
Extreme poverty 
 

It is important to emphasize that the International Poverty Line is extremely low. Indeed, 
‘extreme poverty’ is an adequate term for those living under this low threshold. Focusing on 
extreme poverty is important precisely because it captures those most in need. However, it is 
also important to point out that living conditions well above the International Poverty Line can 
still be characterized by poverty and hardship. Accordingly, in this entry we will also discuss 
the global distribution of people below poverty lines that are higher than the International 
Poverty Line of 1.90 int.-$. But relying only on higher poverty lines would mean that we are 
not keeping track of the very poorest people in the world and this is the focus of this entry. 
[…] 
 

Is the world on track to end extreme poverty by 2030? 

Over the course of the last generation more than a billion people left the most destitute living 
conditions behind. Can we expect this progress to continue over the coming decade? 

The world economy is growing. In less than a generation the value of the yearly global 
economic production has doubled.1 

Increasing productivity around the world meant that many left the worst poverty behind. More 
than a third of the world population now live on more than 10 dollars per day. Just a decade 
ago it was only a quarter. In absolute numbers this meant the number of people who live on 
more than 10 dollars per day increased by 900 million in just the last 10 years.2 

This expansion of the global middle class went together with progress in reducing global 
poverty – no matter what poverty line you want to compare it with, the share of the world 
population below this poverty line declined.3 In 1990 international organizations adopted a 
definition of poverty in line with the poverty lines in low-income countries. In the latest 
adjustment the international poverty line is set to the threshold of living on less than $1.90 per 
day. That is a very poverty line and focusses on what is happening to the very poorest people 
on the planet.4 

The same international organizations that set the poverty line made it a global goal to end 
extreme poverty. Goal number one of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), agreed on 
by all nations in the world, is the “eradication of extreme poverty for all people everywhere”. 
The deadline for achieving this goal is 2030. Can we expect to achieve this? 

Half a billion projected to live in extreme poverty in 2030 

Research teams from the World Bank, ODI, the IHME, and Brookings jointly with the World 
Data Lab made independent projections for what we can expect for global poverty during the 
SDG era. 

While the projections differ in methodology and underlying assumptions, it’s striking how 
much they align in their projection for what to expect in the coming decade if the world stays 
on current trajectories. All expect some positive development – the number of people in 
extreme poverty is expected to continue to decline – but all also agree on the bad headline: 
the world is not on track to end extreme poverty by 2030. […] 



This is not because it is not possible to end extreme poverty. In more than half of the 
countries of the world the share of the population in extreme poverty is now less than 3 
percent.6 In the same countries the huge majority – even in today’s richest countries – lived in 
extreme poverty just a few generations ago. 

In fact, the big success over the last generation was that the world made rapid progress 
against the very worst poverty. The number of people in extreme poverty has fallen from 
nearly 1.9 billion in 1990 to about 650 million in 2018.7 

This was possible as economic growth reached more and more parts of the world.8 In 
Ethiopia, India, Indonesia, Ghana, and China more than half the population lived in extreme 
poverty a generation ago. But after two decades of growth the share in extreme poverty more 
than halved in all these countries. 

Poverty was not concentrated in Africa until recently. In 1990 more than a billion of the 
extremely poor lived in China and India alone. Since then those economies have grown faster 
than many of the richest countries in the world and did much to a reduction of global 
inequality. The concentration of the world’s poorest shifted from East Asia in the 1990s to 
South Asia in the following decade. Now it has shifted to Sub-Saharan Africa. The projections 
suggest the geographic concentration of extreme poverty is likely to continue. According to 
the World Bank forecasts 87% of the world’s poorest are expected to live in Sub-Saharan 
Africa in 2030 if economic growth follows the trajectory over the recent past. 

Poverty declined during the last generation because the majority of the poorest people on 
the planet lived in countries with strong economic growth. This is now different. 

Many of the world’s poorest today live in countries that had very low economic growth in the 
past.9 Consider the case of Madagascar: In the last 20 years GDP per capita has not grown; 
and the number in extreme poverty increased almost one-for-one with total population. 

Development economists have emphasized this for some time: The very poorest people in 
the world did not see their material living conditions improve.10 This fact is surely one of the 
biggest development failures of our time. Yet the stagnation of the world’s poorest countries 
is not as widely known as it should be – one reason is that we are not paying attention to 
poverty lines low enough to focus on what happens to the very poorest. This is an important 
reminder that one poverty line is not enough and we need to rely on several poverty lines – 
higher and lower than the international poverty line – to understand what is happening. 

A rising global middle class and stagnation of the world’s poorest will also mean that a new 
divide at the lowest end of the global income distribution is opening up. We miss this if we 
only follow what is happening to the rapidly emerging global middle class or if we rely on 
global poverty lines that are not capturing what is happening to the poorest. 

The projections suggest that over the coming decade the stagnation at the bottom will 
become very clear. The majority of the world’s poorest today live in economies that are not 
growing and half a billion face the prospect to remain stuck in extreme poverty. 

This is terrible news. […] 

 
https://ourworldindata.org/extreme-poverty#historical-poverty-around-the-world 


