underweight in children and the under-five
mortality rate.

Conclusion
The persistence of severe deprivation suggests that business as usual will take too
long to improve the welfare of the world’s most deprived. This finding motivates a
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focus on policies and programs that are particularly effective at improving the wel-
fare of the world’s poorest and hungry. The nature of these interventions is taken
up by other chapters in this book.

Notes

1. This is US$1.08 at 1993 purchasing power parity (PPP).

2. Similarly, 75 cents is US$0.81 at 1993 PPP, and 50 cents is US$0.54 at 1993 PPP.

3. Wiesmann uses the term “food-energy deficiency” to denote undernourishment. As defined
by FAO, undernourishment refers to the condition of people whose dietary energy consumption is
continuously below the minimum dietary energy required for maintaining a healthy life and car-
rying out light physical activity with an acceptable minimum body weight for attained height. See
D. Wiesmann, A global hunger index: Measurement concept, ranking of countries, and trends, Food
Consumption and Nutrition Division Discussion Paper 212 (Washington, DC: International
Food Policy Research Institute, 2006).
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