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Persistent poverty over the past generation:
Åno fall in poverty rates in OECD countries
Ånumber of poor in Latin America has grown
Åpopulation living <$1/day doubled in Africa
é.  Increasing belief that there exist ñpoverty trapsò

But also unprecedented upward mobility:
Å750 mn fewer East Asians live on <$1/day 
Åsharp fall in poverty rate in South Asia
Åhalf the world has become ñmiddle classò, with all 
regionsô populations in the $2-13/day range growing
é Globalization and ñgreat escapeò from mass poverty

The conundrum
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Bubble sizes reflect number of people living in extreme poverty (2005US$1.25/day-person) 

East Asia: 1.1 bn (79%)  in 1981, 0.3 bn (18%) in 2005

Worldwide: 1.9 bn  (52%) in 1981, down to 1.4 bn (26%) in 2005

SSA: 0.2 bn  (51%) in 1981, 0.4 bn (50%) in 2005

South Asia: 0.5 bn (59%)  in 1981, 0.6 bn (40%) in 2005

Source: Chen and Ravallion (2008)

Extreme poverty has fallen rapidly in east Asia and 
worldwide, but only proportional gains in South Asia 

and none in Sub -Saharan Africa, where >50% still 
live on less than $1.25/day.

The conundrum



Longitudinal data tell a still -richer story.
- Rates of intergenerational earnings and educational 

transmission appear to be growing throughout the 
world, with health and education key mediators.

- In the US, the median poverty spell length is only 4.5 
months.  Most US poverty is transitory, related to 
unemployment spells.  But for ~25%, it persists for years.  
And food insecurity spells appear more persistent.  

- We donôt know the median spell length in rural Africa!   
Most poverty is chronic, with very complex etiology.

Dynamics



Dynamics

The prevalence, depth and 
persistence of poverty differ 
radically among groups ï
defined by geography, race, 
gender, educational 
attainment, etc. 

Our project takes these 
varied experiences as 
analytically related such that 
they can inform each other. 

Hence the projectôs interdisciplinary, international flavor. 
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Continuous years in poverty

Comparative Poverty Dimensions

United States 1993 -94 ($15.05)

Poverty line levels are all in inflation -adjusted 2002 US dollars.

Ngambo, Northern Kenya 2000 -2 ($0.25)

Fianarantsoa, Southern Madagascar 
1997-2002 ($0.25)

Vakinankaratra, Central Madagascar 
1997-2002 ($0.25)



Beyond the obvious normative reasons, 
there are practical reasons to be concerned 
about persistent poverty:

- Hopelessness and attendant psychological, 
political and social consequences associated with 
history -dependence
- Foregone economic opportunities é limiting 
growth of both suppliers and buyers
- Global spillovers associated with infectious 
disease, environmental degradation, ñobnoxious 
marketsò, etc.

Why should we care?



What explains the divergent experiences of 
different sub -populations ïdifferentiated by 
education, family status, geography, health, 
sociopolitical institutions, etc. ïand the co -
existence of chronic poverty and prosperity? 

That is one of our two core research questions.

Research questions



The other core research question is closely related:

What interventions intended to promote 
upward mobility and the escape from 
persistent poverty prove effective and why? 

Research questions



Scale of analysis:
Our team focuses on the experiences, histories and 
prospects of poor individuals, households and 
communities and how those aggregate ... the  
ñfractalò nature of poverty traps.
Integrative approach:
We integrate theory, empirical measurement, causal 
inference and policy analysis around these issues, 
cutting across quite varied regions of the globe.
Core sub -themes:
Educational attainment, geography, health and 
nutritional status, institutions, labor markets, risk.

Research foci



Theme project team

Chris Anderson, Government : Examining political 
causes and consequence of income redistribution, as well 
as the connection between political institutions and 
public policies and peopleôs employment choices, both in 
OECD countries.

Susan Christopherson, City and Regional 
Planning : Studying intra -regional labor market 
inequality and regional resilience in urban industrial 
areas of the eastern US.

Nic van de Walle, Government : Exploring the 
relationship between political clientelism and democracy 
in Africa and beyond, emphasizing the impact of 
democratization on service provision and on 
redistributive clientelism.



Theme project team

Matt Freedman, Labor Economics : Investigating 
the role of spatial mismatch and job accessibility in 
driving local labor market dynamics and contributing to 
poverty concentration and persistence in the US.

Jordan Matsudaira, Policy Analysis and Mgmt : 
Studying the impact of redistributive government inter -
ventions on employers and employees, as well as why, 
despite steeply increasing returns to education in recent 
decades, high school graduation rates have stagnated in US.

David Sahn, Nutritional Sciences/Economics : 
Estimating dynamic models of human capital formation to 
better understand how to enhance health and cognitive 
abilities during the life course and across generations, 
especially among the ex ante poor in Africa.  



Theme project team

Christine Olson, Nutritional Sciences: Exploring the 
relationship between being born into a low income house-
hold and body weight in adolescence and the dynamics of 
food insecurity and hunger in the US.

Dan Lichter, Policy Analysis & Mgmt/Sociology : 
Investigating how unstable family patterns reflect and 
reinforce persistent poverty and economic inequality, and 
limit upward social mobility, as well as reproduce across 
generations.

Steve Morgan, Sociology :  Exploring the effects of 
various financial aid policies on college entry in the US 
and the determinants of low educational attainment in 
sub-Saharan Africa.



Over the course of the 2009 -10 year, the 
project will host a range of exciting events.

Weekly seminars 
Tuesdays, 12:00-1:30 PM 
@ ISS conference room, 146 Myron Taylor Hall

Public lectures
Sep. 16-17: Elinor Ostrom (Political Science, Indiana)
Apr.1 : William Julius Wilson (JFK School, Harvard)
é others to be scheduled (on campus and in town)

Spring course
Comparative Perspectives in Poverty Reduction Policy
é cross-listed in AEM, CRP and Sociology

Research foci



Conferences/workshops
Sep. 9: The Future of US Poverty Policy and Research  

(Becky Blank, Rich Burkhauser, Tim Smeeding)

Oct. 13: Current Frontiers in the Study of Economic Mobility in 
Developing Countries (Michael Carter, Jean-Yves 
Duclos, Martin Ravallion and John Strauss)

Nov. 16 -17: Institutions, Behavior and the Escape from 
Persistent Poverty (Phil Keefer, Anirudh Krishna, Ruth 
Meinzen-Dick é)

Feb 9 -10: Moving Out of Poverty: The Economic and 
Environmental Impacts of Programs Aimed at Mitigating 
Spatial Mismatch (Harry Holzer, Julia Lane, Steven Raphael é)

Spring 2010: The Long -Term Impacts of Human Capital 
Interventions Targeting Poor Children in Early Childhood

Project events



To get up -to -date information and to 
participate in any of these events, become a 
project affiliate é

sign up at 
http://www.socialsciences.cornell.edu/0811/ 

Project events
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Thank you for your time, interest and support!


