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Executive summary 

This paper — jointly published by HelpAge International and Development Pathways — 
discusses key challenges in measuring levels of poverty among older people, at the 
individual level, based on survey data that are collected on households as collective units. 
Throughout this process, poverty analysts inevitably make a range of methodological 
choices and assumptions. However, what is not well known among those outside of the 
field, is that seemingly minor methodological choices can heavily influence the value of 
poverty rates and welfare rankings of different population groups in society. 

Using data from income and expenditure surveys from 32 countries in Africa and Asia, the 
paper illustrates that measures of old age poverty are highly sensitive to the 
methodological assumptions that underpin poverty statistics. It shows that the common 
per capita approach that is widely used in applied research and publications from 
influential actors like the World Bank and UN agencies tends to underestimate levels of 
poverty among older people. Moreover, the standard approach is likely to overstate the 
welfare of older people vis-à-vis children, does not factor in the additional cost of living 
with a disability faced by many older people, and ignores intra-household inequality in 
the distribution of resources (e.g., between male and female household members). 

The findings have important implications for social protection policy, as all too often 
poverty rates are used to prioritise or deprioritise interventions for specific subgroups of 
the population, without adequately testing their sensitivity to methodological choices. 
The paper encourages policy makers and development practitioners to better recognise 
data limitations and that poverty measurement is not an objective, value-free science. It 
also calls on the wider statistical community to develop practical methods that can factor 
in the costs of disability and the intra-household allocation of resources in poverty 
measurement. 
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1 Introduction 

This paper discusses key challenges in measuring levels of poverty among older people – 
at the individual level – based on survey data that are collected at the household level. It 
was commissioned by HelpAge International to support it in engaging critically in global 
and national debates on poverty. 

Experts have long debated the philosophical foundations of what it means to be poor (for 
an overview see, for instance, Ravallion, 2016). Traditional definitions focus on whether 
households or individuals have enough resources to meet their needs, either in an 
absolute or relative sense. Absolute poverty is living at such a low level of income and 
wealth that one’s health, or even survival, is threatened. Relative poverty is living at a 
level of income that does not allow one to maintain a way of living that is customary, or 
at least widely encouraged, in one’s society.  

Other scholars have argued that poverty is not merely about having a low income. 
Perhaps the broadest approach to well-being is the one articulated by Amartya Sen 
(1987), who argues that well-being comes from a capability to function in society. Thus, 
poverty arises when people lack key capabilities, and so have inadequate income or 
education, or poor health, or insecurity, or low self-confidence, or a sense of 
powerlessness, or the absence of rights such as freedom of speech (Haughton & 
Khandker, 2009, p. 2).  

Yet, as pointedly articulated by Kamanou et al. (2005, p. 24), “for all of the precision of 
language and concept, it is a different matter entirely to apply philosophies to data and 
implement concepts that appear so crystalline on paper. The world of poverty 
measurement in practice is one of compromise, of short-cuts and approximations.” This 
paper focuses on one such particular practice of compromise and approximation; namely, 
how conclusions about the poverty of individuals (older people) are derived from survey 
data that are collected on households as collective units. Throughout this process, poverty 
analysts inevitably make a range of methodological choices and assumptions. However, 
what is not well known among those outside the field, is that seemingly minor 
methodological choices can have major implications for measured outcomes.  

The key ingredient in nearly all measures of poverty is a household survey that allows the 
calculation of a household’s income or consumption expenditure. Aggregate household 
income or consumption needs to be normalised by an equivalence scale to be able to 
compare the situation of households with different sizes and demographic composition. 
The simplest such scale is household size, so a family of four with an income of $1,000 
would have an equivalised income of $250 per capita, for example. But a range of 
alternative equivalence scales exist that factor in, for instance, that young children 
require less food than adults. It is typically not well recognised, though, that poverty 
metrics can be heavily influenced by the choice of equivalence scale. Moreover, different 
assumptions can change the relative welfare ranking of different subgroups within 
society, such as children or the elderly. 
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This has important policy implications, as all too often poverty rates are used to prioritise 
or deprioritise policy interventions for specific subgroups of the population, without 
adequately testing their sensitivity to methodological choices. As an example, influential 
publications on poverty by global actors such as the World Bank and UN agencies 
typically use household consumption per capita as the main indicator of welfare. As this 
paper will show, by and large, the per capita approach tends to yield higher poverty rates 
for children compared to the general population, and lower poverty rates for older people, 
than other equally defensible approaches. 

The remainder of this paper is structured as follows. Section 2 briefly describes how 
poverty is measured. Section 3 explains how poverty analysts adjust total household 
income or consumption to make it comparable across different types of households, by 
applying equivalence scales. Section 4 examines to what extent old age poverty rates and 
welfare rankings of older people are sensitive to the use of alternative equivalence scales. 
It does so by analysing income and expenditure surveys from 32 countries in Africa and 
Asia. Section 5 discusses the important issue of the intra-household allocation of 
resources, which is typically ignored in poverty analyses. Finally, Section 6 offers some 
recommendations.1

1 Apart from equivalence scales and intra-household inequality, there are a wide range of other factors that may affect 
poverty measurement which are not covered in this paper. They include, among others: survey design and 
representativeness, measurement errors and non-response, spatial and temporal price deflation, valuation of services that 
households derive from their dwelling (imputed rent), differential access to non-market goods (such as public services) 
across households, and how poverty lines are defined. 
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2 Income or consumption as welfare indicator 

Globally, the money-metric approach remains the dominant way of defining and 
measuring poverty. It involves three steps: (1) defining an indicator of welfare, either 
household income or consumption expenditure on food and non-food items; (2) setting a 
threshold – the poverty line – to classify households as poor or non-poor; and (3) 
calculating summary measures of the extent of poverty among households or individual 
household members. Well-known poverty metrics include the poverty headcount rate, 
which is the share of the population living below the poverty line, and the poverty gap, a 
measure of the average shortfall in income or consumption from the poverty line.  

Household surveys are the single most important source of data for welfare indicators. 
They are normally collected by national statistical offices in each country at regular 
intervals (e.g., every three years). Countries tend to choose either income or consumption 
for measuring poverty, and each approach has pros and cons. In short, collecting data on 
consumption is more time consuming as it requires a wide range of detailed survey 
questions on expenditures on food and other goods and services, but consumption is 
arguably more directly connected to economic welfare. Using income to measure poverty, 
on the other hand, is quicker but can be challenging when a large share of the population 
is working in the informal sector or is self-employed, or when households produce most 
of their own food.  

The choice of welfare indicator influences poverty measurement, but little is known about 
discrepancies between income and consumption-based approaches in different country 
contexts, due to a lack of surveys with high-quality data on both measures of welfare. 
Some research suggests that, when using a comprehensive definition of household 
income, poverty rates and trends are similar to those produced with consumption 
measures. However, estimates of old age poverty based on consumption may be lower 
than income-based poverty if older people are partly living off the sale of assets that they 
accumulated during their lifetime (Gasparini et al., 2007; Hurd & Rohwedder, 2006). This 
is because income from selling assets is usually not considered as current income and 
therefore not included in poverty calculation. 

Worldwide, all statistical offices in low-income countries use consumption as their main 
welfare measure, while around a third of middle-income countries and 97 per cent of 
high-income countries use income as their preferred indicator (World Bank, 2018). 
Throughout the remainder of this paper, the terms “income” and “consumption” are 
therefore loosely used interchangeably and should be interpreted as referring to 
household welfare, i.e., as a proxy for living standards.
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3 Economies of scale and individual needs 

When measuring poverty, total household income (or consumption) needs to be adjusted 
to be able to meaningfully compare the situation of different types of households. The 
reason for doing so is clear: an income of $1,000, for example, will buy a lower standard 
of living for a family of five than for a single adult. The goal is to compare incomes that 
are “equivalent” across households, which is done by applying an equivalence scale. On 
the face of it, solving the problem of equivalisation seems easy: one can just divide each 
household’s total income by the number of people living in it. This per capita approach is 
commonly used by analysts, including by the World Bank to generate comparable poverty 
statistics for all countries in the world. 

However, the per capita approach has a number of drawbacks. For one, it does not take 
into account the fact that, within any given household, there may be economies of scale 
through the shared consumption of goods and services. For example, costs for housing 
and electricity will not be three times as high for a household with three members than 
for a single person. In low-income countries where families spend most of their income 
on food, there is often less scope for economies of scale. In higher-income countries 
where a much larger share of income goes towards housing, energy, transport and other 
goods and services, economies of scale tend to be more important. 

Another challenge is how to factor in differences in household composition and the needs 
of individual members. For instance, scientific studies on energy requirements indicate 
that, on average, children need less food than adults, older adults need less than younger 
adults, and females tend to need less than males because of differences in their basal 
metabolic rate and level of physical activity (FAO et al., 2004). It is also well established 
that people with disabilities face higher costs to achieve the same standard of living than 
people with no functional limitations. These extra costs may include, among others, the 
cost of adapting the home environment, the purchase of specialised equipment, and 
higher transport costs. Estimates of the additional cost of disability range from 9 to 12 per 
cent of income in Viet Nam, 29 to 40 per cent in Australia, 11 to 69 per cent in the United 
Kingdom, and 8 to 158 per cent in China – depending on age and the severity of disability 
(Mont & Cote, 2020). This is of particular relevance for measuring poverty among older 
people, as the prevalence of disability increases steadily with age. Globally, some 10 per 
cent of people aged 60 years and above have a severe disability, and 46 per cent a 
moderate or severe disability (WHO & World Bank, 2011). 

The issue of equivalence scales has a long history in economics, rooted in utility theory. 
According to one estimate from 1995, there are at least 50 different approaches to 
equivalisation in the literature (Atkinson et al., 1995), and many more have been 
developed since then. However, in the words of Nobel Memorial Prize winner Angus 
Deaton, much of the literature on equivalence scales “is a morass of dubious identification 
and internal contradiction” (Deaton & Paxson, 1997, p. 2). To complicate matters further, 
there is no hard scientific basis or rule of thumb for deciding which one is best or better 
than others. Indeed, equivalence scales often reflect value judgements – made implicitly 
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or explicitly – from the poverty analyst about the priority assigned to the needs of 
different individuals. 

Globally, a range of methods is adopted by national statistical offices, research institutes 
and international agencies. Table 1 highlights some of the main equivalence scales in use 
and how they adjust aggregate income or consumption to make it comparable across 
different types of households. Because they are easy to apply, the per capita scale, the 
square root scale and the modified-OECD (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 
Development) scale are widely used in applied research. The per capita scale only adjusts 
household income for size while the square root scale also factors in economies of scale, 
by dividing total income by the square root of the number of household members. The 
OECD scales adjusts household income to reflect the different resource needs of single 
adults, any additional adults (14+ years) in the household, and children (0-13 years). While 
the modified OECD scale is the standard scale for the Statistical Office of the European 
Union (Eurostat) and many Western countries, it is worth pointing out that its authors 
described it as “essentially arbitrary” and did not believe that it necessarily reflected real-
life differences in households’ needs (Hagenaars et al., 1994, p. 182). 

Table 1: Commonly used equivalence scales 

Method Denominator to equivalise household income or consumption 

Per capita scale 𝐻𝑜𝑢𝑠𝑒ℎ𝑜𝑙𝑑	𝑠𝑖𝑧𝑒 

Square root scale √ℎ𝑜𝑢𝑠𝑒ℎ𝑜𝑙𝑑	𝑠𝑖𝑧𝑒 

Original OECD scale 1 + 0.7 ×	(𝑛𝑢𝑚𝑏𝑒𝑟	𝑜𝑓	𝑎𝑑𝑑𝑖𝑡𝑖𝑜𝑛𝑎𝑙	𝑎𝑑𝑢𝑙𝑡𝑠)
+ 0.5 ×	(𝑛𝑢𝑚𝑏𝑒𝑟	𝑜𝑓	𝑐ℎ𝑖𝑙𝑑𝑟𝑒𝑛) 

Modified OECD scale 1 + 0.5 ×	(𝑛𝑢𝑚𝑏𝑒𝑟	𝑜𝑓	𝑎𝑑𝑑𝑖𝑡𝑖𝑜𝑛𝑎𝑙	𝑎𝑑𝑢𝑙𝑡𝑠)
+ 0.3 ×	(𝑛𝑢𝑚𝑏𝑒𝑟	𝑜𝑓	𝑐ℎ𝑖𝑙𝑑𝑟𝑒𝑛) 

Calorie-based scales ?
𝑟𝑒𝑐𝑜𝑚𝑚𝑒𝑛𝑑𝑒𝑑	𝑐𝑎𝑙𝑜𝑟𝑖𝑒	𝑖𝑛𝑡𝑎𝑘𝑒	𝑓𝑜𝑟	ℎ𝑜𝑢𝑠𝑒ℎ𝑜𝑙𝑑	𝑚𝑒𝑚𝑏𝑒𝑟
𝑟𝑒𝑐𝑜𝑚𝑚𝑒𝑛𝑑𝑒𝑑	𝑐𝑎𝑙𝑜𝑟𝑖𝑒	𝑖𝑛𝑡𝑎𝑘𝑒	𝑓𝑜𝑟	𝑡ℎ𝑒		𝑟𝑒𝑓𝑒𝑟𝑒𝑛𝑐𝑒	𝑝𝑒𝑟𝑠𝑜𝑛 

Source: Author’s representation of commonly used equivalence scales. 

Calorie-based scales are fairly common in developing countries, where spending on food 
tends to constitute a large share of total household consumption. They assign weights to 
household members that reflect each individual’s caloric requirements relative to those of 
an average person, based on global FAO/WHO reference tables or country-specific 
research (Kamanou et al., 2005). There is no single, standardised calorie-based 
equivalence scale; rather, countries use a variety of approaches. Some assign a different 
weight to each household member based on the individual’s specific age and sex, and 
sometimes also factor in women’s pregnancy status – as energy requirements increase 
during pregnancy – and the household’s location as a proxy for the average level of 
physical activity of workers and thus calorie needs. Other countries work with broad age 
groups and use the average minimum calorie needs of people within those age groups.  
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Rwanda, for example, has a set of 24 different weights for males and females of different 
ages (NISR, 2015). The weights range from 0.41 for infants under 12 months of age, to 
1.13 for girls aged 13-15 years, 1 for adults between 20 and 39 years, and 0.70 for people 
aged 70 years and above. The Kenyan Bureau of Statistics, on the other hand, only 
distinguishes between three types of individuals, with a weight of 0.24 for children under 
five, 0.65 for children aged 5-14 years, and 1 for adults aged 15 years and above (KNBS, 
2007). 

Some researchers have also tried to develop equivalence scales to adjust income for the 
additional cost of disability (see, e.g., Mitra et al., 2017; Zaidi & Burchardt, 2003). 
However, to date, statistical offices have largely overlooked the issue of disability in 
poverty measurement and there is no common approach that could easily be applied yet.
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4 Effects of different equivalence scales 

The choice of a particular equivalence scale depends on technical assumptions about 
household economies of scale as well as on priorities assigned to the needs of different 
individuals such as children or the elderly. These judgements will affect the results of 
poverty analyses. In selecting a particular equivalence scale, it is therefore important to 
be aware of its potential effect on estimates of poverty and welfare rankings.  

To illustrate these effects, analysis was carried out using data from national income and 
expenditure surveys from 32 countries in Africa and Asia (see Figure 1). Altogether, these 
surveys provide representative data on 568 million households with 2.6 billion household 
members, including 162 million older persons aged 65 years and above. To facilitate 
welfare comparisons across different equivalence scale parameters, poverty lines are set 
at 50 per cent of the median equivalised household income of the population in each 
country. 

Figure 1: Overview of the 32 countries included in the sensitivity analysis 

 
Source: Author’s cartographic representation of countries included in the sensitivity analysis. 

 

Figure 2 illustrates to what extent old age poverty rates are sensitive to assumptions 
about the magnitude of economies of scale in household consumption. For a given 
household, its equivalised welfare is calculated by dividing the total income or 
consumption – depending on the welfare measure used in the country – by the 
household’s size raised to the power of ⍺, where ⍺ is a parameter between zero and one 
that measures the intensity of economies of scale. If ⍺ = 1, it is assumed that there are no 
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economies of scale and equivalised income is equal to per capita income. If ⍺ = 0, 
economies of scale are at their maximum and equivalised income is equal to total 
household income. The commonly used square root equivalence scale assumes that ⍺ = 
0.5.  

Figure 2: Percentage of older people (65 years and above) living in relative poverty across 
32 countries in Africa and Asia according to assumptions about the intensity of economies 
of scale, by sex (top panel) and by household size (bottom panel) 

Source: Author’s analysis of national household income and expenditure survey datasets. Note that total household income or 
consumption expenditure is equivalised by dividing it by household size to the power of ⍺, where ⍺ is a scale relativity parameter 
measuring the intensity of economies of scale in consumption that can range from 0 (maximum economies of scale) to 1 (no 
economies of scale). Poverty lines are set at 50 per cent of the median equivalised household income of the population in each 
country for each parameter value. 
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It is clear that old age poverty rates are higher if the intensity of economies of scale is 
larger. When using the per capita approach (⍺ = 1), the average poverty rate among 
people aged 65 years and above is 10 per cent across the dataset of 32 countries, with 
little difference between males and females. When using the square root equivalence 
scale, old age poverty is around 14 per cent. If it is assumed that economies of scale are 
even larger (⍺ = 0.25), the average old age poverty rate rises to 18 per cent and the gap 
between males and females to 4 percentage points. Older people’s living arrangements, in 
particular, heavily influence the level of sensitivity to alternative assumptions about 
economies of scale. For instance, among older people living alone, the average poverty 
rate ranges from 8 per cent with the per capita approach, to 41 per cent with the square 
root scale, and even 63 per cent if ⍺ = 0.25.  

Figure 3 shows the average poverty rate across the population in our dataset by five-year 
age group, using four alternative approaches to equivalisation: the per capita scale, the 
square root scale, and the original and modified OECD scale. Overall, poverty among 
children is significantly higher with the per capita scale than when using any of the other 
three equivalence scales. Among older people, the picture is reversed: old age poverty is 
the lowest with the per capita approach and significantly higher with the other three 
scales. This is because older people tend to live in smaller households than the general 
population and because their households have fewer children, on average. For instance, 
across the 32 countries, the average household size among older people is 4.9 while it is 
5.7 among the general population and 6.3 among children under 18 years.  

As a result, equivalence scales not only influence absolute levels of poverty, but they can 
also alter the welfare ranking of countries, or different population groups within a society. 
This is illustrated in Figure 4 which shows scatter plots of the child poverty rate and the 
old age poverty rate calculated using different equivalence scales. Each dot in the scatter 
plots represents a country. Countries where the child poverty rate is higher than the old 
age poverty rate fall above the diagonal line (blue dots). Countries with an old age 
poverty rate that is higher than the child poverty rate fall below the diagonal line (red 
dots). When using the per capita approach to poverty measurement, child poverty is nearly 
always higher than old age poverty (in 29 out of 32 countries). With the square root scale, 
however, old age poverty is higher than child poverty in 22 out of 33 countries. 
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Figure 3: Percentage of the population living in relative poverty across 32 countries in 
Africa and Asia according to alternative equivalence scales, by five-year age group 

Source: Author’s analysis of national household income and expenditure survey datasets. Note that poverty lines are set at 50 per 
cent of the median equivalised household income of the population in each country. 
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Figure 4: Scatter plots of the national old age poverty rate versus the child poverty rate in 
32 countries in Africa and Asia, by type of scale used to equivalise household income  

 

Source: Author’s analysis of national household income and expenditure survey datasets. Note that each dot represents a country. 
Countries with an old age poverty rate (among people aged 65 years and above) that is higher than the child poverty rate (among 
people under 18 years) fall below the diagonal line (red dots). Countries where the child poverty rate is higher than the old age 
poverty rate fall above the diagonal line (blue dots). The poverty line is set at 50 per cent of the median equivalised household 
income or consumption expenditure of the population in each country. The comparison of the four quadrants illustrates that the 
poverty rank of older people vis-à-vis children is very sensitive to the choice of equivalence scale in most countries. 
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5 Intra-household allocation of resources 

Income and expenditure survey data are usually collected on households as collective 
units, by interviewing the head of the household or another proxy respondent, rather than 
every individual household member. To an extent, this is because national surveys require 
significant resources and budget constraints limit the amount of time that interviewers 
can spend with any given household.  Standard measures of poverty are therefore 
calculated by assuming that resources are shared equally within the household (with 
some normalisation for size and demographic composition by using equivalence scales). 

However, a growing body of research suggests that the implicit assumption of equal 
sharing that underpins most poverty statistics should be rejected. In Bangladesh, Brown et 
al. (2020) estimate that men consume a larger share of the budget relative to women, 
who in turn consume relatively more than boys and girls. For instance, in households 
comprising one man, one woman, one girl and one boy, the man consumes 36 percent of 
the total budget, the woman consumes 30 percent, and the boy and girl each consume 17 
percent, respectively. Moreover, they show that first-born children are allocated 
disproportionately larger shares of the total household budget relative to later-born 
children. In Senegal, intra-household consumption inequalities are shown to account for 
nearly 14 per cent of total inequality (de Vreyer & Lambert, 2018). As a result of this 
intra-household inequality, many “invisible poor” exist with nearly 13 per cent of 
individuals below the poverty line living in households classified as non-poor. In Burundi, 
surprisingly, male adults are slightly poorer than female adults when measuring 
individual-level rather than household-level consumption (Mercier & Verwimp, 2017).  

With few exceptions, though, there is limited research into intra-household allocation at 
older ages. Cherchye et al. (2012) analyse the consumption patterns of elderly households 
in the Netherlands and estimate economic well-being using both the traditional per 
capita approach and an alternative approach that accounts for intra-household sharing. By 
definition, older men and women living together as a couple have the same poverty rate 
in the traditional approach. Yet, with the alternative sharing rule, male poverty was nearly 
four times higher than female poverty during 1998-2004, while female poverty was 
higher than male poverty before 1998. In India, household resources tend to be 
distributed almost equally between women and men during women’s reproductive years, 
but women’s bargaining power declines with age. As a result, an average Indian older 
female receives 35 per cent less resources than a male in her household (Calvi, 2020). In 
Bangladesh, research indicates that especially older women have a significant chance of 
living in poverty even in households with per capita expenditure above the poverty line 
(Brown et al., 2020). 

Overall, the emerging literature on intra-household allocation convincingly demonstrates 
that resources are not equally shared within households. This implies that poverty 
statistics on older men and women derived from household-level data can be heavily 
biased, though to what extent depends on the country context, social and personal norms, 
and the specific living arrangements of older people. Unfortunately, addressing intra-
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household inequality in poverty measurement is not straightforward. We may know, for 
example, that a household bought a bread but not who ate the bread. For one thing, 
collecting data on the consumption of each individual in all households sampled for a 
survey is costly and prone to measurement error. Another challenge is how to assign 
individual-level values to the consumption of shareable goods and services such as 
cooking utensils, housing, or electricity. Moreover, unequal allocations between 
household members may just reflect differences in preferences.  
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6 Conclusion and recommendations 

The premise of equivalisation is simple: the same amount of income will not buy the 
same standard of living for different types of households. The ability of households to 
translate a given level of resources into living standards depends on their size and the 
specific needs of individual household members. Therefore, when measuring poverty, 
total household income or consumption needs to be equivalised to be able to 
meaningfully compare the situation of different types of households.  

Yet, setting equivalence scales remains one of the most difficult steps in poverty 
measurement. Throughout the world, a range of different approaches are used by 
statistical offices, international agencies and research institutes. These include, among 
others, the per capita scale, the square root scale, the OECD scale, and calorie-based 
approaches. However, despite the existence of an extensive literature spanning decades, 
there is no purely scientific basis or rule of thumb to decide which equivalence scale is 
the best. In fact, none of the scales that are commonly used are derived solely from 
empirical evidence; rather, they reflect implicit or explicit judgements about the 
magnitude of economies of scale and the needs of different individuals. And, to 
complicate matters further, intra-household inequality in the distribution of resources is 
ignored in standard poverty measurement. 

In view of these difficulties, it is critical to know how much assumptions matter. As this 
paper has demonstrated, poverty rates and welfare rankings can be heavily influenced by 
the choice of equivalence scale. For example, compared with alternative approaches, the 
per capita equivalence scale that is widely used in applied research and publications by 
influential actors like the World Bank and UN agencies: 

• Tends to underestimate levels of poverty among older people; 
• Is likely to overstate the welfare of older people vis-à-vis children; 
• Does not factor in the additional cost of living with a disability faced by many 

older people; 
• Ignores intra-household inequality in the distribution of resources. 

A first recommendation, therefore, is that researchers and analysts should always test the 
sensitivity of poverty measures to the assumptions made. And institutions commissioning 
poverty-related research should always insist that such sensitivity tests are conducted by 
explicitly including them in the terms of references for studies. In doing so, it is important 
that analysts ensure that both the measure of household welfare and the poverty line 
itself are adjusted using the same equivalence scale (see Ravallion, 2015). Moreover, 
monetary measures based on equivalised income or consumption should be 
complemented with alternative metrics of well-being – such as indicators on nutritional 
status and material deprivation – to validate and triangulate data on poverty and welfare 
rankings. 
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Policy makers and development practitioners, too, should pay more attention to the issues 
discussed in this paper and recognise that poverty measurement is not a value-free 
objective science. Public policies and debates about poverty in general, and the targeting 
of social protection schemes and other interventions in particular, need to better 
acknowledge data limitations. This includes the design of social pension schemes that, in 
a large number of countries, are targeted on the basis of household poverty and not 
specifically the situation of the older individual. It is well documented that poverty 
targeted schemes suffer from large exclusion errors (see, e.g., Kidd et al., 2017), and those 
errors may be further exacerbated for older people, especially for those living in smaller-
than-average households. Moreover, due to intra-household inequality, a sizeable share of 
older people who are poor may be living in households classified as non-poor.  

Another area that merits attention is the development of equivalence scales that factor in 
the additional costs faced by people with disability. Globally, some 10 per cent of people 
aged 60 years and above have a severe disability, and 46 per cent a moderate or severe 
disability (WHO & World Bank, 2011). Yet statistical agencies have largely overlooked the 
issue of disability in poverty measurement methods. In the last 15 years, the global 
statistical community has made very significant progress in collecting data on the 
prevalence of disability, by developing standardised questions for censuses and surveys. 
This was to a large extent thanks to the work of the United Nations Washington Group on 
Disability Statistics. It is now necessary to build on these data to develop and disseminate 
an enhanced equivalence scale that takes into account disability in poverty analysis. 

Lastly, more research is required to develop practical techniques that can be used by 
statistical agencies to account for the intra-household distribution of resources in poverty 
measurement. One potential new avenue that shows promise is the application of 
structural statistical models that can use off-the-shelf survey data to reveal the resource 
shares of individual household members (Dunbar et al., 2013; Lechene et al., 2020). 
Another option is to focus on collecting more data on “assignable goods” that are 
consumed by a single known person in the household – for example, clothing and 
personal care products – to help identify resource shares. Achieving global coverage of 
such data will require changes in the standard questionnaires of major international 
household survey programmes such as the World Bank’s Living Standards Measurement 
Study (LSMS).
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Annex 1 Sensitivity of old age poverty rates to 
alternative equivalence scales 

Table A-1: Percentage of people 65+ years living in relative poverty (less than half of 
median equivalised income) according to equivalence scale, by country  

Equivalence scale 
Country Per capita Square root OECD modified OECD original 

Angola 19.7 27.5 25.6 22.8 

Bangladesh 5.8 10.6 9.8 7.5 

Botswana 32.2 33.6 33.2 31.9 

Burundi 8.5 11.0 11.0 9.4 

Eswatini 39.0 42.7 41.8 40.8 

Ethiopia 13.9 19.8 19.0 17.1 

Georgia 11.1 25.0 20.2 14.4 

Ghana 22.7 23.2 24.1 24.0 

India 8.3 11.2 9.7 8.9 

Indonesia 15.2 22.3 21.4 18.8 

Kenya 10.3 16.1 14.3 12.1 

Kyrgyzstan 1.8 2.0 1.5 1.6 

Lesotho 20.2 19.5 20.7 20.3 

Madagascar 19.4 25.5 24.5 22.1 

Malawi 5.3 11.2 9.9 8.1 

Maldives 16.4 20.9 19.5 18.3 

Mongolia 4.8 8.2 6.9 6.0 

Mozambique 10.9 19.7 17.1 14.0 

Namibia 27.2 26.8 27.4 27.5 

Pakistan 3.5 4.6 3.1 2.9 

Philippines 10.8 17.6 15.7 13.1 

Rwanda 7.1 12.6 10.4 8.3 

Somalia 13.5 11.8 14.8 11.5 

South Africa 17.5 16.7 22.0 22.0 

South Sudan 16.3 21.7 24.2 21.2 

Sri Lanka 9.5 13.0 12.1 10.8 

Tanzania 13.7 13.9 16.3 15.6 

Thailand 16.1 22.3 20.2 17.7 

Uganda 11.1 21.1 17.4 13.3 

Vietnam 12.1 18.2 16.7 14.7 

Zambia 25.1 31.6 30.3 28.2 

Zimbabwe 9.9 9.2 10.6 10.5 
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