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Executive summary

Reducing Roma poverty was placed on the national political agenda and formulated as an 

explicit commitment of the countries participating in the Decade of Roma Inclusion (2005-

2015). The European Commission later joined in with its EU Framework of Roma Inclusion, 

putting additional political weight behind the eff ort to lift Roma out of poverty.

But what poverty are we talking about? What is “poverty” is apparently an easy question 

but its simplicity is misleading. This apparent simplicity often drives researchers, activists, 

and policy makers towards equally simplistic schemes for addressing the issue.

This paper goes beyond the standard (still prevailing) approaches to poverty in terms of 

poverty rates. It presents the basic concepts and approaches to the defi nition of poverty; 

applies them to the Roma using the data on the status of Roma households from the sur-

veys conducted by UNDP, the World Bank and the European Commission; and proposes a 

multidimensional measure that better refl ects the multidimensional challenges Roma are 

facing.

The data is drawn from the 2011 survey, in conjunction with the FRA pilot Roma survey 

conducted during the same period, and represents the largest integrated household sur-

vey of the Roma to date. The combined UNDP/WB/EC regional Roma survey and the FRA 

Roma pilot survey (both from 2011) has data produced by 20,018 Roma households (with 

87,717 household members living in these households) and 9,782 non-Roma households 

living nearby (28,214 household members), covering 18 European countries. The 2011 sur-

vey followed the conceptual approach tested in 2004 by UNDP in its fi rst comprehensive 

regional survey of Roma at risk of marginalization and non-Roma living in close proximity 

(UNDP 2006).1 

Using this data, the paper analyses standard monetary poverty measures for the Roma but 

then quickly proceeds to describe more non-pecuniary measures. Education, employment, 

health and housing are analysed in depth showing that the nature of Roma poverty and 

status vis-à-vis the majority is more than just a matter of income. A full analysis must com-

bine these various dimensions and thus, a multi-dimensional index is constructed from 

these critical areas plus indicators from a rights-based approach. This index is compared to 

monetary measures and applied to other indicators of exclusion. The key results from the 

application of the diff erent poverty measures are given below in this summary.

Uni-dimensional poverty measures applied to the Roma

 The two approaches to calculating monetary poverty (by income and by expen-

ditures) yield a generally consistent picture. Income estimates usually produce 

higher poverty rates (people tend to underreport income)—and this is also 

the case of both datasets, of the Roma and non-Roma. In all countries with the 

exception of Bosnia and Herzegovina both approaches show similar trends of 

declining poverty.

 

 Access to early childhood education and care appears to be a major challenge for 

Roma—particularly as non-attendance of pre-school clearly limits professional 

1/ The 2004 survey was prepared and implemented by UNDP. The 2011 survey was imple-
mented jointly by UNDP, the World Bank and the European Commission, Directorate General 
“Regional and Urban Policy”.
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and educational opportunities later in life. Roma were much less likely to attend 

pre-school than non-Roma living in close proximity. Diff erences in pre-school 

attendance rates between Roma and non-Roma were statistically signifi cant in 

all countries surveyed, except for Bosnia and Herzegovina, FYR Macedonia, and 

Montenegro (countries with the lowest overall pre-school attendance rates). 

 Unsurprisingly, throughout Central and Southeast Europe, the Roma face higher 

unemployment rates than non-Roma populations living in their close proximity. 

Roma are more likely to be unemployed than their non-Roma counterparts in all 

countries and for both men and women. Also, the relation to the national aver-

ages of both Roma and non-Roma populations living in close proximity varies 

across countries. This in part refl ects the geographical distribution of vulnerable 

Roma communities which, for example, in Slovakia and Hungary, are concen-

trated in more impoverished parts of the country. Thus, both Roma and non-

Roma unemployment rates based on the UNDP/WB/EC regional Roma survey are 

signifi cantly higher than the national averages. 

 Financial access to (aff ordability of ) health services is also signifi cantly lower 

among the Roma. At the regional level (unweighted averages of pooled Roma 

and non-Roma samples) 55% of the Roma report instances in the past 12 months 

when household members could not aff ord purchasing prescribed medicines 

compared to 25% of the non-Roma. On the other hand, reported access to pri-

mary health services (insurance and access to general practitioners) has signifi -

cantly improved among the non-Roma during 2004-2011; it declined for Roma in 

Albania, Romania, and Bulgaria. The loss of access to primary health care is par-

ticularly striking in Romania: whereas 90% of Roma survey respondents reported 

having a family doctor in 2004, only 49%, reported being insured in 2011. 

 The diff erences in regards to access to basic infrastructures within the individual 

countries are also revealing. The biggest problem in all countries is access to 

sanitation. In some cases (Hungary, or Slovakia) limited access to improved water 

sources is matched by equal limitations in access to sanitation. In most coun-

tries, however, this is not the case. In Bulgaria and FYR Macedonia, for example, 

the share of those without indoor toilets or bathrooms is respectively 12 and 11 

times higher than the share of those without piped water. This could refl ect the 

general underdevelopment of communal infrastructures in rural areas (where 

signifi cant numbers of Roma in those countries live). 

Multi-dimensional poverty analysis

The multidimensional poverty approach is particularly appropriate for addressing the 

issue of Roma poverty, precisely because of the multidimensional nature of the depriva-

tion and marginalization that Roma are facing. Roma poverty is not just a lack of fi nancial 

resources, unemployment, sub-standard housing, or poor access to social services. It is 

about a combination of all these factors, which are both outcomes of past spells of exclu-

sion and determinants of future deprivations—reinforcing the vicious circle of poverty. 

In order to capture these aspects of Roma deprivation, a multidimensional poverty index 

has been developed and tested following the standard Alkire and Foster (2007) methodol-

ogy. This index integrates important aspects of human poverty refl ecting appropriately 

the specifi cs of Roma exclusion. 

This index refl ects the status of the individuals (with their characteristics) living in house-

holds (with their characteristics) and facing certain numbers of deprivations. It integrates 

12 equally weighted indicators refl ecting status in six critical dimensions from a human 

development perspective (basic rights, health, education, housing, standard of living, and 

employment). 

The results show that the multidimensional poverty rate of Roma has decreased substan-

tially between 2004 and 2011 in most countries (it increased in Albania and Serbia). This 

is clearly an achievement. In most of those countries witnessing improvements, however, 

they resulted primarily from declines in the number of Roma in the “poor” category (5-7 

deprivations). “Severe poverty” (more than 7 deprivations) decreased signifi cantly only in 

Bosnia and Herzegovina and Romania; in Albania, it even increased. 

The choice of the metrics indeed matters. The diff erent poverty measures yields diff erent 

results. The diff erent outcomes resulting from the application of multidimensional versus 

monetary metrics are analysed for the period between 2004 and 2011. The most drastic is 

the case of Albania where the monetary poverty rate of Roma was more than cut in half 

(from 78% to 36%) while multidimensional poverty rate increased from 49% to 66%. Like-

wise, in Serbia monetary poverty declined from 57% to 26%, while the multidimensional 

poverty rate increased from 51% to 55%. In other countries the direction of the change 

was the same (towards a decline in poverty measured by both metrics) but the magnitude 

of change diff ers in some countries. Multidimensional poverty rates among Roma de-

clined more sharply than monetary poverty in Bosnia and Herzegovina, Montenegro, and 

FYR Macedonia; the decline was similar in both metrics in Croatia and Bulgaria; while the 

decline in monetary poverty in Romania was stronger than in multidimensional poverty. 

Probits and a poverty policy analysis are explored to reveal what might decrease the MPI. 

And fi nally, other correlations with the MPI are evaluated including measures of vulnerabil-

ity across dimensions and behaviours of the diff erent groups. 

Conclusions

Based on these fi ndings, the paper concludes that making the right choice among the 

wide range of methodologies for measuring poverty is not easy. Actually, there is no “right” 

or “wrong” choice. The choice of the particular approach should be guided by policy priori-

ties, not by pure research curiosity. The ultimate purpose is to better understand the un-

derlying mechanisms and the factors determining poverty—and to help overcome them. 

The specifi cs of Roma poverty require multidimensional approaches. The proposed multi-

dimensional poverty index is one example of such an approach. It is better suited for 

tracking poverty of marginalized and excluded groups like Roma and can be applied with 

negligible additional cost. However it is also not perfect because a major dimension of hu-

man development—that of agency—is missing, both due to conceptual reasons and data 

defi cits. Addressing these gaps would make possible developing a comprehensive truly 

human development centred poverty measure.

The analyses presented highlight the diff erences between money- and people-centred 

measures of poverty. They are important to bear in mind not just (and not primarily) for 

proper poverty monitoring, but also for policy formulation. The conceptual framework 

behind the poverty analysis determines the framework of responses.
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1 Introduction

This paper closes the cycle of analytical papers elaborated 

under the UNDP regional project “Decreasing Roma Vulner-

ability”, funded by the EU DG “Regional and urban policy” 

and the United Nations Development Programme. It builds on the fi ndings of earlier 

publications in the working papers series, adding a new dimension to their sector-spe-

cifi c angle – that of human development. 

The paper goes beyond the standard (and still prevailing) approach conceptualizing 

poverty in terms of poverty rates. It presents the basic concepts and approaches to 

the defi nition of poverty; applies them to the Roma using data on the status of Roma 

households from surveys conducted by UNDP, the World Bank and the European Com-

mission; and proposes a multidimensional measure that better refl ects the multidi-

mensional challenges Roma are facing.

The term “poverty” has become synonymous with the term “Gypsy” or in the last two 

decades – “Roma” as these communities have come to be called. The change was an at-

tempt to escape the pejorative connotations of “Gypsy”, which is fi rmly associated with 

an “underclass” but that change was not matched by dramatic decline of poverty – the 

Roma are similarly poor and marginalized as the Gypsies before. 

In response to these challenges reducing Roma poverty was put on the political agenda 

and formulated as an explicit commitment of the countries participating in the Decade 

of Roma Inclusion (2005-2015). The European Commission later joined in with its EU 

Framework of Roma Inclusion, adding broad political weight behind the attempts to 

lift Roma out of poverty.

But what poverty are we talking about? What is “poverty”? Apparently an easy ques-

tion, but its simplicity is misleading. This misleading simplicity often drives researchers, 

activists, and policy makers towards equally simplistic schemes for addressing the is-

sue.

The current analysis defi nes the Roma poverty in broader terms. Using the data from 

regional surveys among Roma communities at risk of marginalization and their non-

Roma neighbours in Central and Eastern Europe, it goes beyond intuitive understand-

ings of the issue. An adequate defi nition (as with an adequate diagnosis) is a precondi-

tion for an adequate intervention. This is particularly important today, in light of the 

European Commission’s new programming period, when the resources devoted to ad-

dressing Roma poverty will be larger by an order of magnitude—as, respectively, the 

potential for possible damage as a result of misguided policies.
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Various approaches to poverty estimation

There are various ways of defi ning and quantifying poverty. Most of these yield diff er-

ent results and thus often contributing more to the confusion around the issue than 

helping explain its root causes. The choice of method of measurement and setting pov-

erty thresholds has obvious implications for the outcomes of the analysis and its policy 

implications. 

In principle, all poverty defi nitions can be classifi ed according to two main characteris-

tics: (i) the classifi cation criteria; and (ii) the choice of the threshold (the numerical value 

refl ecting the selected poverty criterion, below which the subject of analysis is consid-

ered “poor”). As regards to defi nitions, poverty estimates can be objective (defi ned 

by characteristics that are objectively measurable and not subject to an individual’s 

interpretations) or subjective (perception-based measures in which the assessment 

of the individual determines his or her poverty status). The fi rst approach refl ects some 

objective criteria (e.g., calories consumed, the costs of a “minimum consumption bas-

ket”, or disposable income). The second approach refl ects the argument that objective 

criteria cannot capture poverty, and that only individuals themselves can say whether 

or not they are poor (one might live in a rich country with high income but be under 

pressure due to the presence of unaff ordable consumption standards, and thus assess 

his/her status as “poor”).2 

The data for both objective and subjective measures are usually derived from surveys. 

The similarity of the source shouldn’t however blur the diff erence between the two. In 

the fi rst case, the status is determined by an external agent (an analyst assessing the 

data reported by the object of the poverty analysis). In the second case the status is 

determined by the person reporting his or her status.

The number of dimensions of poverty being considered can also determine diff erent 

approaches to poverty defi nition. A uni-dimensional poverty analysis (as the name 

suggests) takes a single aspect of poverty as a suffi  cient proxy—be it money (mone-

tary approaches), natural units like calories of daily consumption, etc. (Townsend 1962: 

215-220; Ravallion, Bidani 1994: 77-78; Lister 2004: 11-15). Such approaches are easily 

understood but usually too simplistic, reducing complex phenomena to a single vari-

able. Multidimensional poverty measures are more comprehensive approaches to well-

being, but their complexity comes at the cost of diffi  culties in aggregating the various 

indicators. 

Depending on how poverty thresholds are defi ned, one can distinguish between ab-

solute and relative poverty. In both cases the thresholds are numeric cut-off  values, 

with diff erences in how the value is determined. The absolute poverty thresholds are 

derived from the concept of “needs” and imply some universal standard and some ab-

solute minimum of unacceptable deprivation. A widely used measure for cross-country 

comparisons is the threshold of $2.15 per day in purchasing-power parity (PPP) terms, 

or the higher amount of PPP$4.30/day, below which one is considered severely poor 

or “just” poor.3 In the case of the relative poverty approach, the threshold determining 

whether a person is poor is set relative to the status of other members of the society. 

The median (of income or expenditures) is usually used as the reference point and the 

most commonly used threshold is 60% of the median (Garroway, de Laiglesia 2012: 19-

22). In other words, relative poverty captures a lower living standard in comparison to 

other people in that country, which does not necessarily imply a low standard of living 

or deprivation.4 

In a response to the shortcomings of monetary estimates of poverty, a broad range of 

alternative approaches have been elaborated since the mid-1970s. One of the most 

prominent is associated with the human development concept, which attempts to re-

fl ect non-material (as well as material) aspects of human progress. While its roots reach 

back to Aristotle, the human development concept was operationalized for policy-

making purposes only in 1990, when UNDP published its fi rst human development 

report. The human development concept has evolved in the intervening two and a 

half decades, both in terms of defi ning what “human development” is and how to mea-

sure it (Alkire 2010: 8-11). The human development concept was largely inspired by 

Amartya Sen (Sen, 1987), who has argued that well-being comes from the capability to 

function in society. Thus, poverty arises when people lack key capabilities, and so have 

inadequate incomes or education, or poor health, or live in insecurity with low self-

confi dence and a sense of powerlessness, or the absence of rights such as freedom of 

speech. All this limits people’s capabilities and ultimately reduces their freedoms (Sen 

2000a: 87-110). 

However human development and the human development index (HDI/UNDP) are not 

measures of poverty or deprivation. HDI is an indicator of achievement, or progress 

(and not of defi cits and poverty). In an attempt to address the diff erent features of de-

privation in the quality of life and arrive to an aggregate judgment on the extent of 

poverty, UNDP in 1997 introduced the Human Poverty Index (UNDP 1997: 17). The HPI 

was later “diversifi ed” into the HPI-1 (for developing countries) and HPI-2 (for developed 

2/ A sub-group of the “subjective” approaches is objective poverty estimates (using a numeric 
threshold) but applying a “subjective poverty line.” The latter is derived from a survey question 
“what income level do you personally consider to be absolutely minimal?” (Ravallion 1992: 33; 
Ravallion 2010: 12-19).

3/ Purchasing-power parity takes into account not only a country’s exchange rate with the USD 
but also the cost of a similar (cross-country) basket of goods in order to determine a person’s 
actual purchasing power; it allows for a comparison of income from a relatively wealthy country 
with higher prices like the US with a country with lower income but also lower prices like Mol-
dova for example. The UNDP MDGs and this paper use the International Comparison Program 
(ICP) initiated by the UN to construct PPP conversion factors (see http://siteresources.world-
bank.org/ICPEXT/Resources/ICP_2011.html for more information).

4/ Absolute and relative poverty approaches can be synthesized if both are applied in a com-
plementary manner through a “weakly relative poverty” in which the “elasticity of the poverty 
line to the mean is positive above some critical value, rises with higher mean consumption, but 
only reaches unity as mean consumption goes to infi nity” (Ravallion 2010: 18-20).

INTRODUCTION
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INTRODUCTION

countries), and eventually dropped in favour of the multidimensional poverty index.

Multidimensional poverty encompasses a range of deprivations that a household 

may suff er. It was inspired by the need to identify a unifi ed measurement of poverty 

for both developing and developed countries. The Oxford Poverty and Human Devel-

opment Initiative was at the forefront of developing and promoting this methodol-

ogy, which is now being broadly used for poverty monitoring beyond material well-

being. Multidimensional poverty concept applies the capability approach in poverty 

monitoring, while also addressing a key conceptual drawback of the uni-dimensional 

approaches—namely, the loss of information on dimension-specifi c poverty measures 

(Alkire, Foster 2009: 8). The number of indicators and the specifi c indicators used de-

pend on the purpose of the measure. 

The concept of social exclusion, which adds another dimension to poverty analysis, 

is usually included as an aspect of multidimensional poverty analysis. It has evolved 

together with the concept of social rights, rooted in the idea of the European welfare 

state. In discourses on citizenship, social rights and social justice, “being socially ex-

cluded” is not merely understood as a lack of access to goods, but as a lack of access 

to rights. Social exclusion may reduce human capabilities in one fi eld, which might be 

responsible for deprivations in other fi elds of life, further fuelling the process of so-

cial exclusion. Amartya Sen refers to this as “capability failures”, and believes that social 

exclusion plays an instrumental role. Social exclusion is multi-dimensional, including 

economic, social and civic dimensions (Sen 2000b: 12-15). Deprivations in one dimen-

sion can reinforce deprivations in another, and these multiple deprivations can result 

in social exclusion.

Table 1 summarizes the major approaches to poverty quantifi cation and monitoring—

and this summary is far from exhaustive. It suggests that there might be at least sixteen 

diff erent answers to the question “What’s the poverty rate in a country X or for group 

Y?”—all of which could be correct in their own right. However, when communicated 

without an explanation of the methodology applied, without the relevant metadata 

available or detached from the specifi c context (which is most often the case) poverty 

estimates can be used in a highly manipulative manner. 

Institutional clustering of poverty monitoring methods 

While the World Bank is traditionally seen as an advocate of absolute poverty mea-

sures, in reality the picture is more nuanced. According to the World Bank, “poverty 

is pronounced deprivation in wellbeing” (World Bank. 2000: 15). This defi nition builds 

on the Bank’s earlier approach defi ning poverty more narrowly, as “the inability to at-

tain a minimal standard of living” (World bank 1990: 26). Both defi nitions however raise 

two questions about what is meant by well-being (or living standard) and what is the 

reference point against which to measure deprivation (or inability). Two approaches 

are typically used. One approach is to think of well-being as the command over com-
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Table 1: Diff erent approaches to poverty
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modities in general, so that people are better off  if they have a greater command over 

resources. The main focus is on whether households or individuals have enough re-

sources to meet their needs. Typically, poverty is then measured by comparing indi-

viduals’ income or consumption with some defi ned threshold below which they are 

considered to be poor. This is the most conventional view—poverty is seen largely in 

monetary terms—and is the starting point for most analyses of poverty.

A second approach to well-being (and hence poverty) is to ask whether people are able 

to obtain a specifi c type of consumption good: Do they have enough food? Or shelter? 

Or health care? Or education? In this view the analyst goes beyond more traditional 

monetary measures of poverty: nutritional poverty might be measured by examining 

whether children are stunted or wasted; educational poverty might be measured by 

asking whether people are literate or how much formal schooling they have received. 

For international comparisons, the World Bank uses PPP$1.25/day and PPP$2.30/day 

poverty thresholds.5 These thresholds were introduced in 1990, originally as $275 and 

$370 per person a year in constant 1985 PPP$ prices (World Bank 1990: 27).

Unlike the World Bank, the European Union emphasizes relative poverty. The at-risk-

of-poverty rate is the share of people with an equivalent disposable income (after so-

cial transfer) below the at-risk-of-poverty threshold, which is set at 60% of the national 

median equivalent disposable income after social transfers. This indicator does not 

measure wealth or poverty, but rather low incomes in comparison to other residents in 

that country (which does not necessarily imply a low standard of living).6

The Oxford Poverty and Human Development Initiative (OPHI) is among the organi-

zations pioneering multidimensional poverty approaches. It defi nes poverty in terms of 

multiple and overlapping deprivations that a household may suff er.7 The number and 

type of indicators used depend on the purpose of the measure. These include national 

poverty measures that refl ect changes over time, targeting of services or cash transfers, 

and monitoring and evaluation. At a glance, multidimensional measures present an 

integrated view of the situation. The multidimensional poverty index (MPI) measures 

overlapping deprivations at the household level across the same three dimensions as 

the Human Development Index (living standards, health, and education) and shows 

the average number of poor people and deprivations with which poor households 

contend (Alkire, Foster 2011: 5-9). One deprivation alone may not constitute poverty; 

poverty as per the MPI requires that a household be deprived across multiple indicators 

at the same time. A person is multidimensionally poor if he or she is deprived in at least 

one third of the weighted indicators.

The UNDP adopts a mix of approaches. Although it is not defi ned in “calorie intake” 

terms, MDG 1 implicitly calls for a consumption-based approach. The HDI is a com-

posite index and crude deprivation proxy measure, which has undergone a number of 

modifi cations since its introduction in 1990. Since 2009, the UNDP includes MPI in the 

global human development indicators monitored in its Human Development Reports. 

Due to the highly decentralized nature of the organization, individual country offi  ces 

conduct their national-level analyses and NHDRs following diverse approaches (usually 

refl ecting national specifi cs and approaches).

The conceptual framework behind this analysis

The above brief overview shows that the methodological choices matter not just for 

the evidence their application produces, but also (perhaps most of all) for their policy 

implications. Those choices need to refl ect the nature and the specifi cs of the phe-

nomenon being researched (e.g., Roma poverty and exclusion) and the purpose of the 

analysis. 

Multidimensionality is a major characteristic of Roma poverty. Roma poverty is not just 

a lack of fi nancial resources, unemployment, substandard housing, or poor access to 

social services—it’s about the combination and interactions of all these factors, which 

are both outcomes of past exclusion and determinants of future deprivations—rein-

forcing the vicious circle of poverty. This multidimensionality requires similarly mul-

tidimensional conceptual approach to integrate poverty reduction and fundamental 

rights agendas. Unemployment, social exclusion, and marginalization are interlinked 

with (and mutually reinforce) discrimination, anti-Gypsyism, limited access to justice 

and segregation. The human development paradigm can serve as such a multi-dimen-

sional approach.

In the same spirit, this analysis does not just wish to show that Roma communities (and 

particularly those vulnerable to marginalization) are among the poorest in Europe. Its 

purpose is to look into the mutual relationships among variety of socioeconomic char-

acteristics in order to build a better picture of the determinants of poverty. Once those 

determinants are better understood, it would be possible to suggest practical interven-

tions to address them—leading to a decline in poverty. Sketching the true picture of 

poverty, answering the question “Who are the poor?” is a necessary precondition for 

adequate poverty reduction interventions. For that purpose, detailed socioeconomic 

profi les of the “MPI poor” and “MPI non-poor” have been constructed and analysed. The 

paper then develops an econometric analysis to determine the contribution of each 

individual dimension to the risk of poverty. 

The sources and the constraints of this research

“There are no quantitative data on the situation of Roma households” is a popularly–

although incorrect--view. There is a great deal of data. What is missing is comparability 

5/ See http://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SI.POV.DDAY, http://data.worldbank.org/indicator/
SI.POV.2DAY, and http://iresearch.worldbank.org/PovcalNet/index.htm

6/ http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/statistics_explained/index.php/Glossary:
At-risk-of-poverty_rate
http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/statistics_explained/index.php/Income_distribution_statistics

7/ http://www.ophi.org.uk/research/multidimensional-poverty/
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allow for multiple levels of comparability: between the two groups, and on core socio-

economic indicators—also between these groups and the national averages, and over 

time.11 For issues related to “discrimination,” the analysis draws on data from the FRA 

survey conducted in parallel to that of UNDP. 

Both the FRA and UNDP surveys follow the methodological framework for defi ning the 

universe of study (the population to be studied) fi rst proposed by the UNDP team in 

2004: a combination of external (territorially determined) criteria (such as segregated 

Roma neighbourhoods), and self-identifi cation (self-determination as “Roma” at the 

beginning of the interview).12 This approach to defi ning the universe of study was also 

applied in the FRA study in 2011. Thus, all three surveys examine not an abstract “Roma” 

population, but Roma at risk of marginalization due to their segregated status. This 

makes their results particularly relevant in terms of integration policies in their respec-

tive countries.

and methodological consistency. Studies rarely use the same (or similar) methodology 

and tools. Data from diff erent “Roma” surveys are therefore rarely comparable, both 

vis-à-vis one another and relative to the results produced by such standard statistical 

tools as household budget or labour force surveys. The data from the 2011 regional 

Roma survey, which was completed by UNDP in cooperation with the World Bank and 

the European Commission (EC), and in coordination with the European Union’s Agency 

for Fundamental Rights (FRA), and which are methodologically comparable to the data 

produced by UNDP’s 2004 regional Roma survey are an eff ort to fi ll this gap. 

The two surveys, conducted in 2011 by UNDP/WB/EC and FRA, represent the largest in-

tegrated household-level data collection eff orts on the status of the Roma to date. The 

combined UNDP/WB/EC regional Roma survey and the FRA Roma pilot survey (both 

from 2011) has data produced by 20,018 Roma households (with 87,717 household 

members living in these households) and 9,782 non-Roma households living nearby 

(28,214 household members), covering 18 European countries. The 2011 surveys fol-

lowed the conceptual approach tested in 2004 by UNDP in its fi rst comprehensive re-

gional survey of Roma at risk of marginalization and non-Roma living in close proximity 

(UNDP 2006).8 

This analysis is based on data from these two surveys of Roma households at risk of 

marginalization and non-Roma living in close proximity. There are several reasons for 

using these two datasets. First, the data are comparable for all countries of Central and 

Eastern Europe, which allows for an analysis to be made over time for these countries.9 

Second, this analysis refers to a number of in-depth thematic regional studies, which 

are based on the same data set and provide additional insights into the sector-specifi c 

dimensions.10 Third, the interval of seven-years is more appropriate for capturing any 

changes after the launch of the “Decade of Roma Inclusion” in 2005. This was the pe-

riod in which the issue of full and equal participation of Roma in their societies was put 

fi rmly on national policy agendas. In some ways these eff orts are paying off , although 

the results are far from initial expectations. Fourth, the UNDP survey complements the 

data on the status of households with information about the behavioural patterns and 

values of the respondents, which can in turn be linked to their socio-economic status. 

Finally, the survey was administered on two sample groups: Roma at risk of margin-

alization, and non-Roma living in close proximity (and therefore sharing the socio-

economic characteristics of the areas inhabited by the Roma surveyed). Thus, the data 

8/ The 2004 survey was prepared and implemented by UNDP. The 2011 survey was imple-
mented jointly by UNDP, the World Bank and the European Commission, Directorate General 
“Regional and Urban Policy”.

9/ The comparability of the two surveys is based on similar methodologies applied in both time 
periods and not the ideal of a similar panel of households. To the authors’ knowledge this has 
yet to be accomplished due to the sensitivity of Roma households and European policy makers 
in retaining personal addresses of ethnic groups for longitudinal panels.

10/ The papers are accessible from the UNDP web-site, http://www.undp.org/content/rbec/en/
home/ourwork/povertyreduction/roma-in-central-and-southeast-europe/

11/  The survey followed the format of an integrated household survey; a number of questions 
in the questionnaire are identical to similar nationally representative surveys. For more informa-
tion about the study and its methodology see Ivanov et.al (2012).

12/ See UNDP (2006), http://europeandcis.undp.org/poverty/show/A3C29ADB-F203-1EE9-
BB0A277C80C5F9F2; FRA (2014). Roma Pilot Survey – Technical report: methodology, sampling 
and fi eldwork. http://fra.europa.eu/en/publication/2014/roma-pilot-survey-technical-report-
methodology-sampling-an
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LOOKING AT POVERTY 
FROM A MONETARY 
PERSPECTIVE

The data presented in Figures 1-1213 provide a comprehensive 

picture of the magnitude and depth of poverty of Roma at risk of marginalization and 

their non-Roma neighbours. The analysis presents both monetary (absolute and rela-

tive) and multidimensional poverty profi les. The country profi les provide an aggregat-

13/ The monetary poverty indicators are based on the household income and expenditures data 
from the 2004 and 2011 Regional Roma surveys. The income was estimated based on the question 
“I will ask you now about the income (or transfers) your household actually received (net income) 
during the last month. Please tell me, what sum, approximately, was made by each of these kinds of 
incomes (or transfers)?” for 2004 and “Please tell me, what were the main sources of these incomes 
of your household (estimate roughly)? What were the approximate MONTHLY amounts?” for 2011. 
The expenditure was estimated based on the question “How much money did your household 
spend last month in total?”  for 2004, “And how much money did your household spend last month 
in total?” for 2011.  For estimating the equivalent income and expenditure, the following weights 
were assigned based on the modifi ed OECD equivalence scale – it gives a weight of 1.0 to the fi rst 
adult, 0.5 to any other household member aged 14 and over and 0.3 to each child aged less than 14. 

2 ed picture of poverty status in 2004 and 2011 as captured by the two rounds of the sur-

vey. Most of the data generated by the surveys is comparable and allows the tracking 

of progress between 2004 and 2011 along individual dimensions. The country profi les 

point to signifi cant diff erences across countries, attributable to a number of factors—

especially overall levels of socioeconomic development, and comprehensiveness and 

quality of Roma inclusion policies. 

Absolute poverty profi les

The two approaches to calculating monetary poverty (by income and by expenditures) 

yield a generally consistent picture. Income estimates usually produce higher poverty 

rates (people tend to underreport income)—and this is also the case in both datasets, 

of the Roma and non-Roma. In all countries with the exception of Bosnia and Herze-

govina both approaches show similar trends of declining poverty. In the case of Bosnia 

and Herzegovina, however, income-based estimates show an increase in income-based 

poverty among Roma by 16 percentage points and a decline in expenditure-based 

poverty by 7 percentage points (Figures 1 and 2).

Figure 1: Absolute monetary poverty (expenditure based) of Roma and non-

Roma, 2004 and 201114 (%)

Figure 2: Absolute monetary poverty (income based) of Roma and non-Roma, 

2004 and 2011 (%)

14/ For visual clarity, the following abbreviations were used in the graphs: AL (Albania), BA (Bos-
nia and Herzegovina), BG (Bulgaria), H (Hungary), HR (Republic of Croatia), CZ (Czech Republic), 
MD (Moldova), ME (Montenegro), MK (Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia), RO (Romania), 
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Expenditure-based estimates are accepted as generally more reliable for vulnerable 

groups. These data suggest that signifi cant progress has been made in reducing the 

magnitude of Roma poverty during 2004-2011. The share of people living on less than 

PPP4.30/day (measured by expenditures) declined in all countries (Figure 2, p. 23). The 

most substantial decline in Roma poverty occurred in Albania, where the distance be-

tween the Roma and their non-Roma neighbours was reduced the most dramatically. 

The most modest progress was recorded in Montenegro and FYR Macedonia.

Progress in poverty reduction for non-Roma respondents was not so apparent. In some 

countries the incidence of poverty for this group increased (in Bosnia and Herzegovina 

and Montenegro) or stagnated (in Croatia and FYR Macedonia). This lack of progress or 

deterioration may be due to a variety of reasons that cannot be tracked with the avail-

able data. A more thorough analysis of the local context is needed for that purpose. It is 

a worrying sign in any case and unless both Roma and non-Roma benefi t from poverty 

reduction initiatives, popular support for Roma-targeted measures may weaken.

The structure of poverty (extreme or otherwise) provides additional insight into the 

dynamics of monetary poverty between 2004 and 2011. Here too, the two approaches 

(income and expenditure based) yield somewhat diff erent results. Based on expendi-

tures (Figure 3), the countries that registered the greatest decline in poverty also ex-

perienced a substantial decline in absolute poverty (and respectively a decrease in the 

poverty gap15). These are Albania, Serbia, and Bulgaria. One might say that in these 

countries poverty reduction measures captured the entire spectrum of the poor. In 

the other group of countries (Bosnia and Herzegovina, Croatia, FYR Macedonia, and 

Montenegro), reduction in poverty was achieved primarily for the population segment 

below the PPP$4.30/day but above the PPP$2.15/day thresholds, minimally reducing 

extreme poverty rates (if at all). Poverty reduction policies in those countries may have 

exhausted this low hanging fruit (it is always easier to get those closest to the poverty 

line above it). If this is the case indeed, further reductions in Roma poverty may be 

unlikely if policies are not explicitly targeted at the most vulnerable Roma households. 

Based on income (Figure 4), extreme poverty in the second group of countries has even 

increased (particularly in Bosnia and Herzegovina, where the rise in poverty incidence 

was matched by an increase of 10 percentage points in the poverty gap). 

Relative poverty profi les

Relative poverty reveals yet another aspect of the poverty picture. The data presented 
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Figure 3: Monetary poverty and severe poverty rates (expenditure based) and 

poverty gap for Roma, 2004 and 2011 (%)

 RS (Republic of Serbia), and SK (Slovakia). The abbreviations are following the country 
codes used by EUROSTAT, http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/statistics_explained/index.php/
Glossary:Country_codes.
In all graphs depicting individual countries, the countries are sorted by alphabetical order. 

15/ The poverty gap is a measure of the shortfall of those in poverty from the poverty line ex-
pressed as a percentage of the poverty line and counting the nonpoor as having zero shortfall. 
A reduction in the poverty gap means that the population is coming closer to the poverty line.

Figure 4: Monetary poverty and severe poverty rates (income based) and poverty 

gap for Roma, 2004 and 2011



ROMA POVERTY FROM A HUMAN DEVELOPMENT PERSPECTIVE

26 27

groups). Figure 6,  visualises the Gini coeffi  cient for both groups and the country aver-

ages. It also underscores the importance of horizontal inequality, in this case among 

Roma and non-Roma. Concerning intra-group inequality, the picture is mixed. These 

inequalities are higher among Roma in less developed countries (Bulgaria, Romania, 

Moldova). In the rest the value of the Gini coeffi  cient is equal or close to equal for both 

groups.16

in Figure 5 reveal deep disparities between Roma, their non-Roma neighbours and the 

general populations in all countries. Compared to national averages, the relative pov-

erty rates for both groups are far higher. The relative poverty rates were on average 

between 3 and 4 times higher for the Roma and twice higher for their non-Roma neigh-

bours than the national “at-risk-of-poverty rate by poverty” for the respective countries 

(as reported by Eurostat). Of particular interest is that the diff erence in poverty rates 

between Roma across countries is not as great as the diff erence between non-Roma. 

This suggests that Roma at risk of marginalization are similarly poor, regardless of the 

country they live in. 

Apart from inequalities between groups, signifi cant horizontal inequalities exist (within 
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Figure 5: Diff erent dimensions of inequality: relative poverty rates for Roma, their 

non-Roma neighbours and the country averages (selected countries), 2011 (%)

16/ The Gini coeffi  cient measures inequalities within a given population; here, it measures 
income inequalities of Roma and Non-Roma separately. The higher the coeffi  cient, the greater 
the inequality within each population.

17/ The data for Bulgaria, Czech Republic, Croatia, Hungary, Romania and Slovakia are from the 
Eurostat databases and apply for the year 2011. The data for Macedonia, Montenegro, Serbia, 
Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina and Moldova are from the World Factbook and 2011 or the 
closest year available was used (2011 in all cases but FYR Macedonia, 2010 in the case of Mon-
tenegro and Moldova, 2007 for Bosnia and Herzegovina and 2008 for Albania and Serbia was 
used.

Figure 6: Magnitude of horizontal inequality: Gini coeffi  cients for Roma, their 

non-Roma neighbours and the national averages (selected countries17), 2011 (%)
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Income and expenditures

How much money a household has is important. Equally important are the sources of 

the income and what income is spent on. Earnings from employment constitute 24% 

and 34% of the total household income of Roma and non-Roma respectively (Figures 7 

and 8). When income from labour activities other than employment is added however, 

the total share of labour income is very close: 36% for the Roma and 38% for the non-

Roma. This suggests that the stereotype of Roma not working is exaggerated, to say 

the least. 

The large diff erences are found in income from pensions (41% of the income of non-

Roma and only 18% of the income of Roma), child benefi ts (respectively 5% and 13%) 

and social assistance (respectively 9% and 21%). Unemployment benefi ts constitute a 

small share of income—3% in the case of non-Roma and 6% of Roma. In other words, 

both groups are equally dependent on social transfers (unemployment benefi ts, pen-

sions, social assistance and child allowance).19 For both the non-Roma and Roma they 

constitute 58% of total income. The diff erence is in their structure. The transfers for 

non-Roma are dominated by pensions and for the Roma – by child allowances and 

general social assistance. In the long-run one might expect the share of the pensions in 

household income to decline further given the impact of the systemic transformation 

and the collapse of the socialist centrally-planned economies or welfare state retreat-

ment and privatization of pensions systems. The (few) Roma pensioners today are the 

ones who earned their retirement in the previous regimes; the potential future pen-

sioners (today’s youth) is mostly unemployed (as shown further in this paper). 

Thus the message “Roma are abusing the social protection system” is also hard to sup-

port. Both groups depend on the state for their survival; put simply their demographic 

profi les are diff erent. This also determines the diff erent nature of the social transfers. 

Those for the non-Roma are devoted primarily to providing a decent (if possible) living 

for a generation that has completed its active employment activity, thus these transfers 

are oriented in that regard towards the past. In the case of the Roma, the transfers are 

targeted more explicitly at the younger generation and should help it to develop its 

skills and talent. In that regard it is (in theory at least) an investment from which the 

society will benefi t in the future. This is the logic behind “Roma inclusion as smart eco-

nomics” (De Laat and Bodewig, 2011) putting forward economic arguments in favour 

of Roma inclusion (analysed in-depth below). Whether this theory is implemented in 

practice is a diff erent question. 

18/  In the Czech Republic, Slovakia, Hungary, Croatia, Romania, Montenegro, Bulgaria, Serbia, 
Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, FYR Macedonia, and Moldova.

Figure 7: Structure of Roma household income, 201118 (%)

Figure 8: Structure of non-Roma household income, 2011
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19/ Theoretically, pensions can be considered a type of social insurance (employees contribute 
during the active professional life to receive secured income after retirement). But these are 
funded pension schemes in which the contributions are invested in a fund towards meeting 
the benefi ts. In most CEE countries the pension schemes are mixed with the fi rst pillar being 
unfunded (traditional PAYG system in which the benefi ts of the retired are paid from the contri-
butions of the employed). The defi cits in the social insurance institutes managing the fi rst pillars 
are covered from the state budgets. In addition, the more vulnerable a person, the higher the 
relative weight of social or disability pensions, which bear the characteristics of social transfers. 
This is why in the context of the current research pensions are considered social transfers.
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The structure of household expenditures is very similar for both groups (Figures 9 and 

10). In both cases they are dominated by spending on food and everyday household 

goods and services, which constitute 56% of the total expenditures of Roma and 49% 

of non-Roma households. The second largest portion of the monthly budget goes to 

housing and utilities, and constitutes 17% of Roma and 21% of non-Roma household 

expenditures. The fact that non-Roma and non-poor Roma spend a larger percentage 

of total expenditures than other Roma is likely due to the former groups’ larger living 

spaces and more expensive heating and cooking options. Surprisingly, both groups 

spend more money on alcohol and cigarettes (9% for Roma and 6% for non-Roma) than 

on education, transportation, and clothes, including shoes. Roma households, who re-

port smaller amounts of total expenditures, could benefi t from reallocating these ex-

penditures toward the accumulation of human and physical capital.

Figure 9: Structure of Roma household expenditures, 2011

Figure 10: Structure of non-Roma household expenditures, 2011

LOOKING AT POVERTY FROM A MONETARY PERSPECTIVE

Figure 11: Structure of Roma and Non-Roma household income by poverty 

status, 2011
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Examining these data by absolute poverty status20 shows that the structure of income 

among non-Roma is primarily diff erentiated by pension income. However, severely 

poor non-Roma look similar to the Roma with small pensions and larger income shares 

coming from social assistance. The income structure for severely poor Roma looks 

even more like that of the severely poor non-Roma, which suggests that the poverty 

reduction challenge may entail involving similar policy instruments in the case of both 

groups. 

Predictably, earnings related to employment are associated with lower poverty rates 

among both the Roma and non-Roma. Interestingly, the shares of income derived from 

“other labour activities” are equally high among all poverty groups among the Roma 

ROMA EDUCATION IN COMPARATIVE PERSPECTIVE

and the severely poor non-Roma suggesting that people from these four groups are 

equally dependent on informal employment or self-subsistence activities.

The structure of expenditure does not change signifi cantly according to poverty status 

(Figures 11 and 12). The largest contrast is the smaller share of expenditures on food by 

the Roma non-poor. This makes sense and allows for more spending on housing and 

utilities. This diff erence however, is only a few percentage points. Again, alcohol and 

cigarettes have quite a large share—even larger than the share for medicine and medi-

cal expenses. But the fact that they have a similar share across poverty status indicates 

that the poor, and the Roma, are no diff erent than others in their consumption of these 

items.

Figure 12: Structure of Roma and non-Roma household expenditures by poverty 

status, 2011

20/ Respondents living below PPP$2.15/day are classifi ed here as “severely poor”; those living 
between PPP$2.15/day and PPP$4.30/day are classifi ed as “poor”; while those living above 
PPP$4.30/day are classifi ed here as “non-poor”.

LOOKING AT POVERTY FROM A MONETARY PERSPECTIVE
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POVERTY FROM THE 
PERSPECTIVE OF FINAL 
OUTCOMES

Monetary approaches to defi ning poverty make sense under 

the assumption that fi nancial resources can be (and are) translated into goods and ser-

vices that make life more complete and meaningful. According to the human develop-

ment paradigm, money is purely a means for achieving a meaningful life. Similarly, the 

capability approach looks at poverty as a deprivation in functionings (the “beings and 

doings” according to Amartya Sen, the states and activities constitutive of a person’s 

being). Financial resources may be used as a proxy for capabilities, but these capabili-

ties do not necessarily transform into functionings because consumption patterns do 

matter. A household may be fi nancially not poor, but might spend its income on items 

that do not expand its members’ functionings (like the expenditure on alcohol and cig-

arettes in the example above). In addition, money-metric approaches do not include 

public goods consumption, particularly on social services like health and education, 

or public infrastructure (Thorbecke 2005: 5). In addition, the standard of living does 

not depend exclusively on the availability of fi nancial resources. Goods and services 

can be produced and traded in kind or simply misappropriated. For example, when 

a person travels on public transportation without a ticket, s/he consumes a transpor-

tation service that is not recorded in the statistics of household expenditures. This is 

why it is reasonable to look at the real picture of poverty not through the lens of the 

“universal equivalent” but directly, by analysing the real living standards of individuals 

and households. 

Educationally poor21

The UNDP/World Bank/European Commission 2011 regional Roma survey data outline 

three major problem areas when comparing the educational participation of Roma 

and non-Roma: access to education, school completion and early school leaving. Gaps 

in these three areas mutually reinforce one another—low pre-school enrolment rates 

severely reduce the chances of school completion and increase the probability of drop-

ping out of school early.

Access to early childhood education and care appears to be a major challenge for Ro-

ma—particularly as non-attendance of pre-school clearly limits professional and edu-

cational opportunities later in life. Figure 13, presents data on the shares of Roma and non-Roma aged 3 to 6 (or 3 to 5) who attended pre-school facilities (including nursery, 

kindergarten and mandatory pre-school classes a year before primary school) in 2011, 

as well as national average net enrolment rates. Roma were much less likely to attend 

pre-school than non-Roma living in close proximity. Diff erences in pre-school atten-

3

21/ This section is based on the fi ndings in Brüggemann, 2012. The Figures visualise the data 
derived from the household grid registering the educational status of each household member.

Figure 13: Pre-school attendance (%)

Shares of Roma and non-Roma children aged 3 to 6 who attended pre-school, 

kindergarten, or nursery (2011)

Sources: UNDP/World Bank/EC regional Roma survey 2011; UNICEF TransMONEE database for net enrolment rates. 
Notes:
1) Children who have already been enrolled in primary school were not considered in the calculation.
2) For the Czech Republic, Slovakia, FYR Macedonia, and Montenegro, the age group is 3 to 5 because the 
TransMONEE reference data refer to this age group. 
3) For Slovakia and Albania, net enrolment ratios are based on data from the 2009/2010 school year. 
4) Slightly diff erent results regarding pre-school attendance are presented by FRA and UNDP (2012, p. 13). These 
diff erences stem from the fact that the FRA and UNDP results are based on use of a pooled dataset (combining 
UNDP and FRA survey data), and because a diff erent age cohort has been used for the calculation. Nursery 
attendance is not included in the pooled dataset. 
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dance rates between Roma and non-Roma were statistically signifi cant in all countries 

surveyed, except for Bosnia and Herzegovina, FYR Macedonia, and Montenegro (coun-

tries with the lowest overall pre-school attendance rates). The association between 

group affi  liation and pre-school attendance was strongest in Moldova and the Czech 

Republic: in Moldova, 23% of Roma attended pre-school, compared to 82% for non-

Roma. In the Czech Republic, 28% of Roma attended pre-school, compared to 65% for 

non-Roma. No signifi cant gender diff erences were found (Brüggemann 2012: 31).

School completion is another challenge directly associated with poverty. Figure 14 

shows the shares of Roma aged 17 to 23 who completed at least lower secondary edu-

cation in 2004 and 2011 (lower secondary education in the region refers to 4-5 years of 

schooling following primary education). Many Roma did not complete lower secondary 

education in 2011. Although more than 80% of Roma completed lower secondary edu-

cation in the Czech Republic, Slovakia, and Hungary, 2009 national labour force survey 

data from Hungary and Slovakia indicated that only 1% of the overall population (aged 

25 to 64) had not completed lower secondary education (OECD 2011, p. 38).22 By this 

standard, the shares of young Roma that did not achieve this education level (20% in 

Slovakia, 13% in Hungary) exceed the national averages. Educational attainment rates 

for Roma in the Southeast European countries were below those in Central Europe. Sec-

ondary educational attainment rates for Roma were below 50% in Romania, Bosnia and 

Herzegovina, Croatia, Montenegro, Albania, and Moldova (Brüggemann 2012: 22).

Dropping out before completing compulsory schooling is another aspect of Roma edu-

cational poverty. In many countries, Roma are more likely to have completed short-

term upper secondary education and thus fall into the “early leavers from education and 

POVERTY FROM THE PERSPECTIVE OF FINAL OUTCOMES

Figure 14: Roma with at least lower secondary education (%)

Shares of Roma aged 17 to 23 who completed at least lower secondary education 

(ISCED 2) in 2004 and 2011

Source: UNDP vulnerable groups survey 2004, UNDP/World Bank/EC regional Roma survey 2011.
Note: The UNDP vulnerable groups survey 2004 did not cover Slovakia or Moldova.

Figure 15: Early leavers from education and training (%)

Shares of Roma and non-Roma living in close proximity aged 18 to 22 who are not 

attending school and have not completed education higher than lower secondary 

(ISCED 2) or short-term upper secondary (ISCED 3c)

Sources: UNDP/World Bank/EC regional Roma survey 2011; Eurostat (2013) for national averages in 2011. 
Note: National averages were not available for Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Moldova, Montenegro and 
Serbia. 

22/ Despite diff erences of methodologies, the data from the regional survey can be compared 
to provide an idea of the magnitude of the existing gaps between the status of Roma and the 
national averages.
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training” category.23 As shown in Figure 15 (p. 37), most Roma (more than 80% in Hungary, 

Bulgaria, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Croatia, Macedonia, and Serbia for 2011) fall into the 

“early leavers” category. In the Czech Republic, Slovakia, Romania, Montenegro, Albania, 

and Moldova, this share rose to above 90%. The diff erences between Roma and non-Ro-

ma were statistically signifi cant in all countries. The association between group affi  liation 

and early school leaving was weakest in Hungary and strongest in Montenegro, where 

94% of Roma were early school leavers, compared to only 29% for non-Roma living in 

close proximity. No statistically signifi cant gender diff erences were found anywhere ex-

cept Croatia, where the share of Roma women who leave school early was 10 percentage 

points higher than the share of the Roma men doing so. (Brüggemann 2012: 49) 

Educational segregation is another dimension of the educational poverty that Roma 

experience, and is both an outcome and a driver of Roma exclusion. Data suggest that 

in Slovakia, Hungary, Bulgaria, Romania, FYR Macedonia, Montenegro, Albania, and 

Moldova, the shares of Roma attending segregated schools was statistically signifi cant-

ly higher than the shares of non-Roma living in close proximity. In Hungary, Romania, 

FYR Macedonia, and Moldova, more than 20% of Roma students attended such schools 

(Figure 16). In Slovakia and Bulgaria, this share exceeded 30%. The association between 

group affi  liation and segregated school attendance was strongest in Slovakia: 34% of 

Roma attended schools with a predominantly Roma student body, compared to 5% for 

non-Roma (Brüggemann 2012: 64).

Apart from segregated schooling, Roma children often end up in “special” schools or 

classes that are ostensibly for children with disabilities, or other special needs. This special 

schooling constitutes per se segregated education because activities in these facilities 

are separated and diff erent from those associated with regular education. They also off er 

reduced curricula and rarely enable their students to enter the regular school system or 

the labour market. According to the 2011 survey data, the shares of Roma aged 7 to 15 

attending special schools (not including special classes) exceeded 5% in Hungary, Ser-

bia, and Croatia, and 10% in the Czech Republic and Slovakia.24 A statistically signifi cant 

decline in the shares of Roma attending these schools during 2004-2011 was noted in 

the Czech Republic—from 25% to 17%. However, a statistically signifi cant increase in the 

shares of Roma attending these schools during this time was noted in Croatia—from 2% 

to 7%. No signifi cant gender diff erences were found (Brüggemann 2012: 67). 

A particularly severe form of educational segregation occurs when Roma children make 

up the majority of the student body in special schools. The results of the survey strongly 

suggest that many special schools in the Czech Republic, Slovakia, Hungary, and Serbia 

are ethnically segregated. In all countries except Croatia, the share of Roma attending 

ethnically segregated special schools is higher than the share of Roma attending ethni-

cally segregated regular schools. In the Czech Republic and Slovakia, over 60% of all 

Roma who attend special schools are subject to twofold educational segregation: they 

attend special schools with a predominantly Roma student body.25 

Employment poverty26

Unsurprisingly, throughout Central and Southeast Europe, the Roma face higher un-

employment rates than the non-Roma populations living in their close proximity. Roma 

are more likely to be unemployed than their non-Roma counterparts in all countries 

39

23/ Early leavers from education and training refer to persons between the ages of 18 and 24 
that are not enrolled in school or training, and have not attained at least an upper secondary 
education (ISCED 3) - Eurostat 2011, p. 203.

24/ A separate UNDP household survey conducted in Slovakia 2010 based on a diff erent sam-
pling methodology found that 16% of Roma aged 7 to 15 attended special schools; another 4% 
were in special classes (Brüggemann and Škobla 2012, p. 2).

25/ In-depth studies at a country level provide an important and more detailed picture of this 
phenomenon – and it is even more worrisome compared to the survey data. For example, in the 
Serbia special schools report based on data collected

26/ This section is based on the fi ndings in O’Higgins, 2012. The fi gures in this section are based 
on the individual responses in the employment module of the survey.

Figure 16: Ethnically segregated schools (%)

Share of Roma and non-Roma living in close proximity aged 7 to 15 who attend 

regular schools with majority Roma student body

Source: UNDP/World Bank/EC regional Roma survey 2011.

POVERTY FROM THE PERSPECTIVE OF FINAL OUTCOMES



ROMA POVERTY FROM A HUMAN DEVELOPMENT PERSPECTIVE

4140

and for both men and women. Unemployment rates in relation to the national aver-

ages of both Roma and non-Roma populations living in close proximity vary across 

countries (O’Higgins 2012: 15, 16). This in part refl ects the geographical distribution of 

vulnerable Roma communities which, for example, in Slovakia and Hungary, are con-

centrated in more impoverished parts of the country. Thus, both Roma and proximate 

non-Roma unemployment rates based on the UNDP/WB/EC regional Roma survey are 

signifi cantly higher than the national averages (Figure 17). 

Examination of unemployment by age adds an important dimension to the issue. Data 

summarized in Figure 18 suggest that important gaps exist, both by ethnicity and by 

sex, and these gaps diff er for diff erent age groups. Non-Roma men and women have 

similar unemployment rates for most age groups, except for those aged between 25-

34, where the unemployment rate for men is more than double the rate for women. 

Also, in this age group the gap between Roma and non-Roma women is highest (al-

most three times). Interestingly, the gender gap in unemployment is more pronounced 

than the ethnic gap. 

Source: Roma and non-Roma percentages calculated from UNDP/WB/EC regional Roma survey 2011; National 
averages are drawn from Eurostat (Czech Republic, Slovak Republic, Hungary, Bulgaria, Romania and Croatia; 
epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu) and ILO-KILM (Bosnia and Herzegovina, FYR Macedonia, Serbia, Montenegro, Albania 
and Moldova; www.ilo.org) databases.
Notes:  
1) The unemployed are defi ned on the basis of the standard ILO criteria; that is, as those who are a) without work, 
b) willing and able to work, and, c) actively seeking work;
2) The unemployment rate is the number of unemployed expressed as a percentage of the labour force for those 
within working age (15-64).
3) National averages are the annual average for 2011 except for Bosnia and Herzegovina and FYR Macedonia 
(2010), Serbia, Montenegro, and Albania (2009).
4) The “national” averages for Montenegro and Serbia are both the average for the two countries taken together. 

Figure 17: Unemployment rates for Roma and non-Roma in Central and South-

east Europe, 2011 (%)

Figure 18: Unemployment rates of Roma and non-Roma by sex and age, 2011 (%) 
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However, the ILO-defi ned unemployment rate is a problematic indicator for assessing 

the labour market situation of Roma. The ILO applies a restricted defi nition of the labour 

market and excludes all those who drop out of the labour market—thus understating 

the size of labour market problem.27 The jobless rate (the ratio of those not in employ-

ment or education to the relevant population) may be a more informative indicator 

to unemployment rates. Jobless rates are also much higher amongst Roma than their 

non-Roma neighbours (Figure 19). The cross-country diff erences are also somewhat 

attenuated particularly at the extremes. A Roma in the Czech Republic is “only” around 

three times as likely to be jobless as a non-Roma (O’Higgins 2012: 18-21).28 

Similarly to unemployment, the analysis of joblessness by age reveals signifi cant gaps 

by diff erent groups, defi ned both by age and ethnicity. Although its prevalence is great-

est amongst older workers, the gap between Roma and non-Roma is smallest for the 

aged 55-64 11 percentage points). The joblessness declines for younger cohorts but the 

diff erence between youth and old-age is much smaller among the Roma than among 

their non-Roma neighbours (Figure 20). In the case of non-Roma these are also higher 

than the national averages, although to a diff erent degree. Eurostat data suggests that 

NEET rates for people aged 16-24 (those not in employment and not in education or 

training) in 2010 were 22% in Bulgaria, 8% in the Czech Republic, 13% in Hungary, 17% 

in Romania and 14% in Slovakia. Data for other countries is fragmentary. 

Figure 19: Jobless rates of Roma and non-Roma by sex in Central and Southeast 

Europe, 2011 (%) 

Source: calculated from the UNDP/WB/EC regional Roma survey 2011. 
Notes: 
1) the jobless rate and ratio are calculated on the working age (15-64) population
2) The jobless rate is defi ned as the proportion of the gender/ethnic specifi c population which is neither in 
education nor employment. 

27/ This has led the World Bank (2006) to employ the jobless rate as an additional indicator of 
the youth labour market situation in their fl agship report on youth in the world economy. The 
OECD also now reports information on this indicator, calling it the NEET (not in employment or 
education or training) rate. See, for example, O’Higgins (2010b) for a more detailed discussion 
of why this indicator is useful in the context of youth labour markets.

28/ Indeed, an additional advantage of using the jobless rate here, concerns diff erences in the 
nature of Roma (and consequently also non-Roma) samples in diff erent countries. For example, 
Roma in Slovakia are predominantly found in rural areas, whereas in the Czech Republic, there 
is a higher proportion of urban residents. Thus, examination of jobless rates removes some 
of the ‘noise’ from the fi gures and provides an intuitively more accurate picture of the labour 
market situation of Roma and non-Roma living in their proximity.

Figure 20: Jobless rates by age in Central and Southeast Europe, 2011 (%)

Source: calculated from the UNDP/WB/EC regional Roma survey 2011.
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These data indicate that, even when employed, Roma are disadvantaged in terms of the 

quality of employment for those who do fi nd work. Informal employment (Figure 22), 

which results in lower pay and the absence of any kind of employment security, health, 

and safety/social protection is an indicator of this disadvantage (O’Higgins 2012: 25).29 

Data also suggests that in most countries, men have higher informal employment rates 

than women, although with some exceptions (namely, in the Czech Republic, Hungary, 

Croatia and Macedonia the opposite is true). The highest gender gap in informality of 

employment is in Montenegro.

The correlation between joblessness and education is shown in Figure 21. Data sug-

gests that the ethnicity gap is more pronounced for individuals with higher education. 

The gap in joblessness between Roma and non-Roma is minimal for persons with no 

formal education or primary education only but it increases to 16 percentage points 

for people with post-secondary education. Given a jobless rate for Roma with post-

secondary education at this level, it would be hard to persuade a Roma youngster to 

make the eff ort and continue with his/hers education. This may also be a part of the 

reason why highly educated Roma are not commonly perceived as role models. It is 

also interesting to observe that jobless rates for Roma at each educational level follow 

almost exactly those of non-Roma with an educational level one level lower. However 

it is not possible to determine from the available data to what extent this is attributable 

to prejudice as opposed to the quality of the education attained.

Figure 21: Jobless rates by education in Central and Southeast Europe, 2011 (%)

Source: calculated from the UNDP/WB/EC regional Roma survey 2011.

Figure 22: Informal employment rates among Roma and non-Roma in Central 

and Southeast Europe, 2011 (%)

Source: Calculated on the basis of the UNDP/WB/EC regional Roma survey 2011. The data are shown only for the 
highest values for each group (Roma or non-Roma).

29/ There are diffi  culties and variations in the defi nitions of informal employment. In part, 
this explains the adoption by the ILO of the concept of vulnerable employment which has an 
unequivocal defi nition, if not meaning, across countries. In common with the convention in this 
region, here informal employment is defi ned as employment for which social contributions are 
not paid.

POVERTY FROM THE PERSPECTIVE OF FINAL OUTCOMES



ROMA POVERTY FROM A HUMAN DEVELOPMENT PERSPECTIVE

46 47

The issue of informality in Roma employment, however, has broader implications and 

goes beyond its economic dimensions. It is related to the concept of Roma identity as 

a meta-construct, largely defi ned through its relationships with others. For centuries, 

Roma groups have lived side-by-side with the members of majority societies, providing 

a range of services to the Gadze populations without being integrated in the majorities’ 

(sedentary) disciplining structures, both clerical and secular. In economic terms, the 

informality of this exchange was an implicit characteristic, underpinning the pattern 

of Roma identity (Ivanov 2012: 82-84). With modernization, and the emergence of the 

modern nation-states, the degree of informality of Roma income generation did not 

increase in absolute terms – but it did increase in relative terms compared to non-Roma 

economic agents. These historical roots and their relationship to identity patterns are 

important to bear in mind today, when addressing the challenges of informality. 

Health30

While Roma survey respondents are generally positive in assessing their health status, 

they also report a higher number of patient and emergency visits, and indicate higher 

prevalence of disabilities and addictions. The number of in-facility stays (Figure 23) and 

reported disabilities actually point to higher objective vulnerability of the Roma. On a 

regional level, the number of insured Roma that reported visiting hospitals during the 

past 12 months was 17%, compared to 12% for non-Roma respondents (Mihailov 2012: 

21). In nine out of 12 countries, Roma respondents reported an “inability to work due to 

long-term illness/disability” more than did non-Roma respondents.

Exclusion from formal labour market activities also excludes Roma workers (and their 

families) from regular medical insurance and restricts their access to health services. It 

also distorts Roma health vulnerability data. Incidents of illness are only captured in 

statistical data when they require emergency or inpatient interventions. As a result, 

while the survey data do not show signifi cant diff erences between Roma and non-Ro-

ma in outpatient visits, they show larger disparities in inpatient visits. Once health ser-

vices are accessed and illnesses are diagnosed, reported health status decreases. This 

revelation eff ect is confi rmed by a probit analysis showing that the probability that a 

Roma will report a chronic disease increases with 7% if s/he holds a medical insurance.

Age and gender also appear to be leading causes of health status (reported illnesses). 

While Roma health status seems to have undergone some improvement (both in terms 

of reported diseases and general self-assessment) in the region since 2004, this may 

refl ect overall improvements in health status, rather than a result of special interven-

tions for the Roma. 

On the whole, the survey data indicate that the leading causes of Roma health vulner-

ability are related to a lack of attachment to formal employment and the associated 

medical insurance programmes (Mihailov 2012: 67). The ethnic gap in insurance cover-

age is the largest in Moldova, Romania, Bulgaria, Bosnia and Herzegovina and Albania 

(Figure 24). These countries also have comparatively lower expenditures on health in 

relations to total governmental expenditures, which proves the positive relationship 

30/ This section is based on the fi ndings in Mihailov, 2012. The fi gures visualise the data derived 
from the reported experience of the main respondent or a randomly selected member of the 
household 16+ in a specifi c health section of the survey.

Figure 24: Access: health insurance coverage, 2011 (%)

Source: UNDP/World Bank/EC regional Roma survey 2011.

Figure 23: Inpatient stays, 2011 (%)

Source: UNDP/World Bank/EC regional Roma survey 2011.
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between access to health services and the overall living standards in the respective 

country, including the Governmental contribution to the health expenditures. 

Financial access to (aff ordability of ) health services is also signifi cantly lower among 

the Roma. At the regional level (unweighted averages of pooled Roma and non-Roma 

samples) 55% of the Roma report instances in the past 12 months when household 

members could not aff ord to purchase prescribed medicines compared to 25% of the 

non-Roma (Mihailov 2012: 37). Physical access to key medical institutions is also lower 

for the Roma compared non-Roma, although the diff erences are less explicable than 

other indicators: 42% of the Roma aged 16+ and 26% of the non-Roma report that dur-

ing the last year they had experienced a situation when they did not have access to a 

doctor when needed (Mihailov 2012:39). Most countries have achieved some improve-

ment in that regard between 2004 and 2011 with Montenegro and Hungary registering 

the biggest improvements (Figure 25). Access to primary medical care and specialised 

medical testing such as dental tests, blood sugar tests, and radiological services is re-

ported to be particularly limited. 

While reported access to primary health services coverage (insurance and access to 

general practitioners) has signifi cantly improved among the non-Roma during 2004-

2011, it declined for Roma in Albania, Romania, and Bulgaria. Particularly striking is the 

decline of primary health care access in Romania, where 90% of Roma survey respon-

dents reported to having a family doctor in 2004, compared to 49%, stating themselves 

to be insured in 2011. 

Overall progress in access to health services among the Roma is lower in countries re-

porting lower per-capita incomes and lower governmental expenditures on health, 

such as in Albania, Romania, and Bulgaria. The data suggest that the health situation 

of the Roma in Romania remains at very critical levels. If there is any progress, it would 

seem to be based on general social advances, rather than on interventions directed at 

Roma.

Whereas only 2% of the Roma give birth at home without professional support, this 

is higher than the rate reported for non-Roma (Mihailov 2012: 58). Unattended births 

outside hospitals are higher in Serbia, FYR Macedonia, and Bosnia and Herzegovina. 

Gynaecological testing is signifi cantly lower among the Roma than the non-Roma, with 

a less distinctive diff erence for the younger age groups. The lowest frequency of gy-

naecological and cervical testing is observed in Albania, Bulgaria, and Romania. 

Housing31

The notable gaps in the health conditions of Roma and non-Roma survey respondents 

are related to diff erences in housing conditions and access to public utilities and ser-

vices. Almost one third of Roma households surveyed throughout the region do not 

have access to improved water sources inside their dwelling (Figure 26). In some coun-

Figure 25: Access: aff ordability of buying medicines when prescribed, 2004-2011 (%)

Source: UNDP vulnerable groups survey 2004, UNDP/World Bank/EC regional Roma survey 2011.

31/ This section is based on the fi ndings in Perić 2012.
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Figure 26: Households without improved water source and sanitation (%), 2011 

Source: UNDP/World Bank/EC regional Roma survey 2011.
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tries this was the case for the majority of Roma respondents (e.g., in Moldova, with 

66% of such Roma households; and in Romania, with 72%). Everywhere except in the 

Czech Republic, the share of Roma households living without piped water inside their 

dwelling was higher than the respective share of non-Roma. The data for Croatia show 

the most notable gap between Roma and non-Roma in this respect—35% of Roma 

respondents (compared to only 4% of non-Roma) were living without these facilities 

(Perić 2012: 23).

Even higher shares of Roma households do not have access to improved sanitation 

facilities. The highest incidence of this type of deprivation in the region was recorded 

in Moldova and Romania, at 79% and 78%, respectively. The most notable gap was reg-

istered in Bulgaria (62% of Roma do not have a toilet or a bathroom inside their dwell-

ing, compared to 18% of non-Roma living in close proximity). Roma households have 

more limited access to electricity than their non-Roma neighbours, though the share 

of those not connected to the grid is lower than of those without access to improved 

water and sanitation services.

The diff erences in access to these basic infrastructures within individual countries are 

also revealing. As Figure 27 shows, the biggest problem in all countries is access to sani-

tation. In some cases (Hungary, or Slovakia) limited access to improved water sources 

is matched by equal limitations in access to sanitation. In most countries, however, this 

is not the case. In Bulgaria and FYR Macedonia, for example, the share of those without 

indoor toilets or bathrooms is respectively 12 and 11 times higher than the share of 

those without piped water (Perić 2012: 24). This could refl ect the general underdevel-

opment of communal infrastructure in rural areas (where signifi cant numbers of Roma 

in those countries live). 

While lack of access to electricity seems less pronounced than lack of access to water 

and sanitation, it has equally grave implications for the energy sources used for cook-

ing and heating. Most surveyed Roma households were less likely to use electricity for 

cooking and heating than non-Roma households living in their proximity. Thus, it is not 

surprizing to observe that wood and coal were used more frequently in Roma house-

holds—despite the health implications associated with the indoor use of solid fuels 

for these purposes. The survey data also indicate that more Roma households cannot 

aff ord to keep their dwellings warm, in comparison with their non-Roma neighbours.

Public waste collection services are also less available to Roma, compared to non-Roma 

in their vicinity. In most surveyed locations waste is not removed for larger numbers of 

Roma households. Generally, most neighbourhoods of Roma households underwent 

fewer urban improvement projects, according to survey results (Perić 2012: 29).

Habitable shelter is another key concern—considerably larger shares of Roma households 

surveyed throughout the region live in substandard houses or slums, compared to non-

Roma respondents. The share of surveyed Roma population living in insecure housing of 

this type ranges from 14% in the Czech Republic to 42% in Montenegro (Figure 28). 

Figure 27: Roma households without access to... (%), 2011

Source: UNDP/World Bank/EC regional Roma survey 2011.

Figure 28: Insecure housing of households (%), 2011

Source: UNDP/World Bank/EC regional Roma survey 2011.
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The physical location of Roma housing is often marginal, in both spatial and social terms. 

In addition to being contrary to the aims of the Roma Decade, segregated housing also 

ignores the wishes of the Roma themselves. As the 2011 regional Roma survey data 

indicate, Roma respondents value living in ethnically mixed housing. However, real-

life evidence in much of the region illustrates that many non-Roma do not want to live 

together with Roma. When asked, roughly three quarters of Roma respondents chose 

to live in mixed rather than segregated areas. Average preferences per country ranged 

from 65% of Roma in Moldova to 91% of Roma in FYR Macedonia (Perić 2012: 52).

Compared to data from the 2004 UNDP Roma survey, access to improved water and 

sanitation for Roma households has generally increased throughout the region, but 

not always, and to diff erent degrees in diff erent countries (Figure 29).32 Whereas prog-

ress in access to improved sanitation is evident in all the countries covered by both 

surveys, progress regarding both improved water sources and improved sanitation has 

been registered only in Bulgaria, Hungary, and Montenegro (Perić 2012: 65-67). 

Integrated proxy for outcome-level poverty

The “well-being” dimensions of poverty refl ect its multidimensional nature (beyond a lack 

of monetary incomes). These dimensions have a dual nature—they are both outcomes 

and determinants of poverty. This is why it is necessary to conceptualize poverty as a 

complex multidimensional phenomenon. The question is how. It is necessary to track 

poverty-related indicators to obtain a comprehensive picture of the challenges. But in 

order to form an aggregated idea of the progress (or lack thereof), those sector-specifi c 

indicators need to be complemented by composite multidimensional indicators. 

The material deprivation index monitored by EU member states (used also in the Eu-

rope 2020 strategy) is one such indicator. Survey data allow the calculation of a modi-

fi ed version of this index for Roma and their non-Roma neighbours, as an index both 

of “material deprivation” and of “severe material deprivation”.33 Figure 30 suggests that 

most Roma face “severe material deprivation.” The distance between the two categories 

of deprivation is substantively larger in the case of non-Roma.

Figure 29: Progress in Roma survey respondents’ access to basic infrastructure, 

2004-2011 (in percentage points)

Source: UNDP vulnerable groups survey 2004, UNDP/World Bank/EC regional Roma survey 2011.

32/ As the 2004 UNDP Roma survey was not conducted in Slovakia and Moldova, these two 
countries are not included in the 2004/2011 comparison.

33/  In the EU Material Deprivation index an individual is assumed to experience material depri-
vation when at least three of the following items are missing in his/her household: (1) the ability 
to pay rent, mortgage, or utility bills, (2) the ability to keep the house adequately warm, (3) the 
ability to face unexpected expenses, (4) the ability to regularly eat meat or proteins, (5) to go on 
holiday, (6) a TV set, (7) a washing machine, (8) a car, (9) a telephone (mobile or fi xed line). When 
at least four of these items are lacking in the household, its members are said to experience 
severe material deprivation. In the index used in this paper the following six items were consid-
ered: having a TV set, a washing machine, a car, a telephone (mobile or fi xed line), one bed per 
person and a computer. A person was considered “materially deprived” if the household was 
missing 4 out of the 6 categories.

Source: UNDP/World Bank/EC regional Roma survey 2011.

Figure 30: Material deprivation index (Roma and non-Roma, 2011)

POVERTY FROM THE PERSPECTIVE OF FINAL OUTCOMES
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LOOKING BEYOND 
MATERIAL
WELLBEING 

While the material deprivation index off ers useful information, 

it refl ects only the material aspects of well-being.

From “basic needs” to “human development”

The idea behind the human development concept is simple, intuitive and at the same 

time extremely rich. From the human development perspective money is merely the 

means to expand “people’s freedoms to live long, healthy and creative lives; to advance 

other goals they have reason to value” (UNDP 2010: 22). 

The concept of “human development” is not the fi rst attempt to look at poverty through 

a human perspective. In 1976, the ILO published its report “Employment, growth and 

basic needs” which launched the idea of “basic needs” at the level of international de-

velopment policies (ILO, 197634). These needs concern the material standards of decent 

living, access to education, health care and housing availability. These are important 

areas of human development as well, and the two concepts are often confused. The 

diff erence between the two is in the presence (or absence) of agency, the freedom, the 

desire and the ability of the individual to take responsibility for his/her own destiny.

In 1976, the ILO did not introduce an integrated indicator for measuring progress in 

the area of “basic needs”—UNDP did this in 1990 with the human development index. 

The HDI has since emerged as an alternative to GDP (and hence, monetary metrics) as 

a measure of human progress. However, even the HDI does not explicitly address the 

agency. So—a true paradox—the UNDP index of “human development” is actually an 

index of “basic needs.”

Another problem is related to the question what is measured. The HDI is not a measure 

of deprivation. It is an indicator of the achievement of progress (and not of poverty or 

other development challenges). The diff erences between these two aspects are not 

just terminology. To a certain extent one might “reverse” the HDI and use the distance 

of the achieved level from the maximum values of its components as a measure of 

development shortfall. However, one cannot reverse the determinants of success to 

explain failure. 

In response, UNDP in 1996 introduced a “human poverty index” to measure depriva-

tions along a number of dimensions. HPI-1 was comprised of three indicators: survival 

(percentage of individuals with a life expectancy lower than 40); deprivation of knowl-

edge (expressed as a percentage of illiterate adults), and deprivation of decent living 

standards (a simple average of three basic variables: the share of the population with-

out access to drinking water; the share of the population without access to health ser-

vices; and percentage of underweight children aged less than fi ve). As the HPI-1 was 

intended to refl ect the challenges in developing countries, the HPI-2 was introduced 

in 2007 to address development challenges in wealthier countries. The survival dimen-

sion measured the percentage of individuals with a life expectancy lower than 60; de-

privation of knowledge was defi ned as the share of functionally illiterate adults; while 

deprivation of living standards was defi ned via the monetary poverty rate (with 50% of 

the average national per-capita income applied as a threshold [UNDP 1997]). HPI-2 also 

considered a fourth dimension (“social exclusion”) using the long-term unemployment 

rate as a proxy. 

From “basic needs” to social exclusion

Social exclusion is however broader than unemployment. UNDP’s 2011 regional hu-

man development report (UNDP, 2011) argues that income-based poverty measures 

are not able to capture the depth and breadth of the deprivations in the region today. 

The report defi nes social exclusion as both a process and an outcome. As a process it 

pushes certain individuals to the social margins and prevents them from realizing their 

full potential; as an outcome, it denotes the status and characteristics of excluded indi-

viduals. Outcomes (results of past deprivations) function as determinants in the current 

moment and in the future. 

The key contributions of the report were approaching social exclusion from the per-

spective of individual characteristics, and the introduction of the social exclusion chain. 

The report departs from traditional group-based approaches and assumes that each 

individual has a number of individual characteristics that can put him or her at risk 

of social exclusion. These are the social exclusion risks that can be related to gender, 

ethnicity, language, religion, age, sexual orientation, religious beliefs and disability, as 

well as those linked to status (income, health, employment, education, resources, op-

portunities, and assets). But not all individual risks result in social exclusion. Whether 

social exclusion occurs depends on the interactions of risks with a set of ‘drivers’ that 

can be structural, behavioural, or policy-related. Social exclusion is seen as the outcome 

of multiple and mutually reinforcing deprivations in one or more dimensions (UNDP 

2011: 11-13). 

4

34/ Of course, the concept of “basic needs,” as formulated by the ILO, not only goes beyond 
money as a measure of well-being and its components are the only ones. Detailed analysis of 
the approaches in this going on-line, however, is beyond the scope of this analysis.
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The report introduced a social exclusion index35 based upon the Alkire and Foster 

methodology of multidimensional poverty monitoring (Alkire and Foster 2007). The 

data used for computing the index were derived from a regional social exclusion sur-

vey (based on a set of nationally representative household surveys) implemented in six 

countries.36 In one of them (namely, Serbia) it was conducted on separate samples of 

Roma and internally displaced persons (IDPs). This survey fi nds that 86% of Roma and 

56% of IDPs are socially excluded, compared with 19% for the general population. The 

intensity of exclusion is also found to be much greater. The average number of depriva-

tions experienced is 15.2 for socially excluded Roma and 13.2 for socially excluded IDPs, 

compared with 10.8 for the general population sample. Furthermore, for any given cut-

off  (threshold), signifi cantly greater numbers of Roma and IDPs are socially excluded 

as compared with the general population (Figure 31). This is true even when income 

indicators are removed: Roma and IDPs are also more deprived in the non-material di-

mensions of social exclusion.

These data indicate that factors like unemployment and disability signifi cantly increase 

the risk of social exclusion among Roma and IDPs. For example, the share of socially 

excluded is 92% among unemployed Roma and 97% among those with disabilities 

(compared to 86% for Roma on average). The share of socially excluded is 76% among 

unemployed IDPs and 73% among IDPs with disabilities. While it is not surprising that 

social exclusion increases for Roma and IDPs who face several overlapping risks, disabil-

ity has a lower impact on the exclusion of IDPs. This suggests that disabled IDPs might 

have slightly better access to social safety nets than disabled Roma. 

Analysing the deprivations experienced by Roma and IDPs as compared with the gen-

eral population yields further insights. For example, in the “access to social services” di-

mension of exclusion, deprivations contribute in varying magnitudes across the three 

groups. While deprivations in education and health contribute more signifi cantly to 

exclusion for Roma, they are less pronounced for IDPs and the general population. The 

picture is similar when looking at the three groups in the other two dimensions of ex-

clusion. 

LOOKING BEYOND MATERIAL WELLBEING

35/ The social exclusion status is assessed based on deprivations reported along three dimen-
sions and captured by 24 indicators (eight indicators per dimension). In the fi rst dimension 
(economic exclusion) indicators refl ect deprivation in income and basic needs; employment, 
fi nancial services and material assets; amenities that households need but cannot aff ord; and 
dwelling size. Indicators in the second dimension (exclusion from social services) encompass 
education and health services, as well as public utility services. The third dimension (exclusion 
from civic and social life) covers deprivation in terms of political, cultural, and social networks, 
as well as refl ecting diminished opportunities for social and civic participation. 

36/  The survey was conducted in 2009 among 2,700 persons in each of six countries: Kazakh-
stan, Moldova, Serbia, FYR Macedonia, Tajikistan, and Ukraine. In Serbia the survey sample 
included internally displaced persons as well as members of the Roma minority. It employed 
the same methodology for all countries, thus permitting cross-country comparisons. Qualitative 
information from focus-group discussions and individual interviews with vulnerable groups 
complemented the quantitative data and provided valuable insights into the experiences of 
socially excluded persons that are diffi  cult to capture through traditional survey techniques

Figure 31: Vulnerable groups and social exclusion

Source: Regional Social Inclusion Survey (UNDP 2011).

37/ http://www.ophi.org.uk/multidimensional-poverty-index/mpi-faqs/

From “Human Development” to “Multidimensional Poverty”

UNDP dropped the HPI in 2010, and adopted the multidimensional poverty index as a 

measure of deprivation complementing its human development index as a measure of 

progress achieved. 

The MPI denotes overlapping deprivations at the household level across the same three 

dimensions as the HDI (living standards, health, and education). It shows the average 

numbers of poor people and the deprivations with which poor households contend.37 
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ROMA POVERTY FROM 
A MULTIDIMENSIONAL 
PERSPECTIVE

The multidimensional poverty approach is particularly appro-

priate to addressing the issue of Roma poverty, precisely because of the multidimen-

sional nature of the deprivation and marginalization that Roma are faced with. Roma 

poverty is not just a lack of fi nancial resources, unemployment, sub-standard housing, 

or poor access to social services. It is a combination of all these factors, which are both 

the refl ection of prior experiences of exclusion and the determinants of future depriva-

tions—reinforcing the vicious cycle of poverty. This vicious cycle is reinforced by preju-

dice and discrimination, specifi c behavioural traits, limited opportunities to participate 

in political processes, etc. The multidimensional nature of Roma poverty calls for a “hu-

man development” and not just a “basic needs” approach. It should also integrate the 

reduction of material deprivation with increasing agency and the achievement of fun-

damental civil rights. Unemployment, social exclusion, and marginalization are linked 

with (and are mutually reinforcing) discrimination, anti-Gypsyism, limited access to 

justice, and segregation.

In order to capture these aspects of Roma deprivation, a multidimensional poverty in-

dex has been developed and tested following the standard Alkire and Foster (2007) 

methodology. This index integrates important aspects of human poverty and refl ects 

the specifi cs of Roma exclusion appropriately. 

The construction of the index

This index refl ects the status of the individuals (and their characteristics) living in 

households (with their characteristics) and facing a number of deprivations. It com-

bines 12 equally weighted indicators which refl ect their status in six critical dimensions 

based on a human development perspective (basic rights, health, education, housing, 

standard of living, and employment). Table 2 summarises the specifi c indicators, di-

mensions, and areas as well as the information required for the individual indicators 

(individual or household). 

The status of the individual in each dimension is tracked with two indicators per di-

mension. The fi rst three dimensions cover “human capabilities” of which basic rights, 

education, and health emerge as particularly important. Obviously, the entire palette 

of fundamental rights is far richer than the two indicators. It includes the right to work, 

protection of individual security, etc. However, both indicators refl ect the presence or 

absence of the necessary conditions for the realization of other fundamental rights. The 

5

A
re

a

D
im

e
n

si
o

n
 

a
n

d
 w

e
ig

h
t

In
d

ic
a

to
rs

Criterion of deprivation and threshold

L
e

v
e

l 
o

f 

o
b

se
rv

a
ti

o
n

H
u

m
a

n
 c

a
p

a
b

ili
ti

e
s 

B
a

si
c 

ri
g

h
ts

 

(1
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) Civil status
Having an ID – yes/no (personal document, birth certifi -

cate etc.)
I

Discrimination
HH member lives in a HH where a member has been 

discriminated against while looking for a job
P

H
e

a
lt

h
 (

1
/6

)

Disability status A household member having a disability – yes/no I

Limited access 

to medical 

services

Any HH member living in a HH responding “yes” to the 

question “were there any periods in the past 12 months 

when you couldn’t visit a doctor when you needed?”

P

E
d

u
ca

ti
o

n
 (

1
/6

) Highest com-

pleted educa-

tion

For adults: any HH member above schooling age who 

hasn’t completed primary education or lower secondary

For children: children in school age who are not in school

I

Self-declared 

illiteracy rate
Any HH member stated as unable to read and write I
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) Access to basic 

infrastructure

A composite indicator –any HH member living in a HH 

without two of the three (toilet or bathroom inside the 

house; running water; electricity)

HShares of the 

population not 

having access to 

secure housing

Any HH member living in “ruined houses” or “slums”
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d

a
rd
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-

in
g

 (
1

/6
) Extreme poverty

Any HH member living in a HH that experienced that 

in the past month somebody ever went to bed hungry 

because they could not aff ord enough food for them

H

Access to vari-

ous HH ameni-

ties

Any HH member living in a HH, which doesn’t possess four 

of six categories falling in the “Material deprivation” index
H

E
m

p
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y-

m
e

n
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(1
/6

)

Unemployment
Any HH member living in a household with none of the 

adult HH members employed (16+)
H

Lack of working 

experience

Any HH member living in a HH in which the HH head or 

his/her spouse has no working experience
H

Table 2: Dimensions and indicators of the “Roma multidimensional poverty index”

Level of observation of the respective indicators:

I – individual status of each household member

P – the experience and perception of the main respondent extrapolated to all household 

members

H – the status (vulnerability) of the household along a certain parameter extrapolated to 

all household members
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understanding of “capabilities” is also slightly diff erent from the traditional defi nition 

adopted in the capability approach reducing them to personal characteristics and ex-

cluding material aspects of capability. But since the individual dimensions are equally 

weighted, this distinction has no material signifi cance for the index. The second group 

covers the major aspects of “material well-being.” 

The index is calculated on the basis of the “individual status of each member of the 

household”. This status refl ects either the personal characteristics of the individual in 

question, or the condition of the entire household shared by all its members and ex-

trapolated as an individual parameter to each household member.  

In determining multidimensional poverty status, one cut-off  line with two levels was 

applied: one for “multidimensional poverty” and one for “severe multidimensional pov-

erty”. People experiencing 5-7 deprivations were considered “multidimensionally poor”; 

those experiencing eight or more deprivations were considered “severely multidimen-

sionally poor”. Unlike the Alkire-Foster MPI methodology, no cut-off  within dimensions 

was applied, because of the limited number of deprivations in each dimension (2) and 

the dichotomous nature of most variables. 

This methodology allows for integrating in a single index the poverty rate (the share of 

people experiencing fi ve or more deprivations) and the severity of poverty (the aver-

age number of deprivations experienced by those in poverty). The MPI is the share of 

the multidimensionally poor multiplied by the average number of deprivations they 

experience. Figure 32 presents the results for the countries covered by the survey.

As Figure 32 shows, the multidimensional poverty rate of Roma has decreased substan-

tially between 2004 and 2011 in most countries (it increased in Albania and Serbia). 

This is clearly an achievement. In most of those countries witnessing improvements, 

however, they resulted primarily from declines in the number of Roma in the “poor” 

category. “Severe poverty” decreased signifi cantly only in Bosnia and Herzegovina and 

Romania; in Albania, it even increased. 

Have declines in multidimensional poverty headcounts been shared equally? The data 

shown in Figure 33 suggest that the answer in most cases is “no.” While in most coun-

tries multidimensional poverty among Roma has declined (with the exception of Alba-

nia and Serbia), the opposite is true for non-Roma. It declined only in Romania—and 

with a magnitude similar to the decline among the Roma. In Albania it increased even 

with a higher magnitude. In the rest of the countries the increase of non-Roma multidi-

mensional poverty was modest but still observable. 

Figure 32: Multidimensional poverty rate and its composition for Roma (non-

severe and severe, bars left scale) and the value of MPI (right scale) (%)

Source: UNDP vulnerable groups survey 2004, UNDP/World Bank/EC regional Roma survey 2011.

Figure 33: Multidimensional poverty rates (total) for Roma and non-Roma, 2004-

2011 (%)

Source: UNDP vulnerable groups survey 2004, UNDP/World Bank/EC regional Roma survey 2011.

FROM “HUMAN DEVELOPMENT” TO “MULTIDIMENSIONAL POVERTY”



6362

policies. In some cases the decline in recorded (and reported) poverty rates may be 

misleading unless the bigger picture is taken into consideration. An important part of 

this bigger picture is local specifi cs and the type of deprivations individual household 

face. Factoring those specifi cs in is a challenge for eff ective multidimensional poverty 

reduction benefi tting Roma and non-Roma alike. 

Drivers of multidimensional poverty

The data in Figure 34 show which deprivations contribute most signifi cantly to these 

poverty trends, and suggest which areas might be prioritized in poverty reduction/

Roma inclusion eff orts. In most countries the average number of deprivations experi-

enced by Roma decreased slightly during 2004-2011. Those who are multidimension-

ally poor have remained equally poor—but in diff erent ways. The contribution of short-

coming in education and living conditions to multidimensional poverty has declined, 

while that of shortcomings in fundamental rights and labour activity has increased.  

The number of deprivations non-Roma face is on average nearer to the cutoff  of non-

poor. The structure of deprivations is similar to that of the Roma with one diff erence: 

the non-Roma poor have less of a problem with the education or housing dimension 

but more in the health dimension.

The data in Table 3 suggest that the average number of deprivations experienced 

by Roma and non-Roma households falling into the category “poor” declined during 

2004-2011 in most countries. The change was not uniform across countries and groups, 

however. It increased for both groups in Albania and Montenegro and for non-Roma in 

Macedonia. In some countries the two trends were diverging – Serbia for example ex-

perienced an increase in multidimensional poverty rates and decline in average num-

ber of deprivations for both Roma and non-Roma suggesting that the overall share of 

people living in poverty increased but they have become “less poor” overall. Montene-

gro experiences the opposite in the case of Roma – the decline in overall poverty rates 

was matched by an increase (albeit slight) of the average number of deprivations. Ro-

mania marked the most signifi cant decline in average number of deprivations among 

Roma and this refl ected in the decline in overall multidimensional poverty rates. 

The diverging trends in regards poverty rates and severity of poverty suggest that a 

more nuanced analysis of the phenomenon is needed for eff ective poverty reduction 

2004 2011 Diff erence

AL
Roma 6.22 6.32 0.11

Non-Roma 5.25 5.69 0.44

BA
Roma 6.51 6.13 -0.37

Non-Roma 6.02 5.52 -0.50

BG
Roma 6.17 6.05 -0.12

Non-Roma 5.80 5.50 -0.30

HR
Roma 6.23 5.90 -0.33

Non-Roma 5.50 5.50 0.00

ME
Roma 6.02 6.08 0.06

Non-Roma 5.20 5.94 0.74

MK
Roma 6.08 5.99 -0.09

Non-Roma 5.53 5.74 0.22

RO
Roma 6.77 6.18 -0.59

Non-Roma 6.06 5.72 -0.33

RS
Roma 6.30 6.21 -0.09

Non-Roma 6.30 5.65 -0.65

Figure 34: Contribution of individual dimensions to multidimensional poverty of 

Roma (2004-2011)

Source: UNDP vulnerable groups survey 2004, UNDP/World Bank/EC regional Roma survey 2011.

FROM “HUMAN DEVELOPMENT” TO “MULTIDIMENSIONAL POVERTY”

Table 3: Average number of deprivations
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Tracking the impact of individual sector-specifi c policies on poverty is a major contri-

bution of the proposed methodology. It makes possible linking the individual sector-

specifi c interventions to the overall poverty reduction outcome. In that way policy in-

terventions can be prioritized and allocation of resources devoted to poverty reduction 

can be optimized.

The structure of the average number of deprivations and related changes over time 

provide a very crude picture of how diff erent factors aff ect poverty. The fact that a cer-

tain dimension constitutes 30% of the overall average number of deprivations does 

not mean that reducing to zero the numbers of people deprived in that dimension 

would reduce the multidimensional poverty rate by 30%. This is why for estimating 

the possible eff ect of poverty alleviation policies, instead of the poverty headcount, it 

is more appropriate to use the multidimensional poverty index, which is the share of 

the multidimensionally poor multiplied by the average number of deprivations they 

experience.

Figure 35 visualises the results of this estimation. It shows the contribution of individual 

deprivations to the overall MPI value – and, reversing the logic, what would happen 

to multidimensional poverty should the specifi c deprivation be eliminated. In other 

words, it shows what the impact on multidimensional poverty of a specifi c policy (and 

the investment necessary) might be. This makes both the fi gure and the MPI truly policy 

oriented. The “weights” for the Roma are much heavier than for the non-Roma because 

the Figure depicts the possible implications of successful policies on the multidimen-

sional poverty index. The multidimensionally poor non-Roma face a similar number of 

deprivations as the Roma do but their share in the non-Roma population is much lower. 

Hence the MPI value for non-Roma is also much lower. 

Among the Roma the largest factors that appear in contributing to this weighted index 

are the employment indicator, the absence of extreme poverty (i.e., not having gone 

hungry at least once in the past month), the education indicator, and the material de-

privation indicator. Across countries these appear to infl uence a large portion of the 

MPI Roma poor. This makes sense as these are usually the factors most often referred 

to by policy makers as potentially reducing poverty, especially employment and edu-

cation. Some indicators such as access to basic amenities (piped water, electricity, and 

sewage) have a diff erentiated impact; they appear to have a greater impact on MPI 

poverty in Moldova and Romania than in Montenegro and Bulgaria. A few indicators 

(e.g., the absence of informal employment—which is not very prevalent among the 

poor, and does not lead to many people exiting MPI poverty) appear to have hardly any 

eff ect on the weighted MPI. 

These results should be taken with caution as a given policy instrument may aff ect 

more than one deprivation, even causing one to increase while another could decrease. 

A causal analysis of the diff erent components’ impact on the weighted MPI is beyond 

the scope of this paper, but should be considered for future research.

Figure 35: Imagine… How much multidimensional poverty would go down if the 
respected deprivations are overcome in full
 Individual deprivations’ contribution to multidimensional poverty refl ected in the 
value of the Multidimensional poverty index for Roma and Non-Roma

Source: UNDP/World Bank/EC regional Roma survey 2011.

FROM “HUMAN DEVELOPMENT” TO “MULTIDIMENSIONAL POVERTY”
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The results suggest that being Roma increases the probability of being MPI poor by 

30.3%, but that being female has no signifi cant eff ect. Age aff ects the risk of poverty 

diff erently along the life span. As people get older they are less likely to be poor (the 

probability declines by 0.7 percentage points per year)—most probably because adult-

hood is associated with a reduced risk of youth unemployment. However, that prob-

ability begins to go up after the person reaches 45, suggesting a link to old-age poverty 

(associated with declining chances of productive employment). Family size matters: 

each additional person in the household increases the chance of being MPI poor by 1.4 

percentage points such that a household with fi ve people has a 5.6% higher chance of 

being poor than a single-person household. Attending preschool matters dramatical-

ly—it reduces the likelihood of being MPI poor by 12.9%. Even more powerful is the 

impact of health—having bad or very bad health increases the chance of being poor by 

17.1%. Rural/urban division also matters—being from a rural area increases the chance 

of being poor by 3.4%. 

Interestingly enough, living in a Roma-dominant area increases the chance of being 

poor by only 3.7%. This may mean two things. One explanation might be that even 

when segregated, Roma households still do not constitute a “separate universe” and 

closely interact with non-Roma communities. A second explanation is that, even when 

living in a mixed area, Roma are still treated with prejudice and cannot benefi t fully 

from the opportunities of integration. Given the huge impact of “being Roma” on the 

risk of falling into poverty (more than 30%), the second interpretation seems more 

likely to be the case.

Correlates with other dimensions of poverty

Analysing the status of the individuals in areas that are crucial from a human develop-

ment perspective in the context of multidimensional poverty status off ers additional 

insights into the relationships between the various aspects of poverty. For that purpose 

socioeconomic and human development indicators were calculated for subgroups de-

fi ned by poverty status. This approach allows us to draw more robust conclusions at the 

regional level. Given the diversity among Roma within and across countries, a regional 

“Roma” sample may be subject to reasonable criticism. However a sub-sample based 

on multidimensional poverty status—or more precisely, disaggregated by the similari-

ty of poverty characteristics—allows the grouping together and analysis of households 

that fi nd themselves in similar life situations and facing similar challenges. Thus the 

conclusions in regards to their status and poverty drivers may be applicable beyond 

the specifi c country context and complement country-specifi c analysis.

Figures 36-42 show some examples of what such an analysis might yield.38

Estimates Full Sample Roma Non-Roma

MPI poor+MPI 

severe poor

MPI poor+MPI 

severe poor

MPI poor+MPI 

severe poor

Roma 
0.303***

0.00919

Female
0.00342 0.00768 -0.00597

0.00412 0.00505 0.00409

Age 
-0.00681*** -0.00665*** -0.00381***

0.00055 0.000724 0.000457

Age squared
7.51e-05*** 7.34e-05*** 3.90e-05***

0.00000716 0.00000978 0.00000527

Household Size
0.0137*** 0.0151*** 0.00706**

0.00237 0.0028 0.00301

Pre-school
-0.129*** -0.156*** -0.0379***

0.00922 0.012 0.00743

Bad Health
0.171*** 0.153*** 0.168***

0.0104 0.012 0.0157

Rural
0.0342*** 0.0411*** 0.00898

0.0117 0.0143 0.00866

Roma Dominant
0.0368*** 0.0409*** 0.0149

0.0111 0.0137 0.0109

Notes:

The dependent variable is equal to 1 if the individual is either MPI poor or MPI severely 

poor. The results are the marginal eff ects using STATA’s mfx2 command. All probits are 

clustered at the primary sampling unit. Standard errors are given below the marginal 

probability coeffi  cients.

Diff erence signifi cant at the 10% level *, 5% level **, and 1% level ***

The results of the probit analysis shown in Table 4 off er another way to measure the 

eff ects of certain variables on MPI poverty. In this case exogenous variables are tested 

against the headcount of the MPI poor and severe poor (MPI equals 1 if an individual is 

either MPI poor or MPI severe poor, and 0 otherwise). Marginal eff ects for each variable 

are calculated and if they are positive this means that as they increase, they increase the 

probability of being MPI poor. 

38/ Because it is a composite measure, it’s logical to expect that multidimensional poverty 
will be correlated with some of the indicators. This is why only those indicators that are not 
included in the structure of the MPI are considered here.

FROM “HUMAN DEVELOPMENT” TO “MULTIDIMENSIONAL POVERTY”

Table 4: Individual characteristics’ contribution to the risk of poverty
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Education

A higher achieved educational level goes hand-in-hand with lower multidimensional 

poverty (Figure 36). Education in that regard is both an outcome and a driver of depri-

vation. The similarity between the “severely poor” Roma and non-Roma is worth not-

ing. It suggests that the deeper the poverty, the less signifi cant are its ethnic determi-

nants. But this does not mean that the decline in poverty translates symmetrically into 

higher education. The negligible share of non-poor Roma with ISCED3 and 4+ indicates 

that ethnic factors have a stronger impact on educational achievement for non-poor 

groups.

The correlation between multidimensional poverty and education is much stronger for 

the younger generation (aged 20-24, i.e., those who have completed their educational 

years) that for other age cohorts. As Figure 37 shows, severe multidimensional poverty 

is clearly correlated with low educational achievement of the young people living in 

deprived households. Also, the similarity between Roma and non-Roma in similar pov-

erty status no longer holds true. Most probably this is due to the decreasing infl uence 

of the former centrally-planned socialist system with its obligatory (and enforceable) 

primary and secondary education enrolment policies. As this is no longer the case, 

group-related specifi cs and horizontal inequalities are much more pronounced.

Figure 38 illustrates even more explicitly the relationship between poverty and “pov-

erty in the making.” Low school enrolment rates lead to lowered prospects in life later 

Figure 36: Correlation between multidimensional poverty and achieved level of 

education of adults (2011) (%)

Share of household members ending educational years with the respective ISCED 

level of education, (age 25-64)

Source: UNDP/World Bank/EC regional Roma survey 2011.

Figure 37: Correlation between multidimensional poverty and achieved level of 

education of youth (2011) (%)

Share of household members ending educational years with the respective ISCED 

level of education, (age 20-24).39

Source: UNDP/World Bank/EC regional Roma survey 2011.

Figure 38: Gross enrolment rates in respective education levels, 2011 (%)

Source: UNDP/World Bank/EC regional Roma survey 2011.

39/ There are not enough MPI severe poor among the non-Roma so the category is left out, oth-
erwise results would be misleading.
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on. The data point to the trans-generational nature of poverty-induced vulnerability. 

People living in severe poverty have the lowest enrolment rates at all levels of educa-

tion, with all the associated implications for their future employability. Interestingly, 

the distance between “poor” and “non-poor” is lower than between “poor” and “severely 

poor”. Ethnically-related diff erences are observable at both school levels, but not for 

pre-school. This might be due to the diff erences between countries that are lower in 

the case of compulsory and upper-secondary schooling. Finally, the diff erences be-

tween Roma and non-Roma are smallest at the level of compulsory schooling (7-15 

years) and increase sharply for the upper secondary educational level.

Average years spent in education is another interesting indicator that, even with ca-

veats, is close to an “educational outcome”.40 Figure 39 shows the diff erences both be-

tween poverty and ethnically-defi ned groups. Roma lag behind on both counts. The 

multidimensionally poor non-Roma spend on average 1.67 the time at school than 

do the multidimensionally poor Roma. The respective ratio for the non-poor is 1.42. It 

should be noted that the groups considered have similar average numbers of depriva-

tions. Generationally, the younger Roma seems to be spending slightly longer at school 

than their parents. This is not the case for the multidimensionally poor non-Roma, how-

ever. The diff erences between countries are shown in Figure A in the Annex.

Employment

Predictably, multidimensional poverty goes hand in hand with employment vulner-

ability. Figure 40 shows unemployment rates by multidimensional poverty status. The 

relationship is clear enough to not require any in-depth analysis. Table 5 on the other 

hand shows the average duration of unemployment spells of those who are currently 

out of work. The higher vulnerability of the multidimensionally poor in this regard is not 

Figure 39: Average years spent in education by poverty status and age group, 

2011

Source: UNDP/World Bank/EC regional Roma survey 2011.

Figure 40: Unemployment rates by multidimensional poverty status and age 

group, 2011 (%)

Source: UNDP/World Bank/EC regional Roma survey 2011.

Group by ethnicity Roma Non-Roma

Group by poverty 

status

MPI 

Severe 

Poor

MPI 

Poor

MPI 

Non-

Poor

MPI 

Severe 

Poor

MPI 

Poor

MPI 

Non-

Poor

Years 8.07 6.52 5.00 6.29 5.59 4.83

As % of the 

non-Roma 

unemployment 

spell

128% 117% 104% 100%

40/ The ultimate purpose of education is gaining meaningful knowledge. “Average years spent 
in education” (similarly to “enrolment rates”) are a means to this end. They increase the probabil-
ity of gaining knowledge, but defi nitely do not determine knowledge outcomes.

Table 5: Average length of unemployment for those that have worked before 

and are currently unemployed (as per the ILO defi nition) in the age group 15-64

Source: UNDP/World Bank/EC regional Roma survey 2011.
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surprising. Worth noting is the similar duration of unemployment for multidimension-

ally non-poor Roma and non-Roma (0.27 years). The distance in that regard increases 

with the deterioration in multidimensional poverty status, reaching 1.78 years for the 

severely poor (or 128% of the severely poor non-Roma unemployment spell). The dif-

ferences between countries are shown in Figure B in the Annex.

Figure 41 depicts the real seriousness of the unemployment problem—youth unem-

ployment. There are virtually no diff erences between the shares of unemployed with 

no working experience between diff erent poverty groups, regardless of ethnicity. 

Informal employment is rampant among the multidimensionally poor, with only minor 

diff erences between the two poverty groups. 97% of the employed Roma and 100% of 

the employed non-Roma from the “severely poor” group work without contracts. These 

shares among the “multidimensionally poor” are 88% and 81%, respectively. The share 

of informally is substantially lower among the non-poor, 41% among the Roma and 

21% among the non-Roma, respectively (Figure 42). When choosing between low-paid, 

secure employment versus having better-paying but insecure, irregular employment, 

all groups regardless of their ethnicity or poverty status prefer the fi rst option (low-

paying security over higher-paying risk). Between 80% and 87% of the respondents 

aged 16-64 would make this choice. This share is slightly lower among the severely 

poor non-Roma (71%). Views on informality show signifi cant cross-country variation, 

however (see Figure C in the Annex).

Behavioural patterns and aspirations

The multidimensional poverty profi les support an in-depth analysis of diff erent socio-

economic and behavioural characteristics and their correlation with the level of pov-

erty. The data in Figure 43 (p. 74) illustrate the extent to which certain behaviours are 

acceptable (the share of respondents in the respective poverty category who respond-

ed “yes, entirely permissible”). These data indicate that extreme poverty—regardless 

of ethnic affi  liation—is correlated with lower thresholds for intolerance towards petty 

household theft for the sake of one’s own survival, or towards tax evasion (the results 

for tax evasion tolerance match those for stealing food). Although “correlation” does not 

imply “causality”, these data strongly suggest that reduction in extreme poverty would 

result in the reduction of such incidents, about which many non-Roma communities 

are highly sensitive.  The diff erences between ethnic groups that emerge for the other 

two groups (non-severely poor and non-poor) may perhaps be explained by the fact 

that the issue of hunger remains more hypothetical for non-Roma than for Roma. Also, 

signifi cant diff erences between countries should be noted (Figure D in the Annex).

Again, these data should be properly contextualized. The pattern of cohabitation be-

tween Roma and the Gadze and the experience of discrimination has shaped Roma 

survival strategies. Gadze were seen as fundamental source of income – but also a bar-

rier to free access to needed goods, which led Roma to resort to shmekeria the pe-

Figure 41: Share of those who have never worked in the unemployed population 

in the respective age groups, 2011 (%)

Source: UNDP/World Bank/EC regional Roma survey 2011.

Figure 42: Diff erent aspects of informality, 2011 (%)

The shares of respondents aged 16-64 who would rather have secure employment 

having to be at work 8 hours a day 5 days a week to those preferring irregular 

employment leaving them free to manage their own time. 

Source: UNDP/World Bank/EC regional Roma survey 2011.
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culiar cunningness, “submissive demeanour where cajolery and deception became a 

technique of survival” (Biro et.al. 2013: 21). Shmekeria is not just a pattern of income 

generation; it is also tool for obtaining a moral advantage or compensation for the sub-

ordinate position in the Gadzo society. It inevitably leads to a degree of relativity in 

societal norms and the variance in the acceptability/unacceptability of certain patterns 

of interaction in regards one’s own group and that of the opponent.41 And this relativ-

ity is not unique for Roma/non-Roma – similar patterns are common in the interactions 

between other discriminated/discriminating populations defi ned by ethnic or religious 

criteria and living in proximity (like in the case of Jews/Christians or Arabs/Israelis).

This relativity however is asymmetrical. Petty crimes are indeed linked to shmekeria 

but are not an exclusively Roma speciality. The shmekeria of Roma is simply more vis-

ible and more annoying for the non-Roma. This over-exposure leads to a paradoxical 

indiff erence to large-scale white-collar crime like shadow privatisation, tax evasion, fi -

nancial fraud etc. – all with economic theft of a magnitude incomparable to that of the 

Roma shmekeria. The majorities however remain amazingly complacent of such cases 

(UNDP 2002: 71-72). 

The data also illustrate diff erences in employment aspirations by poverty group (Figure 

44). The multidimensionally poor appear more demotivated than the non-poor. How-

ever, there are no signifi cant diff erences in the aspirations of youth (ages 15-24) and 

their parents (ages 25-65). 

Finally, the data reveals the important impact of religious institutions like churches 

and mosques on norms, behavioural patterns and ultimately – the poverty outcomes. 

These eff ects come through their infl uence on economic, social and psychological 

parameters. For example, the data shows a robust positive and signifi cant eff ect of 

churchgoing on education – parents’ churchgoing increases the educational comple-

tion rate of their children by a little more than 50% compared to Roma parents who do 

not attend church or mosque at least once a month.  Although the specifi c channel for 

this result is not defi nitively known it is undoubtedly related to the church’s infl uence 

on social norms, networks and specifi cally on parent’s desires to further educate their 

children.  Interestingly enough, the impact occurs among the Roma and not among 

the Non-Roma.  This result lends credence that it is the church’s eff ect on the specifi c 

norms of the Roma (in this case the demand for education of their children) rather than 

some alternative eff ect on Roma and non-Roma alike (Kagin 2013). These fi ndings also 

suggest that governments may not be the most appropriate tool to address behavioral 

issues. Probably most excluded individuals do not appreciate the conditional aspects 

of some educational grants or other ways to be forced into participation in education 

like through taxation schemes.  Church and mosque participation is voluntary in most 

41/ As the prominent Roma activist Nikolae Gheorge writes, “some Roma lead their horses to 
the fi elds of the Gadje, steal their potatoes, while children make off  with the peasants’ hens – 
this is part of our internal knowledge... This is not so far removed from the kind of liberal, indi-
vidualistic attitude that puts winning before behaving ethically and results in switching political 
alliances or abandoning values to further one’s own or family business” (Gheorghe 2013: 98).

FROM “HUMAN DEVELOPMENT” TO “MULTIDIMENSIONAL POVERTY”

Figure 43: Share of respondents who said that stealing food is acceptable if it 

prevents a family from going hungry, 2011 (%)

Source: UNDP/World Bank/EC regional Roma survey 2011. Based on the  question “Please tell me is stealing food 
if your family goes hungry acceptable?” (Those choosing “fully acceptable” rather than “somewhat acceptable” 
or “not acceptable)

Figure 44: Types of employment aspirations, 2011 (%)

Shares of respondents who prefer living on social assistance with problems making 

ends meet but with no particular eff ort, by respective age groups

Source: UNDP/World Bank/EC regional Roma survey 2011. Based on the choices by the respondents between 
the two options (“Live on social assistance with problems making both ends meet but with no particular eff ort” 
and “Have higher standards of living but working hard to earn my living“) on the question “People often have to 
choose between diff erent options in life. Which one would you choose if you face each of these options?” 
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cases and since the institutions focus on behavioral aspects they may be the most ap-

propriate to address norms.

It is also worth revisiting the linkages between multidimensional poverty and aspira-

tions. Parents’ desires for their children’s life opportunities can be a good proxy for pa-

rental aspirations for their children. Figures 45 and 46 show the levels of education 

that the adult respondents deem suffi  cient for their children, by poverty status and 

sex. It is remarkable that there are no major gender diff erences within ethnic groups—

respondents in both poverty groups show similar preferences for boys and girls. This 

may be evidence of an achievement of some gender equality policy goals, but further 

research is needed. Huge diff erences however can be observed between Roma and 

non-Roma. While the majority of non-Roma aspire to ISCED4 or higher level of educa-

tion for their children (57% and 56% for girls and boys respectively), the similar majority 

of Roma (54% and 57%) deem ISCED3 as suffi  cient educational level for their children. 

This seems to be a typical example of “valuation neglect”, when people’s desires are 

constrained by what seems possible (Luggieri Laderchi et al., 2003: 14).  

FROM “HUMAN DEVELOPMENT” TO “MULTIDIMENSIONAL POVERTY”

Figure 46: Educational aspirations of multidimensionally non-poor parents 

(Roma and non-Roma) for their children (boys and girls), 2011

Source: UNDP/World Bank/EC regional Roma survey 2011. Based on the question “What level of education is 
suffi  cient for your child?”

Figure 45: Educational aspirations of multidimensionally poor parents (Roma 

and non-Roma) for their children (boys and girls), 2011

Source: UNDP/World Bank/EC regional Roma survey 2011. Based on the question “What do you believe is a 
suffi  cient level of education for a child (boy and girl)?” 

The missing dimension of agency

As noted at the beginning of this chapter, a major dimension of human development - 

that of agency - is missing, both in the standard human development indicators (HDI in 

all of its varieties) and in the multidimensional measure proposed in this paper, as well. 

This is due to conceptual reasons and data defi cits. Applying the concept of agency is 

a major challenge and generating robust data to populating appropriate indicators of 

agency is an even bigger one. 

The standard approach uses sample surveys to capture the degree to which respon-

dents feel that they have “control over their lives,” or their perception of the optimal 

balance between the role of the state and that of the individual in achieving personal 

success and realizing one’s aspirations (see Alkire 2005; Ibrahim & Alkire 2007; Samman 

& Santos 2009). Indeed, these aspects are critical to the perception of agency, but such 

data exist only for national level samples and rarely for group-targeted research. What 

is more important, such questions are not particularly useful if detached from the ef-
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fects of complex internal group dynamics, local, social and political context, as well as 

the patterns of interaction among various stakeholders. Historical experience of preju-

dice and discrimination also powerfully aff ects the range—and limits—of individual 

aspirations.

All of the above contributes to a “status bias” in human development indicators at the 

expense of agency: the tendency to quantify and monitor the status and the magni-

tude of deprivations in various dimensions rather than the opportunities people have 

(or lack) to reach their desired status and realize their aspirations. Achieved status may 

be seen as a proxy of opportunities, but only to a limited extent - and this is defi nitely 

not the case in marginalized communities experiencing discrimination. 

For this reason the issue of agency is critical to analysing Roma poverty and the pos-

sible approaches to addressing it. Agency may be defi ned as the aspirations of an in-

dividual (or a group), matched by the resources and opportunities required to reach 

those aspirations. Seen from this perspective, it would be hard to fi nd a group more in 

need of explicit agency focus than the Roma, who face a vicious circle of high levels of 

deprivation in virtually all spheres of life that are mutually determining and reinforce 

each other (UNDP 2002: 42). These deprivations lead to low aspirations that can be 

met through “low agency strategies” and thus additionally fuel the cycle of exclusion, 

replicating its patterns over generations. Roma life takes place in an “agency-hostile” 

context, with powerful interests vested in keeping the Roma in a subordinate status 

and preventing them from taking their destinies into their own hands without the need 

of permanent support from various intermediaries from within and outside their com-

munities.42 

Roma and pro-Roma civil society organizations (which are diff erent from “civil society”) 

experienced dramatic growth over the last two decades and were instrumental in ar-

ticulating human rights violations, social exclusion, or territorial segregation of Roma. 

However, they still operate primarily at the intermediary level, between international 

donors and the people on the ground. The vast majority of marginalised Roma commu-

nities remained untouched by and detached from the operation of CSOs that are often 

co-opted by mainstream structures. By not being present in Roma communities, these 

“intermediating NGOs” in fact disempower local Roma communities, limiting their op-

portunities to initiate change (Kóczé 2013: 56). 

Of course, one immediate determinant of the lack of agency is poverty (Sen 1985). The 

diffi  culty is that addressing multiple deprivations and nurturing agency is not a se-

quential process. Agency is both an outcome and a determinant of poverty alleviation. 

Severe poverty lowers the level of aspiration, which makes even the limited opportuni-

ties an individual may have to a large extent hypothetical. In this way Roma are locked 

into a vicious cycle of exclusion that is reinforced by the very survival strategies that 

have evolved in response to severe poverty. These strategies are rooted in “low agency” 

social structures and accommodate to the existing status quo without challenging it.

An obvious example is employment. Control over access to job creation programs and 

public works at the local level is a powerful source of leverage for local authorities and 

Roma community intermediaries, who often decide who is hired and who is not, thus re-

inforcing the patron-client relations that are already prevalent within the communities 

(Szalai 2013: 39-41). Developing an eff ective approach to agency would also require re-

visiting the conventional class-based analysis of Roma exclusion. Roma marginalization 

is not exclusively based on ethnicity, but shows clear characteristics of class division 

(UNDP 2002: 73). The disempowerment and exploitation of Roma communities, both 

from within and from outside cannot be addressed seriously, unless it is conceptualised 

as exploitation – regardless of how “outdated” this concept might sound. 

An additional diffi  culty in nurturing agency in Roma communities is the tendency of 

those few who manage to escape the yoke of marginalization to often prefer to dis-

tance themselves from the community, whose very existence is associated with de-

privation and low social status. This “educated Roma fl ight” resembles the traditional 

“white fl ight,” and similarly contributes to those marginalized (those who remain in the 

slums) becoming even more deeply entrenched in marginalization (Szalai 2013: 27-28). 

The emancipation of Roma citizens would also meet the resistance from parts of the 

old Roma elites.43

Genuine support to agency in Roma communities would require breaking a number of 

taboos and stereotypes. It would entail much more than the “political participation” of 

Roma that too often consists of the incorporation of selected Roma activists into the 

Gadze power structures without giving them any real power and resources.44 It would 

also require redrawing traditional lines of loyalty and solidarity from the community 

and clan-based loyalty to broader civic approach. Keeping close, but distinct societal 

structures and not mingling with Gadzo has always been a constituent part of Roma 

42/ Nikolae Gheorghe puts it explicitly in one of his latest essays before passing away: “What 
has made informal or ‘traditional’ Roma leaders like the vajda or bulibaşă so powerful recently? 
What has helped them re-emerge as potential partners for policy-makers and national, regional 
and local authorities? Why have they gained legitimacy, especially when European agencies 
and public opinion demand ‘good practices’ and ‘concrete measures’ with the expectation of 
quick results, which in reality may be no more than window-dressing? Why are these patriar-
chal Roma leaders secretly envied by their Gadje partners when they occupy posts in unstable 
public bodies and face confused Roma and non-Roma voters – some of whom may even have 
been bribed?” (Gheorghe 2013: 159).

43/ Valeriu Nikolae is explicit in that regard: “The peer pressure at this moment in the Romani 
movement is against improvements and very much for keeping the status quo. Old Roma activ-
ists as well as the political elites do their utmost to bully into submission or to block any groups 
or initiatives that might undermine their positions or ideas. Criticism is confused with virulent 
personal attacks, labelling, smearing campaigns or threats” (Nikolae 2013).

44/ As the prominent Roma activist Željko Jovanović puts it, “Our elites, in their struggle for 
status, are controlled by far greater powers. Our communities, immersed in a daily struggle for 
survival, have been defi ned as target groups of benefi ciaries and not recognised as a political 
constituency of rights-bearing citizens... the power we need is to enable us to assume respon-
sibility for our own future. Those in authority have allowed us to participate but real power 
will never be given to us. Using every available democratic means we must take it ourselves” 
(Jovanović 2013: 369).
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identity (Ivanov 2012: 80-85). Although this pattern may have been an eff ective strat-

egy in the 18th and 19th century, it is no longer acceptable.

Would a shift to an agency-focused paradigm entail redefi nition of some fundamental 

elements of Roma identity? Defi nitely, however, it appears to be the only sustainable 

approach to real inclusion of Roma in their societies. Anything less would devolve into 

an endless process of inclusion that is never intended to be achieved. The real Roma 

communities would only continue to be involved as pawns, playing the role that they 

are given – of the marginalized and deprived, dependent on the tokens of support, but 

exploited from the outside and from within. 

Political participation is defi nitely one way to approach supporting agency. It would 

entail a lengthy process to overcome the separation of various intermediaries from the 

people in real communities and the resources devoted to improving their lives (eco-

nomic and political). It would not be quick or easy, but unless it is done, the rhetoric of 

participation will remain a hollow electoral ritual (periodic casting of votes for parties 

that visit Roma communities only prior to elections). 

We are far removed from such an initiative – which is the major reason why the pro-

posed multidimensional poverty measure is missing its core—agency—dimension. 

There is not much to measure yet, but hopefully there will be in the future. Otherwise, 

the most that the Roma inclusion process could achieve would be to meet some basic 

needs. Without agency the Roma would remain deprived of genuine human develop-

ment.

COMPARING 
THE DIFFERENT 
APPROACHES

The evidence presented above highlights the diff erences 

between money- and people-centred measures of poverty. They should be borne in 

mind not just (and not primarily) for proper poverty monitoring, but more importantly 

for policy formulation. The conceptual framework on which a poverty analysis is based 

determines the responses. 

Multidimensional versus money-metric measures

The choice of metrics indeed yields diff erent results. Figure 47 illustrates the diff erent 

outcomes from the application of multidimensional versus monetary metrics as the 

diff erences in the trends of the two poverty estimates during 2004-2011. The most 

6

Source: UNDP vulnerable groups survey 2004, UNDP/World Bank/EC regional Roma survey 2011.

Figure 47: Monetary and multidimensional poverty rates of Roma, 2004-2011 

(expenditure-based) (%)
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dramatic case is Albania, where the monetary poverty rate of Roma fell by more than 

half (from 78% to 36%), while multidimensional poverty rate increased from 49% to 

66% over the same period. Similarly, in Serbia monetary poverty declined from 57% to 

26%, while the multidimensional poverty rate increased from 51% to 55%. In the other 

countries the direction of change was the same (a decline in poverty measured by both 

metrics), but the magnitude of change diff ers in several countries. Multidimensional 

poverty rates among Roma declined more sharply than monetary poverty in Bosnia 

and Herzegovina, Montenegro, and FYR Macedonia; the decline was similar in both 

metrics in Croatia and Bulgaria; while the decline in monetary poverty in Romania was 

sharper than in multidimensional poverty. 

Figure 48, in contrast points to the weaknesses inherent in juxtaposing these two pov-

erty measures. The same households and individuals fall into diff erent poverty catego-

ries depending on the poverty concept and metric applied. As the left side of the Figure 

shows, 24% of Roma living at risk of marginalization are “relatively poor”, but not abso-

lutely poor or multidimensional poor; while 6% are poor both relatively and absolutely. 

19% are poor both relatively and multidimensionally. Only 17% are poor by all three 

defi nitions. The share of those who are poor only multidimensionally is 9%, while the 

share of those who are only absolutely poor is negligible. The share of people who are 

not poor by any of the criteria is 19%. If we consider as “poor” only those who are poor 

on all three counts, poverty rates “fall” to 17% for Roma and to 2% for their non-Roma 

neighbours—a large gap, but far from observable reality.

The conceptual frameworks underlying diff erent poverty metrics have critically im-

portant implications for poverty alleviation policies. The case of monetary poverty is 

indicative in that regard. Seeing poverty as a monetary phenomenon implicitly pushes 

policy responses toward “income maximization” approaches, leading to policies formu-

lated primarily based on a “cost versus benefi t” assessment. While costs and benefi ts 

undoubtedly must be integrated into any policy response, the exercise cannot be re-

duced to monetary costs and benefi ts only. A good case in point is the “costs of Roma 

exclusion” series of studies promoting the idea of Roma inclusion as “smart econom-

ics” (De Laat and Bodewig, 2011). Their goal—providing policy makers with arguments 

(ideally, numeric) in favour of inclusion eff orts—is honourable and a debate on the 

benefi ts of inclusion is arguably needed. However, many of the costs and benefi ts of 

exclusion are not in the sphere of economics. 

The “Roma inclusion as smart economics” approach estimates the direct and indirect 

economic losses to society resulting from the exclusion of a large share of the popula-

tion from employment.45 These losses include lost tax revenue and higher social securi-

ty payments (e.g., unemployment benefi ts, social assistance), as well as the higher costs 

of addressing the asocial behaviour associated with long-term unemployment (e.g., 

petty crime). The analysis uses a partial equilibrium model to estimate desirable chang-

es in tax revenues, social assistance payments, etc., that would result from increases in 

Roma employment. On that basis the cost of Roma exclusion is estimated on average at 

more than 3% of GDP lost per year in Slovakia, Serbia and the Czech Republic.

The problem with such models (as with any model) lies in their assumptions. The study 

implicitly assumes infi nite employment opportunities for Roma, thereby reducing the 

complexity of Roma labour market exclusion by attributing it solely to discriminatory 

factors, prejudice and insuffi  cient qualifi cation. While these factors are clearly present, 

they are not the sole (and perhaps not even the major) drivers of Roma labour market 

exclusion. These models implicitly assume either the existence of unoccupied jobs in 

the localities where Roma live (who “just” need to be employed), or of suffi  cient mobil-

ity of Roma workers, either up the professional qualifi cation ladder (from less to more 

skilled occupations and services) or territorially (i.e., moving from areas of high to low 

unemployment rates). In reality both assumptions are often wrong. Local labour mar-

kets in Central and Southeast Europe are highly fragmented and stratifi ed. “Lump of 

labour” theories are more appropriate for describing their dynamics. The vertical mo-

bility of Roma is often marginal, and their territorial mobility is taking place primarily 

across countries—with Roma emigration producing backlash in the receiving societies 

(Cherkezova and Tomova 2013). 

Roma inclusion strategies based on “smart economics” may therefore produce more 

questions than answers. If inclusion of Roma is economically smart, why have busi-

nesses not taken advantage of these opportunities? This again reminds us that the 

concepts on which policies and metrics are based really matter and that the benefi ts 

COMPARING THE DIFFERENT APPROACHES

Figure 48: Overlaps between absolute, relative and multidimensional poverty 

estimates (%)

Source: UNDP/World Bank/EC regional Roma survey 2011.

45/ The logic of “Roma inclusion as smart economics” is much more complicated and deserves a 
separate study going beyond the scope of the current research.
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of Roma inclusion are less likely to be found in the monetary than in the social, human 

development domain. Roma inclusion is a matter of citizenship, equal opportunity, in-

dividual freedom, and fundamental rights. Benefi t to the society stems from the real-

ization of the guarantee that the rights of every single citizen—Roma and non-Roma 

alike—will be protected and respected. The Roma are an extreme case in this regard, 

which simply makes the argument more explicit. Roma inclusion has other (social, non-

economic, intangible, non-monetary) benefi ts that cannot be easily quantifi ed in eco-

nomic or econometric models. Accordingly, Roma poverty defi nition and monitoring 

cannot, and should not, be reduced to monetary poverty. 

Other estimates of well-being

While the other metrics of well-being discussed above are a step toward grasping the 

complexity of Roma poverty, they still fall short of completing the picture. Figure 49 

illustrates the results of the two non-monetary approaches to identifying and quan-

tifying poverty (MPI and deprivation). The fi rst shows the share of individuals who are 

considered “poor” using all three approaches (absolute, relative, and multidimensional 

poverty). The second shows the same in terms of material deprivation and multidimen-

sional poverty. The degree of overlap is greatest between multidimensional poverty 

and material deprivation. One might say “this is because material deprivation is includ-

ed in the MPI”. But the former constitutes only 1/16th of the latter. 

These comparisons raise a diffi  cult question: which of all these approaches is the “right” 

one? The answer is: “it depends on the purpose of the exercise”. If the intention is to 

highlight the diff erences in poverty levels, the simplest approach (monetary poverty 

estimates) is suffi  cient. However, it is only possible to understand and address the roots 

of Roma poverty when they are conceptualized from a human development perspec-

tive. This requires an analysis that goes beyond monetary estimates and the decon-

struction of multidimensional poverty to identifying individual problem zones that 

require targeted, sector-specifi c interventions. 

Figure 49: Overlaps between material deprivation and multidimensional 

poverty estimates, 2011 (%)

Source: UNDP/World Bank/EC regional Roma survey 2011.

COMPARING THE DIFFERENT APPROACHES
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CONCLUSIONS 

The analysis presented here leads to several important con-

clusions regarding the specifi cs of Roma poverty and the rel-

evance of diff erent approaches to its measurement and moni-

toring. 

A wide range of methodologies for measuring poverty exists. The analysis presented 

above highlights the diff erences between money-metric and people-centred measures 

of poverty. They should be borne in mind not just (and not primarily) for proper poverty 

monitoring, but more importantly for policy formulation. 

The conceptual basis of a poverty analysis determines the policy responses. If the ul-

timate purpose is to better understand the underlying mechanisms and the factors 

determining poverty—and to help overcome them—the choice of approach should 

be guided by policy priorities.

The complex specifi cs of Roma poverty require multidimensional approaches. The pro-

posed multi-dimensional poverty index is one example of such an approach. It is better 

suited for tracking the poverty of marginalized and excluded groups such as the Roma 

and can be applied at negligible additional cost.

While there are areas of overlap, the multidimensional poverty index shows some dif-

ferences in trend compared to purely monetary measures. As noted above, diff erent 

outcomes were estimated for 2004-2011. The most dramatic is the case of Albania 

where the monetary poverty rate of Roma was more than cut in half (from 78% to 36%) 

while multidimensional poverty rate increased from 49% to 66%. Likewise, in Serbia 

monetary poverty declined from 57% to 26%, while the multidimensional poverty rate 

increased from 51% to 55%. They also result in diff erent policy recommendations. For 

example, monetary poverty only allows one to target income or expenditures as a way 

to increase this measure, whereas, the “policy graph” (Figure 35) and the probit results 

(Table 4), which are based on the multidimensional poverty index, show the wide array 

of targets for potential improvements to Roma exclusion.

Although the proposed multidimensional poverty index is better suited for tracking 

the poverty of Roma, it is still not perfect. Similarly to all other poverty measures, it 

does not cover the entire spectrum of human-centred aspects of poverty. A major ele-

ment—agency—is missing. The individual capabilities and the freedom to take matters 

into one’s own hands are a crucial dimension and driver of Roma exclusion. Apart from 

the ethnic dimensions, exploitation and cross-generational replication of poverty also 

connotate elements of class confl ict. All these must be recognized for the picture (and 

the resulting policies) to be accurate. Thus expanding the multidimensional poverty 

measures to include indicators for agency will be necessary to make the index even 

more relevant and eff ective policy tool.

7 The better refl ection of local specifi cs and intra-group dynamics is a second lacuna. 

Aggregate fi gures are important—but to be properly understood, they need to be ex-

amined in a concrete local context. Qualitative data is a key element in developing 

such a deeper micro-level understanding. Socio-economic statistics matter (and there 

are a lot of such data). However, to eff ectively support social and economic change, 

a more comprehensive picture of the values and behavioural patterns of individuals 

within the context in which they take their daily decisions is required. Thus far, a great 

deal of knowledge has been accumulated, but there are not suffi  cient data that can be 

correlated with socio-economic indicators. 

All of these areas require further hard work if the Roma are to enjoy genuine human 

development.
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Contry profi les

Figure A: Average years spent in education by poverty status for the age 25-64 Figure B: Share of the unemployed as a percentage of those in the labour force 

(15-64)
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Figure C: Share of employed people who do not have a written contract (ages 

15-64)

Figure D: Share of respondents who said that it is fully acceptable stealing food 

if a family goes hungry
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