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INTRODUCTION

The ongoing COVID-19 pandemic has altered people’s 
lives in a multifaceted way. It is now clear that the pro-
gress in poverty reduction is also at stake. This briefing 
analyses the most recent and up-to-date trends in multi-
dimensional poverty in Latin America and the Caribbean 
(LAC) prior to the pandemic, which is essential for un-
derstanding both the progress made in the past and for 
use as a benchmark for the future.

The briefing first presents the levels of multidimensional 
poverty in LAC according to the global Multidimension-
al Poverty Index (MPI) 2020. The results show that the 
experience of acute poverty in the LAC region is very het-

erogeneous. For instance, Haiti has the largest percentage 
of people living in multidimensional poverty (41.3%), 
whereas Cuba has the lowest incidence of poverty (0.4%) 
in the region. Despite these differences, the vast majority 
of countries have an incidence of poverty below the re-
gional average of 7.2%. Important inequalities are illumi-
nated within countries, such as between urban and rural 
areas: 67% of poor people live in rural areas. However, 
rural poverty is also unevenly distributed across the whole 
region. The Haitian subnational region of Grand’Anse, 
for example, is the poorest subregion in the LAC region, 
where nearly three out of five people are multidimen-

Multidimensional Poverty and COVID-19 
in Latin America and the Caribbean: 
Recent Trends and the Route Ahead

Hector Moreno and Mónica Pinilla-Roncancio

OPHI
OXFORD POVERTY &  HUMAN DEVELOPMENT INITIATIVE

OPHI BRIEFING 57
2021

https://www.flickr.com/photos/imfphoto/50408353663/in/photolist-2jNpZkV-2jTjfxz-2jTimuf-2jTeN8E-2jTinqP-2kp3HZ9-2kp4iwv-2jNpYXR-2jbXBjm-2jTUxqE-2koYVGc-2jbTAqm-2iUEy6n-2jTUxpx-2jbTAbZ-2jNq1qv-2jNtAqM-2jNuoyE-2jNpYNC-2jNuoAd-2jNuotQ-2kpqi6i-2jNuoBf-2jNtAD7-2krNYaA-2jNtA3h-2kpqhaW-2jNpZif-2jNuoF3-2jNq1rH-2jNuocH-2jNpZoL-2jNuoNc-2jNuoJp-2jNuoCx-2jNpYP9-2jNtzYz-2iVKECt-2jRk1Mx-2j2mCs1-2jmgk2X-2jmgn6g-2j3Ufek-2j6bqU4-2kpqgLp-2kppGEy-2jRjWAM-2jRjZwM-2jeYEm2-2jRk21Z


Moreno and Pinilla-Roncancio

www.ophi.org.uk

2 3

Health

Education

Living 
Standards

Three Dimensions 
of Poverty

Years of schooling

School attendance

Child mortality

Nutrition

Cooking fuel

Sanitation

Drinking water

Electricity

Housing

Assets

© Oxford Poverty and Human Development Intiative (OPHI)

Figure 1.   The global MPI structure

Source: 	 OPHI (2018).

sionally poor; whereas, the poverty incidence in half of 
the subnational regions examined (133 out of 265) is be-
low the regional average (7.2%). In terms of population 
groups, children and older adults in the LAC region are 
still the groups most likely to live in poverty. 

Differences between countries, subnational divisions, and 
other population groups besides area and age are evident 
across the LAC region. However, recent trends do con-
firm a clear pattern of convergence in which the poor-
est population groups tend to register the largest abso-
lute reductions in poverty over time. This is observed in 
multiple domains: 1) the poorest countries in the region 
displayed the largest poverty reductions in the most re-
cent years with available information for each country; 2) 
rural areas registered the largest drops in terms of multidi-
mensional poverty; and 3) some of the traditionally poor-
est subnational regions had significant reductions (ten of 
them with reductions of at least 4 percentage points per 
year in the headcount ratio). Overall, the trends in pov-

erty reduction in the region follow a heterogeneous but 
progressive pattern.

Long after the initial outbreak, the quickly evolving 
COVID-19 pandemic is still growing in the LAC re-
gion. Indeed, most of the widely used statistics on the 
pandemic confirm a high prevalence and rising trends for 
the countries in the region.1 Previous research conduct-
ed by OPHI and reported in this briefing reveal without 
a doubt that the pandemic will reverse the progress in 
poverty reduction worldwide, with the expected setback 
being three to nine years. The future, of course, is still 
uncertain, and information on overlapping deprivations, 
analysed in this briefing, identifies the populations that 
remain particularly vulnerable to COVID-19. Despite 
this, the briefing also shows that there is room for hope 
as, according to OPHI’s pre-COVID-19 projections, 
most LAC countries would have halved the levels of mul-
tidimensional poverty between 2015 and 2030.

https://ophi.org.uk/


A BRIEF INTRODUCTION TO THE ALKIRE-FOSTER METHOD

The MPI conveys information regarding both the incidence and the intensity of poverty. 
The incidence of poverty is the proportion of people who are identified as poor. This is the 
proportion of the population experiencing multiple and simultaneous deprivations and 
is denoted by H, which stands for headcount ratio. The intensity of poverty is the average 
proportion of (weighted) deprivations poor people experience and is denoted by A. The MPI is 
the product of both and can be simply obtained by the interaction of the incidence of poverty 
and the intensity of poverty: MPI = H x A.

Source: Alkire and Foster (2011).
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Key messages:

•	 The trends in poverty reduction before the COVID-19 
pandemic suggest that all countries in Latin America 
and the Caribbean with global MPI data were on track 
to halve multidimensional poverty by 2030.

•	 The percentage of population that is poor and at 
‘high risk’ of COVID-19 ranges from 1.2% to 
41.2%. This population faces simultaneous vulnera-
bilities in key indicators that can lead to a more acute 
course of this disease.

•	 The outbreak is still on the rise in the region and 
some countries have larger incidence.

The global MPI 2020: A tool for international and 
intertemporal comparisons

The global MPI is a measure co-designed by OPHI and 
UNDP and estimated for over 100 countries in develop-
ing regions since 2010. It reflects the multiple depriva-
tions of those unable to reach minimum standards in the 
dimensions of health, education, and living standards. 
The global MPI measures acute poverty (Alkire, Kanaga-
ratnam, and Suppa, 2020) using ten indicators grouped 
into the three equally weighted dimensions (see Figure 1). 

The global MPI 2020 coveres 107 countries worldwide 
(Alkire, Kanagaratnam, and Suppa, 2020). In the LAC 
region, the global MPI 2020 covers 21 countries. While 
most of the data comes from international surveys such 

as the Multiple Indicator Cluster Surveys (MICS) and the 
Demographic and Health Surveys (DHS), around a third 
of the LAC countries use national household surveys. 
Although this is the most recent information available, 
only half of the surveys were fielded between 2015 and 
2018, and all the information predates the COVID-19 
pandemic (see Appendix 1).

In 2020, trends in the global MPI over time were 
launched for 80 countries and five billion people, using 
two rounds of comparable cross-sectional data (Alkire, 
Kovesdi, Scharlin-Pettee, and Pinilla-Roncancio, 2020). 
In the LAC region, trends are available for 13 countries 
(see Appendix 2 for details on years and used surveys): 
Belize, Bolivia, Colombia, Dominican Republic, Guy-
ana, Haiti, Honduras, Jamaica, Mexico, Nicaragua, Peru, 
Suriname, and Trinidad and Tobago. The first year of 
analysis ranges between 2001 and 2012, although the 
majority refer to 2009 onwards. The second year ranges 
from 2008 to 2018.
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REGIONAL OVERVIEW

The 21 LAC countries included in the global MPI are home 
to 38 million people living in multidimensional poverty. 
This figure accounts for 7.2% of the region’s population. 
Because the global MPI measures acute poverty, which is 
relatively low in the region, LAC region’s contribution to 
global poverty is considerably smaller than its contribution 
in terms of the global population (9.1%). The MPI poor in 
the region experience 41% of the (weighted) deprivations, 
on average, yielding a regional MPI of 0.031.2 This means 
that roughly seven out of 100 Latin Americans experience 
simultaneously at least four of the ten deprivations includ-
ed in the measure – still a sobering figure.

National results

During the period 2016–2017, Haiti had the highest 
incidence of multidimensional poverty with 41.3% of 
its population living in multidimensional poverty. Haiti 
is followed by Guatemala with an incidence of 28.9%, 
based on survey data from 2014–2015.3 Conversely, the 
two countries with the lowest incidence are Cuba (0.4%) 
and Trinidad and Tobago (0.6%). The vast majority of 
countries have an MPI incidence below the regional aver-
age of 7.1%, which is similar to the incidence observed in 
Peru (7.4%). The exceptions are El Salvador, Nicaragua, 
Honduras, Bolivia, Guatemala, and Haiti, which are well 
above the region’s average (See Figure 2).

Figure 2.   Level of multidimensional poverty (H) in LAC region

Source: 	 Based on Table 1.1 in Alkire, Kanagaratnam, and Suppa (2020).
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The intensity of multidimensional poverty ranges from 
34.2% to 48.4% in Barbados and Haiti, respectively. Ta-
ble 1 shows that the largest numbers of poor people are 
to be found in the most populous countries of the region: 
Brazil (roughly 8 million people) and Mexico (8.3 mil-
lion) – and in Guatemala it’s 5 million and in Haiti, 4.6 
million. Thus although the global MPI measures acute 
poverty, and often the levels seem relatively low, in fact 
38 million people in the region experience this condition, 
and 42% of them live in Mexico and Brazil.

https://ophi.org.uk/
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Country MPI Incidence (H) Intensity (A) Population 2018 Number of  poor people  
(2018)

Cuba (2017) 0.002 0.4 36.8 11,338 50

Trinidad and Tobago (2011) 0.002 0.6 38.0 1,390 9

Saint Lucia (2012) 0.007 1.9 37.5 182 3

Barbados (2012) 0.009 2.5 34.2 287 7

Suriname (2018) 0.011 2.9 39.4 576 16

Guyana (2014) 0.014 3.4 41.8 779 26

Dominican Republic (2014) 0.015 3.9 38.9 10,627 412

Brazil (2015) 0.016 3.8 42.5 209,469 8,048

Belize (2015–2016) 0.017 4.3 39.8 383 16

Jamaica (2014) 0.018 4.7 38.7 2,935 138

Ecuador (2013–2014) 0.018 4.6 39.9 17,084 782

Paraguay (2016) 0.019 4.5 41.9 6,956 313

Colombia (2015–2016) 0.020 4.8 40.6 49,661 2,407

Mexico (2016) 0.026 6.6 39.0 126,191 8,284

Peru (2018) 0.029 7.4 39.6 31,989 2,358

El Salvador (2014) 0.032 7.9 41.3 6,421 505

Nicaragua (2011–2012) 0.074 16.3 45.2 6,466 1,051

Honduras (2011–2012) 0.090 19.3 46.4 9,588 1,851

Bolivia (2008) 0.094 20.4 46.0 11,353 2,316

Guatemala (2014–2015) 0.134 28.9 46.2 17,248 4,981

Haiti (2016–2017) 0.200 41.3 48.4 11,123 4,590

LAC region 0.031 7.2 41.4 532,045 38,165

Table 1.   Global MPI results by country in the LAC region

Source: 	 Based on Table 1.1 in Alkire, Kanagaratnam, and Suppa (2020).
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Figure 3.   Incidence of poverty in rural and urban areas in the LAC region
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Subnational disaggregation

MPI in rural and urban areas in the LAC region

In the LAC region, 67% of multidimensionally poor peo-
ple live in rural areas; however, the extent of rural poverty 
is heterogeneous. For example, the incidence of multidi-
mensional poverty in rural areas ranges from 1.15% in 
Trinidad and Tobago to 57.6% in Haiti. The range for 
urban areas is smaller: it goes from 0.17% in Cuba to 
15.75% in Haiti (see Figure 3). There are stark differenc-
es within countries. In Haiti, for instance, the incidence 
of poverty in rural areas is nearly four times larger than 
in urban areas. Pockets of poverty may be more densely 
observed in rural regions.

Subregions

The global MPI can be disaggregated to enable interna-
tional comparisons at subnational as well as national lev-
els. In the LAC region, data on the level and composition 
of MPI are available for 265 subnational areas. Figure 4 
plots the incidence and the intensity of multidimensional 
poverty using data from subnational regions. The scat-
terplot clearly shows that a larger incidence tends to be 
associated with a more intense experience of poverty. So 
not only is a higher share of the population poor, but each 
poor person faces a larger set of deprivations. To some ex-
tent, subnational patterns of high poverty reflect national 
ones. The 25 subregions with the highest poverty levels in 
the LAC region are within the countries with the highest 
incidence of poverty: ten in Haiti, seven in Guatemala, 
four in Honduras, and two in Bolivia and Nicaragua.

https://ophi.org.uk/
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Figure 4.   Incidence (H) and intensity (A) of MPI poverty by subnational region in the LAC region
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Grand’Anse in Haiti is the poorest subnational area in 
the LAC region with an incidence of multidimensional 
poverty equal to 60.7%. In Grand’Anse, multidimen-
sionally poor individuals experience, on average, nearly 
half of all the (weighted) deprivations. The value of the 

MPI then is 0.294, which is the highest in the region. 
Figure 5 shows its location on the island, which reveals 
the uneven distribution of the MPI and the existence of 
pockets of poverty.

Figure 5.   MPI in Haiti by subnational regions in 2016–2017

Source: 	 Based on Table 5.1 in Alkire, Kanagaratnam, and Suppa (2020).
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CHANGES OVER TIME: RECENT TRENDS 
IN MULTIDIMENSIONAL POVERTY

National results

The global MPI enables the tracking and analysis of 
changes over time (Alkire, Kovesdi, Mitchell, Pinil-
la-Roncancio, and Scharlin-Pettee, 2020). This analysis 
extends here to 13 LAC countries with specific time pe-
riods in each case: Belize, Bolivia, Colombia, Dominican 
Republic, Guyana, Haiti, Honduras, Jamaica, Mexico, 
Nicaragua, Peru, Suriname, and Trinidad and Tobago. 
This briefing employs a simple indicator – the absolute 
change in poverty – to examine the poverty dynamics in 
the incidence, the intensity, and the MPI. The absolute 
change across periods is the simple difference between the 
value of these indicators in the two available years. This 
difference is expressed in annualized terms to account for 
the fact that each country has different time intervals.

Honduras is an interesting example in the region. Be-
tween 2005/06 and 2011/12, this country reduced the 
incidence of poverty from 37.9% to 20.0%, which repre-
sents an absolute reduction of nearly 18 percentage points. 
Therefore, the absolute annualized change for this six-year 
period is -3 percentage points (this is: -18/6). Honduras 
had the fastest reduction in the region, followed by Boliv-
ia (2003–2008) and Nicaragua (2001–2011/12). 

In general, none of the 13 examined countries experi-
enced an increase in poverty during these periods of anal-
ysis. This assertion holds for any indicator in the MPI as 
well. As a matter of fact, three of the 13 countries experi-
enced a poverty reduction larger than 2%, two countries 
showed reductions larger or equal to 1% but less than 2% 
per year, and eight countries had reductions of less than 
1% annually (Table 2). According to this set of countries, 
the region as a whole experienced a considerable reduc-
tion in MPI except in the case of Jamaica and Trinidad 
and Tobago, where the size of the poverty reduction was 
not statistically significant.

Interestingly, the poorest countries in the region had the 
largest reductions in multidimensional poverty: Bolivia, 
Honduras, Nicaragua, and Haiti, where the incidence 
of poverty in the baseline was 35% or higher. These im-
provements are much smaller in countries with initially 
low levels of poverty except for Peru and Suriname where 
the incidence of MPI poverty was already higher than 
10% in the initial year (see Figure 6).

Table 2.   Changes in MPI over time at the national level

Country Time period MPI Incidence (H) Intensity (A)

Value Annualized abs. 
change

Value Annualized abs. 
change

Value Annualized abs. 
change

Year 1 Year 2 Year 1 Year 2 Value Sig. Year 1 Year 2 Value Sig. Year 1 Year 2 Value Sig.

Belize 2011 2015/16 0.030 0.020 -0.002 ** 7.4 4.9 -0.5 ** 41.1 40.2 -0.2

Bolivia 2003 2008 0.168 0.096 -0.014 *** 34.3 20.8 -2.7 *** 49.1 46.2 -0.6 ***

Colombia 2010 2015/16 0.024 0.020 -0.001 *** 6.0 4.8 -0.2 *** 40.4 40.6 0.0

Dominican Rep. 2007 2014 0.032 0.015 -0.002 *** 7.8 3.9 -0.6 *** 41.1 38.9 -0.3 ***

Guyana 2009 2014 0.023 0.014 -0.002 ** 5.5 3.3 -0.4 ** 42.2 41.9 -0.1

Haiti 2012 2016/17 0.237 0.192 -0.01 *** 48.4 39.9 -1.9 *** 48.9 48.1 -0.2

Honduras 2005/06 2011/12 0.192 0.093 -0.016 *** 37.9 20.0 -3.0 *** 50.6 46.5 -0.7 ***

Jamaica 2010 2014 0.021 0.018 -0.001 5.3 4.7 -0.2 40.4 38.7 -0.4

Mexico 2012 2016 0.030 0.025 -0.001 ** 7.5 6.4 -0.3 * 40.7 38.9 -0.4 **

Nicaragua 2001 2011/12 0.221 0.074 -0.014 *** 41.7 16.5 -2.4 *** 52.9 45.3 -0.7 ***

Peru 2012 2018 0.053 0.029 -0.004 *** 12.7 7.4 -0.9 *** 41.6 39.6 -0.3 ***

Suriname 2006 2010 0.059 0.037 -0.006 *** 12.8 8.4 -1.1 *** 46.3 43.9 -0.6 *

Trinidad and Tobago 2006 2011 0.021 0.018 -0.001 5.7 5.0 -0.1 36.2 36.1 0.0

Source: 	 Alkire, Kovesdi, Mitchell, Pinilla-Roncancio and Scharlin-Pettee (2020). 

Note: 	 Statistical significance for the absolute change: *** statistically significant at α=0.01, ** statistically significant at α=0.05, 
	 * statistically significant at α=0.10.

https://ophi.org.uk/
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Figure 6.   Annualized absolute change in incidence of 		
	 poverty (H) in LAC region
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Note: 	 *** statistically significant at α=0.01, ** statistically 		
	 significant at α=0.05, * statistically significant at α=0.10.

Figure 7.   Annualized absolute poverty reduction (H) in rural and urban areas in LAC region
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Changes over time at the subnational level

MPI in rural and urban areas
These converging patterns in multidimensional poverty 
are visible in rural and urban areas.4 Although it is well 
known that the incidence of poverty in the LAC region 
is much higher in urban areas, in terms of trends, the 
poverty reductions over time tended to be larger in the 
poorer rural areas. This means that the national trends in 
poverty reduction described above are largely driven by 
improvements in localities with higher poverty, although 
there are some exceptions (Figure 7).

This urban-rural divide exposes alternative patterns of 
poverty reduction when the analysis turns to countries 
with low incidences of poverty, such as Belize, Mexico, 
and Peru. Interestingly, even when there were small varia-
tions in the incidence of poverty at the country level, the 
changes observed in these countries, particularly in Mexi-
co and Jamaica, were fundamentally driven by significant 
improvements in rural areas. The incidence of poverty in 
these two countries is larger in rural areas. With respect 
to urban areas, improvements are primarily observed in 
the group of countries with the highest levels of pover-
ty reduction in the region: Haiti, Nicaragua, Honduras, 
and Bolivia. This again confirms the progressive nature of 
poverty reduction in the region.
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Subnational regions

In terms of the 127 subnational regions, the most recent 
data confirm a clear and progressive trend in poverty re-
duction in which the largest improvements occurred in 
the counties with the highest incidence of poverty. The 
top three subnational regions with the largest reductions 
in the LAC region are in Honduras (2005/06–2011/12): 
Santa Bárbara, Olancho, and Intibucá, with annual-
ized variations of -5.7 percentage points, -5.7 percent-
age points, and -4.9 percentage points, respectively (See 
Figure 8). Conversely, a few subnational regions display 
increases in the incidence of poverty, but these are small-
er than 1 percentage point. Indeed, the largest rise in 
the whole LAC region is to be found in Jamaica (Other 
Towns) with an increase of 0.7 percentage points between 
2010 and 2014.

Figure 8.   Incidence of poverty reduction (H) in subnational regions in LAC region
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Source: 	 Based on Alkire, Kovesdi, Mitchell, Pinilla-Roncancio and Scharlin-Pettee (2020).

MULTIDIMENSIONAL POVERTY AND THE 
COVID-19 PANDEMIC: THE WAY AHEAD

Pre-COVID-19 projections: 2015–2030

Previous sections documented great heterogeneity in 
terms of both levels and trends of poverty in the LAC 
region. However, recent data tendencies suggest a clear 
process of convergence in which the poorest countries 
displayed the fastest reductions. This section looks for-
ward and employs poverty projections for 2030 based on 
pre-COVID-19 information. The analysis is available for 
12 LAC countries: Belize, Bolivia, Colombia, Dominican 
Republic, Guyana, Honduras, Haiti, Jamaica, Mexico, 
Nicaragua, Peru, and Suriname (Alkire, Nogales, Quinn, 
and Suppa, 2020).5

These potential trajectories consider three elements: the 
MPI in 2015, its projection for 2030, and the target of 
poverty reduction for 2030. In other words, the figure as-
sesses whether countries were on track to halve their global 
MPI value 2015–2030 if the observed trends continue. 
Results displayed in Figure 9 suggest that all LAC countries 
included in the analysis would have halved their levels of 
multidimensional poverty between 2015 and 2030 using 
the global MPI as the indicator of poverty. It is worthwhile 
to highlight that these figures predated the COVID-19 

IntibucáOlancho

Santa Bárbara

https://ophi.org.uk/
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pandemic and that they refer to the MPI, which accounts 
for both the incidence and intensity of poverty.

These results unambiguously show that the region as 
a whole had a clear trend of poverty reduction. This is 
even the case for countries with already low MPIs, such 
as Colombia and Mexico, where this trend is less evident 
given that the incidence of acute poverty is already low 
in these countries. More importantly, most of these coun-
tries were going to exceed this target, i.e. more than halve 
poverty in terms of the MPI. Representative cases include 
Haiti, Honduras, Bolivia, and Nicaragua.

In the case of Haiti, the projections suggested that its 
global MPI was expected to fall from around 0.20 in 
2015 to nearly 0.09 by 2030. Therefore, despite having 
the highest incidence of poverty in the region, Haiti was 
clearly on track to meet Target 1.2 of the Sustainable 
Development Goals for poverty reduction (set at around 
0.10). Bolivia is a contrasting case study. The baseline Bo-
livian MPI was much smaller than that of Haiti in 2015. 
Despite this, Bolivia’s projected reduction was remarkably 
larger than the other countries (the distance between the 
projected MPI and the target MPI was the largest). This 
was also the case for Nicaragua. These examples suggest 
that the prospects of poverty reduction that preceded the 
current COVID-19 pandemic were not conditional on 

Figure 9.   MPI projections for 2015–2030 (if observed trends continue)

Source: 	 Alkire, Nogales, Quinn, and Suppa, (2020).
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having an initially high – or low – MPI poverty. Hence, 
the success of poverty reduction did not seem to be deter-
mined by initial MPIs.

Vulnerability to COVID-19 (risk factors)

This section provides information on the share of the 
population with simultaneous vulnerabilities in key 
indicators that can lead to a more acute course of this 
disease. Following Alkire, Dirksen, Nogales, and Oldig-
es (2020), this section explores the joint distribution of 
three COVID-19 risk indicators from the global MPI: 
nutrition, drinking water, and cooking fuel. The analysis 
distinguishes between two degrees of risk: 1) persons are 
at ‘risk’ if they are deprived in at least one of these indica-
tors and 2) persons are at ‘high risk’ if they suffer depriva-
tion in all three indicators simultaneously.

In general, the results reveal that the LAC region has a 
very uneven distribution of COVID-19 vulnerable pop-
ulations. However, it is clear that Haiti, Guatemala, Hon-
duras, and Nicaragua are the countries with the largest 
percentages of their populations who are at ‘risk’ or at 
‘high risk’ from the pandemic. 

Haiti, the country with the highest poverty levels, is 
an interesting case. About 12.5% of its population are 
at ‘high risk’ (i.e. simultaneously lacking of appropriate 
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nutrition, drinking water, and cooking fuel), but nearly 
95% of Haitians are at ‘risk’ (i.e. experiencing only one 
deprivation in these indicators). These results differ when 
the analysis focuses on the population that is multidimen-
sionally poor. For instance, the percentage of the Haitian 
population that is poor and vulnerable to a more severe 
course of COVID-19 is 12%. This means that almost one 
in ten of the multidimensionally poor population might 
have a difficult course of the disease.

Post-COVID-19 projections

The pandemic in the LAC region is still spreading. In-
deed, most of the typical statistics used to track its devel-
opment describe a high prevalence and upward trends for 
the region. For instance, according to the Total Deaths 
Attributed to COVID-19 (per 1,000,000 people), the 
pandemic has been active for more than six months (as 
measured from the time when the total confirmed cases 

Table 3.   MPI and COVID-19 risk indicators in LAC region: Percentage of people at risk by risk level in each country 

Country Three risk 
indicators 

One risk 
indicator 

MPI poor and at 
high risk

MPI poor and 
at risk 

Belize 0.4 23.9 0.4 4.1

Bolivia 3.1 46.1 3.1 20.8

Brazil 2.8 17.2 1.1 2.4

Barbados 0.0 2.8 0.0 2.5

Colombia 6.5 18.6 2.8 4.2

Dominican Republic 2.0 17.4 0.6 2.4

Ecuador 0.6 27.1 0.6 4.3

Guatemala 6.6 89.6 5.6 28.8

Guyana 0.9 16.2 0.9 3.0

Honduras 3.7 77.9 3.6 25.5

Haiti 12.5 95.9 12.0 41.2

Jamaica 0.2 35.8 0.2 4.5

Mexico 0.3 24.1 0.3 6.5

Nicaragua 3.5 62.1 3.3 16.2

Peru 0.8 32.4 0.7 7.7

Paraguay 0.5 38.8 0.5 4.4

El Salvador 2.2 65.2 2.1 20.1

Suriname 0.0 11.4 0.0 2.1

Trinidad and Tobago 0.0 34.8 0.0 1.2

Source: 	 Based on Alkire, Dirksen, Nogales, and Oldiges (2020).

of COVID-19 first reached 30 per day) in Bolivia, Bra-
zil, Chile, Ecuador, Panama, Peru, and México (see Ros-
er, Ritchie, Ortiz-Ospina and Hasell 2020).6 In each of 
these countries, the pandemic has exceeded more than 
500 deaths per million people.7 There are, of course, nu-
ances. In Aruba and the Bahamas, the pandemic started 
more recently (again since the total confirmed cases of 
COVID-19 first reached 30 per day), but the mortality 
trends were on the rise at the time of writing.

A simple correlation analysis between the most recent 
data concerning multidimensional poverty and multi-
ple COVID-19 indicators (detailed below), using coun-
try-level information, shows a low degree of association. 
This assertion applies to multiple indicators related 
to the pandemic such as the total deaths attributed to 
COVID-19 (per 1,000,000 people), the number of days 
since the confirmed cases first reached 30 per day, and the 

https://ophi.org.uk/
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total confirmed cases of COVID-19 (per 1,000,000 peo-
ple). This also holds for either both the incidence and the 
intensity of multidimensional poverty and for the MPI 
overall. Similarly, there seems to be a weak correlation be-
tween these indicators and indicators concerning changes 
over time in multidimensional poverty. In all cases, the 
correlation coefficient is well below 0.2 in absolute value. 
These results are restricted to the country-level informa-
tion referred to above and so the implications are not con-
clusive. If anything, these figures confirm the complexity 
of the pandemic and the importance of institutions in 
shaping its prevalence.

To cope with data limitations, the analysis builds on the 
post-COVID-19 poverty projections from Alkire, Noga-
les, Quinn, and Suppa (2020). Their work used the global 
MPI and simulation techniques over a set of 75 countries 
worldwide and found a potential setback in the reduction 
of multidimensional poverty of about three to nine years 
worldwide (see Figure 10). The implemented simulation 
consisted in inducing deprivations in two global MPI in-
dicators: nutrition and school attendance. These results 
confirm that the current COVID-19 pandemic is already 
disrupting the progress in poverty reduction. Due to data 
requirements these trends are only available globally and, 

Figure 10.   Impact of COVID-19 on multidimensional poverty
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because of this, these estimates are not available for the 
LAC region; however, these estimates are still informative 
with respect to the potential effects on the region.

The social effects of the pandemic will be felt in multiple 
domains – beyond nutrition and school attendance in the 
LAC region. In terms of the social costs, the pandemic may 
jeopardize the progress in job formality and labour market 
participation, particularly for women. Indeed, the eco-
nomic halt resulting from this pandemic is already hitting 
the labour market, with a disproportionate burden borne 
by women (Gutiérrez, Martin, and Ñopo, 2020). Because 
of this, the emerging literature for the region points out 
alternative targets and instruments. Lustig and Tommasi 
(2020), for instance, suggest implementing actions at the 
local level, going beyond cash transfers, to reduce epide-
miological risks, protect livelihoods, and protect human 
capital accumulation. Similarly, in terms of policy adjust-
ments, Levy (2020) highlights the importance of main-
taining formal employment through subsidies targeted to 
reduce the cost of employment (labour costs) and through 
access to credit to avoid bankruptcies of formal compa-
nies. The MPI then emerges as a useful tool to monitor 
the effectiveness of such policies at subnational levels and 
among different social groups.
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CONCLUDING REMARKS

The first quarter of 2021 continues to reveal the devast-
ing and multifaceted nature of the current COVID-19 
pandemic. It is clearer than ever the extent to which its 
impacts jeopardize the progress against poverty and how 
the pandemic and the crisis attached to it affect people 
differently. Yet more must be learned in order to cope 
with its impacts and more precise information is required 
to act against its adverse consequences, particularly with 
respect to those most deprived. To this end, this briefing 
has synthesized information on where the region stands 
in terms of poverty levels and trends to better understand 
the way ahead. 

The case of Haiti is perhaps a good closing example for 
multiple reasons. On the one hand, Haiti was the country 
with the largest MPI and incidence of multidimension-
al poverty in the LAC region according to the most up-
to-date information (2016/17). Haiti is also the country 
with the largest incidence of poverty in both rural and 
urban areas, and houses the poorest subnational region 
in the LAC region (Grand’Anse). On the other hand, 
Haiti illustrates important characteristics, both in terms 
of poverty dynamics, as observed in the two most recent 
time periods, and in terms of its poverty projections for 
the year 2030. During the period between 2012 and 
2016/17, Haiti’s reduction in MPI was the fourth largest 
among LAC countries and, at the same time, emerged as 
the country with the most encouraging prospects in terms 
of MPI poverty reduction for the period 2015–2030 (if 
the observed trends are maintained). In other words, this 
country illustrates that poverty reduction is feasible de-
spite the high and generalized initial levels of poverty.

These findings are compatible with the most up-to-date 
MPI estimates that showed a very heterogeneous expe-
rience of acute multidimensional poverty in the region.  
The briefing shows that as the pandemic reverses the 
hard-won advances in poverty reduction, better informa-
tion is required to improve decision making in a context 
of limited fiscal resources. For example, information on 
overlapped deprivations, analysed in this briefing, may 
help to set some principles for identifying those who are 
most prone to suffering the severest adverse effects of this 
pandemic. This information, in line with SDG Target 
1.5, could serve as a guide for countries to create tailored 
policies at subnational levels.8 For instance, in the case of 
Haiti, the population that is at risk amounts to 95% (i.e. 
without either appropriate nutrition, drinking water, and 
cooking fuel) but nearly one in ten is at ‘high’ risk (i.e. 
experiencing these three deprivations simultaneously). 

The briefing also has conveyed a message of hope. Ac-
cording to pre-pandemic projections, and in keeping 
with SDG Target 1.2, most LAC countries would have 
halved the levels of multidimensional poverty between 
2015 and 2030 if the observed trends had continued. A 
reason to maintain hope emerges then when observing 
these projections as the region overall was on a clear path 
to halve the MPI by 2030. The case of Haiti is just one 
example but other useful lessons may still come from 
countries like Honduras, Bolivia, and Nicaragua, which 
were also on track to more than halve their MPIs between 
2015 and 2030. 
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APPENDIX

Table A1.   Country coverage in the global MPI 2020 for LAC region

Country Survey Year

Cuba Encuesta Nacional de Ocupación (ENO) 2017

Trinidad and Tobago Multiple Indicator Cluster Survey (MICS) 2011

Saint Lucia Multiple Indicator Cluster Survey (MICS) 2012

Barbados Multiple Indicator Cluster Survey (MICS) 2012

Suriname Multiple Indicator Cluster Survey (MICS) 2018

Guyana Multiple Indicator Cluster Survey (MICS) 2014

Dominican Republic Multiple Indicator Cluster Survey (MICS) 2014

Brazil Pesquisa Nacional por Amostra de Domicílios (PNAD) 2015

Belize Multiple Indicator Cluster Survey (MICS) 2015/2016

Jamaica Jamaica Survey of Living Conditions (JSLC) 2014

Ecuador Encuesta de Condiciones de Vida (ECV) 2013/2014

Paraguay Multiple Indicator Cluster Survey (MICS) 2016

Colombia Demographic and Health Survey (DHS) 2015/2016

Mexico Encuesta Nacional de Salud y Nutrición (ENSANUT) 2016

Peru Encuesta Demográfica y de Salud Familiar (ENDES) 2018

El Salvador Multiple Indicator Cluster Survey (MICS) 2014

Nicaragua Demographic and Health Survey (DHS) 2011/2012

Honduras Demographic and Health Survey (DHS) 2011/2012

Bolivia Demographic and Health Survey (DHS) 2008

Guatemala Demographic and Health Survey (DHS) 2014/2015

Haiti Demographic and Health Survey (DHS) 2016/2017

Source: 	 Alkire, Nogales, Quinn, and Suppa (2020).

Country
MPI Data Source Year 1 MPI Data Source Year 2

Survey Year 1 Survey Year 2

Belize MICS 2011 MICS 2015/16

Bolivia DHS 2003 DHS 2008

Colombia DHS 2010 DHS 2015/16

Dominican Republic DHS 2007 MICS 2014

Guyana DHS 2009 MICS 2014

Haiti DHS 2012 DHS 2016/17

Honduras DHS 2005/06 DHS 2011/12

Jamaica JSLC 2010 JSLC 2014

Mexico ENSANUT 2012 ENSANUT 2016

Nicaragua DHS 2001 DHS 2011/12

Peru DHS-Cont 2012 ENDES 2018

Suriname MICS 2006 MICS 2010

Trinidad and Tobago MICS 2006 MICS 2011

Source: 	 Alkire, Kovesdi, Scharlin-Pettee, and Pinilla-Roncancio (2020). Acronym definitions in Table A1.

Note: 	 Acronym definitions in Table A1.

Table A2.  Household surveys for changes over time
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ENDNOTES

1	 Last update available at the time of writing: September 28, 2020.

2	 All regional figures reported here are weighted by population using 2018 figures, which are the most recent available.

3 	 See table in Appendix 1 for survey years.

4 	 The analysis is not disaggregated into urban and rural areas for Trinidad and Tobago due to data restrictions.

5 	 Estimates for Trinidad and Tobago are not available for the analysis due to data restrictions.

6 	 This indicator is not excepted from measurement errors but may be less prone to them in comparison with alternative 		
	 statistics. For instance, in the case of total COVID-19 cases only the fraction that is confirmed by a test is known (Roser, 		
	 Ritchie, Ortiz-Ospina, and Hasell, 2020) and the number of conducted tests, a reference indicator to facilitate its 		
	 cross-country comparison, is very dissimilar across the region.

7	 As of September 15, 2020.

8	 ‘By 2030, build the resilience of the poor and those in vulnerable situations and reduce their exposure and vulnerability to 	
	 climate-related extreme events and other economic, social and environmental shocks and disasters.’
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