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In the three decades that preceded the Covid-19 pandemic, 
more than one billion people escaped extreme income pov-
erty.1 As the health and economic upheavals brought on by 
Covid-19 and subsequent crises have made evident, however, 
progress towards poverty eradication is fragile.

With only a few years remaining before the target date of 
2030 for achieving the Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs), there is a renewed commitment to accelerate pro-
gress towards poverty eradication. In 2025, the United 
Nations will convene the Second World Summit for Social 
Development to give momentum towards the implementa-
tion of the 2030 Agenda, with a focus on poverty eradica-
tion and the other two pillars of social development.2 The 
Summit should strengthen the international community’s 
resolve to end poverty everywhere between now and 2030.

Helping people escape extreme poverty is the first step 
towards achieving SDG 1. However, growing evidence on 
the poverty trajectories of families shows that escapes 
from poverty are seldom a straightforward path. Many peo-
ple lift themselves out of poverty but fall back into it when 
a shock hits. A sharper policy focus on preventing impover-
ishment is needed to sustain progress and avoid setbacks.

MOVING IN AND OUT OF POVERTY – 
COMPLEX DYNAMICS
Poverty is a widespread risk. Many more households are 
affected by poverty than those observed to be living in 
poverty at specific points in time. In recent decades, the 
growing availability of longitudinal data – from surveys 
that follow the same people over time – has shown that 
household income and consumption fluctuate signifi-
cantly. Some people who move out of poverty escape it per-
manently, while others do so only temporarily. Some peo-
ple are born into poverty and remain trapped there for long 
periods and even across generations, while others avoid the 

1	 Defined	as	 living	on	less	than	$2.15	a	day.	For	a	description	of	
the latest poverty trends, see The Sustainable Development 
Goals Report 2024 (available from https://unstats.un.org/sdgs/
report/2024).

2 See resolution on Modalities of the “World Social Summit”, under 
the title “the Second World Summit for Social Development (A/
RES/78/318). The three pillars of social development, as agreed 
in	 the	first	World	Summit	 for	Social	Development	held	 in	Co-
penhagen in 1995, are poverty eradication, full and productive 
employment and decent work for all, and social integration.
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Key Messages

 » Progress in reducing poverty is fragile. Covid-19 and the 
growing threats from climate change and conflict serve as a 
reminder that many people are still one misfortune away from 
falling into poverty.

 » Supporting people to escape poverty is a first step towards 
its eradication. Strengthening the resilience of families 
and communities to prevent falls into poverty is also key to 
safeguard progress in the long run. 

 » With only a few years left until the 2030 target date, there is 
renewed commitment to accelerate progress. The Second 
World Summit for Social Development, in 2025, will be the 
forum to promote those investments in education, health, 
social protection, housing and decent work, that are key to 
eradicate poverty.

THE DYNAMICS OF POVERTY: 
CREATING RESILIENCE TO SUSTAIN PROGRESS

experience of poverty altogether. Even though the number 
of people living in poverty may be stable or decline slowly, 
the composition of this population is in constant flux. As 
a result, progress in reducing poverty is much more vola-
tile than suggested by the conventional picture of gradual 
reductions overall.

Although the necessary data are still lacking in many low- 
and middle-income countries, researchers have been able 
to quantify flows into and out of poverty for some popu-
lations.	For	low-	and	middle-income	countries	with	availa-
ble data, or for areas within such countries, figure 1 catego-
rizes people who experienced extreme poverty according 
to whether they made sustained or transitory escapes from 
poverty, became poor or were chronically poor during the 
time periods shown.

Sustained escapes were the most common trajectory in rural 
areas of Bangladesh (2011-2019) and Cambodia (2008-2017) 
and in Nepal (1995/96-2010/11). Bangladesh and Cambodia 
experienced consistent economic growth with employment 
creation and significant wage growth during the observation 
periods, with a move away from jobs in agriculture towards 
employment in greater value-added activities, including in 
rural areas. In contrast, Nepal’s sustained escapes from pov-
erty took place amidst low rates of employment and eco-
nomic growth. The country’s brisk poverty reduction is 
explained mainly by the end of internal armed conflict in 
2006 and by the high and stable flow of remittances.
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Negative trajectories or temporary escapes prevailed in most 
other countries, suggesting that many people lack the resil-
ience to withstand life course shocks – for example, ill health, 
job loss, crop failure – let alone systemic regional, national 
or global crises. In some cases, the share of people who lived 
in extreme poverty throughout the observation period was 
substantial.	For	example,	in	Ethiopia	(2011/12-2015/16)	and	in	
rural Zambia (2012-2019), more than 60 per cent of those who 
experienced extreme poverty were chronically poor.

These examples make it plain that reaching the elusive goal of 
eradicating poverty requires more than merely helping people 
to move out of poverty. It also requires building the resilience 
that can protect people against major risks. Many house-
holds rise above the poverty line only to fall back beneath 
the threshold, highlighting the precarious nature of many 
escapes from poverty. A dynamic perspective also reveals 
that many more people are affected by poverty than those 
observed to be experiencing it at specific moments.3 Thus, 
poverty should be seen as a widespread risk rather than as a 
condition that affects a limited or fixed group of individuals.

ABOVE EXTREME POVERTY, BUT 
STRUGGLING TO STAY AFLOAT
The urgency of taking action to prevent falls into poverty 
cannot be overstated. In 2019, before the Covid-19 pandemic, 

3 In South Africa, for instance, Schotte and others (2018) estimat-
ed that eight out of ten South Africans had experienced pov-
erty at least once between 2008 and 2014/15. Of those eight, four 
lived in poverty throughout the six-year period.

almost 1.2 billion people, or 15 per cent of the world’s popu-
lation,	lived	between	the	extreme	poverty	line	of	$2.15	a	day	
and	the	threshold	of	$3.65	a	day	that	is	typical	of	national	
poverty lines used in lower-middle-income countries (fig-
ure 2).4 Even more people, close to 1.8 billion, lived between 
$3.65	and	$6.85	a	day.	In	all,	almost	half	of	the	world’s	pop-
ulation, including large majorities in South Asia and sub-
Saharan Africa, have levels of economic well-being that 
fall below the national poverty line of some upper-middle-
income countries.5 Even a minor health problem, an increase 
in transportation fares or a below-average crop yield could 
push them into extreme poverty.

Economic insecurity does not end above the threshold of 
$6.85	a	day.	Many	people	teeter	on	the	brink	of	poverty	even	
as they move up the income ladder. Research in developing 
regions has shown that individuals and families wedged 
between poverty and the middle class struggle to stay out 
of poverty,6 with health shocks standing out as a primary 

4	 The	World	Bank	reports	poverty	estimates	at	thresholds	of	$3.65	
and	$6.85	to	account	for	the	fact	that	the	$2.15	poverty	line	may	
be	too	low	to	define	someone	as	poor	in	middle-income	countries.	
These two higher thresholds are common national poverty lines in 
both lower-middle-income and higher-middle-income countries.

5 As way of example, Malaysia’s national poverty line was equiva-
lent	to	$15.5	a	day	in	2022.

6 The term “strugglers” was coined by Birdsall, Lustig and Meyer 
in their seminal paper on the issue: Nancy Birdsall, Nora Lustig 
and Christian J. Meyer (2013). “The strugglers: the new poor in 
Latin America?” Center for Global Development, Working Paper 
337, August 2013.

Source: See https://social.desa.un.org/issues/world-social-report/TPpoverty (annex 1).
Notes: The estimates are based on data from three or more survey waves for each country. People who fell into poverty from one wave to the next (and remained in pov-
erty), those experienced sustained or transitory escapes from poverty (that is, escaped poverty from one wave to another but had fallen back into poverty in the following 
wave) and those were in poverty chronically, are shown as a percentage of people who were ever poor during the period of observation. The percentage of those who were 
never in poverty during the period varies substantially by country.

Figure 1
Distribution across poverty trajectories in selected countries and areas

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100

Bangladesh, rural (2011-2019)

Cambodia, rural (2008-2017)

Ethiopia (2011/12-2015/16)

Kenya, rural (2000-2010)

Nepal (1995/96-2010/11)

Nigeria (2010/11-2018/19)

Peru (2017-2021)

Philipppines (2003-2009)

Rwanda (2010/11-2016/17)

U.R. Tanzania (2008/09-2019/20)

Uganda (2005/06-2013/14)

Zambia, rural (2012-2019)

Sustained escapers Transitory escapers Impoverished Chronically poor

https://social.desa.un.org/issues/world-social-report/TPpoverty


August 2024 United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs 3 

experienced by low-income countries has amplified global 
disparities in the prevalence and incidence of poverty.

About 2.3 billion people out of the 4.5 billion exposed to 
extreme weather events in 2019 were living in poverty.9 

While people in poverty are more exposed to droughts, 
floods and other environmental shocks, exposure to such 
events increases the likelihood of living in chronic pov-
erty. A one-degree Celsius increase in temperature has 
been associated with a 1.6 percentage-point increase in 
the prevalence of chronic poverty below the threshold of 
$3.65	a	day.10 

The nexus between conflict and poverty is particularly 
overwhelming. Globally, the estimated share of people liv-
ing in extreme income poverty who reside in fragile and 
conflict-affected countries increased from about 20 per 
cent in 2000 to 48 per cent in 2019, even though these coun-
tries accounted for only 10 per cent of the world’s popula-
tion in 2019.11 If such trends continue, two-thirds of people 
living in extreme poverty worldwide will be living in frag-
ile and conflict-affected countries in 2030.12 

9	 Doan,	Hill,	Hallegate,	Corral,	Brunckhorst,	Nguyen,	Freije-Rod-
riguez, and Naikal (2023). Counting People exposed to, Vulner-
able to, or at High Risk from Climate Shocks: a methodology. 
World Bank working paper 10619.

10 Ibid.
11	 Corral,	Irwin,	Krishnan,	Mahler	and	Vishwanath	(2020).	Fragil-

ity	and	conflict:	On	the	front	lines	of	the	fight	against	poverty.	
World Bank Publications.

12 Ibid.

driver of impoverishment in this group.7 Many of these 
“strugglers” work in informal employment, where social 
protection programmes are largely absent. They have lim-
ited or no access to unemployment benefits, public health 
insurance or public pension programmes after retirement. 
In many countries, the near-poor pay more in taxes than 
they receive in public transfers.8 Many of them run busi-
nesses and generate jobs on which persons living in pov-
erty may rely, and thus their fortunes are closely linked 
with those of many people living in poverty.

AN UNCERTAIN CONTEXT FOR POVERTY 
REDUCTION GOING FORWARD
Recent crises and growing threats from climate change and 
conflict have exposed massive vulnerabilities, making the 
universal need to strengthen resilience even more press-
ing. The largest and most persistent impacts are often felt 
far from where a crisis originated. The much slower recov-
ery from the Covid-19 pandemic and overlapping crises 

7 See, for instance, Anirudh Krishna (2010), “Who became poor, 
who escaped poverty and why? Developing and using a retro-
spective	methodology	in	five	countries”.	Journal of Policy Anal-
ysis and Management, vol. 29, and Anirudh Krishna and Tushar 
Agrawal (2023). “The impact of Covid-19 on household poverty: 
examining impacts and resilience in a 40-year time frame in ru-
ral Rajasthan (India)” Oxford Development Studies, vol. 51, No. 3.

8	 For	country-specific	studies	on	the	effect	of	fiscal	policy	on	pov-
erty and inequality, see the Commitment to Equity Institute’s 
paper series (available from https://commitmentoequity.org).

Figure 2
Number of persons living below or between various poverty thresholds in selected regions, 2019a 

Source: World Bank Poverty and Inequality Platform, https://pip.worldbank.org/home (accessed 9 July 2024).
a Survey coverage during the post-2019 period is still limited in sub-Saharan Africa, in the Middle East and in North Africa, so the World Bank cannot report poverty esti-
mates beyond 2019 for these regions. Any global estimates of poverty in the years following the pandemic to date still require extrapolation and should therefore be used 
and interpreted with caution.
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A GREATER POLICY FOCUS ON PREVENTING 
IMPOVERISHMENT
Growing evidence on household income dynamics and 
what drives falls into and escapes from poverty should 
inform the economic, social and environmental transfor-
mations and policies needed to support poverty eradica-
tion and avoid setbacks. However, policy design and imple-
mentation have not kept up with the evidence. While many 
countries have strengthened the policy and institutional 
frameworks that help people escape poverty, preventing 
impoverishment and tackling chronic poverty remain out-
standing challenges.

Escapes from poverty have usually exceeded falls into pov-
erty during periods of rapid economic growth, when such 
growth has been employment-rich and real wages have 
risen. However, countries have often missed the opportuni-
ties created by periods of expansion to take on the massive 
investments in social protection, education, health care and 
infrastructure that can help people to manage risk and stay 
out of poverty in the long run. Similarly, relief efforts dur-
ing and after major crises, as well as peacebuilding efforts 
in countries emerging from conflict, have often prioritized 
actions for short-term recovery while neglecting the long-
term investment and institutional capacity-building that 
would support sustained escapes from poverty.

The value of social protection systems to shield individu-
als and families from shocks and to prevent falls into pov-
erty has been broadly recognized. Yet, when the Covid-19 
pandemic hit in 2020, less than 15 per cent of the popu-
lation of sub-Saharan Africa and under 25 per cent of the 
population of Southern Asia were covered by at least one 
social protection benefit.13 Today, the institutional capac-
ity and fiscal space of countries in these regions to respond 
to this and other crises continue to be limited. Considering 
that health shocks are a primary cause of impoverishment, 
health care coverage is crucial. Even though coverage has 
increased quickly in recent decades, benefits are still 
inadequate in most developing countries. Out-of-pocket 
health spending represents over one-third of total health 
expenditures in 65 out of 186 countries and areas with data 
and, in some cases, is as high as 80 per cent.14 While pri-
vate health insurance plans can complement public sup-
port, publicly funded social protection remains necessary 
for most of the world’s population, and its absence violates 
a basic human right.

13 ILOSTAT database, available from https://ilostat.ilo.org/topics/
social-protection/ (accessed on 26 May 2024).

14 WHO Global Health Observatory, available from https://www.
who.int/data/gho (accessed on 8 July 2024).

Similarly, there is broad agreement on the importance of 
ensuring universal access to quality education to address 
chronic poverty and break the cycle of intergenerational 
transmission. The challenge is not only to secure the massive 
investments needed to improve access and quality, but also to 
ensure that education serves to level the playing field rather 
than to reinforce inequality. Too often, investments meant 
to improve the quality of education benefit wealthy families 
the most, even under conditions of near-universal coverage. 
In general, ensuring funding for the expansion of quality pri-
mary education and enforcing compulsory schooling up to 
the lower secondary level have helped boost access for chil-
dren living in poverty, as has the universal provision of pre-
primary schooling.

Managing risk and building resilience are increasingly impor-
tant in the current context of rapid economic, environmen-
tal and geopolitical transformations. At this critical juncture, 
accelerating progress towards poverty eradication calls for 
doing more to integrate analysis and policy making, not only 
across the social, economic and environmental dimensions of 
sustainable development, but also between development and 
peace-building efforts. A focus on the links between pov-
erty and conflict highlights the role of governance and the 
importance of building institutional capacity to prevent con-
flict and ensure that countries emerging from conflict can 
make sustained progress towards eradicating poverty. Doing 
so requires pursuing long-term goals to ensure, for instance, 
that countries have effective justice systems or an adequately 
trained civil service. Investments to build people’s resilience 
will not have the desired effects if a State’s capacity to imple-
ment policies or enforce regulations is limited. 

As regards policy integration across the three dimensions 
of sustainable development, climate change mitigation and 
adaptation measures are critical for preventing falls into 
poverty. Yet efforts to eradicate poverty can be significantly 
constrained by measures aimed at limiting or mitigating cli-
mate change, especially if the rights of workers and people’s 
livelihoods are not protected as countries embark on the 
energy transition and as economies shift towards sustaina-
ble production patterns – that is, if the transition is not just. 
Although a holistic approach to sustainable development is 
at the heart of the 2030 Agenda, many countries have yet to 
put in place the integrated decision-making needed to man-
age trade-offs and ensure that efforts to achieve environ-
mental goals, economic transformation and poverty eradi-
cation are well coordinated and mutually reinforcing.

https://ilostat.ilo.org/topics/social-protection/
https://ilostat.ilo.org/topics/social-protection/
https://www.who.int/data/gho
https://www.who.int/data/gho

