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The overall aim of the Ecosystem Services for Poverty Alleviation (ESPA) programme is the
development of new knowledge through excellent research, that seeks to understand and explain
the complex relationship between ecosystem services and poverty alleviation, including an
improved understanding of how ecosystems function, the services they provide, the full value of
these services and their potential role in achieving poverty alleviation.
The Millennium Ecosystem Assessment (MA) was the starting point for ESPA’s understanding of
ecosystem services. Ecosystems are the places where biotic and abiotic components of the
environment come together spatially. The natural ecosystem structures and processes underpin a
variety of ecosystem functions and capabilities, such as primary production, water regulation and
nutrient cycling that ultimately support ecosystem services, such as timber production or
freshwater provision, from which people benefit.
Ecosystem services are defined as the final point in the delivery chain from ecosystems that are
used by people for material goods, such as food or fuel, or for non-material goods such as climate
regulation, cultural benefits or flood prevention. Both material and non-material goods have values
which can be measured in monetary or non-monetary terms (e.g. health status, cultural
appreciation). The same goods may have different values depending on the context (place, time,
person, etc.). The values different social groups derive from ecosystems can influence how people
treat or manage the ecosystem, which will affect their natural structure and processes. Hence this
component can be thought of as a cycle with many kinds of feedback.
A number of different societal structures and processes provide enabling conditions for poor
people and societies to sustain benefits derived from ecosystem services, including local structures
and relationships affecting livelihoods, equity and natural resource management, and the political
economy (governance, social structures, markets and institutions leading to the social, political and
economic processes that ultimately shape the management of ecosystems). External drivers of
change include societal (demographic change, economic growth, human migration or education),
technological and environmental process (e.g. climate change or more short term impacts), and
may be negative or positive – and in some cases irreversible.
It is essential that there is clarity in both the ecosystem services and the poverty alleviation
components of ESPA projects, particularly in framing and executing research design and impact
strategies. Whilst much work has been done on defining what is meant by ecosystem services,
there has been less focus on the meaning of poverty in the context of ESPA. This simple and
practical framework addresses this imbalance.
The framework was developed for current and future ESPA researchers, who will be expected to
use the ideas presented in this framework as the basis for their understanding of poverty. It is
anticipated that these ideas will inform ESPA research from the initial project baseline or situation
analysis, and throughout the research process.
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Understanding poverty
Poverty is a contested concept, the particular meaning of which depends on the ideological and
political context within which it is used. However, in the broadest sense it can be generally
understood as the lack of, or inability to achieve, a socially acceptable standard of living, or the
possession of insufficient resources to meet basic needs. The meaning of ‘socially acceptable’ or
‘basic’ is itself often in need of careful debate or specification. It is created and perpetuated by
different processes and social relations in different locations, and is experienced and conceived
differently according to context.
Many poverty analyses describe the condition of being poor, rather than considering how or why
the condition exists. These descriptions typically focus on individual attributes (e.g. a lack of
assets, of education or of health, etc.). However, these attributes are the outcomes of social
processes and need to be understood within the context of social institutions and systems. To
understand, anticipate or attempt to alter these outcomes, it is necessary to understand the
structures and processes that underlie these deprivations.
Poverty therefore needs to be understood as being strongly influenced by the resources that
people can claim, under what conditions and with what level of choice. Social differentiation,
distributional concerns and issues of power are central to poverty analyses. Government structures
and other formal and informal processes and institutions govern social relations and power
structures, which extend over various spatial, temporal and social scales. These in turn affect
people’s opportunities, their ability to make choices, their access to resources, etc., and therefore
the distribution of benefits, costs and risks within and between individuals and groups.
A distinction can be made between absolute and relative poverty. Absolute poverty refers to the
inability to meet what are thought to represent the absolute minimum requirements for human
survival. The poverty status of any individual or household is considered completely independently
of the conditions of other individuals or households. Those considered to be absolutely poor are
often identified with reference to poverty lines – those households or individuals that fall below the
poverty line (however set). While the $US1.25 per day is perhaps the most well-known poverty
line, absolute poverty can also be measured against non-income aspects of deprivation (e.g. food
insecurity, malnutrition, lack of access to health care, etc.).
Relative poverty considers the status of each individual or household in relation to the status of
other individuals, households in the community, or other social groupings, taking into account the
context in which it occurs (i.e. their position within the distribution of that population). Relative
poverty typically changes spatially and temporally, and measures of relative poverty are therefore
not necessarily comparable between locations (due to the differing social stratification between
communities) or over time. The relative approach examines poverty in the context of inequality
within a society, though they should not be conflated.
Poverty can also be viewed objectively and subjectively. It is considered to be objective when
observable and measurable (typically quantitative) indicators are used to measure material or nonmaterial dimensions. Subjective measures represent psychological elements and perceptions of
poverty, where individuals’ judgements are sought about their experience of life and the aspects
they value in their lives. The incorporation of subjective measures into the understanding of poverty
is recognition that decision making is partially related to individuals’ perceptions about their
constraints and available alternatives. There has been increasing support for subjective well-being
measures to complement assessments using objective indicators.
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The multiple dimensions of poverty
In the second half of the 20th century, poverty was explained largely as a result of inadequate
economic growth and individual failings, and measured as per capita income or consumption,
ignoring structural issues relating to the unequal distribution of wealth and opportunity. The
solutions were therefore interpreted as a need for greater economic growth, with a focus on
building human capacity/capital.
In recent decades, and drawing heavily on the work of Amartya Sen 1, the conceptualisation of
poverty has broadened to include non-economic components. Thus, poverty is increasingly being
recognised as multi-dimensional, distinguishing the numerous aspects of people’s lives affected by
poverty, including economic and non-economic dimensions, and recognising that poverty occurs
within – and is affected by – the political, economic, social and cultural context.
Recognising poverty as being multi-dimensional does not necessarily change who is classified or
identified as poor (though it can, depending on the classification criteria), but allows better
characterisations of the poor and has significant implications for analysis. A better understanding of
poverty and of the interaction between different dimensions allows a more informed choice in the
design and implementation of appropriate policies to reduce poverty.
The MA lists five contributory elements of well-being, drawn from the Voices of the Poor exercise
(Narayan et al., 2000a; Narayan et al., 2000b; Narayan and Petesch, 2002), one of the largest
studies where the poor themselves defined poverty. Together they are said to provide the
conditions for physical, social, psychological and spiritual fulfilment (though they are rather general
and do not provide any sense of how they can be achieved). The five elements are:
•

the basic material needs for a good life – the ability to have secure and adequate
livelihoods, including income and assets, enough food at all times, adequate shelter and
access to goods;

•

health – the ability of an individual to feel well and be strong, and have a healthy physical
environment. This includes the ability to be adequately nourished and free from disease, to
have access to adequate and clean drinking water and clean air, and to energy to keep
warm and cool;

•

good social relations – presence of social cohesion, mutual respect and the ability to help
others and provide for children, equitable gender and family relations;

•

security – safety of person and possessions, secure access to necessary (natural and
other) resources, and security from natural and human-made disasters;

•

freedom of choice and action – ability of individuals to control what happens to them and to
be able to achieve what they value doing or being. Freedom and choice cannot exist
without the presence of the other elements of well-being (MA 2003).

Many dimensions have been identified in the literature, including (but not limited to) those relating
to physical, material, social, psychological and/or experiential dimensions. The most commonly
used dimensions to date are shown in Table 1, drawn from a review of leading papers dealing with
multidimensional poverty, whether theoretical or empirical.

1

Amartya Sen is a Nobel Prize-winning economist, who has won international acclaim for his work on famine and
poverty, social choice theory, welfare and development economics. Sen also helped to create the United Nations’ Human
Development Index, the first multidimensional indicator of human development, which is widely used internationally.
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Dimension
Asset ownership
Access to public services
Agency
Demographics
Dignity
Education
Employment
Empowerment
GNP/capita
Health
Housing conditions
Income/expenditure
Leisure
Life expectancy
Literacy
Psychological/subjective
Security
Social relations
Water and sanitation
Other
Total
Table 1

Frequency Percentage
30
8
1
13
13
46
136
2
7
70
47
50
5
6
8
9
12
21
22
26
532

6
2
0
3
3
9
26
0
1
14
9
10
1
1
2
2
2
4
4
5
103*

Review of poverty dimensions
* Adds to >100 due to rounding
Source: See Appendix 1.

ESPA researchers will be expected to consider the multidimensionality of poverty in their research.
The literature abounds with discussion about which dimensions are the most appropriate (and
indeed with confusion between dimensions and indicators), but much of the analysis has, in
practice, depended on existing data availability. The choice of which dimensions to include in any
analysis will depend on the outcomes to be monitored. Alkire (2007) describes five (often
overlapping) selection methods including the use of: existing data or convention; assumptions
(explicit or implicit about what people do or should value); public ‘consensus’ (e.g. the millennium
development goals); on-going participatory processes; or (empirical) evidence regarding people’s
values.
As multiple deprivations compound the difficulty of trying to escape from poverty, any analysis
must also consider how dimensions are connected to one another. Different dimensions can be
totally independent, act as substitutes or complements, and any such linkages will vary according
to context.
The way poverty is understood heavily influences the way it is measured, which in turn, impacts on
the way problems are understood and solutions devised. Though they are often seen as being
neutral and impartial, choices about what dimensions to consider and what indicators to use should
be recognised as involving value judgements rather than being apolitical. Importantly, these
choices should also reflect the way communities or individuals in the study understand and
experience poverty. These choices – including decisions about which methods are appropriate for
collecting the necessary data – should only be made having gained an understanding of local
context and processes.
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Poverty dynamics
The study of poverty dynamics provides information about whether and how poverty status
changes over time, i.e. whether people move out of poverty, whether they stay poor, or whether
they become poor (or poorer). Consideration should be given both to the short term (e.g. from
season to season) and to the long term, where the duration of poverty determines whether it is
transitory or chronic. The factors affecting the duration of these poverty spells are also of critical
importance. Analysis of who experiences these changes, who does not and why (i.e. differences
by gender, age, caste, race, household composition, etc.) should also be undertaken. These
analyses are necessary to provide a more nuanced understanding of changes and the distribution
of these changes across social groups, which are critical to designing appropriate policies for
policy alleviation and reduction.
Poverty dynamics are linked to the phenomenon of vulnerability. Vulnerability is best understood
as a situation in which people’s livelihood systems are so sensitive to shocks, and so lacking in
resilience, that they would find it difficult or impossible to recover from such shocks. Vulnerability
affects both the likelihood of falling into poverty and the severity of that poverty.
The shocks that precipitate a drop into (further) poverty can affect single individuals or households
(e.g. ill health or death, unemployment), or can be widespread across a community or region (e.g.
natural disasters, macroeconomic shocks). Social risks emanate from how society functions,
imposing limits on what different people can be and do, the assets they hold or strategies they can
develop to respond to, or recover from, shocks. In some cases, the actions of others (e.g. those
with more wealth, power, control over ecosystem services, etc.) may increase the vulnerability of
others. Understanding the causes of vulnerability, and ways to protect against it, is relevant to the
design of poverty alleviation policies as it is critical to changes in poverty status over time.
Equity is a principle of fair treatment that is a necessary consideration in any poverty analysis. It is
interpreted here to mean that individuals have equal opportunities, though this does not
necessarily result in equal outcomes. Analyses of equity will highlight the distribution of power and
resources underlying poverty, particularly with respect to how the views of the poor are
incorporated into decision making that will affect them, how people are able to participate (in terms
of access to services, information, institutions, etc.) and how they are affected by the outcomes of
activities or policy changes. Goals relating to equity are rarely explicit in policies aiming to alleviate
or reduce poverty, and thus particular attention to how outcomes will affect different groups, in
particular poor and marginalised groups, and different subgroups among them, is necessary.
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Methods
The understanding of poverty significantly affects the way it is measured. However, measurement
should be broader than simply classifying who ‘the poor’ are, but should be aimed at understanding
underlying determinants and dynamics in order to design policy that can usefully contribute to
poverty alleviation and reduction. Measurement also allows comparisons to be made over space
and time, so impacts of policies or other interventions can be assessed.
Many (particularly quantitative) methods use household surveys as data collection tools, and thus
measure at the household level. Household level measurement tends to ignore intra-household
dynamics (e.g. gender and generational power relations and differential access to resources),
implying that all household members have the same experiences. More sophisticated tool design
can incorporate separate modules (e.g. for men and women), to capture differences in time use,
perceived command over resources, etc. Certain aspects can also be measured at a group or
community level (e.g. access to certain services or infrastructure). All have advantages and
disadvantages, and analysis at several different levels often provides information that would be
missed if only one level was addressed.

Mixed methods
The differences between quantitative and qualitative methods are often argued as the difference
between breadth and depth, but it depends on the rigour of the methods used to collect the data.
Research design is key to the rigour of data – quantitative data is not inherently more rigorous,
credible or reliable than qualitative data.
The analysis of poverty is increasingly conducted using both qualitative and quantitative data
collection methods and analysis, also known as mixed methods. The purpose of such
combinations is to take advantage of the strengths of both, whilst trying to minimise their
weaknesses.
Quantitative methods, depending on their sampling design, are thought to be desirable given their
potential representativeness, the possibility for replication and of designing spatially and temporally
comparable methods. Quantitative methods have typically been used in poverty analysis because
of the dominance of measures of economic poverty. One of their major strengths is the perception
that they are objective and reliable, and they thus seem more convincing to policy makers than
qualitative data. However, quantitative analyses are relatively weak in generating an understanding
of the processes by which impacts are felt and in describing causal pathways. Further, they rarely
allow ‘unexpected’ results to emerge, while the use of statistical averages often hides the range
and diversity of outcomes within a population or sub-group.
Qualitative data – textual and often normative – allows the investigation of issues in an in-depth,
exploratory and potentially holistic manner (e.g. using semi-structured interviews, focus groups,
participant observation, etc.). They are particularly useful in understanding (rather than
establishing) causal processes, permit opportunities for unexpected factors to emerge, and allow
for any necessary explanations to be provided during the data collection process. Due to their
(often) small sample sizes, they are often perceived as being less robust than quantitative
methods, reducing their external validity, and increasing the difficulty of verification and replication.
The range of ways in which it is possible to mix quantitative and qualitative methods can be viewed
along a continuum. The main purposes of mixing methods are to maximise the strengths of both
while minimising their weaknesses, to triangulate results, and for complementarity purposes – to
clarify, explain and more fully elaborate (or refute) results. However, this is not to deny that some
elements of poverty analysis are more appropriately conducted using qualitative or quantitative
methods (e.g. understanding processes versus measuring trends).
Mixed methods are recommended for use in ESPA research projects.
Mixed methods are preferred in ESPA because they generate more comprehensive analysis, with
robust findings, than would be the case using only one approach. However, one of the most
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significant difficulties associated with implementing mixed methods is trying to find people with the
appropriate skills to collect, analyse and interpret the collected data.
Key Reading
Creswell, John W. (2003) Research design: qualitative, quantitative and mixed methods
approaches. London: Sage.
Kanbur, S. M. R. (ed.) (2003) Q-squared, combining qualitative and quantitative methods in
poverty appraisal. Delhi: Permanent Black.
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