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Conceptual aspects: Poverty in a rich 
country 

- Most extreme forms of poverty have largely 
been reduced, but not erradicated (major 
precariousness) 

- Poverty in a rich country = more relative  
- People are poor compared with the «standard» 

way of life, the «middle class»  
- But homeless people and people suffering other 
forms of major precariousness  absolute 
poverty 

 



 Indicators used 

• Relative poverty can be measured:  
 
– in relative terms: the poverty threshold is linked to 

the «median» income or to the «average» living 
conditions of a household 

– in absolute terms: a value or living standard is 
fixed and the threshold remains constant in terms 
of its real value 

- Absolute poverty is measured in absolute terms 



Monetary thresholds 
• Poor = living in a low-income household 
 
Most frequently used poverty thresholds in 
Switzerland:  
 
 - 60 % of the equivalent median income 
(relative) 
 
 - poverty threshold derived from the  
Swiss Conference for Social Welfare criteria 
(absolute) 



What challenges? Some examples 

• 13.3 % (relative threshold 60 %) vs. 7.7 % 
(threshold Federal Statistics Office/ Swiss 
Conference for Social Welfare) 

 

• Retirees less affected by material deprivation 
than those aged 18-64, but their «risk of 
poverty» is two times higher 
 

• Couples with 1 / 2 / 3 children 
     

 
 
 

No. children (1) 60 % median income (2) Material deprivation Ratio (1)/(2) 

1 9,2 5,1 1,8 

2 12,9 2,4 5,4 

3 22 9,8 2,2 



Theoretical aspects 

Very often, existing analyses are not based on a 
theoretical model 
 

Definitions differ slightly in all regards, as do the 
figures 

 
Sometimes sterile debates over measures to be 

taken 
 



A theoretical model to create 
some order 

• 3 mechanisms lead into poverty 
 
• At the individual level: a low income 

(remuneration level) 
• At the household level: work quota 
• At the household level: higher-than-average 

needs (children, divorce…)  
 
 
 



 
 
 



Other approaches 

- Multidimensional approach: financial situation 
and material deprivation, of course, 

 
But also 

- Health status 
- Social integration (club membership, frequence of 

contacts with friends and family, hobbies, etc.) 
- Subjective aspects (satisfaction and happiness) 

 
 



The best-known multidim. approach: 
A. Sen and the “capability approach”  

Amartya Sen: 
- Started with works on famines. Showed the impact of 

political factors. 
 
- Is interested in what people can do (functionings and 

capabilities = ensemble of factors)  
-  well-nourished, good home, good health, considers 

own life as dignified, participates in social life, … 
 
- Poverty = being deprived of elementary functionings 
 
 
 



A. Sen: Capabilities and functionings 
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