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INTRODUCTION

1. The external debt crisis suffered by Latin America and the Caribbean during
the 1980s dramatically eroded social conditions in the countries of the region.
Family income and social public spending fell sharply. In the short term, those
facts aggravated the income situation of the middle and lower classes; in the
medium and long terms they hindered the elaboration of policies in fields such
as education, health, housing and social security.

2. As a result, the number of households that do not have sufficient income to
satisfy basic needs for food and other goods and services that depend on current
income levels has substantially increased, although the number of households

that do not have access to adequate housing, potable water and other basic
services that do not depend so much on income in the short term has not changed
much. The duration of the crisis and the decline in public expenditure have led

to an increase in poverty in most of the countries in the region: the political
relevance of poverty has increased and initiatives to combat it have become
critically important.

3. At the beginning of the 1980s, there were not many statistics available in
the region on the percentage of individuals and families living in poverty.

Data that would support substantial conclusions on the origin and magnitude of
the problem of poverty, as well as theories for analysing such data, were both
insufficient. Nevertheless, there was clear evidence of the effects of the

crisis: an increase in open unemployment and underemployment; a fall in real
wages; a decline in transfers, subsidies and services provided by the State; and
a fall in the level of household well-being.

4. The need to design policies to combat poverty, particularly for the benefit
of those in extreme need, created a strong demand for information that would
identify such individuals and where they were located, and that would reveal the
socio-economic characteristics of lower-income groups. As a result, special
attention was placed on monitoring the effect of structural adjustment policies
designed to confront macroeconomic disequilibria, both internal and external,

and on changing the style of development.

5. In that context, the majority of the countries of the region promoted
important efforts to improve the availability of information in the social

sphere, with an emphasis on the implementation and consolidation of permanent
household survey programmes. For their part, the Economic Commission for Latin
America and the Caribbean (ECLAC) and other international bodies promoted
studies that have contributed to providing conceptual, methodological and

empirical support for the analysis of poverty topics, concentrating on

undertaking cooperative action to design policies in this area.
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. MEASUREMENT OF POVERTY

A. Methods of measurement

6. In addition to improving the conceptualization of poverty, it has also been

necessary to rigorously define the complex methodological and operational

guestions involved in the identification of individuals and households living in

poverty, a subject that has been treated extensively in many ECLAC studies. 1 /
Studies of poverty in Latin American countries have generally utilized two

distinct approaches, whose common characteristic is the evaluation of each

household’s capacity to satisfy its basic needs, on the one hand, and its

effective access to specific sources of satisfaction, on the other.

7. The first approach is known as the income method and is derived from the
calculation of a line of poverty that defines the minimum amount of income that
would permit a household to satisfy the basic needs of its members. In
accordance with the nomenclature generally used by ECLAC, households with
incomes below the minimum amount are defined to be living in poverty; households
with incomes so far below the minimum amount that, even if the entire sum is
allocated to the purchase of food it does not adequately satisfy the nutritional
requirements of family members, are defined to be living in indigency.

8. The second approach focuses on the elaboration of maps of basic unsatisfied
needs (MBUN); its objective is to estimate the relative weight and

characteristics of populations living in different locations in a country with

certain critical deficiencies, principally in housing and access to basic

services (water, sanitation and education). Naturally, the value and

significance of MBUN indices depend on the criteria used in defining the
deficiencies: if deficiencies are measured only when they are extreme, then

data will evidently indicate an extreme deficit.

9. The simultaneous use of MBUN indices with indices that measure deficiencies
in income permit accurate measurements of poverty. When both indices are low
and declining, the situation is optimal; when both indices are high and

increasing, there is cause for concern. In other words, the ideal situation is

for households not to be deficient in either sense; the presence of either
deficiency is by itself enough to render the situation undesirable. In

practice, one may observe many varying degrees of poverty, ranging from
households that are poor but not indigent and have some housing deficiencies to
households that are indigent and have extreme housing deficiencies.

10. Once the households living in poverty are identified, their economic,

social, demographic and geographic characteristics can be satisfied and analysed
for the benefit of policy makers. Different deficiencies require the creation

of different policies and programmes as well as the identification of groups
according to occupational class, education, or rural or urban character, as well
as according to other characteristics that permit the elaboration and
administration of efficient policy instruments.
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B. Sources of information

11. The principal information sources for the measurement and analysis of
poverty in Latin America and the Caribbean, using the above-mentioned methods,
are censuses of population and housing and household surveys. The information
obtained from those sources is systematically evaluated for its consistency and
reliability, by means of an analysis that includes information supplied from

other sources. In particular, the estimates of household income and

expenditures contained in the System of National Accounts are used to compare
and evaluate the biases contained in the measurements generated in the censuses
and surveys.

12. The design and content of census questionnaires have reached a high degree
of uniformity in the region. In general, questionnaires are effective in

collecting the necessary information, even though their effectiveness in the
elaboration of MBUN is limited, especially with respect to information on

housing and basic services, access to schooling and employment. Consequently,
results are essentially comparable between countries. Moreover, the coverage of
censuses supports analysis at highly disaggregated geographic levels, such as
municipalities or districts, which is not always feasible for surveys, depending

on the samples used. The great majority of the Latin American and Caribbean
countries have completed the execution and evaluation of their 1990 population
and household censuses (see tables A.1 and A.2). The availability of the latest
censuses has permitted some countries (Argentina, Bolivia, Ecuador, Mexico and
Venezuela) to generate MBUN, which formerly had to be constructed on the basis
of the previous census, and has permitted others (Chile and Peru) to begin work
on the task.

13. It is possible to distinguish at least three types of household survey,

each of which serves as a basis for calculating social indicators of poverty.

The first type is the multipurpose household survey, which is either a permanent
programme or is undertaken periodically. This type of survey, undertaken at
least once a year, generally focuses on the measurement of employment and at the
same time collects information on housing and a broad range of individual
characteristics (demographic, migration, education and income). In addition,

most multipurpose household surveys often include special modules that are
attached to the principal survey questionnaire. Special modules have become an
interesting low-cost expedient and are well adapted to the requirements of
investigation and research on certain themes, such as female work, education,
training and access to health services.

14. The second type of household survey is the survey of income and
expenditures or family budgets, which is carried out less frequently and with
varying periodicity. This type of survey includes sample investigations that
provide factual data useful for examining the social situation. Aside from
providing certain general characteristics of individuals and households, such
surveys normally contain detailed records of income and family expenditures,
which provide the basis for defining the basic food baskets that are used in the
estimation of poverty lines. Moreover, such surveys act as a statistical
control for the seasonality of income and expenditures, since the interview of
individual households occurs continuously throughout the year. This yields
information of a relatively high quality, which in turn conditions the tools and



E/CN.3/1995/19
English
Page 5

procedures of data collection, the methods of evaluation (the income-expenditure
balance and checks at purchase points) and the selection of the interviewer, who
is in many cases the direct informant. A study of consumer expenditures caused
by specific economic policies is also often included in the conceptual framework
of national accounts, especially with respect to the structure of household
consumption. Unfortunately, the highly sporadic character of this type of

survey (often due, inter_alia , to its high cost), its generally subnational
coverage and its high degree of complexity all conspire against its achieving

the above-mentioned objectives and undermine its reliability. Moreover, its

broad coverage makes it difficult to analyse such topics as education or housing
in greater detail or to incorporate such topics as access to health services and
the receipt of non-monetary public transfers.

15. The third type of household survey is the survey specially designed as a
follow-up evaluation of situations of poverty in the region (as distinct from

the surveys of living conditions conducted by the World Bank). Such follow-up
surveys are undertaken every two or three years and they investigate with broad
coverage or intensity specific topics, such as the impact that political and

social programmes will have on different sectors of the population. One such
survey which is having widespread influence in Latin America, is Chile’s

National Socio-economic Characterization Survey (NSC). In addition to the total
resources or income of a household, its effective access to specific programmes
of assistance (school feeding, food or housing subsidies etc.) and public
services (health, education, infrastructure etc.) is also investigated in order

to measure the impact and evaluate the focus of such programmes and services.
Follow-up surveys also support analysis of the important characteristics of

groups that benefit from the household information collected by the surveys but
are not listed in each programme’s administrative records.

16. Some general information on household surveys in Latin American countries
and the prospects for their improvement in the near future are described below
(see para. 20, in particular).

II. MAGNITUDE OF POVERTY: PRINCIPAL RESULTS

17. The most recent ECLAC estimates 2/ indicate that the proportion of the
population in the region living in poverty reached 46 per cent in 1990,

3 per cent higher than the 43 per cent level registered in the mid-1980s.

Between 1980 and 1990, the number of those living in poverty increased by

60 million, effectively neutralizing the progress that was achieved in the

1970s. The urban population, however, was more seriously affected than the

rural population: almost 53 million of the 60 million new poor reside in urban
areas. Poverty in Latin America has thus become a massively urban phenomenon,
although both its relative incidence and severity still remain higher in rural

areas (see table 1).

18. The tendency towards increasing poverty has slowed a little in recent
years, at least for some countries of the region. According to ECLAC estimates,
in the early 1990s six Latin American countries - Argentina, Bolivia, Chile,
Mexico, Uruguay and Venezuela - significantly reduced their indices of poverty
and indigency in both urban and rural areas (see table 2). In urban areas, the
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Table 1. Magnitude of povery in Latin America, 1970-1990
Poor a/ Indigent b/
Total Urban Rural Total Urban Rural
Percentage of total population
1970 45 29 67 24 13 40
1980 41 30 60 19 11 33
1986 43 36 60 21 14 36
1990 c/ 46 39 61 22 15 37
Thousands of persons

1970 119 800 44 200 75 600 63 700 19 900 43 800
1980 135 900 62 900 73 000 62 400 22 500 39 900
1986 170 200 94 400 75 800 81 400 35 800 45 600
1990 c/ 195 900 115 500 80 400 93 500 44 900 48 600

Source : Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean.

al  Persons with incomes below the poverty line, including those living in
conditions of indigency.

b/ Persons with incomes below the indigency line.

c/  Estimate for 19 countries of the region.



Table 2.
countries, 1970-1992

(Percentage of total population)

E/CN.3/1995/19
English
Page 7

Magnitude of poverty and indigency in 14 Latin American

Households with incomes below the
poverty line a/

Households with incomes below the
indigency line

Urban Urban
Metropolitan Urban Metropolitan Urban
Total Total zone remainder Rural Total Total zone remainder Rural
Argentina
1970 8 5 19 1 1 1
1980 9 7 5 9 16 2 2 1 2 4
1986 13 12 9 15 17 4 3 3 4 6
1990 16 4
1992 10 1
Bolivia
1989 50 . . . . 22
1992 46 . . . . 18
Brazil
1970 49 35 . . 73 25 15 . . 42
1979 39 30 21 b/ 34 62 17 10 6 b_/ 12 35
1987 40 34 24 b/ 37 60 18 13 8 b_/ 16 34
1990 43 39 . . 56 22
Chile
1970 17 12 . . 25 6 3 11
1987 38 37 33 40 45 14 13 11 15 16
1990 35 34 30 38 36 12 11 9 13 15
1992 28 27 22 30 29 7 7 5 8 9
Colombia
1970 45 38 . . 54 18 14 . . 23
1980 39 36 30 37 45 16 13 10 14 22
1986 38 36 31 37 42 17 15 11 16 22
1990 35 . . . . 12
1992 38 . . . " 15
Costa Rica
1970 24 15 . . 30 6 5 7
1980 22 16 15 17 28 6 5 5 6 8
1986 25 21 19 22 28 8 6 5 6 10
1990 24 22 20 25 25 10 7 5 9 12
1992 25 25 22 29 25 10 8 7 9 12
Guatemala
1970
1980 65 41 26 52 79 33 13 5 19 41
1986 68 54 45 59 75 43 28 20 31 53
1990 72 45
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Households with incomes below the Households with incomes below the
poverty line a/ indigency line
Urban Urban
Metropolitan Urban Metropolitan Urban
Total Total zone remainder Rural Total Total zone remainder Rural
Honduras
1970 65 40 75 45 15 57
1986 71 53 81 51 28 64
1990 75 65 84 54 38 66
1992 73 66 79 50 38 69
Mexico
1970 34 20 49 12 6 18
1977 32 . C . c . C 10 / c / .c
1984 34 28 .d . d 45 11 7 .d_/ 20
1989 39 34 49 14 9 23
1992 36 30 46 12 7 20
Panama
1970
1979 36 31 27 42 45 19 14 12 19 27
1986 34 30 27 41 43 16 13 11 19 22
1989 38 34 32 42 48 18 15 14 20 25
1991 36 34 32 40 43 16 14 14 15 21
Paraguay
1986 46 16
1990 37 10
1992 36 13
Peru
1970 50 28 68 25 8 39
1979 46 35 29 41 65 21 12 9 15 37
1986 52 45 37 53 64 25 16 11 22 39
Uruguay
1970 10 4
1981 11 9 6 13 21 3 2 1 3 7
1986 15 14 9 19 23 3 3 2 4 8
1990 12 7 17 2 1
1992 8 4 12 1 1
Venezuela
1970 25 20 36 10 6 19
1981 22 18 12 20 35 7 5 3 6 15
1986 27 25 16 28 34 9 8 4 9 14
1990 34 33 25 36 38 12 11 7 12 17
1992 33 32 21 35 36 11 10 12 10
Note: Two dots (..) indicate that data are not available or are not reported separately.

(Footnotes to table on following page)
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(Footnotes to table 2)

Including households below the line of indigency or extreme poverty.
Combined average of Rio de Janeiro and Sao Paulo.
Information available only on the national level.

Sample size not large enough to permit estimates for the Distrito
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percentage of households living in poverty in those countries fell between four
and six points over a period of two to three years, while the percentage of
those living in indigency fell between one and five points. In rural areas, the
percentage of households living in poverty fell by three to seven points in
Chile, Mexico and Venezuela. That improvement in the incidence of household
poverty was accompanied by a reduction in the absolute number of poor
households, as well as a significant reduction in the intensity of poverty (the
so-called poverty gap).

19. Another aspect of poverty in Latin America that has been analysed in ECLAC
studies 3 / is the fact that a large number of households live only just above

the poverty line. With the exceptions of Argentina and Uruguay, in all the
countries of the region between 10 and 15 per cent of all households have
incomes of only 0.9 to 1.25 times the per capita value of the poverty line.

This underscores the fact that during economic recessions or recoveries,

important increases or decreases may be recorded in the incidence of poverty.
Such descriptions of the different strata of poor and vulnerable households

provide information relevant for the design of social policies and anti-poverty
programmes.

20. The recent improvements in the incidence of poverty in the region are
consistent with other indicators of social and economic development as well as
with the evolution of those indicators over the last several years. For
example, the above-mentioned improvements in the poverty indices of Argentina
et al . mostly occurred in the context of growth in per capita production,
declines in open unemployment and inflation, and an increase in the wages of
important segments of the employed population.

21. The current status of poverty indicators also reveals substantial progress

in the availability and accessibility of information. As will be shown below,

about 75 per cent of Latin American countries regularly produce information that
can serve as a basis for the accurate measurement of poverty. In addition, the
geographic coverage of the data has progressively expanded to the point that in
many of those countries national coverage has been achieved, while most of them
have reduced the lag between the production and dissemination of data to about
two years, some to even less than a year.

lll. CURRENT SITUATION AND FUTURE PROSPECTS

22. Furthermore, for more than two decades, especially over the last 10 years,
the countries of Latin America and the Caribbean have accumulated important
experience in the conduct of household surveys.

23. Thus, it is possible to observe in recent years a progressive expansion in
the number of countries that not only regularly conduct some type of survey but
also conduct either continuous or periodic multipurpose household surveys (see
table A.3). At the beginning of the 1990s, 17 of the 20 Latin American
countries were included in this group, as well as more than half of the
Caribbean countries. The remaining countries have also conducted many surveys,
although these have been conducted on an occasional basis and have generally
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focused on specific themes and have not been integrated into a coherent and
systematically applied programme.

24. As part of this expansion, the geographic coverage of surveys has grown and
the incorporation of new themes has increased, while research into other themes
on a recurrent basis has intensified. As indicated in paragraph 13 above, the
inclusion of special modules for the broadening and deepening of certain themes
has played a very important role. In specific cases, the inclusion of special
modules has been accompanied by the redesign of the basic questionnaire or at
least parts of it, with the objective of continuing to adapt to changing

conditions by incorporating improved techniques of research, and of perfecting

the investigation of specific variables.

25. As indicated above, the size of samples has been modified to permit
representativeness at the national level and at the level of major political-
administrative units in order to increase the disaggregation with which it is
possible to process data.

26. All this activity is normally channelled through the national statistical
offices of the countries of the region, which are the governing bodies of
national statistical systems and have provided the major drive for progress in
statistical tasks. The few exceptions to this rule have been cases in which
public organizations other than national statistical offices have been charged
with conducting surveys, such as in Ecuador (Ministry of Labour and Social
Security), which last year transferred its survey to its statistical office;

El Salvador (Ministry of Planning and Coordination of Economic and Social
Development); and the Dominican Republic (Central Bank). In the future, it will
be important to continue to work to strengthen institutions and modernize
national statistical offices.

27. In recent years, considerable progress has been made in the processing of
information on computational infrastructure, although the quality of such
processing is still inadequate in the majority of countries of the region in

terms of both microcomputer equipment and statistical software.

28. But despite the great number of household surveys undertaken in the region,
the levels of reliability, timeliness and comparability of data leave much to be
desired. Moreover, the various surveys that have been considered are highly
complementary investigations that will require a major effort in the future to
increase their coherency and integration. ECLAC, the Inter-American Development
Bank (IDB) and the World Bank are working to establish a technical agreement to
promote, in a coordinated manner, a broad plan of support for the improvement of
integrated systems of household surveys in the countries of Latin America and

the Caribbean.

29. Similarly, it is clear that in the future there will be a need to increase
and improve coordination between producers and users of statistics, since the
users are those who ultimately define the real interest, use and scope of the
statistical information obtained from household surveys.

30. In conclusion, the challenges contained in this field of activity in the
countries of the region indicate a need for the adoption by more countries of
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new household survey programmes, both regular and periodic, as well as for the
institutional strengthening of statistical offices; the improvement of the

quality, timeliness and coverage of data; and the review and eventual thematic
redesign of questionnaires to incorporate a number of emerging themes that are
not traditionally covered in surveys, such as measurement of the efficiency of
social programmes focusing on the deterioration of employment and wages, as well
as other themes that are of great interest for the programming and evaluation of
policies to promote economic growth and social equity.

IV. PUBLICATIONS ON POVERTY OF THE ECONOMIC COMMISSION FOR
LATIN AMERICA AND THE CARIBBEAN

31. In recent years, ECLAC has prepared a wide range of studies that focus
specifically on the measurement of poverty in the countries of Latin America at
given points in time. Some studies concentrate on methodological themes, others
on such topics as the results of estimations, the description and analysis of
poverty and its evolution, and policy proposals for combating poverty. Some
examples are: "Magnitud de la pobreza en América Latina en los afos ochenta"
(LC/G.1653-P); "Latin America poverty profiles for the early 1990s" (LC/L.716);
and "Social panorama of Latin America" (LC/G.1844). For studies that contain
national diagnoses elaborated in collaboration with organizations of the

respective countries, see, for example, "La pobreza en Chile en 1992"
(LC/R.1351) and "Magnitud y evolucion de la pobreza en México, 1984-1992"
(INEGI-ECLAC, 1993).

Notes

1/  See, for example, the ECLAC studies "Magnitud de la pobreza en América
Latina en los afios ochenta" (LC/G.1653-P), "Una estimacion de la magnitud de la
pobreza en Chile, 1987" (LC/L.599), and "Ecuador: Mapa de necesidades basicas
insatisfechas".

2/  ECLAC prepares periodic estimates of the magnitude of poverty in Latin
American countries, which appear in such documents as its annual "Social
panorama of Latin America", the 1994 edition of which (LC/G.1844) includes the
most recent data available on poverty, income distribution, employment and
social expenditure in the countries of the region.

3/  See, in particular, the ECLAC studies "Social panorama of Latin
America" (LC/G.1844) and "Latin American poverty profiles for the early 1990s"
(LC/L.716).
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Table A.2. Population and housing censuses, English-speaking

Caribbean countries or areas

Country or area

Date of census

Aruba

Bahamas

Barbados

Belize

British Virgin Islands
Cayman Islands
Dominica

Grenada

Jamaica
Netherlands Antilles
Saint Kitts and Nevis
Saint Lucia
Suriname

Trinidad and Tobago

7 October 1991
1 May 1990
1 May 1990
12 May 1991
12 May 1991
15 October 1991
12 May 1991
12 May 1991
7 April 1991
27 January 1992
12 May 1991
12 May 1991
1992
15 May 1990

Source : Same as table A.l.
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