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Integrating the environment into
poverty measures to influence policy
Failure to consider and properly measure the relationship between the
environment, human wellbeing and poverty constrains the design of effective
development policies. An initiative funded by the Ecosystem Services for Poverty
Alleviation (ESPA) programme examined how multidimensional measures of
poverty can better capture the importance of the environment for human wellbeing.

Key messages
•

Nature plays many important
roles in people’s wellbeing –
fulfilling basic needs such as
access to food, clean air and
water, enhancing physical and
mental health, and contributing
to people’s sense of self and
belonging.

•

Multidimensional poverty
measures currently encompass
social and economic dimensions,
but fail to adequately capture
environmental considerations.
ESPA research looked at
how these measures can be
expanded to fully include the role
played by nature in relation to
human wellbeing.

•

In Rwanda and Malawi, the
project worked with the United
Nations Poverty Environment
Initiative (PEI) to inform policy
thinking on environmental
and development measures.
The project looked at how
these measures could be
incorporated in national statistics
and reporting, to support
governments’ efforts to achieve
and monitor progress towards
the Sustainable Development
Goals (SDGs).

Background
The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) set out an integrated
development agenda in which economic, social and environmental
dimensions are to be advanced together. SDG 1 sets the target to
eradicate poverty in all its forms, and explicitly mentions the need
to provide equal access to, ownership and control over natural
resources. The target highlights the growing recognition that a
holistic understanding of poverty, in all its dimensions, requires an
appreciation of the importance of nature.
And yet environmental considerations remain inadequately
reflected in existing poverty measures and poverty alleviation
strategies – to the point that ‘the natural world can be completely
ransacked without causing even a tiny blip on our usual measures of
economic progress or poverty’.1 Failure to account for the role of the
environment reflects an incomplete understanding of wellbeing and
poverty, and thus hampers poverty reduction efforts.

Women’s focus group in Malawi, where participants discussed the role that the
environment plays in their wellbeing.
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The natural environment – such as here in Rwanda – fulfils basic needs such as access to food, clean air and water, thus enhancing physical
and mental health.
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Research
The ESPA initiative aimed to address the gap in
understanding, data-gathering and measurement
of poverty and wellbeing. The research set out
with a conceptual question: what is the role that
the environment plays with regard to poverty and
wellbeing? It is widely recognised that nature has an
‘instrumental’ role in people’s wellbeing – for example,
by providing access to food, clean air and water.
A key question for the ESPA research was whether
environmental aspects can also be considered as an
intrinsic element of people’s wellbeing – and, if so, how
this can be reflected in measurements of poverty.
Crucial for undertaking this research was the
partnership between the ESPA research team and the
Poverty Environment Initiative (PEI) – a joint initiative of
the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP)
and the United Nations Environment Programme
(UNEP). Through joint field trips in Rwanda and Malawi,

the ESPA team and PEI staff scoped the interest,
concerns and needs of local people and national
policy-makers with regard to the natural environment.
They held focus group discussions at village level and
meetings at national level. The team further examined
how environmental data can be integrated in existing
approaches to measure poverty and related datacollection methods.
The focus of this work was assessing the practical
feasibility and social legitimacy of reflecting
environment–poverty linkages in multidimensional
poverty measures – for instance, the Multidimensional
Poverty Index (MPI). First published in the UNDP
Human Development Report in 2010, the global MPI
comprises three dimensions – education, health, and
living standards – each broken down into specific
indicators. Countries also use other poverty measures,
including the Human Development Index that combines

Protocols on integrating poverty and
environmental data

We feel good just enjoying the
forest. If we moved away from
the forest we wouldn’t feel good,
because we are used to seeing
the forest, [breathing] the fresh
air, getting firewood, and the
[fuelwood] business.
Focus group participant, Malawi

The team developed a field protocol for
bottom-up assessment of the dimensions of
human wellbeing, using focus groups and
ranking exercises, and the role of the natural
environment therein. This protocol supports the
identification of the locally relevant environmental
considerations for inclusion in multidimensional
poverty indices. After identification of such
environmental indicators, the next step would be
to include questions to measure these indicators
in nationally representative surveys, routinely
collected by governments.

income, health and education dimensions. The project
and related work 2 examined the extent to which the
environment can be conceptually included as one of the
core elements that define wellbeing.

Results
By reviewing philosophical accounts and conceptual
frameworks of wellbeing and poverty, the ESPA
research suggested that, in some cases, treating
the environment as a constituent, intrinsic element
is philosophically sound, conceptually robust and
empirically grounded. The review suggests at least
three different ways in which the environment matters
for wellbeing and poverty and could be incorporated in
an empirical measure:
•

Experiencing the existence of nature,

•

Access to natural resources,

•

Vulnerability to environmental risks.3

The focus groups in Rwanda and Malawi demonstrated
that the role of the environment and natural resources
was readily recognised by local people as a major
component of their wellbeing, which verified the social
legitimacy of including environmental aspects into
multidimensional poverty assessments in these rural
contexts. Participants noted several ways in which
the environment plays an instrumental role in their
wellbeing: for example, access to natural resources
provides access to goods, such as food or water; and
conversely, environmental degradation negatively
affects health and living standards. However, this is not
the whole story: nature also provides other inherent
benefits, such as opportunities for self-actualisation,
reinforcing cultural identity, and allowing ‘freedom
of choice’ – all of which are close to the ‘constituent’
interpretation of wellbeing dimensions.4

The project has allowed the
team to bridge the gap from
academic research to the more
applied country support and
practical implementation of the
UN Poverty and Environment
Initiative.
Neil Burgess, ESPA Principal Investigator

Using multidimensional poverty
measures in Rwanda
While the Government of Rwanda has since
2006 recognised the interconnectedness of
environment and ecosystem services to poverty
and wellbeing (including with regard to land
tenure, forestry, energy and soil productivity)
by incorporating environmental sustainability
objectives in the national development plans,
it now wishes to develop improved indicators
to monitor progress towards reducing
environment-related multidimensional poverty.
Discussions are ongoing to integrate such
aspects into future household surveys and
national poverty reporting by the Statistics
Office. On the request of the Ministry of
Finance and Economic Planning, the research
team also provided comments on the new
National Strategy for Transformation, which
could assist in taking this work forward.5

Impact and next steps
Conceptually, the research has shifted the way
in which the relationship between the natural
environment, wellbeing and poverty is defined and
understood at national and international level, with
a view to developing approaches and protocols to
measure poverty and environmental linkages.
The project has generated findings that will
be used by PEI in ongoing work to support
governments to design improved indicators for
assessing multidimensional environment–poverty
linkages within the context of SDG implementation
monitoring. PEI will also allocate additional funds in
2018 to further develop the options identified and
to build capacity for governments to apply these
when implementing and monitoring their national
development plans. As PEI is a long-running UN
initiative and a trusted partner of governments,
the work thus has potential to assist nations to
incorporate environmental consideration within
multidimensional poverty measurement.

Using multidimensional poverty
measures in Malawi
The project’s research and advice to Malawi’s
Ministry of Health has led the government to
consider its broader options.
‘We very much like the idea of a new poverty
index, a multidimensional index. We could use
it for targeting resource allocation. We are
commencing a new social deprivation index,
but would like to know whether our indicators
are relevant and reliable. We need an indicator
that reflects not just wealth, but deprivation
and social status … We already look at vectors
of diseases, or the environment as a social
determinant of health, such as air pollution and
water pollution.’
Dr Gerald Manthalu, Deputy Director of Planning, Ministry of
Health, Malawi.

About the project
‘Ecosystem Services as a Missing
Dimension of Poverty’ (NE/M00760X/), a
collaboration between the UN Environment
World Conservation Monitoring Centre
(UNEP-WCMC) and the Universities of
Cambridge, Oxford and Southampton,
examined the extent to which ecosystem
services can be seen as a missing
dimension of how multidimensional poverty
is defined. A follow-up project, under the
ESPA Impact Activity Fund (IAF201718-002) aimed at developing capacity to
support the integration of environmental
data into multidimensional poverty indicators
for improved poverty measurement and
alleviation in Rwanda and Malawi.

While the process is still in its early days, the proof of
concept demonstrated through ESPA research, and the
relationships built around it, have the potential to enable
change both at the global and at the country level. The
ESPA-funded research, along with subsequent work,
highlighted key data gaps and additional requirements for
developing and analysing an environmentally adjusted
measure of multidimensional poverty. For example, followup research in Brazil6 found that there are no available
national-level datasets capturing the experiential and
spiritual ways in which the environment matters for
wellbeing. Also, data do not always reflect the appropriate
time periods. This calls for additional investments in
primary data collection at country- and sub-national scales
to better capture these constituent elements in poverty
measures, and enhance the evidence base for informed
decision-making in the future.
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About the ESPA Programme
ESPA is a global development research
programme established in 2009 with funding
from the Department for International
Development (DFID), the Natural Environment
Research Council (NERC) and the Economic
and Social Research Council (ESRC). ESPA
is one of the most comprehensive research
programmes exploring the linkages between
ecosystem services and human wellbeing.
ESPA aims to provide new worldclass research
evidence demonstrating how ecosystem
services can reduce poverty and enhance
wellbeing for the world’s poor.
Programme enquiries:
support@espa.ac.uk
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