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Foreword 

After forty years of significant efforts in the area of development, and despite notable successes,
we have to realise that we have not reached our goals, and that still more than one fifth of the
world’s population is struggling to survive in inhuman conditions. This failure gives cause for 
reflection. Is the fight against poverty not at the centre of our mandate? Whatever the answer,
continuing poverty is a scandal in a world in which many live in abundance and extravagance. 

The Swiss Agency for Development and Cooperation and its staff are among the many people in
the world committed to fighting poverty as part of our mandate as well as our personal convic-
tion. Though it may seem that the only tenable attitude towards poverty is unwillingness to 
accept it – even among those to whom we have no close relationship – fighting poverty is by 
no means a simple task. In addition to commendable attitudes and an adequate measure of cour-
age, fighting poverty also requires professionalism and effective instruments. 

Moreover, eradicating poverty once and for all will not be a smooth process. It is more likely to
be a long struggle against established customs, indifference, as well as internal and external 
resistance. For this reason, the main title used in the present publication is “fighting poverty”. The
choice of this term, which is wholly uncontested in French and German, is intended to 
avoid minimising the phenomenon of poverty itself as well as attempts to deal with it. 

Aware of the context of poverty and the demands in dealing with it, SDC has done a great deal
to improve its policies and working instruments since 1995. With respect to actual practice and
impact, SDC’s directorate, in March 2000, approved operational guidelines based on the organi-
sation’s policy for social development. One of the aims of policy implementation in this context
is: “In line with the poverty focus of SDC’s policy for social development, the know-how, skills
and commitment of SDC staff are continually enhanced and expanded. In particular, the basic
knowledge about poverty, methodologies and approaches (empathy, affectedness, behaviour), 
as well as the analysing capacities of SDC staff are strengthened.” The present publication is 
addressed to all SDC staff members. As an orientation, learning and working tool, it is intended
to help in dealing with the complex set of problems that comprise poverty, to promote action and
help those who use it to perform the task of fighting poverty with greater skill and effectiveness.

“Poverty – wellbeing: an orientation, learning and working tool for fighting poverty” thoroughly
accepts global cultural diversity and the situation of the poor themselves. It also acknowledges
the change of paradigm according to which it is no longer assumed that the poor will take their
place on an overloaded truck, but are expected instead to be in the driver’s seat of their own ve-
hicle. This basic approach will disappoint those readers seeking finished solutions and blue-
prints; indeed, these are quite contrary to the purpose of this document. Instead, it is intended
to challenge and motivate readers to take seriously the specific situations and the people they
encounter in dealing with poverty, and to make the fight against poverty a precision task with 
interchangeable roles. There are as many roads to take in fighting poverty as there are views of
the world and of life. But these are not necessarily roads that lead to Bern; moreover, they each
have their own point of departure and their own end. Ultimately, every road taken must be 
followed at a pace determined by those who are affected by poverty. The concern is not our 
development but the one of our partners, according to their aspirations and choices. We are here
to help them.

Jean-François Giovannini, Deputy Director-General, SDC
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Introduction

Explicitly or implicitly, the fight against poverty is the driving force of development cooperation.
In the 1960s and early 1970s, it was expected that, in a world without poverty, development 
assistance should be rendered superfluous.

Three decades of fighting poverty led to successes in many regions of the Third World, while 
during the same time frame other regions, particularly countries in sub-Saharan Africa, suffered
a general rise in poverty or experienced a widening gap between the rich and the poor.

Generally speaking, the gap between those living in affluence or comfort and those living in 
poverty has widened over the past thirty years. Statistics show that the number of absolute poor
in the Third World has steadily risen to the present total of 1.3 billion. 

The main protagonists in the fight against poverty at the international level are the World Bank,
the various United Nations organisations, and the 21 donor countries represented in the
Development Assistance Committee (DAC) of the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and
Development (OECD). These three key institutions have not always complemented each other’s
work, and indeed have frequently competed against each other. However, in February 1998, the
OECD-DAC, the World Bank and the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) agreed
on a list of 21 core indicators for measuring development. This common understanding between
the main players in the development field is an important element in the fight against poverty. 

Switzerland has positioned itself and defined its role in this context. It views the fight against 
poverty as one of the central tenets of its international cooperation efforts and aims to enhance
effectiveness and international coordination in this area. 

In 1998, a cross-sectoral analysis (CSA) was conducted in order to assess the focus of SDC 
programmes and projects on poverty. The results of this analysis were incorporated in the formu-
lation of the SDC-Policy for Social Development, which was approved in January 1999. The fight
against poverty remains a central means of promoting social development, and increasing the
effectiveness of poverty-related activities will be accorded special importance in the future.

In the fight against poverty SDC has formulated a hierarchy of objectives ranging from those
which attempt to combat the symptoms to those which endeavour to eradicate the causes: not
increasing poverty, alleviating poverty, reducing poverty, eradicating poverty. These objectives
vary in the extent to which they address the problem and necessitate a broad catalogue of 
measures at all levels. Interventions take place at the micro, meso and macro levels (household,
community, state). In addition, the fight against poverty is concerned with value systems, frame-
work conditions, roles, social processes and how people living in poverty perceive these factors.

SDC’s PEMT instruments for planning, evaluation, monitoring and implementation provide 
a proven methodological platform for the agency’s work, also in its fight against poverty. 

Introduct ion
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Objectives and Structure  

The aim of this document is to provide an orientation, learning and working tool. It is divided
into two parts: Part I discusses the context in which poverty presents itself, while Part II describes
SDC procedures in the fight against poverty. As an additional element we have interspersed 
some examples of SDC’s practical work in the fight against poverty as cases in point of the struggle
against poverty as well as the practical implementation of measures to fight poverty. These 
examples, not complete at all and rapidly increasing in future, illustrate the problems and solu-
tions with which SDC staff deal on an everyday basis. They highlight aspects of SDC’s efforts to
fight poverty in Burkina Faso, Madagascar, Bangladesh, India, Pakistan and Nepal.

Part I describes dimensions and concepts of poverty as well as experiences with poverty and
strategies for fighting it. Two perspectives – experiencing poverty and fighting poverty – are 
shown adjacently: The left-hand pages document the perspectives of the poor, while the right-
hand pages describe the standpoint of development cooperation institutions acting as donors1

and “experts”. While we are more familiar with the latter view of poverty, we are relatively 
unfamiliar with the standpoint of the poor. After every chapter, conclusions are drawn from each
standpoint and assembled in the form of building blocks. While the method of parallel argumen-
tation from both standpoints calls for a greater effort on the reader’s part, it should also help 
to reflect the reader’s personal awareness of and experience with poverty and the fight against
poverty.

The chapter on “Fighting Poverty at SDC” serves as a link between Parts I and II. 

Part II discusses the fight against poverty within the PEMT cycle, with particular focus on the 
poverty assessment as a key planning instrument.

The orientation, learning and working tool closes with a summary.

This document “Poverty – wellbeing” aims to link two viewpoints to create a universal un-
derstanding of poverty which incorporates both the views of the poor, as the persons affected,
as well as the views of development institutions as donors. We postulate this jointly developed
viewpoint as the valid point of departure in fighting poverty as defined in the SDC-Policy for
Social Development.

1 Even if this concept may seem to be problematic (paternalistic and complacent) we use it nevertheless but with the appropriate
selfcritical distance.



Poverty: a complex phenomenon

Poverty determines the lives of the individuals it affects as well as their society. By applying 
measures to fight poverty, development cooperation therefore intervenes in highly complex 
systems, the interconnections and interactions of which we must be aware of. By listing and
schematically illustrating these elements, this document aims to help the reader to position him-
self or herself and to consider the respective roles. At the same time, this overview should 
provide orientation when reading this document. 

The diagram below can refer to the local, regional, national or global level. The listed elements
and their wide range of interactions need to be taken into account at all these levels. 

The following are the most important elements of this system:

Filter: When confronted with poverty, we all perceive it first and foremost in a subjective way,
even if we do so unwittingly. This subjective perception is determined by our own experience
and knowledge base. Consequently, the elements in the following diagram are interpreted 
in varying ways and their importance differs depending on values, framework conditions, and
roles. The one constant is that, in any comprehensive view, all the elements listed as well as their
interactions affect each other either consciously or unconsciously.

Value system: Our personal and social value system is situated on a dynamic plane bounded by
local “traditional” and global “universal” values. The actors involved interpret existing frame-
work conditions and the associated dynamics against the backdrop of their value system. Value
systems are influenced by Zeitgeist and are hence subject to continual change. Such change 
is impacted not least by the prevailing framework conditions. The development of a value system
and that of framework conditions are strongly connected and closely correlated. 

Roles: We are all affected by poverty, whether as “the poor” (a less probable condition for us),
as “fighters against poverty” or as “beneficiaries” who exploit poverty to their own advantage.
The crux of the problem lies in the fact that many people appear in different roles. Hence, 
conflicts of interest and paradoxes are frequent and inevitable. As those concerned, and depend-
ing on our own value system, we respond to changes in conditions by repeatedly reviewing and
redefining the scope accorded to the various actors (roles). Difficulties arise when an actor 
breaks out of his or her defined role.

Strategies: Based on their own ideas of how the problem of poverty should be solved, those 
affected by poverty develop their own (endogenous) strategies to resolve their situation. For 
example, while “the poor” develop “survival strategies”, we as “development experts” formu-
late “poverty reduction strategies”, and as “beneficiaries” we develop “strategies to maintain or
increase wellbeing”. Here, too, different roles can overlap or collide. Strategies are developed
to change, maintain or strengthen the traditional distribution of roles.

Poverty :  A Complex Phenomenon 
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Social processes: Social processes express opposing interests and are characterised by the 
balance of power between individual members of a society. A social process, for example,
constitutes the roles played by members of a society on the basis of sex, age, religion and race.
Is the social climate open, friendly, tolerant? In what direction do the processes lead? These 
social processes are located on a dynamic plane subject to continual change. They largely 
determine framework conditions and the dynamics of change.

Policies: Social processes converge in a range of policies. These policies reflect the distribution
of power within a society. Every policy affects poverty and supports or impedes the fight against
it. Depending on the situation, policies defined by institutions or which address specific sectors
or themes can either strengthen, weaken or neutralise each other. 

Framework conditions: Within an ongoing social negotiating process, more or less favourable
framework conditions are defined for the poor and for the fight against poverty. For some years
now, this negotiating process has been increasingly shifted to higher levels, from a local to a 
regional, national or global level, while the opportunities for lower levels to influence framework
conditions themselves are gradually diminishing. The various components are closely related
and influence each other: production and the market, which in turn affect natural resources, or
social policy, which has a direct impact on how people are affected by poverty.



Elements of poverty and their interactions 
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Value system

Interpretation of framework 
conditions and their dynamics
against the background of 
standards and values which 
influence perceptions of poverty

Anchored Anchored
within  within 
the global the local 
context context

Those affected and their roles

Assessment of the situation 
by those affected, reactions to
changes in framework con-
ditions and the value system

Strategies and solutions

Adjustments in scope, attitude,
economic, social and cultural 
activities

Social processes and  
their dynamics

Open or insular climate?
Autocracy or democracy?
Significance of solidarity, 
collectivity and individuality?
Growing or declining disparities
between rich and poor?
Importance of partnerships, 
participation?
Promotion of empowerment?

Policy

Poverty reduction strategies, 
economic policies, social 
policies, education policies,
health policies

Framework conditions

Social:
security, health, demography,
gender
Cultural: 
education, cultural identity, 
communication
Economic:
market, production, services,
infrastructure
Ecological:
environment and natural 
resources
Political:
human rights, good 
governance, democratic 
institutions

Perception

Poverty is viewed differently
depending on perspectives
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Awareness: Experiencing poverty 

When did you last meet a poor person, talk to him/her or even discuss his/her situation with
him/her? It is difficult for the affluent to encounter people living in poverty or talk to them about
their situation: not only for practical reasons, but because of the different situations in which the
two parties find themselves. Often we feel powerless and at a loss. The enormous dimensions of the
problem and the human tragedy, coupled with the fact that we have never experienced poverty 
ourselves, or only on a very limited scale, induce a sense of helplessness. To address this powerless-
ness and helplessness we tend to transpose the problem to a higher, abstract plane, forgetting the
fate of individual people, families and communities and their entanglement in a multitude of cir-
cumstances which negate any form of hope. 

If we, as development cooperation “specialists”, address poverty, we must not hesitate to confront
it. The more direct this confrontation – which could well be in our midst and should also begin here
– the more tangible and experiential poverty becomes.

Poverty portrait 1: Illness – death – debt – poverty

Five years ago the Razafys lived as an extended, primarily self-sufficient family until their 28-year-
old son fell ill and died, leaving behind a wife and three small children. To preserve the family 
honour, the parents and widow had to hold a fitting funeral. Three months before harvest time, 
however, the granary was more or less empty and the family was forced to borrow from a money-
lender. The interest rate was fixed at 70 percent and the loan period at four months. The family was
able to pay the money back on time but had to sell half its rice harvest in the process. Since the 
family was now without its most important source of labour, help was hired for planting the rice
fields. To cover these new costs, the family sold rice at a time when prices were at rock bottom. 
Despite all efforts to cut costs, the remaining rice stocks were used up after four months. A neigh-
bour was prepared to advance the family the required quantity of rice until the next harvest. The
borrowed rice was returned in time, but the remaining stocks were so low that the family was 
forced to sell a medium-sized rice field in order to purchase additional low-priced rice to cover the
cost of hired help once more. This fateful cycle was repeated every year until, after three years, the
family’s rice-growing land had been reduced by half. The family then went without hired help. The
father, now an old man, and the widow planted part of the rice fields, while another part was 
leased. But the combined efforts of the widow and the father were not enough to plant the fields 
at the given time, and the first signs of poverty appeared. At this point the rice harvest was only suf-
ficient to feed the family for three months. The older children and the mother increasingly hired
themselves out to wealthier neighbours. Thus, the children were denied education. Most of the 
remaining rice fields were given over to tenant farmers since hired help was only needed at certain
times of the year (tilling and planting). When recently the elderly father died, the widow sold yet
another portion of the family rice fields, asking herself: What future do my children have?

12
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Awareness: Understanding poverty

There is no generally applicable definition of poverty. Descriptions and perceptions of pov-
erty and its myriad dimensions are as many and varied as the ways in which poverty affects the
daily lives of the poor. To date such descriptions and perceptions have been dominated by
the external viewpoints of the actors in the fight against poverty, who in principle adopt
two different approaches: 

The purely quantitative one-dimensional approach whereby poverty is measured exclu-
sively in figures (income, calorie intake).
The qualitative multidimensional approach which also takes into account socio-cultural
categories of poverty (for example, participation in social life).

Another method of categorising poverty differentiates between:

Absolute poverty as a threshold. A specific value is assigned to the poverty line. For the
World Bank, the poor are defined as all those with less than 1 US dollar at their disposal
to cover daily needs. Owing to its comparability, this benchmark is the most widely used
world-wide and simultaneously the most restricting definition of poverty.
Relative poverty indicating social disparities. This is based on available resources and
compares their distribution. The best known are income quintiles which compare the 
income of the poorest fifth of the population with the richest fifth.  

For the purposes of understanding poverty we can additionally distinguish between:

The subjective concept of poverty, which draws on the personal as well as collective, 
culturally-related values and preferences of those affected. This concept of poverty in-
volves selection, ranking and evaluation according to individual benefits.
The objective concept, which is based on norms and criteria defined by experts. One 
example of the objective approach is the 21 core indicators devised by the OECD, the
World Bank and UNDP for measuring development. 

Other concepts of poverty examine the causes of poverty and distinguish between two 
types of deprivation:

Physiological, i.e. the ability to cover basic needs (income, nutrition, clothing, shelter).
Sociological, i.e. the way in which the poor are disadvantaged due to structural inequities
such as access to land, credit, and services. The reasons for these aspects of poverty are
to be found in social power structures, governance and macro-economic conditions.2
Efforts to promote empowerment and the participation of the poor constitute key ele-
ments of this approach.

In practice, the various perceptions and concepts of poverty are not always easy to separate.

2 UNDP, Review of Poverty Concepts and Indicators, Renata Lok-Dessallien, 1999.



Poverty portrait 2: Driven to self-contempt by poverty

Joseph is 34 years old, illiterate and the father of seven children. The family property comprises sev-
eral fields which his wife Edline works. To support the family, Joseph takes on low-paid occasional
work. Joseph and Edline do their best for the family. Six months after the last harvest the market
was subject to strong speculation and the prices for basic foodstuffs rose sharply. Joseph’s income
was no longer sufficient to buy food for the family, and Edline’s crops were not yet ripe for har-
vesting. The children complained and the parents fought. One night Joseph left home and went to
the fields belonging to other villagers in order to dig up some manioc roots for his family. Asked by
his wife where the manioc came from, he replied that he had earned it by working or was given it
by friends. Since prices remained high, Joseph continued to make regular nightly forays, extending
them to the fields of neighbouring villages. Sometimes he hid his booty in a bush in order to bring
it home in small quantities over the next few days. During his nightly forays Joseph was not only
afraid and had a bad conscience; he also began to hate himself and despise his actions. 
The inhabitants of a neighbouring village, alarmed by the regular thefts, set up night watches. 
Eventually they caught Joseph in the act of robbing their crops and beat him to death.

Poverty portrait 3: The poor as hostages of the rich

All is quiet in the village of Léré. The villagers are at a gathering above the village. For years they
have repeatedly suffered from diarrhoea. Another child died recently. The villagers have seized 
the initiative and invited a non-governmental organisation (NGO) to discuss the possibility of 
constructing a water supply system. After two hours of heated discussion the meeting breaks up
without conclusion. Representatives of the two most important families in the village, who have
struggled for supremacy for years, were unable to agree on the contribution which the NGO pro-
posed should be made by the population. Representatives of the other families were reluctant to join
the discussion. Some are heavily dependent on the two rival families, as seasonal workers, tenants
or debtors. They avoid getting involved in disputes. 
As so often happened in the past, this initiative also failed. As a result, plans for the construction 
of a school, improvements to the access road, and regulations for better use of the water supply for
terrace irrigation are obstructed. The less advantaged households bear the brunt. For them, the 
associated health risks, short dry periods or unfavourable market conditions can prove fatal.

Poverty portrait 4: Ostracism by the community ends in dire poverty

René and Tina grew up in neighbouring villages, René as the son of a family of high social status,
Tina as the daughter of a family of the lowest social class. They married against the wishes of both
their families. René was disinherited and excluded from the family circle. The couple settled in
Tina’s village, where they were ostracised by the entire village community because René’s family had
driven them out. After a few years – Tina and René now had two small children – the young family
was forced to leave the village in order to escape the intolerable living conditions. They moved to
the city in the hope of finding a certain amount of protection in anonymity. But without a viable
network of social contacts their life became increasingly difficult. René began to drink, and Tina
supplemented the family income with prostitution. Now Tina lives alone with her two children. She
does not know where René is. Her only property consists of a few cardboard boxes and plastic sheets
with which she erects a makeshift shelter for herself and her children every evening. She and her
children live by begging and by what they can gather from the garbage of the rich.

14
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The reality of poverty is most readily measured in terms of the livelihoods of the poor. Be-
sides quantitative dimensions, this measure also determines the qualitative dimension of 
life during the life cycle. Livelihood is used in attempts to record several dimensions of 
poverty and incorporate them within a holistic view. Determining these quantitative and
qualitative data is a complex and difficult task. 

Poverty cannot be considered in isolation. It must always be seen as part of a dynamic rela-
tionship involving other social phenomena such as

Inequity constitutes unfair distribution within a population group
whereby the poor have no equitable or reasonable share of
goods.

Vulnerability expresses exposure to risk based on factors such as
race, religion, sex, age, etc.

The extent of social exclusion is a key element of poverty.

Poverty refers to the individual domain. Underdevelopment is the
aggregate of individual poverty.

Viewpoints of selected development organisations

Understanding Poverty
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Vulnerability

Exclusion

Underdevelopment

The following is a summary of the ways in which important players in multilateral develop-
ment cooperation view poverty:

Organisation 

World Bank

UNDP

OECD-DAC

Poverty viewpoint

Poverty represents a deficit situa-
tion. The lack of sufficient income 
to cover basic nutrition is the main
applicable benchmark. 

Poverty means a deficiency in the
four central areas of life: income,
nutrition, health and education.

Poverty is primarily an economic
problem. Recently, OECD member
countries have gradually been 
reaching consensus on the multi-
dimensionality of poverty.  

Indicators

The World Bank has set the 
threshold for absolute poverty 
at US$1 per day.

Human Poverty Index (HPI)

Human Development Index (HDI)

The DAC applies four indicators
1. The poverty threshold defined

by the World Bank
2. The Poverty Gap Ratio for 

measuring the extent of poverty
3. Inequality measurement: 

share of overall income accounted
for by the poorest fifth of the
population

4. Undernourishment: 
Extent to which children under
5 are underweight

Inequity



Poverty portrait 5: Poverty in the world’s richest country

After her divorce from Tim, Sabine stayed on with their three children in the house she had bought
with her ex-husband. Prices fell following speculation in the housing market, and within a short 
time the capital the former couple had invested in their home dwindled. Tim was temporarily un-
employed. The bank revoked their credit and the house was sold by compulsory auction. Following
the sale Sabine and Tim were left with a cash debt of several ten-thousand francs. Despite moving
into a cheaper rental apartment, Sabine was forced to draw social security. Every week she had to
submit a household budget. The responsible social security officer demanded severe cuts in expen-
diture. The car had to be sold, Sabine had to give up attending cultural events and cancel news-
paper subscriptions. Later, the family’s Sunday outings, weekly meetings with friends for coffee in 
a restaurant, and leisure activities with the children had to be discontinued. Sabine felt increasingly
excluded. Initially, and full of shame, she tried to hide her poverty. Gradually she lost contact with
her family and friends. 
She now looks pessimistically on her future prospects. Before marrying she had worked for only
three years. Her three children are still at elementary school and kindergarten age, so it will be years
before she can return to work. Sabine has great difficult balancing child support, social benefits and
occasional income from temporary work. Her health is poor and she is frequently ill.

Poverty portrait 6: Terrorists in pin-stripe suits

After independence many European farmers left the country and returned home. Their property
was turned over to the State and accorded the status of “Domaine public de l’Etat”, in line with most
other land reserves. This land is administered by the “Service des domaines”. According to tradi-
tional and modern land law, citizens can acquire rights of use or ownership by farming such land.
However, the associated administrative procedures are lengthy and lack transparency. Villagers 
therefore prefer to settle land entitlement issues among themselves. While this process favours 
influential families, less advantaged farmers were also catered to and the agreements were largely
observed. 
The State can also sell land belonging to the “Domaine public” to private persons. Hence in due
course a city resident visited farmers in the hamlet of Chuy. He had acquired a title deed for large
areas of the land which they had been farming since the departure of the European farmers. He 
called on the farmers to release the land following the harvest and to look for another place to live.
The farmers and their families refused to comply with the demands of the man from the city. At har-
vest time armed men entered the village and again demanded that the farmers leave the land. Shots
were fired and one farmer was severely wounded. The hamlet is now regularly plagued by such 
“visits”. The farmers’ court appeal was to no avail. Journalists reporting on the events received anony-
mous threats. A development organisation working in the region was unwilling to become involved.

16
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The World Bank

The World Bank is one of the most important institutions committed to the fight against 
poverty. It regularly sets quantitative goals such as in the 1990 World Development Report, 
in which it set itself the goal of reducing the number of people living in poverty to 825 
million by the year 2000. The number of people living in absolute poverty at present stands
at 1.3 billion. 

The World Bank draws up Poverty Assessments at the country level, in order to gain as 
accurate as possible a portrait of poverty in a given country, with statistics on the following
questions: Who are the poor? How many poor people are there? Where do they live? What
are their sources of income? How did poverty develop?

The poverty line is the main indicator used by the World Bank. This measurement of abso-
lute poverty based on the $1 income indicator is of great importance to the Bank in terms
of defining its strategy for fighting poverty. It is used to track development and adjust the
direction of poverty reduction programmes accordingly. Has poverty decreased? Where are
the poverty zones? How does poverty affect particular sections of the population? The
World Bank relies on the comparability of poverty data.

Poverty Reduction Strategy Papers (PRSP): In December 1999 the World Bank and the 
International Monetary Fund (IMF) approved a joint operational instrument to fight poverty
entitled Poverty Reduction Strategy Paper, and published it on the Internet for broad 
consultation. This was the first time the IMF and the World Bank drafted a joint reference
document on poverty reduction. The aim of the document is to guide developing countries 
in preparing national poverty strategies. The requirement for a national poverty strategy
constitutes a new condition for access to IMF and World Bank credit, and especially also to
measures associated with the Highly Indebted Poor Countries debt initiative (HIPC Initia-
tive).

The joint paper on poverty reduction contains the following three elements:

1. Understanding the nature and locus of poverty: Who are the poor? Where do they 
live? What income is at their disposal? Poverty is understood as a multidimensional 
problem incorporating material dimensions such as income, consumption, health care and
access to education as well as non-material dimensions such as gender discrimination, lack
of security, powerlessness and exclusion. 

2. Choosing public actions that have the highest poverty impact: The greatest support
should be given to sectors that make an effective contribution to reducing poverty, such
as in particular social development, rural development, infrastructure and employment
policy.

3. Selecting and tracking outcome indicators: Poverty indicators which facilitate regular
monitoring of poverty reduction measures must be developed in order to measure the 
effectiveness of poverty reduction programmes. The aims and selection of the indicators
address the context-specific situation in a given country and are identified in conjunction
with government and civil society.



Poverty portrait 7: Poverty in the transition process

Olga works day shifts in an automotive components factory. Her husband Ivar works for the same
company in the workshop where the cars are painted. He often works late or night shifts. Their two
children are cared for during their mother’s day shift by the state-run day-care service. The parents’
joint income adequately covers the family’s basic needs, and allows them the occasional treat in their
free time. The family has a car and enjoys taking trips, mostly to relatives and friends, but some-
times also to the zoo or leisure park. Following the fall of Communism, the car factory was closed
down, and like the entire staff of almost 600, Olga and Iwar were laid off. Initially the children 
were happy to see more of their parents, but the family mood was depressed. Unemployment ben-
efits covered only the essential costs for food, clothing and housing. There was nothing left for 
petrol, and after three months the couple sold their beloved car, only to spend most of their time 
at home. Occasionally the job centre finds them temporary work, but the state employment pro-
gramme is unable to find them new jobs, since other factories in the region have also been shut 
down. Ivar has started drinking more and more, has lost his self-esteem and fallen ill. After a year
in which both parents were unemployed, Olga is entitled to full social benefits from the state, but
she is under no illusions: “Do without” is her motto – the family has become poor. She and her hus-
band have no future prospects in the region. With her husband sick, moving to another area (as 
so many of her former colleagues have done) is out of the question. Olga is exhausted and highly
susceptible to illness. All her energy is focused on raising and educating her two children so that
they will eventually be able to make the move to a more prosperous region. 
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The UN System

At several major UN conferences held in the 1990s, the United Nations emphasised pover-
ty reduction as a central task of the international community and underlined its importance
by setting quantitative goals. 

1990

1992

1995

1995

1996
2006

UNDP

The United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) defines poverty as a lack of capabil-
ity in areas of life which are key to the fulfilment of basic human needs. The poverty bench-
mark is the Human Poverty Index (HPI), based on the four variables of life expectancy, 
literacy, access to healthcare and clean water, as well as adequate nutrition.

The following poverty statistics were published by UNDP in its annual human development
report (1997):

Approximately 1.4 billion people live on less than 1 US dollar per day. 
840 million (of which 350 million are children) are undernourished.
More than 840 million adults are unable to read or write.
Almost two thirds of adult illiterates in developing countries are women.
At least 100 million children are living on the streets.
Approximately 800 million people have no access to basic health services.
More than 1.2 billion people have no access to clean water.
70 percent of people living in poverty are women. 

UNDP bases its objectives on the eradication of poverty. The organisation’s poverty eradi-
cation strategy focuses on the poor and emphasises measures to develop their capabilities.

UN-Conference on Least
Developed Countries
(LLDC)

World Conference 
on Environment and 
Development

Social Summit

Fourth World
Conference on Women

UN Decade 
for the Eradication 
of Poverty

0.15% of GDP should be used for measures towards
development in LLDCs.

Confirmation of the target of 0.7% of GDP for 
development assistance, 0.15% of which is ear-
marked for the poorest countries (LLDCs).

The Declaration of Copenhagen contains the 20/20
Principle (20% of development assistance and 
20% of the national budget of the recipient country
to be used for basic social services).

Women play a central role in the fight against 
poverty. More recognition must be given 
to the contribution made by women to poverty 
reduction and their work must be supported.

UN organisations accord priority to their role 
and actions in the fight against poverty.



The examples illustrate the following characteristics:

Poverty and wealth are subjective and relative concepts. If we as development specialists were to
talk to a prosperous farmer from a third-world country, he would describe himself as poor. 

Those affected by poverty normally describe it as a combination of factors with concrete effects,
with the emphasis less on individual privation than on circumstances which they regard as respon-
sible for their unfortunate situation. 

This portrayal normally centres on personal fate and that of the family circle, with virtually no 
reference to less immediate communities such as the regional population of the region, the State, let
alone the international community of nations. 

In many societies in the South, particularly in the eyes of the wealthy and powerful, poverty is also
associated with stupidity, laziness and failure. This may be one reason why hardly anyone in such
countries openly admits to being poor and why people are unwilling to discuss the subject. The 
poor are often ostracised and their sense of worth violated.

Poverty is also frequently regarded by those affected as a natural condition or a matter of fate which
is beyond their control and against which nothing can be done. Poverty is learned and “inherited”
in the process of socialisation. It encourages entire families and communities to identify with their
role as the poor, and gives rise to a “class consciousness” based on false premises. 
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OECD-DAC

In the report entitled Shaping the 21st Century: The Contribution of Development Coopera-
tion (Paris, May 1996) the 21 member countries of the Development Assistance Committee
(DAC) of the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) listed and
quantified the main goals they hoped to achieve by 2015.

The OECD stresses the participation of partners in developing countries as the central strat-
egy. This includes clarifying the roles and responsibilities of both parties. In the 1995 decla-
ration of DAC ministers entitled “Vers un partenariat pour le développement dans le nou-
veau contexte mondial” (“Towards development partnership in the new global context”)
fighting the causes of poverty was described as a key component of the fight against pov-
erty: Attacking the root causes of poverty is a fundamental objective. We shall focus our ef-
forts on strategies and programmes to assist the poorest of the poor in expanding their 
range of options and meliorating their living conditions.

In conjunction with the World Bank and UNDP, the OECD set the following development ob-
jectives in 1996:

Economy/wellbeing: Halving the percentage of the population living in absolute poverty
by the year 2015.3
Human development:
– Access to basic education for all by 2015.
– Overcoming gender discrimination in basic and secondary education by 2005.
– Reducing child mortality by two thirds by 2015.
– Access to healthcare services for all by 2015.
Environment: Implementation of national strategies for sustainable development in all
countries by 2005.

The OECD regards coherence of the various policies of its members as a central component
of poverty reduction measures. 

In June 1998, the DAC established an informal Network on Poverty Reduction with the aim
of working out more effective measures to reduce poverty through better collaboration with
developing countries.4 The first step involved setting up an overview of member countries’
policies and practices in the fight against poverty. In addition, guidelines on poverty reduc-
tion were drawn up.5 The groundwork is based on an integrated approach to poverty 
reduction and addresses the causes of poverty, which are analysed within the specific coun-
try context in order to acquire the relevant information as a basis for drawing up an effec-
tive strategy against poverty. 

3 This goal is only part of the way toward poverty eradication. 
4 To make aid work for the poor. DAC 1999. Executive Summary.
5 DAC Informal Network on Poverty Reduction: Poverty Reduction Guidelines, 2–3 March, 2000.



Building blocks for an integrated approach

The events described here do not constitute isolated cases. They characterise the daily lives of mil-
lions of people. “Self-blame” is scarcely a decisive cause for the poverty experienced by the house-
holds and communities described. In most cases, clearly identifiable causes have triggered the pro-
cess of impoverishment. These are mainly to be found in the social, economic or environmental
context. Illness and death of a family member, climate-induced or natural disasters such as drought,
floods, storms and earthquakes, conflicts or an unfavourable market can tip the balance. But the pri-
mary causes are not solely responsible for the process of impoverishment. Numerous other factors
support and accelerate it, chief among which are the rapid pace of social and economic change and
the inability of poor households and those at risk of poverty to respond to such changes. This is at-
tributable to the lack of reliable and understandable information concerning alternative approaches,
the lack of alternatives which would allow poor people to sell their only asset, their manpower, at
better conditions, the growing deficit in available natural resources such as soil, water, fauna and
flora, the lack of viable social safety nets which would provide the needy with a period of recupera-
tion and reflection, and the lack of reliable partners for people and communities in need. 

Key aspects:

Households and communities which are currently regarded as still intact can become poor over-
night. 
When poor people describe their poverty, the following key words predominate: dependence, loss
of self-worth and self-esteem, isolation, patronage and deprivation of rights, no recognition, no
(practical) work, stress, lack of security and safety, loss of cultural identity, lack of basic educa-
tion and vocational training, loss of perspective and fear of the future, hunger, inadequate hous-
ing and clothing. 
Social and material needs are often given equal emphasis in the eyes of the poor.
Poverty is closely linked to issues and problems associated with gender, environment, empower-
ment and human rights. Only by taking these into account can it be efficiently addressed.

The causes of poverty are difficult to identify accurately. Mostly they consist of a combination of un-
favourable circumstances which set a fateful dynamism in motion.
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Determining the “breadth” 
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Differentiated perception
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Link with other transversal
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Discussion of the links
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Building blocks for an integrated approach

From the outset, donors attempt to record and assess poverty using an approach that is 
ideally intended to be objective but at the very least is emotionless. It is primarily a techno-
cratic approach, which regards poverty as a “technical problem” concerning a deficient
situation. This restricted approach masks any consideration of the interdependencies and
highly complex nature of poverty. It is therefore characteristic that the impact of techni-
cal solutions such as credits and technical assistance have become uncontrollable; they act
as selective interventions in a dynamic, highly complex system, and their efficiency is not 
directly measurable. This phenomenon was overlooked or ignored for many years by develop-
ment assistance experts.

Dimensions of poverty – the main aspects:

Poverty is defined, categorised, measured and delineated.
Poverty is a geographically limited phenomenon. Measurements of the dimensions of 
poverty indicate poverty regions. 
The sub-classification of society within these poverty regions is not accurately analysed, 
if at all.
Reason guides donors in their measures against poverty. Poverty constitutes a situation 
of deficiencies; it makes social sense to eradicate these deficiencies through poverty 
reduction measures. 
The effects of poverty reduction measures are difficult to measure. The main international
poverty benchmark is the number of people who have to make ends meet on less than 
1 dollar a day.
There is no real historical concept of poverty which could provide information on its root
causes. 
The donor concept of poverty does not centre on the causes. The causes of poverty 
were inter alia discussed and analysed within the framework of the DAC’s Informal Net-
work on Poverty Reduction established in 1998. 

Historical concept
of poverty Causes 

of poverty

Dynamics of the negotiation
process 



Indicators of the poor

Poverty portrait 8: Confused

A member of a regional farmers’ organisation was invited by a partner institution on a trip to Eu-
rope. On returning the man was rather confused. Pressed by friends and relatives, he gave his im-
pressions. 
“Everything is so fast in Europe. The cars and trains go fast, the ploughing of the fields, the harvest,
the growth and slaughtering of the animals, the way food is purchased, prepared and eaten – every-
thing is incredibly fast. So fast that people have virtually no time to exchange a few words with each
other. They are silent and rarely laugh. In the mornings when people travel to work and in the eve-
nings when they return, the trains are filled to capacity with people. They are all silent. Anyone who
talks or laughs loudly is usually admonished. Most families have one or more cars, a TV and lots 
of other things, but only few own their own home and their own patch of land. Not once in their 
life can they say: This is my home and my land. I can do what I like here. People work a lot. They
have little time for their children. Old people are put into homes. The sick are tended to by nursing
staff since no one has time to take care of them. People are very disciplined. If you have a job, you
cannot say: I need to visit my mother today, or, today I want to go to market to meet friends. If you
are sick, you have to ask a doctor to attest to this. Many people are not able to dispose freely of their
time. They need to schedule every hour, to justify their lives by proving to everyone that they are
doing an important job. If you lived there you would very soon become like all the others. It’s like
an addiction.” 
Visibly disappointed by the farmer’s report, his listeners changed their tack. What did you expect?
Did you expect to find Paradise on earth?

If we ranked the answers to the question “What are the most important characteristics of an afflu-
ent or a poor household?” according to different regions and different ethnic groups, the findings
would be highly disparate. 
Below, for example, are different answers to the question “What are the main characteristics which
distinguish poor households from affluent households?”:

Highland farmers in Madagascar

Size of rice fields 
Size of family and number of members 
able to work
Social position (relationships, potential 
for influencing important decisions)
Size of fields for rainfed agriculture
Size of herd
Size of home
Level of cash income

Buddhist farmers in Tibet

Extent to which basic material needs are
covered 
Possibilities for a life in harmony with
spiritual values (unity with the cosmos,
sympathy, solidarity, tolerance, self-
possession
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Nomadic cattle herders in Mali

Size of herd 
Extent of grazing rights
Size of tribe, potential for influencing 
important decisions 
Number of pack animals
Household facilities
Level of cash income
Possession of consumer goods

…and in Switzerland?

Level of income and assets 
Living conditions
Consumption
Possibilities for leisure activities
Social status
Number of children
Job situation
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Donors’ indicators

The various development organisations and bilateral donors use different socioeconomic 
indicators to determine poverty. The indicators most commonly used by donors are as fol-
lows:

One-dimensional

Income poverty
Absolute poverty

Relative poverty

Poverty related 
to expenses

Multi-dimensional

Human
Development Index
(HDI)

Human Poverty
Index (HPI)

SDC has devised a working instrument concerned with indicators6.

Individual indicators

The poverty threshold as income per capita below 1 US dollar
per day.

Comparative indicators:
A person is poor if he has less than 50% of the average income
(mean income) of a region or country at his disposal. 

Or
Poverty defined as the share of the poorest 20% of the popula-
tion of overall or average income.

This measures the proportion of the overall household budget
spent on food. The basic premise: the higher the proportion, 
the poorer the household.

Aggregate indicators

The HDI was developed by UNDP and used for the first time in its
1990 report. The HDI is an aggregate indicator based on three
components

Life expectancy at birth (x1)
Schooling (x2)
Income per capita (x3)

HDI = (x1 + x2 + x3)/3 = 0 – 1
(UNDP: 1990 Report on Human Development)

The HPI was devised as an extension of the HDI and introduced 
in the 1997 UNDP report. It measures deficiencies in meeting ba-
sic human needs and defines poverty as a deficiency of capabilities
in central aspects of life. 
It incorporates four variables:
1. Proportion of the population with a life expectancy at birth of 

40 years maximum.
2. Adult illiteracy rate.
3. Proportion of the population with no access to healthcare or 

clean water.
4. Proportion of underweight children below age five.
In further developing the HPI, UNDP sets a lower threshold or 
minimum standard against which the four poverty variables are
measured (i.e. no longer as the proportion of the overall popula-
tion). Hence the average of an overall population no longer masks
the depth of poverty in certain social layers below a minimum stand-
ard.

6 Key questions and indicators, SDC, Berne 1999.



Building blocks for an integrated approach

“If our benefactors only grasped the fact that our hearts and minds are hungrier than our stomachs,
they would have taken an important step towards understanding our people” (Amadou Traore,
Theatre Director, Mali). 

Hunger, thirst, illness, death, violence, cold, heat, ostracism, etc. constitute dramatic experiences in
the lives of all human beings. However, the importance accorded to them by the individual varies
enormously. It is manifested in the way people handle situations that are or may be life-threatening.
While one person focuses on preventing such situations and does not hesitate to jeopardise social
and cultural values in the process, others often respond with more equanimity. They let events hap-
pen and respond accordingly to the situation, trusting in the viability of their social values and 
relations.

No poverty indicator is known that has been defined by the poor and that is generally valid. Yet a
few key elements can be derived from various portraits of poverty for the purposes of formulating
indicators:

Every community must decide for itself what constitutes poverty. 
Poverty must be determined on the basis of its specific subjective characteristics.

Accordingly, the following prerequisites are called for:

Create a general set-up that gradually allows the poor to develop and implement their own strat-
egies to fight poverty (empowerment).
Poverty must be grasped and addressed in its economic, political, social and cultural aspects. 
Poverty is a process and is not defined (exclusively) as a condition.
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Rule-of-law and human rights

Develop poverty indicators 
in collaboration with the poor

Perception of poverty as a process

Definition of poverty 
by the poor

Systematic approach 
to assessing poverty
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Building blocks for an integrated approach

All actors involved in the fight against poverty implicitly or explicitly apply indicators in 
order to assess poverty and demonstrate the effectiveness of poverty reduction measures.
But the most commonly used poverty indicators still exhibit many weaknesses.

The indicators used in standard international statistics primarily describe a condition and
are important for purposes of statistical comparison. They only provide information on the
direction poverty is taking in a region or country when compared with other regional or 
national data as part of a series of statistics.
Apart from the refined Human Poverty Index (HPI), the standard indicators provide no 
information on the depth of poverty.
They ignore poor people’s perceptions of poverty and provide no information on the 
strategies applied by the poor themselves to address poverty.
Nor do they provide any information on the various realities of life dictated by sex or age:
old people, young people, women, girls, men, and boys experience poverty in different
ways. 
They permit a broad scope for interpretation and hence also contradictory interpretations.
They are based on a Western view of humanity and the world, and make assumptions 
based on Western standards.
The indicator aggregates for a multidimensional approach are complex and partly based
on weightings, which can be problematic.
They ignore factors such as educational options and educational content.
Such indicators are used almost exclusively by donors and are virtually unknown among
the poor.
The indicators mostly concentrate on national surveys; few data are collected on a re-
gional and local basis.

Use disaggregated data and
indicators

Poverty as a topic 
for public debate

Compile poverty relevant 
data also at the regional and
local level

Geographical distribution
of poverty

Communicate indicators



Endogenous strategies and solutions 

Since those affected by poverty experience it primarily as a personal and family fate, the most im-
portant mechanisms to fight poverty, as well as strategies to prevent and eliminate it, are also devel-
oped at the household level. Whenever possible, they are aligned with framework conditions set at
a higher level. 
The greatest difficulty for poor people lies in the fact that they rarely have access to information that
would enable them to adapt to global change. Such change entails innovations which shake at the
very foundations of societies. This presupposes room for manoeuvre which is often denied to the
poor. Thus, they are unable to take advantage of interesting new opportunities, even if the requi-
site information is made available. Endogenous strategies to address poverty are pragmatically de-
veloped, their main objective being to achieve security through minimising risk.

Individual strategies are aimed at ensuring survival and building social positions that enable im-
portant decisions to be influenced. However, individual strategies are the exception rather than the
rule, since in many cases they cannot be implemented separately from household strategies. Social
rules and economic conditions set clear boundaries. Anyone disregarding them risks severe sanc-
tions on the part of society. Individual strategies can be positive, but they can also take negative
forms, for example prostitution, criminality, etc.

Household strategies must stay within the social and economic boundaries available to them.
Moreover, they are an expression of the balances of power and negotiating processes prevalent in
the household (gender, relationship between the generations, etc.). Household strategies primarily
focus on two aspects:

Economic fields of activity and the manner in which they are combined and implemented (forms
of use and techniques of the available production resources).
The social organisation within the household, such as the division of labour and roles among 
generations and sexes. 

Example: Types of household in rural areas, and their strategies

Accumulation strategy
(affluent households)

At least five major sources of income:
production of vegetables and rice,
dry cultivation, cattle farming, trade.

Investments in intensification and
diversification of production (irriga-
tion, use of mineral and farmyard
fertilisers, plant protection, erosion
protection).

Stockpiling and marketing of products
when market conditions are favourable.

Combination of crop and cattle 
farming.

Investments in social standing 
(prestige, education, influence 
on decisions). 

Sufficient workforce, rice supply 
for at least 10 months.

Own transport (ox carts).
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Subsistence strategy
(comfortable households)

At least three major sources of in-
come: production of vegetables and
rice, dry cultivation, possibly sea-
sonal work.

Modest investment in intensifica-
tion and diversification of produc-
tion.

Stockpiling primarily for own use.

Possible combination of crop 
and cattle farming.

Modest investments in social 
standing.

High workload for own workforce.

Possibly own transport.

Survival strategy
(poor households)

Paid work is the most important
source of income. Possible rice
farming, dry cultivation, small 
livestock farming.

Extensive cultivation, rarely 
investing in intensification and
diversification of production.

Low stocks.

Possible combination of small 
animal and crop farming.

Very low investments in social 
standing. 

Lack of labour, signs of poverty.

No own transport.

High risks Low risks Minimal risks
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Exogenous strategies and solutions

The dominant “World Development Model” at the beginning of the 21st century is the neo-
liberal market economy with a growing trend towards globalisation. The focus is on added
value and economic growth rather than human beings. Rather than focusing on the basic
needs of humanity, particularly the poor, strategies are based on the premises that eco-
nomic growth promotes affluence and promoting affluence automatically contributes to
poverty reduction. Social development measures are recorded as state expenditures rather
than important social investments. This model incorporates no real commitment to fight 
poverty; the poor are supported by social welfare until affluence trickles down to them. 
Factor allocation follows the law of efficiency which, based on the theory of threshold values,
dictates that every additional franc should be invested where the greatest potential for 
added value exists. Social investments to address poverty are difficult to justify according 
to such principles of accounting efficiency given the firm – but superficial – belief that every
additional franc reinvested on the stock market is a more profitable option than an addition-
al franc contributed towards development assistance. On the surface and in the short term
this may be appropriate, but in the long term and in terms of sustainability, only a global and
socially viable system can survive without dire poverty. This purely economic model falls
short and must be linked with social, political and cultural dimensions.

Poverty reduction strategies by actors in international development cooperation (exog-
enous strategies) primarily reflect their economic and social values and visions.7 In view of
the large number of people living in poverty world-wide, the role of such strategies is now
the same as in the 1960s when development assistance first started, namely to plan and im-
plement poverty reduction measures with maximum focus on the poor themselves. 

The framework conditions of international cooperation are characterised by an exceptional-
ly wide range of strategies. These include private global players as well as international or-
ganisations and multilateral development organisations (IMF, World Bank, regional devel-
opment banks). Consequently, the individual actors pursue different strategies depending
on economic and social developments. The way international cooperation strategies have
developed since the 1960s is effectively illustrated by the example of the World Bank:

Growth eradicates poverty: In the 1960s, the World Bank’s strategy against poverty was
based on promoting general economic growth on the assumption that increasing afflu-
ence would trickle down through the social layers and automatically also improve 
definitely the situation of the poor (trickle-down effect). On the basis of this assumption
the World Bank regarded targeted measures aimed at poverty reduction as unnecessary.

Investment in the poor: In the 1970s, having come to the conclusion that the trickle-
down effect was not an automatic process, the World Bank pursued an active strategy of
poverty reduction under the motto Investment in the Poor, and promoted development
projects specifically directed at covering the basic needs of the poor.

7 This chapter closely follows the analysis found in Richard Gerster, Alternative Approaches to Poverty Reduction Strategies.
SDC Working Paper 1/2000. Berne, January 2000.



Communal strategies

Village communities or other groups such as farmers’ groups also have their own strategies that 
have an impact on poverty and its dynamics. Communal strategies are usually crystallised in two
main directions: 

1) Socio-organisational measures such as regulation of access to natural resources, shaping deci-
sion-making processes, etc.  

2) Conducting communal activities such as the production of goods, storage and marketing of 
products, cultural events, etc.

By the way: no strategy is also a strategy, which generally favours affluent households. 

Poverty strategies at the national level

These are essentially devised by the relevant government and main development agencies and are
closely correlated with the prevailing economic, political, social and ecological conditions. Gener-
ally speaking, the population is poorly informed on these strategies. Consequently, opportunities
are rarely exploited and dangers and risks are unavoidable. The average citizen’s scope is narrow and
mostly limited to a passive “tolerance” of the consequences. This difficult situation is made more
acute if, whatever the case, the most influential institutions have different opinions as to national
objectives and methodologies. 

Differentiated viewpoints allow us to identify “poverty-preventing” and “poverty-promoting” fac-
tors. For instance, a factor such as “own transport” can suddenly become the key element of a suc-
cessful strategy if it means improved access to markets or the transport of organic materials from
peripheral zones in order to sustain soil fertility, or additional income from a transport service for
third parties. Such findings can influence the formulation of project objectives.

Solutions generated by the poor

Concrete solutions to poverty are drawn up particularly by the poor themselves. Unfortunately,
there is little exchange of ideas on this subject among the poor, and their specific knowledge is 
rarely acknowledged or valued by development organisations. Consequently, their experience is 
often only effective in isolated cases. The principal measures in this area are:

Risk minimisation through diversification of fields of activity;
Introduction of new fields of activity to increase income;
Socio-organisational measures aimed at limiting expenditure and increasing income;  
“Sponsorships” with as influential as possible a partner or partners, as a safeguard against un-
desirable interferences.
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Structural adjustment and safety nets: The 1980s were dominated by debt crises and
structural adjustments, pushing the poor out of the limelight. Safety nets were devised to
“absorb” the worst effects on the poor.

Employment for the poor: The World Bank’s strategy in the 1990s was premised on broad-
based economic growth and the promotion of special employment programmes 
for the poor, coupled with an expansion of social services (health, education and training)
particularly for the disadvantaged. Anyone unable to benefit from these two sets of meas-
ures was to be “protected” by special social safety nets. Economic liberalisation and the
promotion of privatisation continued to constitute the World Bank’s development credo.85

Today, the World Bank pursues a multidimensional strategy against poverty. The concept
of poverty has been expanded to include the dimensions of voicelessness, powerlessness,
risks, and vulnerability.

Additionally, the World Bank is increasingly incorporating disaggregated indicators, for 
example according to region (town, country), sex and age, etc. The historical concept is 
another new dimension which enables information on the causes and dynamics of poverty
to be added to the equation. Furthermore, the World Bank bases its work on quantitative
(economic) as well as qualitative (non-economic) factors, such as institutional framework
conditions.  

The World Bank remains a leader in the analysis of poverty and the design of poverty 
reduction strategies. But it must learn to accept the criticism of weak operational imple-
mentation. The fact remains that the operational implementation of development pro-
grammes and projects is weakened by the complex processes and regulations which charac-
terise banks. The “paradox of the World Bank” lies in the fact that it is organised as a bank
but its mission is one of a development organisation. The bilateral donors gathered under
the OECD are aligned with the World Bank’s approach, but are often more effective at com-
bating poverty in operational terms.

The following approaches are applied by most actors in international development co-
operation in the formulation of their poverty strategies: 

Pro-poor growth: Growth must be specifically oriented towards the poor. From the donor’s
standpoint this also includes good governance. Pro-poor growth is now the predominant
approach and enjoys the greatest consensus.

Universal respect for human rights and an efficient legal system whose main social objec-
tive is the empowerment of the poor: This approach has been widely adopted (Germany
with the concept of assistance for self-help, Norway, Switzerland, UK, Oxfam and UNDP).

Less widely used are the following strategic approaches:

Redistribution: Still no broad support because of its highly sensitive political nature – 
the concept of redistribution of wealth. Oxfam and IFAD and, to some extent Norway, 
adopt this approach.

8 The World Development Report 1990.



Poverty portrait 9: Exploiting new opportunities

The Ra family belongs to the lowest level of society. Neither the parents nor the seven children
(three girls and four boys) have gone to school. When the father began making charcoal, the family
property was limited to a few fields and a simple hut. He negotiated with the owners of the for-
est for the rights to fell wood. Trunks and thick branches were turned into charcoal, while smaller
branches were sold to the villagers as firewood. The family transported the sacks of charcoal on
their backs down to the road, where the charcoal was sold to passing traders. As the city under-
went rapid expansion, the demand for charcoal grew and prices were stable. As they grew older, the
children were involved in the work and the business expanded. After five years the family bought 
a few oxen and a cart. The problem of time-consuming transport was solved and production was
once more expanded. The increase in cattle thefts in the region led the owners to reduce their herds.
The Ra sons, now grown up, replanted trees on the former pastureland. Now the family has several
oxen and newly built homes. Since it does not meet key criteria based on affluence in this con-
text, the family is not regarded by the village community as rich.

Poverty portrait 10: A community alters its room for manoeuvre

The maintenance and furtherance of social prestige is a permanent and important component of 
endogenous strategies. Without the requisite prestige, people have virtually no possibility of influ-
encing important decisions. Social prestige is achieved, among other things, by holding major 
family celebrations and rituals. There are many excuses for such events, for instance the marriage
of a child, the funeral of a parent, a son’s circumcision or a celebration in honour of ancestors. Such
celebrations result not only in prestige, however, but also in enormous costs. This is even truer now
than several years ago, when families began vying with each other to produce the most spectacular
and enjoyable festivities. More and more people have to be invited, the food must be increasingly
rich, the music always better and the event must last increasingly longer. To stay in the running,
many families are forced to borrow at exorbitant rates. More and more, the splendid festivities end
with the sale of land and cattle or borrowing against future harvests. Despite these fatal but often
foreseeable consequences, no family has yet dared to break with this tradition, expose themselves
to ridicule and thereby disgrace their ancestors. Now, however, the drought in recent years has 
brought an abrupt end to these goings-on. The harvest was poor, but the festive spirit remained
high. A large number of families are now in acute need. Subsequently, several village elders in the
region met in order to review the traditional custom whereby the host family pays for the entire cost
of the celebrations and must provide all guests with food and drink. Recommendations were 
submitted for public scrutiny and examined for practicality. This led to a decision in favour of the
principle whereby every guest is obliged to bring the host an appropriate gift in the form of food or
money. Since these new rules were introduced, the celebratory mood – particularly that of the guests
– has declined substantially. The only ones who oppose this “anti-traditionalist” rule are the 
money-lenders.
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Sustainable livelihood: This relatively new approach is not yet widely recognised among
donors, with the exception of Sweden and, in isolated cases, Switzerland and the UK as
well as the UNDP and IFAD. This approach is based on the fact that 70 percent of all poor
people live in rural areas. It focuses the fight against poverty on the poor household in 
rural areas, which must be permanently led out of poverty. Poverty alleviation measures
are primarily aimed at members of such households, recognising their material and non-
material needs, their skills, values and desires. For development actors, this means going
beyond the standard thinking of international development cooperation along the lines of
“We know what’s best for the poor” towards achieving a new understanding of poverty
worked out in conjunction with those affected. Rather than focusing on growth, this ap-
proach is based on the skills of poor people and supports their personal development. If
in the process growth benefits the poor, this is a gratifying side-effect which makes an im-
portant contribution to reaching the objective. According to this approach, however, pov-
erty can be overcome irrespective of growth.

SDC poverty reduction measures are based on this understanding of poverty worked out in
conjunction with the poor. Good governance, respect for human rights, and an effective le-
gal system, gender balanced development, empowerment and sustainable use of resources
are additional key elements of social development as pursued by SDC.

What is the impact of exogenous strategies at the different levels?

International level
The context is characterised by increasingly large economic zones and alliances to create 
powerful private global players. Strategies are discussed at leading forums (World Trade 
Organisation (WTO), Group of Seven (G-7), World Economic Summit in Davos). The prin-
ciple of performance and competition now holds sway throughout the world. At this level,
international cooperation organisations play no decisive active role. They are mere obser-
vers responding to changes in framework conditions by adapting their strategies accord-
ingly. At this level the IMF and World Bank have the greatest powers of co-determination.
In terms of costs, the share of expenditure on humanitarian aid has increased in comparison
to expenditures on development aid. 

National level
In recent years and decades, most developing countries have been implementing structural
adjustment programmes required and assisted by international development organisations
such as the IMF and the World Bank, with a focus on the liberalised market. The role played
by international development cooperation at this level is to cushion the effects of liberalisa-
tion on the population and to shape development in line with the new framework conditions.
In this respect, bilateral cooperation attempts to contribute to a country’s own development
objectives and seeks out the most suitable partners for its goals (government agencies and
civil society organisations).

Regional and local level
The main focus here is on decentralisation, expansion of infrastructure and the creation of
job opportunities. The role played by development cooperation is to exploit local advan-
tages in the interests of development objectives and to support them with appropriate pro-
grammes and projects.  

Household level
The poor household is the most popular target group in the fight against poverty. The house-
hold, which pursues an accumulation strategy, is the “simplest” and “most effective” part-
ner for donors.



Building blocks for an integrated approach

Let us return to the diagram entitled “The problems of poverty” in the introduction. Every strategy
and every solution constitutes an intervention in a complex social system of rules. This system must
be comprehensively understood before efficient poverty reduction strategies can be developed. 
If key aspects and interactions are ignored or incorrectly estimated, measures may lose their impact
or bring undesirable, negative reactions in their wake.

Strategies

The poor pursue their own strategies which allow them to survive, often in the most difficult 
circumstances.
Understanding of poverty and impoverishment processes is facilitated by a differentiated view of
the prevailing typologies concerning the situation of individuals, households and communities
and their corresponding strategies.
Poor households usually have less room for manoeuvre than affluent households.
Endogenous strategies can provide important pointers to successful poverty reduction measures.
Disadvantaged households are poorly informed about prevailing changes in the framework con-
ditions, and are hardly in a position to exploit new opportunities and avoid new risks. Poverty
reduction strategies promoted by government and international cooperation organisations are
virtually unknown to their target groups, the poor. 

Solutions

Poverty – a subject of discussion: transparency leads disadvantaged people and communities 
out of their isolation, and poverty is publicly recognised as a social problem.
Development of perspectives and visions in conjunction with the poor: lack of perspective para-
lyses new initiatives and has a demotivating effect. 
Involvement of the poor in the search for possible solutions: acknowledge the poor as partners
and empower them.
Improvement in poor people’s room for manoeuvre through negotiation processes. 
Exchange of information with respect to new options resulting from economic and social change.
Adoption of endogenous strategies: often they involve important solutions that can be taken up
and supported by programmes and projects.
Support and solidarity with the poor: international cooperation organisations must be reliable
advocates and partners of the poor. 

34

Build on successful endogenous
strategies

Act as a reliable partner of the poor

Make poverty a topic of public
debate
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Building blocks for an integrated approach

Exogenous strategies against poverty by donors consist primarily of macro- and meso-
level measures:
– Promotion of growth
– Structural adjustment measures
– Multilateral development cooperation
– Bilateral development assistance
At the microlevel, poor households are the most important group targeted by poverty
strategies. However, facts about the reality of life and the exact composition of house-
holds (intra-household distribution) are unknown. 
The poor are in no way represented in the formulation of donor strategies. No references
are made to the people affected by poverty; hence information on endogenous poverty
strategies is also missing.
Gender: too little research is conducted on gender-specific factors in poverty, and incor-
poration of the gender dimension in the fight against poverty is in its infancy.
The causes and dynamics of poverty and its eradication are largely omitted from strat-
egies. 
The general impression is that poverty is “intensively managed” i.e. measured, analysed
and categorised in the framework of development cooperation. This impression is also fur-
thered by a certain image of helplessness as well as the inability to assess the diverse as-
pects of poverty.
Despite good intentions, donors are familiar with only a part of the reality of poverty. 
In their eyes the poor play no active role. Even participatory methods such as questioning
the poor on their experience of poverty do not change this passive role, assigned by 
donors to the poor as recipients of assistance. In real life, however, the poor are at the 
core of poverty. This contradiction is increasingly recognised by donors as a weakness of
their poverty reduction efforts.
For this reason, strategies are increasingly focusing on partnership between donors and
recipients of assistance. This necessitates careful clarification of roles and expectations.
Social marginalisation – exclusion of the poor from social, cultural, economic and cultural
life – is gradually being recognised as a significant disadvantage for the poor. Their inte-
gration in society can assume a political dynamism whose striking implications donors 
have not fully thought through.
Strategies against poverty must be jointly drawn up by both sides: by donors with their
ideas, potentials and willingness to help, and by the poor and their representatives as 
“poverty experts”. Above all, the strategies must address the causes of poverty.

Clarity of roles in the 
partnership between the
poor and the donors

Empowerment

Participation



Fighting poverty at SDC

Fighting poverty as a priority task in SDC’s international development cooperation activities

Fighting poverty has been one of the main objectives of Swiss development assistance since 
it was first taken up in the 1960s. Article 5 of the 1976 Swiss Federal Law on International 
Development Cooperation and Humanitarian Aid states that Swiss development assistance must
focus primarily on the poorest developing countries, regions and population groups. The guiding
principles of SDC dated from 1990 and 1999, as well as the Federal Council’s Report on 
Switzerland’s North-South Relations published in the 1990s (North-South Guiding Principles
1994), reinforce the focus of measures on the poor. Accordingly, fighting poverty is one of the 
five priorities and the overriding objective of the SDC. The result is a concentration of bilateral
cooperation on selected key target countries, mostly poorer developing countries. The 1998
cross-sectoral analysis on fighting poverty and empowerment showed that fighting poverty  
remains the true driving force behind Swiss bilateral technical cooperation. The prevailing 
concept is that poverty is implicitly being tackled in most projects and programmes. SDC 
projects and programmes concentrate on geographical poverty regions and countries, the 
majority of which are in rural areas.

SDC policy on social development

The SDC policy on social development (January 1999) centres on fighting poverty and its 
ramifications. Social development and fighting poverty are regarded as transversal themes; the
question of the impact of measures on disadvantaged groups must be systematically posed in all
projects and programmes. Not all programmes have the same strong link with poverty problems.
The purpose is that no programme is socially neutral, i.e. every programme has an effect on the
disparity between poor and rich, powerful and powerless, female and male (Foreword). 

Advocacy for the poor

SDC unequivocally takes the side of the poor. This partisanship centres on the subjective per-
ception and practical experience of poverty and calls for the highest possible level of participa-
tion on the part of the poor: Without the full involvement of the poor in analysing poverty, 
as well as the planning and implementation of measures for its reduction or even eradication,
there will be no sustainable impact on the causes of poverty. Incorporation of the subjective per-
ceptions of those affected by poverty is the first step towards their eventual empowerment (...)
and participation (SDC policy on social development, p.10). Empowerment and the gender-
specific dimension of poverty are important aspects of the SDC approach to fight poverty. 
Social cohesion and the elimination of social disparities are key stabilising factors in any society,
which is why SDC has made participation of the poor in political decision-making and the 
reduction of social disparities the main objectives of its fighting poverty programme. Since it is
necessary to make a precise analysis of poverty, a large volume of disaggregated data – at least
according to gender and age group – needs to be collected and incorporated in the analysis.

Fight ing Poverty  at  SDC
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Clear formulation of aims

The challenges facing SDC in fighting poverty are to formulate aims more clearly, and to pro-
vide verifiable proof of the impact of measures directly aimed at fighting poverty (direct eradica-
tion of poverty-induced deficiencies) as well as indirect measures to improve conditions for the
poor. 

Commitment to the 20/20 Principle

The aim of SDC’s multilateral measures is to improve conditions for the poor. For instance, 
within the framework of multilateral development organisations, SDC campaigns for application
of the 20/20 Principle which it signed in 1995 along with the majority of OECD states. This prin-
ciple dictates that recipient countries earmark at least 20 percent of their national budget and 
donor countries at least 20 percent of their development assistance budget for sectors where the
most important social needs are being met. Generally speaking this constitutes educational and
health programmes as well as the associated infrastructures. 

Humanitarian aid

Equally important in fighting poverty – albeit primarily as a way of alleviating poverty – is the 
humanitarian aid provided by SDC. In future, long-term humanitarian aid actions must help 
to overcome the social exclusion of particularly vulnerable or potentially vulnerable groups, 
i.e. people in need or in poverty. In accordance with the SDC policy on social development, this
includes street children, handicapped persons, the chronically ill, and long-term refugees. 
To ensure a continuum, the aim is to achieve a fluent transition from short-term measures which 
address acute emergency situations, through medium-term and long-term measures, in accord-
ance with the three objectives of humanitarian aid as defined in the 1994 strategy paper (Section
6.5): the first objective of humanitarian aid is to save lives and alleviate suffering; the second 
objective is rehabilitation and a return to normality, and the third objective is crisis prevention
by involving the affected population. 

Gender

The work of the Gender Division provides important bases for enhancing the emphasis given 
to gender-relevant dimensions of cooperation in general, and fighting poverty in particular (study
on “Gender and Poverty”, 1999). More systematic evaluation of fighting poverty in terms of gen-
der is called for in projects and programmes, and would improve the effectiveness of actions to
fight successfully poverty. 

Utilisation of natural resources

A short-term approach to using natural resources generally results in their degradation. 
In this respect poverty impacts the environment negatively in the same way that over-use of 
natural resources in turn negatively impacts the situation of the poor. Fighting poverty and the 
environment are closely associated in this reciprocal fashion.



Participation

The participatory approach practised for decades embodies the attempt to involve target groups
– the poor – as players in cooperation projects and programmes. Together with empowerment,
participation is a central instrument in SDC’s fighting poverty means.

PEMT 

The PEMT cycle instrument is an established methodology at SDC and provides a sound plat-
form for enhancing the effectiveness of fighting poverty (see Part II). 

The SDC understanding of poverty

The SDC’s comprehensive understanding of poverty takes into consideration the multidimen-
sionality, subjectivity, relativity and dynamics of the topic. Besides income, a multidimensional 
understanding also includes dimensions such as security, vulnerability, powerlessness and other
circumstances that characterise poverty. Those actually affected by poverty determine the 
dimensions and value of their lives. Hence the value system of those affected significantly influ-
ences their concept of poverty. Values are subjective, individual and collective factors. With its
understanding of the subjectivity of poverty, SDC respects the principle of the individual’s right
to self-determination of his or her welfare, culture and hence cultural diversity. Since the 
dimension of relativity takes account of uneven distribution, it also incorporates issues of dis-
parity and equity in the concept of poverty. Finally, SDC also gives careful consideration to the
dynamics of poverty: poverty occurs in an environment dominated by interrelationships. This
viewpoint includes the question of power and is essential in terms of fighting the causes of 
poverty.

Fight ing Poverty  at  SDC
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PART II

Procedure



Poverty assessment

Poverty assessments constitute the basis for formulating effective strategies against poverty. They
contain all the essential information concerning poverty and the poor within a given area and
environment. These findings are a necessary prerequisite for planning and monitoring measures
for fighting poverty.

The first step in a poverty assessment is to collect data, i.e. to bring together raw material to 
produce a rough poverty profile. The second step involves analysing and interpreting the data
and incorporating them in the actual poverty assessment. 

The poverty profile provides information on the following questions relevant to poverty: 

Who are the poor?
Where are the poor?
How do they live?
By what means to do they live?
What are the main characteristics of their poverty?
Why are they poor (causes)?
How did the poverty evolve (dynamics and trends)?

The poverty profile of a country provides information on the extent, depth and causes of pover-
ty within a given period and geographical area as well as on the various groups of poor and their
most pressing needs.

The data are collected using quantitative and qualitative methods and may be supplied by 
development organisations, ministries, statistical offices or the poor themselves (through sur-
veys).

The poverty assessment delivers information on the following strategic issues:

How and to what extent do the poor benefit from development? From growth? What are the
components of growth?
What access do the poor have to public services (health, education, social security), and 
how can this access be improved?
What access do the poor have to productive resources (income, employment, land, credit, 
water), and how can this access be improved?
How can the poor be empowered?
How can the poor participate in development?  

The poverty assessment must outline measures at all levels (household, community, state), 
emphasising as priorities the measures with the greatest positive impacts on the poor.

Poverty  Assessment
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Elements of a World Bank poverty assessment using the example 
of Vietnam9:

As an illustration, the following extract covers two indicators of income and employment taken
from the highly comprehensive World Bank poverty report on Vietnam considerd as exemplary:

Indicator

Income
On average it costs 1090 Dong 
to provide 2100 calories per day
and person. 
Taking into account the cost of
food (primarily rice) the poverty
threshold is higher in cities 
(1293 Dong) than in the country-
side (1040 Dong).

Employment
80% of the poor have no regular
gainful employment.

These two elements serve to illustrate the way in which the World Bank determined the nature
of poverty in Vietnam in 1995. The information in the poverty assessment provides an important
basis for drawing up a poverty strategy, which in this case – briefly summarised – adopts a 
three-pronged approach:

1. Rapid economic growth with special emphasis on rural employment. The World Bank is well
aware that many of the poor will continue to be excluded from this push for growth due 
to obstacles such as illiteracy, malnutrition, poor health or inadequate education. 

Hence the major importance of the second element of its poverty strategy:

2. Investment in the poor: expansion of state-run social services in the areas of elementary 
education, basic health, family planning and nutrition. These investments in human capital
support the poor in two ways: firstly they enhance the ability of the poor to work; secondly,
by gaining employment the poor contribute to economic growth. Again, however, not all of
the poor can benefit from these investments in human capital. 

Hence the necessity for the third strategic element:

3. Social safety nets for the poor: Groups of poor people who are unable to benefit from new
employment opportunities must be supported by a system of transfers in the form of cash or
food to carefully and accurately selected target groups. This safety net for the poor acts as a
supplement to the first two measures which address growth and employment.

Conclusion

51% of the population of Vietnam is poor.
Of this, half (25% of the population) are food-poor, 
i.e. their entire daily income cannot cover the daily
requirement of 2100 calories.
90% of the poor live in rural areas.
The density of poor is highest in the Northern regions 
of Vietnam and lowest in the Ho-Chi-Minh City area. 
Peasant households are the most affected (60% of these
households are poor).

Lack of opportunities for productive employment 
for the poor and lack of employable skills on the part 
of the poor.  

9 Source: The World Bank, Country Operations Division, Country Department I, East Asia and Pacific Region, Viet Nam 
Poverty Assessment and Strategy, January 1995.



The “integrated poverty assessment”

The dimensions, concerns and concepts presented as building blocks in the first part of this 
orientation, learning and working tool are concerned with content and methodology. Together
they form a whole that is useful for drawing up a poverty assessment which links very different
perspectives on experiencing and assessing poverty. Thus we obtain an “integrated poverty 
assessment” containing elements of both approaches.

Example of an “integrated poverty report” (using the Building blocks from Part I)

A. Contents

1. Understanding and dimensions

1.1 Causes of poverty

1.2 Extent (breadth) and intensity (depth) 
of poverty

1.3 Historical view of poverty

1.4 Individual indicators and aggregates

2. Perception

2.1 Differentiated perception of poverty

2.2 Value discussion related to poverty

3. Boundary conditions

3.1 Consideration of boundary conditions

3.2 Rule of law and human rights

3.3 Incorporation of environment and good
governance with fighting poverty actions

4. Solutions

4.1 Integration of endogenous 
and exogenous strategies

B. Methodological components

Empowerment

Participation 

Clarification of roles (donor – people affected
by poverty, gender, young – old, etc.)

Poverty  Assessment
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What “integration” means

Systemic understanding of poverty and 
wellbeing.
Takes into account objective description 
as well as subjective experience.
Analyses the dynamics of processes 
of impoverishment.
As accurate as possible a picture 
of the reality of poverty (livelihood). 

The various perspectives of donors and 
the poor and how they are weighted (multi-
dimensionality and relativity).
Importance of material and spiritual values.

Blending of international, national and 
local viewpoints to provide an overall picture.
Security and enforceability of rights 
for the poor.
Interactions between poverty and other 
important transversal SDC themes.

Mutual exchange of information and commu-
nications. Negotiation of a joint strategy.

Skill development and empowerment 
of the poor.
The poor are equal partners and have an 
influence on the entire process.
Clear definition of the different roles as 
a prerequisite for effective partnership.
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Procedures and methods

Drawing up an “integrated poverty assessment” is a complex task that may be facilitated or 
made more difficult depending on the objectives and the data collection method chosen. The 
timescale and type of analysis required vary depending on the objectives set – not deepening 
poverty, alleviating poverty, reducing poverty, eradicating poverty. The tasks are also made 
more complex depending on the degree to which the poor and their mediators participate. 
Social customs also increase the requirements for intercultural communication. Furthermore, the
more levels examined, the more complex the task.  

Nowadays the series of data available at international and national (country programme) levels
are so good (e.g. UNDP, World Bank) that they can be reliably applied without further ado. 
However, at the meso (sectoral programmes, regional programmes) and micro (project) levels,
data for a poverty assessment must be collected as necessary, although a reasonable balance
must be maintained between the extent of the effort and its impact and effectiveness.

As far as possible, poverty assessments should be drawn up in a decentralised and participatory
manner. Proven data collection methods such as the PLA (Participatory Learning and Action) 
methods developed at the IDS (Institute of Development Studies in Sussex) may be applied. The
IDS additionally operates a widespread network of local specialists in participatory surveys and
analyses. Methods discussed in Part I such as poverty portraits, poverty typologies and endog-
enous strategies are also helpful.

The requirements for information for a good poverty assessment vary depending on the depth of 
the objectives and the negotiating level. The more ambitious the objective (for instance, the 
eradication of poverty) and the higher the level (for instance, the national level), the greater the
need for knowledge. Such knowledge of poverty calls for special efforts in order to obtain quali-
tative and quantitative data that are as disaggregated as possible. For lesser objectives the 
necessary data are usually already available (international statistics, national surveys). Hence
special surveys for the poverty assessment are necessary wherever disaggregated detailed data
are intended to guide efforts to fight poverty in precise environment and area. This is par-
ticularly true at the SDC project and programme level. 

SDC does not draw up by her own any poverty assessments at the national level. However, at
the level of a medium-sized city in Burkina Faso, the requisite information is not easily available.
It needs to be specially compiled and analysed. The example of the SDC poverty assessment on
Ouahigouya demonstrates a special survey at project level.

Producing a poverty assessment provides an important learning process for tackling and getting
closer to the reality of poverty. But a comprehensive understanding of poverty in all its varied 
dimensions necessitates additional information, since poverty assessments alone do not ensure
a genuine (empathetic) understanding of poverty, particularly in terms of its causes, processes
and dynamics. Additional information must be procured, for example by reading the available
literature and acquiring personal experience. 



44

Poverty  Assessment

Poverty Assessment: Ouahigouya/Burkina Faso

What does poverty mean for those directly affected? How do they experience their living condi-
tions? What strategies do they pursue? These questions were the subject of a study conducted on 
behalf of SDC in the city of Ouahigouya in Burkina Faso.
Based on the available general data on this medium-sized city (population: 55,000), the aim of this
study was to examine how poverty among the population has developed over recent years. The 
study found that around 40 percent of the population of Ouahigouya were defined as poor, when
60,346 CFA francs (approx. CHF 150) in annual income was taken as the poverty line. Poverty in
Ouahigouya has a strong rural bias. Farming families and the residents of rural districts adjoining
the city, particularly women, are more strongly affected by poverty than other members of the 
population. Moreover, poverty in the city is characterised by a lack of training programmes and em-
ployment opportunities, especially for the young. Poor people have virtually no access to healthcare
facilities, nor do they possess the requisite resources (tools) to increase agricultural production. The
growing number of street children presents an additional problem. 
The two researchers who conducted the study (one from Burkina Faso and the other from Switzer-
land) used a combination of quantitative and qualitative methods. Using a structured question-
naire, they collected data on poverty in approximately 250 households. Various population groups 
were also questioned on their specific perspectives, problems and strategies for combating poverty,
as well as the causes of their poverty. In addition, the study incorporated people who were already
taking action to combat poverty. Besides the community, this mainly included the many non-
governmental organisations and associations working in city districts to improve living conditions.

For additional information, contact Pascal Fellay in SDC’s West Africa Section.
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Planning

To begin our planning work, let us briefly return to reality, as seen by donors and the people 
affected by poverty in a concrete case study:

An ambitious project objective and its outcome

The inhabitants of a hamlet, primarily consisting of poor farming families, applied to partici-
pate in a project for afforestation of eroded tracts of land. The work was planned in three phases:
cultivation of plants in tree nurseries, preparation of the holes for planting, and the actual plant-
ing of the trees. The first phase, cultivation in tree nurseries, beginning immediately after the 
harvest period, was completed in a highly satisfactory manner. The residents of the hamlet 
lavished great care and attention on the young trees and adhered to the technicians’ instructions.
But during a visit three months later, the technicians found a tree nursery in a state of neglect.
Following discussions with the residents, the latter promised to undertake the required mainte-
nance work. When the technicians visited the area a month later, most of the plants were dried
up and the nursery was overgrown with high weeds. There was no sign of any planting holes,
although the ideal time for such work had already passed. No one could be found in the village.
The technicians decided to discontinue working with the villagers and devote more attention 
to farmers who were carrying out the work reliably. After all, the object of the plans had to be
achieved, otherwise there was no hope of continuing funding for the project. 
What had happened? After the harvest the residents had food reserves at their disposal. They had
time to devote to other activities since there was no other possibility of paid work during this sea-
son. Three months later the reserves were used up and a period of privation began. Searching for
paid work and plagued by hunger, the people had neither the time nor the energy to devote to
their tree nurseries. Instead, they found temporary employment performing afforestation tasks for
their better-off neighbours. “We eat rice, not wood”, they said during a subsequent discussion. 
By the way: According to the project objectives: “The project helps the disadvantaged rural 
population to find an alternative source of income from afforestation and subsequent revenues
from the sale of wood.” 

Planning fighting poverty10

Fighting Poverty calls for planning at all levels (project, programme and country levels, and with
respect to sections and themes), with the focus on two elements: target groups (beneficiaries) and
formulation of objectives. A cross-sectoral analysis of fighting poverty and empowerment has
shown that at SDC the greatest deficits in terms of fighting poverty and hence also the greatest
challenges to increasing effectiveness lie in both these areas: target groups and the formulation
of objectives. 

Target groups

Target groups must be clearly defined according to precise criteria. The selected criteria must be
justified and provide a clear reference to fighting poverty. The criteria should be formulated using
the poverty assessment as a backdrop. Poverty indicators may be of assistance in this context. 

10 For general planning methods, see the working instrument entitled Cooperation Planning, SDC, Berne 1992. Here we shall
focus on the special aspects of fighting poverty.



Planning

46

Poverty in Bangladesh: Definitions and Trends

Roughly half the population of Bangladesh continues to live below the national poverty line. Due to
its economic and socio-political profile, Bangladesh has probably been subjected to more compre-
hensive applied research on poverty and fighting poverty than any other country. Hence, national
measures to reduce poverty and actions supported by the donor community are correspondingly 
extensive. 

The most common definition of poverty is based on indicators that record per capita income, land
ownership and food intake:

Extreme poor (~22%) The poorest, the under-nourished  and malnourished, the socially
marginalised, and those often excluded from society;

Moderate poor (~29%) Persons living below the poverty line; at times insufficiently nourished,
possessing little land;

Tomorrow’s poor (21%) Persons presently living above the poverty line, but who could suddenly
and permanently be pushed back over the line by an unforeseen
event (such as illness in the family or a do wry obligation).

This definition has recently been supplemented by models that accord more weight to social indi-
cators such as access to education and healthcare services, and that place greater emphasis on so-
cial dependency in terms of income generation, minimum clothing and shelter, gender-specific as-
pects, and self-assessment.

Trends in the 1990s showed a slight general reduction in poverty (approx. 1% p.a.), especially
among the “extreme poor”. Women – although they now play a significantly more visible role in 
public life – continue to be more affected by poverty. Income disparity has increased, despite the 
decline in the poorest group. Significantly, in self-assessments, the poor considered psychological
aspects just as important as material values. Thus, in addition to the lack of job opportunities, they
cited the lack of security, whether due to powerlessness and lack of protection in the face of natu-
ral catastrophes, exploitation by more powerful members of the community and authorities, or 
the rising number of delinquents. The impact of broad-based efforts by non-governmental organi-
sations is generally regarded as relevant, but authorities, money-lenders and religious institutions
are viewed negatively.

For additional information, contact Peter Tschumi in SDC’s Asia I Section. 
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Example: Criteria for defining target groups

Gender 

Women
Men

Access to natural
resources
Soil
Water
Fauna
Flora

If, for example, the disadvantaged sections of the population are not explicitly and accurately 
referred to in the target group and, moreover, a high level of local resources is implicitly posited
in the form of cash, material and manpower, the poor are effectively excluded as beneficiaries
of fighting poverty measures. 

As a planning instrument, therefore, the poverty assessment should provide the most detailed 
information possible on questions such as: “What type of funds are available to the poor at what
time?” What does the work calendar of the target group look like? What about the availability 
of food? 

Collaboration with the defined target population should be as participatory as possible. 
In fighting poverty we come up against set barriers which presuppose efforts and resources 
(primarily time and labour) on the part of the beneficiary. The assumption on the donor’s side that
the poor have a great deal of free time is easily refuted. On the contrary, the struggle for survival
is extremely time-consuming. An assumption of local resources excludes a segment of those
without means (the poorest of the poor). Cost sharing in health and educational systems also
leads to the exclusion of the poorest from these services. A poverty assessment that provides 
information on these and other key poverty data therefore represents an extremely useful instru-
ment which can be adjusted to any planning requirements.

Age

Children
Youths 
Adults
Elderly people

Negotiating 
room 
Autonomy
Dependencies
Alliances and
partnerships

Income situation

In kind
Cash

Security

Physical
Psychological

Availability 
of labour
Inside the 
household
Outside the 
household

Access 
to services
Schooling
Health
Extension
Information
Credit

Health 
conditions
Nutrition
Shelter
Clothing
Risk of illness 
and accident

Socio-psycho-
logical situation
Stress
Anxiety
Isolation
Self-esteem
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Formulation of objectives 

Formulating objectives aimed at fighting poverty does not involve establishing new projects 
for the purposes of fighting poverty. Rather, it is a process whereby existing projects and pro-
grammes should additionally be urged to examine their objectives and measures for their 
relevance to poverty and, if necessary correct them accordingly. 

Targeted depth of impact: Not all projects and programmes are equally suited to fight poverty.
Objectives must therefore be discussed, formulated and defined with an eye to the minimum and
maximum requirements:

Minimum requirement: the set objectives should not worsen the situation of the poor. The
projects must not produce any new poverty.

Maximum requirement: the set objectives should eradicate poverty and promote wellbeing.

The formulated objectives of “poverty alleviation” and “poverty reduction” are among the set 
of objectives ranging from the “poverty-neutral” to those which “eradicate poverty”.

Targeted breadth of impact: This poses the question of intervention levels. Are objectives to be
achieved at the macro, meso or micro level? How broadly defined is the target group? Here, too,
it is necessary to formulate the clearest and most relevant indicators possible in order to enable
verification of the results.

It is important to incorporate fighting poverty in project and programme planning as a transver-
sal theme. The focus of objectives in terms of fighting poverty must be separately considered for
each measure. 
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Bangladesh Country Programme – Change of Focus in Favour of the Poor

The country programme for Bangladesh (1995–2002) has deliberately shifted its focus, among other
things in order to concentrate on poverty. The traditional Rural Transport Infrastructures and Ru-
ral Drinking Water Supply/Communal Hygiene sectors are being consolidated and brought to an
end in order to expand new sectoral areas for Small and Micro Enterprise Promotion, Informal Edu-
cation and Sustainable Land Use. These new sectors will pursue a consistent focus on fighting 
poverty. 

How will these emerging sectors set about fostering a focus on poverty?

In the case of Small and Micro Enterprise Promotion, one of the main aims is to support the
enormous variety of micro-financing options available in Bangladesh, primarily in strategic seg-
ments that will benefit the poor. This will be done by extending the “Grameen Bank approach”
which aims to prevent the exclusion of the “extreme poor”. 
In the field of informal education the focus is on increasing literacy among children and young
women, coupled with a system of geographical prioritisation that favours the poorest districts. A
new project in one of the most neglected regions of the country will focus explicitly on poverty.
In the field of sustainable land use, agroforestry measures have been highly successful (planting
of trees in and around rice fields as well as in residential areas). Promotion of private nurseries
has given rise to a new group of more affluent farmers. The challenge now is to influence this 
extremely dynamic process so as to ensure that the poorest people also benefit, but to a greater 
extent than through a mere “trickle-down effect”. 

Moreover, this process of “fighting poverty and social development” increasingly highlights the im-
portance of examining personal roles and the role of SDC, as well as attitudes and behaviour 
towards these issues. Taken to its extreme, management of poverty-oriented projects and initiatives
based on established theoretical concepts and unemotional formalism, combined with a feeling 
of satisfaction when the work is approved as poverty-relevant according to formal criteria, is of 
little use. An approach which openly attempts to address the needs and potentials formulated by the
poor themselves is often more likely to succeed, even though it is normally less clearly designed and
structured. 

For this reason, SDC’s Asia I Section intends to strengthen its sectoral efforts in future by increasing
its focus on personal values, approaches and attitudes, in the firm belief that this will make its 
programmes more effective in fighting poverty .

For further information, contact Peter Tschumi in SDC’s Asia I Section.



Forms of international development cooperation and their focus on fighting poverty

Form of
cooperation

Poverty
situation

Intervention
level

Measures

Target group

Character-
istics 
and risks
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Humanitarian aid

Disasters, wars/conflicts
and other acute emer-
gencies

Focus on the current
situation

• Short-term stabilisation
of problematic 
boundary conditions 

• Transition to a longer-
term perspective

Focus on alleviating the
crisis

• Food aid
• Medical aid
• Security
• Rehabilitation of 

infrastructures

•Suffering population

• Rapid deployment of
resources

• Short-term results
• Lack of sustainability

Development cooperation

Fighting poverty 
programmes

Marked structural pover-
ty, large-scale disparities
between poor and rich

Focus on structural prob-
lems associated with 
poverty
• Discussion and adjust-

ment of values as nego-
tiating rules

• Redirection of strategies
• Social negotiation 

processes 
• Expansion of poor 

people’s room for nego-
tiation

• Changes in boundary
conditions

Focus on the socio-
organisational and socio-
economic area
• Improvement in regula-

tory mechanisms
• Accent on transversal

aspects

• The poor

• Process-based, system-
atic action

• High level of complexity
• Long run-up and 

preparation period
• More sustainable 

impact
• Risk of conflict

Problem and objective 
oriented (sectoral) 
projects

Isolated, structural 
poverty, medium-scale
disparities between poor
and rich

Focus on sectoral inter-
vention levels

• Isolated and sectoral
• Improvement of spe-

cific activities
• Introduction of new

fields of activity

Focus on the technical
area

• Improvements in the
technical area 

• Transversal aspects as
relatively subordinate
themes

• The population affected
by the problem

• Fighting poverty is not
an express objective

• Long run-up and prepa-
ration period
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Monitoring

Ideally, monitoring is carried out on the basis of planning. The poverty assessment contains the
key reference values with respect to the information to be collected.

Targeted breadth and depth 

Monitoring must focus on the geographical breadth of impact (micro, meso or macro level) and
the targeted depth of impact (poverty alleviation – poverty eradication). 

It is necessary to highlight four aspects and the interplay among them:

Results: Status and change in boundary conditions.
Processes: Change in poverty-relevant room for manoeuvre and strategies. 
Impact: Status and change in poverty problems from the standpoint of those affected (filter, 
value system, estimation of the poverty situation by those affected).
Environment: Status and change in social processes in terms of poverty problems.

Key questions and indicators

Indicators must show subjective as well as objective changes and highlight poverty in all its 
aspects. To this end it is necessary to consider the viewpoints of all those involved. 
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Poverty Monitoring in Madagascar

A key feature of the new “Programme de Développement Rural (PDR)” in Madagascar is its focus
on “demand”. Local communities formulate programme content and activities themselves, based on
ten strategic principles. The executing agency, a swiss NGO, monitors the content and methodol-
ogy of the programme, and selected national partners are commissioned to implement the actions. 

The overall aims of fighting poverty within the framework of the PDR are defined on the basis of
the internal perspective of those affected as well as the external perspective of funding organisa-
tions and development agencies. Using this joint assessment and a poverty assessment as the starting
point, working hypotheses, potential risks and objectives are defined for every level, along with the
corresponding indicators. 

The poverty assessment is particularly important and aims to provide answers to the following 
questions:

Who are the poor?
What is the reason for their poverty?
How extensive is poverty?
What is the underlying dynamic of the impoverishment process? How is this viewed by those af-
fected?
How is poverty perceived by the various actors? How are subjective aspects of poverty weighted
and prioritised by the beneficiaries?
What relationships can be observed between poverty and other transversal themes? 
What rational and irrational (survival) strategies are pursued by the poor?

Monitoring of the PDR focuses on the themes of poverty, environment, gender and empowerment.
Poverty monitoring in particular addresses six key questions, the answers to which should enable
a comprehensive assessment of progress made towards fighting poverty.

1. Has the situation of the poor improved in line with formulated objectives? 
2. Is there a direct relationship between the operational objectives of the PDR and intended impacts

(i.e. long-term results) in the area of fighting poverty?
3. Does the PDR use reliable, poverty-relevant information and indicators?
4. Who are the direct and indirect beneficiaries of the PDR?
5. Is there a discernible improvement in the nutrition and health situation?
6. Are the poverty-relevant objectives compatible with the objectives of other transversal themes

(gender, environment, empowerment)?  

Communication between the various functional levels is accorded an important role. In the plan-
ning process it is important to communicate objectives at the local level, whereas in the monitoring
process the results must be communicated from the local level to higher functional levels. Com-
munication is an integral component of the planning and monitoring process.

For additional information, contact Gerhard Siegfried in SDC’s East Africa Section.
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Examples of poverty-relevant key questions: 

Results
What are the results of actions fighting
poverty in social, cultural, ecological, 
political, legal and institutional terms? 

Poor people’s access 
to food, shelter, clothing, etc.
to natural resources
to the job market
to services such as health, information,
education, etc.
to the market

Improvement
in income
in psychological and physical security

Involvement of the poor
in important decision-making processes
in cultural and political life

Impact
How are results assessed subjectively and
objectively by the poor and by donor organi-
sations? 
What are the (possible) consequences?

health status of the poor
objective and subjective condition of 
the poor
income and assets of the poor
discrepancy between poor and rich
literacy level of the poor
investments made by the poor
access of the poor to natural resources
security of the poor (psychological 
and physical)
self-esteem of the poor
dependency of the poor
integration of the poor in society
participation of the poor in decision-
making processes

The indicators derived from these key questions must be available and/or collectable and based
as far as possible on national standards, to ensure the generation of comparable data.
Further information on monitoring methodology can be found in the relevant working instru-
ment developed by the SDC.11

Processes
How do poverty-relevant negotiating 
options and strategies change? 
What impacts does such change have 
on the problems of poverty?

Degree of involvement/degree of marginali-
sation of the poor in the following areas

Economy and work
Culture
Politics (representation in institutions)

Society
What significance does society assign to the
problems of poverty?

What is the nature of public opinion? 
Structure of legislation?
Structure of economic and social policies?

Has a poverty strategy been formulated and
how is it embedded in the country’s develop-
ment policy?

11 Monitoring – staying in touch with reality, SDC Bern 1997
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Evaluation

For evaluations in the field of fighting poverty, well-known and proven evaluation methods 
applied by SDC are used. Accordingly, in this context we shall call attention to the relevant work-
ing instruments12. In terms of evaluating programmes, projects or individual measures with 
poverty-relevant objectives, the recommended systematic incorporation of both viewpoints – 
of the poor and of donors – represents a special challenge in self-evaluation and external evalu-
ations alike. 

Self-evaluation

Self-evaluation is primarily useful in terms of issues related to the experience of poverty: poverty
from the standpoint of those affected and their vision of wellbeing. Self-evaluation of fighting
poverty should, for example, be able to provide answers to the following questions concerning
poverty typology:

Does the concept of poverty and wellbeing formulated in the project description actually 
correspond to the understanding of poverty among the target group and its members?
Results and processes: along the scale between poverty and wellbeing which they themselves
described, have the poor as a target group moved through the project/programme in the right
direction?
Do the results meet the expectations of the poor?
What are the reasons for the discrepancies between the expectations of the poor and the 
results of the project/programme?
Did the involvement of the poor fulfil their real potential?
Were the poor empowered/enabled by the project/programme?
Did the project/programme lead to a higher level of participation on the part of the poor in 
social and economic life?

12 Mirror mirror on the wall… (Self-evaluation), SDC, Bern 1990; Guide to self-evaluation, SDC, Bern 1995; External evaluation
– Are we doing the right things? Are we doing things right? SDC, Bern 2000.
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Self-evaluation with Poverty Criteria Defined by the Population

In 1997 the Tin Tua programme in Burkina Faso was evaluated. This programme focuses on lit-
eracy, organisational and institutional development, agriculture and food security, advancement 
of women, environment, and health. The self-evaluation covered 773 households in 6 villages. The
population defined its own criteria for classifying poor and rich according to prevailing living 
conditions. 

In all, 56% of the programme’s target group were classified as poor and 44% as rich. Poverty and
wealth were disaggregated according to the following criteria:

The rich have more than 30 cows (20%).
The moderate rich have less than 30 animals (cows, sheep, goats) (24%).
The moderate poor have few small animals (goats, hens) (28%).
The poor comprise households with no animals and insufficient means to feed themselves ad-
equately (28%).

Other criteria in addition to cattle ownership were taken into account in order to classify house-
holds: 

Available human resources per household.
Available material and work tools in the household.

The study produced the following results regarding impact on poverty:

Literacy: The positive impact on the poor in this area exceeded expectations. In all, 70% of men
and 44% of women in the villages covered by the study were literate. 59% of the “rich” were 
literate and 55% of the “poor”. In particular the women have made positive use of their literacy
and have taken on active leading roles.
Organisational and institutional development: Developments were basically positive. For 
example, the newly literate formed their own groups that are active in their own right. 54% of
these groups are managed by the “poor” and 46% by the “rich”. They operate mills, granaries,
wells, shops, etc.
Agriculture and food security: 86% of the poor have access to granaries; 100% of women have
access to wells and mills. 
Advancement of women: Progress was made in terms of financial independence and income di-
versification. These improvements directly benefit family members through better nutrition and
education. But household work remains a heavy burden on women and takes a greater toll on
them when they are also working.
Environment and health: In general, soil degradation was found to be impeding agricultural prod-
uctivity. Only 20% of the households are involved in reforestation. In terms of health, virtually
no progress has been achieved. The high price of medication and lack of facilities mean that the
poor are excluded. 

For additional information, contact Pascal Fellay in SDC’s West Africa Section. 
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Reviewing the India and Pakistan Programmes

In 1998 the Federal Council requested SDC to review the India and Pakistan programmes. This
move was prompted by the decision of both countries to resume atomic testing. The task included
the review of the existing programmes in terms of their main thematic thrusts, scope and partners,
with emphasis on fighting poverty, human rights, decentralisation, and the empowerment of civil
society.

How did the Asia I Section set about assessing the poverty focus of its programmes? In principle, 
it was found that strategies aimed at indirect poverty reduction, such as measures to improve con-
ditions for the poor (for example by generating and promoting empathy on the part of the elite) can
be just as effective as projects and programmes aimed directly at poverty reduction, and which 
focus especially on development and the promotion of subjective and organisational capacities of
the poor. 

The method selected was one of self-evaluation of the programmes by the responsible programme
officers in conjunction with both the country teams at headquarters. The emphasis was on self-
reflection and self-guidance, with a view to determining individual attitudes and approaches to 
poverty. Is the necessary empathy in place as a prerequisite for poverty reduction? Are we being suf-
ficiently consistent in our value discussions on poverty and wealth? The aim of the self-evaluation
was also to enhance and consolidate the strategic direction of the projects and programmes in the
fight against poverty.

The poverty line was used to examine the poverty focus (the poor were classified based on their
available income), and a checklist was used to systematically determine the direct and indirect im-
pact of the projects/programmes on poverty.

Checklist questions for the project level:
What proportion of the poor does the target group represent, and how are they directly and indi-
rectly affected by the activities? Which activities meet the basic needs of the poor?
How does the project/programme improve the income of the poor?
What positive impact do the activities of the project/programme have on framework conditions?
Do the activities increase the risk of widening social and economic disparities?
Does the project/programme promote empowerment in terms of 

capacity-building at the subjective and organisational level?
access to information and participation in decision-making processes?
responsibility of political authorities and administrative offices?

Checklist questions for the programme level:
A list should be made of the most important elements for the country programme and sector pro-
grammes to guarantee a poverty focus.
Does an analysis of poverty and poverty situations – for example, accurate identification of the 
target groups and potential areas of intervention – constitute a regular part of the project and pro-
gramme plans and evaluation?

For detailed information, contact Martin Sommer (Pakistan) and Philippe Besson (India) in SDC’s
Asia I Section.



External evaluation

The aim of external evaluation is to systematically examine the direction of projects and pro-
grammes in respect of fighting poverty and to evaluate the selected strategies and their impacts
in this light.

Typical questions asked by external evaluations are:

Is the formulated strategy really effective in fighting poverty?
Does it have the desired effect on the target group and its environment?
Does the selected fighting poverty strategy fit in with the country’s development concept? 
Or is it perceived as alien, and if so, why?
How does it interact with other strategies?
How have the disparities evolved?
How is the project/programme expressed in statistically? For example, what is the impact 
on employment and income?
What improvements have been brought about in the target group’s access to food, health and
education? 

It is important and particularly challenging to illuminate both viewpoints in an external evalua-
tion, too, though in varying degrees. The donor’s viewpoint will tend to collect and evaluate 
“objective” dimensions, whereas those affected by poverty will tend to allow their subjective
feelings to colour their view. Mutual understanding calls for empathy and a willingness to per-
mit new dimensions to be equally incorporated in the evaluation. In this respect the Terms of 
Reference for the evaluation must be worked out with the utmost care, and formulated with pre-
cision. 

Incorporating both viewpoints represents an innovative approach in evaluations of projects and
programmes concerned with poverty reduction, whether they are self-evaluations or external
evaluations. This link with a new conceptual dimension and the implementation of fighting 
poverty projects and programmes is necessary in order to increase the impact and sustainability
of development assistance, with its broadly accepted requirements for sustainability. In the field
of fighting poverty, this reflects a dimension which to date has been relatively neglected, namely
the need to understand the different time frames of donors and those affected by poverty. Fighting
poverty encompasses an understanding of the urgency of immediate survival as well as a long-
term horizon for the sustainable eradication of poverty. Evaluation in the field of fighting poverty
is based on internal as well as external views. 

At this point it is necessary to warn against any potentially false expectations for evaluations 
of fighting poverty. The poverty relevance of a particular action or programme cannot be evalu-
ated in global terms. The potential dimensions are too numerous and virtually impossible 
to cover comprehensively. A restricted view is therefore inevitable, preferably with a focus on
those dimensions that are relevant for the population affected. Moreover, it is important to 
examine the declared objectives and impacts which, whenever possible, are also the object of
the monitoring action.
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Fighting Poverty in Nepal

A focus on poverty is one of two transversal themes addressed by SDC’s Nepal country programme
for 1998–2004. In 1998, on the basis of a broad-based consultation process, the Coordination Of-
fice drew up Poverty Orientation Guidelines. In 1999, under the direction of Peter Arnold, the Asia II
Section conducted the first evaluation of their experiences with fighting poverty in Nepal, also 
as an impetus for the section as a whole. The Coordination Office and the relevant project staff as-
sessed from their perspective six selected projects in three sectors from the viewpoint of their ori-
entation towards fighting poverty.

The main findings were as follows: 
Poverty orientation is slowly gaining ground in the Nepal programme, without dictating the
overall thrust of activities.
Increased awareness: For many members of the team as well as for many partners this was the
first time they consciously deliberated focusing their work on poverty. A few cherished illusions
were shattered in the process. 
Nowhere is fighting poverty a key objective. Many of the projects in the study existed before the
1998–2004 country programme was launched, i.e. when the fight against poverty had already
been defined as the overriding objective of SDC; even though, this aim was apparently not incor-
porated in the programme and project plans. 
Most projects admit to substantial room for improvement and could contribute more to fighting
poverty without additional resources and without diminishing their own focus.
A one-dimensional concept of poverty (economic, spatial) predominates. The poor are often
lumped together in undifferentiated categories (small farmers, rural population).
The greatest need is to create a clear Poverty Strategy for the programme and for projects. Through-
out SDC as a whole there is a marked need for clarification. 
The country programme is not based on an analysis of poverty, for example a study to determine
the selection of sectors. The existing projects have never been comprehensively examined in
terms of a focus on poverty. This makes it more difficult to determine the direction of the pro-
gramme and to create a critical mass for focusing on poverty. 
Sectoral strategies offer a better, albeit restricted means of determining poverty orientation. The
most practical is the OSED strategy (March 2000), which brings the problems of poverty more
to the fore and has led to a redefinition of applicable areas and target groups (see References).
The greatest uncertainty was recorded in the area of monitoring. 

Recommendation:
Concentrate the interim evaluation of the country programme (2001) on the poverty orientation
of projects (combination of self-evaluation and external evaluation), thereby systematically pos-
ing the key questions in all projects and asking about the possible negative effects on the poor.
List the beneficiaries clearly: Who benefits indirectly, directly, possibly, not at all? This will allow us
to gain a better idea of the causes of poverty.

Recommended reading: Poverty Orientation Guidelines, SDC, December 1999, Occupational Skills
and Enterprise Development Sector in Nepal (OSED), Sector Strategy, SDC, March 2000. For these 
documents and additional information, contact Paul Egger in SDC’s Asia II Section.
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Summary

In recent years the belief that poverty is not a purely economic phenomenon but also a social
one has increasingly held sway in the field of international development cooperation. Against
this background the SDC commissioned a broad-based cross-sectoral analysis to examine the
poverty relevance of its projects and programmes. At the same time greater attention was 
accorded to transversal themes such as empowerment and gender, and a social development
policy was formulated. The purpose of this orientation, learning and working tool is to pro-
vide an additional bridge between the problems of poverty and the SDC’s PEMT instruments. 
It also represents a further step towards a consistent focus in projects and programmes con-
cerned with the problems of poverty. 

The following points are of particular importance in the present working tool:

As SDC staff members, we generally take an “external view” of poverty. But this is only part
of the reality, and must be supplemented by an “internal view” of poverty. However, this view
can only be provided by the poor themselves. As committed specialists we must open our
minds to this internal view and address it.
The poor must be involved in fighting poverty not as victims and the target group, but directly
as active partners or indirectly via mediators.
Fighting poverty calls for greater awareness. Poverty is not a condition, but rather a process in
a constant state of change. The main forces of this dynamic are complex social processes
which allow poverty to arise in increasingly different forms. Understanding the dynamics 
and the resultant poverty in all its varied aspects calls for a refined sensitivity, which enables
poverty to be viewed not only “objectively” but also “subjectively” in the same way the poor
themselves experience it. 
Fighting poverty calls for a comprehensive knowledge of poverty. Information concerning 
poverty, its causes and dynamics is collected and recorded in poverty assessments. The poverty 
assessment provides a useful platform for planning projects and programmes aimed at fight-
ing poverty. A systematic record of the poverty situation in relation to the specific context of
projects and programmes is important.
The poor have strategies and solutions that must be addressed and incorporated in fighting
poverty. 
Poverty-relevant aspects must be taken into account in the PEMT process. In this context it is
essential that the objectives and the target groups, as well as the poverty-relevant indicators,
be formulated precisely, in order to examine the impact of projects and programmes.

Since poverty and its varying aspects are situation-specific, it is not possible to formulate gener-
ally valid rules governing actions to fight it. As a result, the SDC will increasingly be faced with
the challenge of training and advising its staff at all levels to better understand poverty and 
address it in the most “creative” manner possible. Specifically, creative approaches to poverty
involve the selection and definition of suitable PEMT instruments, examining and communicat-
ing new opportunities in fighting poverty, and facilitating the exchange of ideas among those af-
fected. 

Defining actions fighting poverty based on a new, joint view of donors and the poor calls for
consistent further development of SDC’s approach fighting poverty. SDC projects and pro-
grammes do not need to be reformulated. Rather, the persons responsible for such programmes
and projects are urged to devote systematic attention to their poverty-relevant aspects. 
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