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Abstract 
In the discourse on economic development, two important recent findings have been that the majority 
of the world’s poor now live in countries classified as middle income countries, and that while there is a 
trend of convergence in national income of countries, inequality within countries is becoming 
increasingly important. One of the most important questions concerning the alleviation of poverty 
globally is whether or not economic growth in these “converging” countries is sufficiently inclusive. This 
study explores the association between growth, poverty and inequality in the middle income countries 
of South Africa, Thailand, and Colombia. While, conventionally, the research in the field has focused on 
economic dimensions of distributions, this research includes an exploration of distributions of other 
indicators of quality of life, using variables such as asset ownership, access to public services, and health 
and education outcomes, to create an indicator of overall well-being for each individual household. The 
analysis relies on census data, and the large sample allows for more definitive analysis of smaller groups 
and sub-categories within the population. Improvement in and changing distribution of this indicator 
over time is evaluated, while assessing the possibly changing importance of racial or ethnic identity, 
sector of employment, geographic location, and structural economic change. I find persistent 
differences in household well-being, and in distribution of the gains of growth, related to the 
household’s physical location and its link to the economy via the sector of or type of employment of the 
household head, in all three countries. 

I. Introduction 

In the current discourse on income distribution and economic change, two empirical findings have 

captured the attention of scholars, policy makers and practitioners. On one hand, analysis of poverty 

across countries of the world suggests that the majority of the world’s poor now live in countries 

classified by the World Bank as middle income countries (Chandy & Gertz, 2011; Kanbur & Sumner, 

2011; Sumner, 2010; 2012). On the other, analysis of inequality across the world suggests that while 

there is a trend of convergence in national income of countries (when countries are weighted by 

population) (Milanovic 2012), inequality within many lower and middle income countries is becoming 

increasingly important(Palma 2011, Sumner 2012, Chen and Ravallion 2012). These findings challenge 



 

the more conventional notion of a North-South, or “developed” and “developing” country divide.  One 

of the most important questions now concerning the alleviation of poverty and expansion of capabilities 

globally is whether or not economic growth in these “converging” countries is sufficiently inclusive. In 

addition, the reduction of inequality and equitable distribution are in themselves worthwhile goals. 

 

This study examines these new patterns of distributional asymmetries, and explores the association 

between growth, poverty and distribution. While conventionally, the research in the field has focused 

on economic dimensions of distributions (i.e., income, or expenditure, or wealth), this research includes 

an exploration of distributions of other indicators of quality of life in tandem with the economic 

indicators. Distribution is assessed from this multidimensional viewpoint, using variables such as asset 

ownership, access to public services, and health and education outcomes, to create an indicator of 

overall well-being for each individual household.  The micro data has been merged with the macro data, 

to combine analysis of larger trends in the growing and changing economies of the countries with their 

effects on individual household outcomes.  Thus, I examine how processes of growth are associated with 

multidimensional aspects of poverty, distribution, and capability expansion.  

 

The research focuses on an analytical description of distribution of growth in three middle income 

countries;  South Africa, Thailand, and Colombia, focusing on multi-dimensional measures of well-being, 

and, particularly, how the distribution of gains is related to changes in these countries’  economies  and 

the nature of the economic growth.  These countries were chosen as examples of upper middle income 

countries that have recently been undergoing economic growth and transformation. Thailand, 

Colombia, and South Africa are countries with some superficial similarities; they have similar levels of 

GDP per capita, and have experienced positive GDP per capita growth for the decade previous to the 

current crisis (South Africa grew at an average of about 2% per capita in the period studied, Thailand 
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experienced very high growth for most of the years studied, then a sharp downturn and return to more 

modest growth, Colombia was similarly erratic). Further, they are countries that have been included in 

narratives about global convergence and the “emerging South;” South Africa is included in the “BRICS” 

group of countries, and has one of the highest GDP per capitas in sub-Saharan Africa, while Thailand, 

similarly, was one of the members of the “new east Asian tigers” of the 1990’s, and has a GDP per capita 

significantly higher than any other Southeast Asian nation (save Singapore). Many of the middle income 

countries are in Central and South America, and Colombia was chosen as a representative of that region. 

Like Thailand and South Africa, and many other Latin American countries, Colombia also experienced 

growth, economic crisis, and political and economic transformation during the period studied. 

 

These countries were chosen because they are the countries in the world where one “should” find 

convergence with industrialized countries and reduction in poverty (in an absolute, as well as a relative 

sense). These countries are doing relatively better than the poorest countries on average, national 

income terms. They are growing.  If, in fact, the “developed” and “developing” country divide is 

increasingly less relevant, the major question of poverty reduction and capabilities expansion in the 

world may be to what degree the gains of growth in these types of countries are being equitably 

distributed. Thus, I examine: To what extent is the relative success of these countries being equitably 

distributed, or contributing to an overall reduction of poverty? To what degree are these patterns of 

distribution driven by factors such as occupational class, membership in ethnic or religious minority 

groups, geography, and patterns of sectoral growth in the countries? And finally, what lessons can be 

drawn from both the similarities and differences in the patterns of distributions in these three countries. 

 

II. Growth and Distribution 
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The exploration into the relationship between growth and distribution has generally produced 

inconclusive and contested results. The focus on structural change within economies as they expand, 

and the effects of this change on distribution within those economies, has only been sporadically 

addressed.  In recent years, as more and better microdata has become available, the focus of research 

into this question has increasingly focused on identifying and understanding the relationship between 

growth and distribution in individual countries. 

 

Early seminal papers into growth and distribution,  such as W. Arthur Lewis’s “Economic Development 

with Unlimited Supplies of Labor” in 1954, and Simon Kuznets’ “Economic Growth and Income 

Inequality” (Lewis 1954, Kuznets 1955), prominently featured economic structural change, including 

changing sectors of employment and urban to rural migration. Lewis’s model was based on rural to 

urban migration (or from “traditional” to “modern” sectors) and includes a classical political economy 

conception of class-based production. The distributional story of the Lewis model is rising inequality 

between capital and labor during a rapid growth phase, followed by rising wages, falling profits, and 

slower growth, after an “unlimited supply” of marginally productive traditional sector labor is 

exhausted. Kuznets told a story that was in many ways similar. Based on very limited data, and, as he 

described it, “95 percent speculation,” Kuznets developed his famous “inverted-U” hypothesis of rising,  

peaking, then falling income inequality as economies grow. Like Lewis, Kuznets discusses the structural 

change in the economy from agriculture to industrial-based, although without the emphasis on 

economic class. The urban/industrial sector was both more unequal, and had a higher mean income 

than the rural/agricultural sector, so as migration went from rural to urban, inequality increased.  

Eventually, as the urban population gained in political power and had fewer new arrivals, inequality 

within the urban sector would decrease.  
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Early attempts to find empirical support for these theorized patterns often depended on cross-country 

samples, such as Ahluwhalia’s study, which found evidence of the “inverted -U” driven by the urban 

rural shift, demographic transition, and changing patterns of education (Ahluwhalia 1976). Studies 

relying on cross country samples were limited by an inability to trace a single country over time, forcing 

researchers to assume that all countries had similar patterns of growth and distribution regardless of 

context.  Deininger and Squire’s (1996) work in compiling an extensive panel data of inequality statistics 

for more than 100 countries ranging over several decades led to something of a surge in studies on 

inequality and growth (Deininger and Squire 1998, Forbes 2000, Barro 2000, Banerjee and Duflo 2003). 

These studies found often contradictory results dependent on methods of analysis; either no discernible 

relationship between inequality and growth (Deininger and Squire 1996, 1998), a positive  relationship 

between inequality and growth (Forbes 2000), or extremely qualified empirical support of the inverted-

U (Barro 2000, Banerjee and Duflo 2003). During the same period, Ravallion (2001) used multiple years 

of household data in an attempt to trace the relationship between distribution and growth  in 

developing countries over time,  and found similarly inconclusive results; no relationship on average, but 

a wide dispersion of results.  Ultimately, the contradictory results of these studies have not produced a 

definitive answer on the relationship between growth and distribution. 

 

Longitudinal studies based on household data have only become possible for many parts of the world 

relatively recently. As Milanovic (2012) points out, in China, sub-Saharan Africa, and the former Soviet 

Union, along with many other countries and regions, household surveys with the necessary data were 

not available until the 1980s. Much of the recent research has focused on explaining trends in 

distribution either at the individual country, regional, or global level in their specific geographic and 

temporal context.  A significant portion of the debate among academics and policymakers now focuses 

on whether, where, and why inequality is increasing or decreasing. Milanovic (2012) focuses on changes 
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in global inequality over the last several decades, and finds that inequality by country, when weighted 

by population, has significantly declined, while global inequality of all individuals has stagnated or only 

slightly declined in recent years.  While Milanovic emphasizes the importance of between country 

inequality in determining individual outcomes, inequality within countries has been changing at very 

different rates, and often in different directions, depending on the country and region (Ortiz and 

Cummins 2011), falling in the majority of Latin American countries (Lustig, Lopez-Calva, and Ortiz-Juarez, 

2011, Cornia 2012), for example, while increasing in China (Ravallion and Chen 2007). Chen and 

Ravallion (2012) find an increase in the “relatively poor,” which they define using a poverty line that 

increases with average income, across developing countries. The authors also document an increased 

importance of the within country component of overall inequality in developing countries relative to the 

between country component, in the last decade. Palma (2011) found that income inequality was rising 

in many middle income and developed countries, but that that rise was driven more by the upper and 

lower ends of the distribution, while the middle deciles of the distribution remained mostly constant. 

 

 As a  great deal of recent work suggests that the majority of the world’s poor now live in middle income 

countries (Chandy & Gertz, 2011; Kanbur & Sumner, 2011; Sumner, 2010; 2012), Sumner reasons that 

the relationship between distribution and rising average incomes  within these countries may be the key 

question in terms of global poverty (Sumner 2012). The evidence suggests that the share of income 

going to the poorest percentiles declines as countries incomes rise, and continues to decline, while the 

share going to the wealthiest percentiles rises, contrary to the inverted-U.  However, this pattern is not 

universal; there are countries that have a greater share of income to the poorest percentiles during the 

transition from low income to middle income countries (Sumner 2012).  
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While the goals of growth and poverty reduction through that growth are worthwhile goals in their own 

right, equitable distribution is best understood not only as a means to other worthwhile goals, but as an 

important end in itself. Greater equality has intrinsic value. One important reason is that individuals’ 

relative circumstances have a concrete effect on their well-being. The idea of “relative poverty” as 

defined by Sen (1983) is that while poverty is, “ultimately,” an absolute idea, it is a deprivation of goods, 

incomes, or other resources relative to ones’ society or community that lead to that absolute 

deprivation. Sen provides Adam Smith’s leather shoe example; the idea that someone in Smith’s time 

needed leather shoes to appear in public without shame. As a society becomes richer, the commodity or 

resource required to avoid shame, to participate fully in society-the same absolute requirement-

increases. In a sense, inequality is poverty. From this perspective, if the poorest members of a society 

see no change (or a very slow pace of change) in their absolute status, growth in a society may actually 

increase poverty.  Horizontal inequality is important intrinsically for similar reasons. An individual’s well-

being can be affected not only by their own personal circumstances, but by the circumstances of the 

group of which they are a member.  

  

This project is an attempt to add to the recent trend of using microdata to examine the relationship 

between growth and distribution in the particular circumstances of the countries in question, while also 

restoring to importance the role of structural economic transformation in distribution emphasized by 

early work on the subject, such as that of Lewis, Kuznets, and Ahluwhalia, and exploring how that 

structural change impacts multi-dimensional measures of well-being, rather than only income. The hope 

is that by examining a particular type of country at a particular moment in history, some insights may be 

gained into changing distributions worldwide, into whether where, or why distribution is improving, and 

into what policy sets or drivers of growth tend to be more or less successful at equitably distributing the 

gains of growth and benefiting the most marginalized. 
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III. Methodology 

Unlike the majority of the studies on growth and distribution cited above, this study focuses on 

distribution of non-income measures of well-being. These measures of well-being, taking  into account 

access to public services, ownership of certain consumer goods, health, and education,  are formulated 

at the household level, thus simultaneously taking into account both material measures of well-being 

and non-material indicators of opportunity, such as school attendance of children in the household and 

child mortality. The measurement used closely resembles the UNDP’s Multidimensional poverty index 

(MPI)  in terms of the indicators and weighting schemes used, with the major exception that the MPI is 

framed as a “negative” indicator, a measure of deprivation, and this indicator is meant to measure 

positive achievement, a more suitable frame for measuring gains from growth. The weakness of a 

deprivation, or poverty line-based measure, such as the MPI, in assessing overall distribution, is that it is 

by nature exclusive, attaching zero weight to households or individuals above that line or not deprived 

in the manner in question, while a positive indicator such as the one constructed here allows an analysis 

of the entire population (for more on this distinction, see Ravallion 1994). 

Table 1. Multidimensional Index of Well-Being  
Category Variables Weighting Weighting by 

category 
Health Index Child Survival Rate 1/3 1/3 

Living Standards Index 

Consumer Durable Index (transformed to 
%) 

1/18 

1/3 

Water Supply  (ordinal normalized to 0-1) 1/18 
Toilet  (ordinal normalized to 0-1) 1/18 
Rooms per person(normalized to 0-1) 1/18 
Electricity  1/18 
Cooking Fuel 1/18 

Education Index 

School Age Enrollment Rate 1/6 

1/3 
Ratio of Adults Primary Completed 1/12 
Ratio of Adults High Secondary 
Completed 

1/12 
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The list of and weighting of variables used to create the household index is illustrated in Table 1. All 

variables are at the household level. In some cases, minor adjustments had to be made for countries and 

years, based on data availability (for example, bedrooms per person rather than rooms per person).   

Child survival rate is caclulated by total children ever born to household that have died divided by total 

children ever born per household. The Consumer Durable index is an additive combination of dummies 

for ownership of refrigerators, televisions, phones, and radios.1  The toilet and water supply are ordinal 

variables based on levels of quality of each;  households were given a score of “0” if the household did 

not contain a toilet, “1” if it had a non-flush toilet such as a latrine, and “2” for a flush toilet. For water 

supply,  households were given a score of “0” for no access to piped water, “1” for access to public piped 

water, “2” for piped water in building or on land, and “3” for piped water in dwelling.2  In both cases, the 

scores were then normalized to a 0-1 scale. Electricity is a dummy for electricity in home, and cooking 

fuel a dummy for dirty fuel or clean fuel.  Rooms per person is self explanatory, also normalized to 0-1. 

School age enrollment is the total number of children of school age (secondary and below, slightly 

different for each country),  per household, divided by the total number of school age children. Adult 

primary completion is the ratio of adults (above age of secondary completion for that country) that have 

completed primary education to the total adults in the household of that age.  Adult secondary 

completion is the same calculation completed for secondary education. 

The final index assigns each household a score from zero to one hundred,  for health, education, and 

material well-being, as well as an overall index, according to the weights described above. While these 

different dimensions of well-being are also analyzed separately, the bulk of analysis will involve a set of 

1 There were some adjustments to which goods were included in different years and countries due to data 
availability. However, the index was transformed to a ratio, so the scale of the total index and standard of living 
index is unchanged even if, for example, information on radio ownership is missing for a particular country or year.  
2 Listed options for South Africa-for the other countries, only two  or three categories were available for water, 
rather than four-in all cases the options were ranked and normalized to 0-1. Because of small differences like this 
for each country, one should be careful comparing scores across countries. The intended comparison is between 
groups within countries and years, and their relative changes within the same country over time. 
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composite indices created using the achievements of each household along multiple dimensions.  The 

data was obtained from IPUMS-International (Minnesota Population Center 2013), and the original 

source is the 1990 and 2000 Population and Housing Censuses of Thailand, and from South Africa the 

Population Census 1996 and Community Survey 2007,  and for Colombia,  the 1993 National Population 

and Housing Census, and 2005 General Census. These are all national censuses, and the IPUMS data is a 

randomly selected sample of these total censuses. 

 

The equal weighting scheme for both the standard of livings index and for the components of the index 

as a whole may require some explanation, see Appendix 1 for a technical discussion of this choice. Aside 

from that technical discussion, there is a normative aspect to the choice to weight the components 

equally. As the designers of the MPI argue, if capabilities have intrinsic value, then the relative weights 

used on different indicators of those capabilities in forming a measure of achievement are in fact value 

judgments, representing the relative importance of that capability compared to the others (Alkire and 

Santos 2010). Weighting each dimension equally is then a defensible judgment that all of these 

capability dimensions are equally important. I include access to electricity as a variable because that 

access has intrinsic importance, not as an indicator of some other dimension or concept, such as 

permanent income.  Rather than use a perhaps unnecessarily complicated mathematical technique such 

as principle components analysis, which produces nearly identical yet less easily comprehended results, 

complicates comparisons between years and countries, and may involving using the appearance of 

mathematical rigor to avoid value judgments, I have opted for the simpler, equal weighting approach. 

 

Analyzing  household level multidimensional indicators may reveal different information, and is in some 

ways conceptually superior, than using separate, country level measures of different variables (i.e., a 

literacy rate and income poverty measure calculated from two different surveys, such as is used by the 
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Human Development Index). Pattanaik, Reddy, and Xu (2011) have argued for the conceptual superiority 

of what they call the “row first” measure of multidimensional well-being, which creates a “score” of 

well-being for each individual or household based on a basket of indicators, and then uses this index to 

form an overall assessment of societal achievement. This approach is in opposition to the “column first” 

approach of separately calculating societal achievement in various dimensions using different surveys or 

data sources. There are several desirable characteristics of a multi-dimensional measure of well-being 

that are satisfied by row first but not column first assessments,  anonymity; switching of all dimensions 

between two individuals won’t change overall measurement,  non-invariance; a move in deprivation 

from one individual in one dimensions to another must be able to change overall level, and positive 

responsiveness; if one dimension improves and others do not change or improve, overall assessment 

should improve. Row first measures satisfy all three of these traits simultaneously, and column first 

measures cannot (Pattanaik, Reddy, and Xu 2011). The row first approach is also useful in that, as Klasen 

and Harttgen (2010) argue, it is superior for measuring within or between group inequality, as well as 

allowing for a comparison for differences in overall well-being between groups with different 

household-specific traits.  

 

Aside from these somewhat technical differences with MPI or HDI-type measurements, there are also 

conceptual and empirical arguments for why a focus on multidimensional well-being can be more useful, 

or may capture different information and patterns, than a focus on income or monetary wealth alone. 

Money-based international comparisons of well-being are hindered by problems with PPP calculations, 

and dependent on choices of base year chosen and commodities included in the basket for computation 

of the conversion (Reddy and Pogge 2009).While the indices I use in this research also require caution 

when making comparisons internationally, there is a common set of achievements that are perhaps less 

complicated and more similar than monetary measures. Further, even comparisons over time periods 
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within a particular country, the main task at hand here, may suffer from similar distortions due to choice 

of base year for calculating changing price levels. (This concern may be of less relevance when 

calculating relative measures of income inequality, but would likely matter when calculating absolute 

changes in distribution).  

 

Different aspects of distributional inequality may also be revealed that may be missed if just comparing 

incomes or expenditures. For example, the poor, or an excluded group, may face different prices than 

the wealthy for the same commodities or services, due to location of purchase, purchase amount, or 

social exclusion (Reddy and Pogge 2009). Many studies use separate rural and urban poverty lines for 

this reason. When non-monetary indicators of well-being are used instead, such calculations are less 

necessary. In addition to different prices, members of different groups, either by class, location, or 

identity group, may also have different expenses or costs.  In an example of relevance to one of the 

countries studied here, some residents of Johannesburg have been found to pay more than a quarter of 

their income on transport costs (Cohen 2013). A person with an identical income or expenditure may 

see rising or falling standard of living related to costs specific to their location of residence. Similarly, 

income may not be an adequate predictor of access to public services. An individual living in an area 

with improved publicly funded water systems and a local school may be better off than one with the 

same income living in an area with neither. The contention is not that distribution of income is irrelevant 

or immeasurable, but merely that there may be insights gained that would be otherwise missed, and 

advantages in making comparisons over time and place, from assessing distribution using non-monetary 

measures of well-being. 

 

Comparisons of distributions inevitably involve some type of normative or ethical rankings, which are 

perhaps particularly relevant in situations of growth. Distribution-neutral growth of course means far 
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greater absolute gains for the already well-off. It can be considered problematic to think of this situation 

as a constant level of inequality. Subramanian (2013b) has argued that the “minimally equitable” 

distribution of the incremental gains from growth is the “equal division rule,” which states that gains 

from growth should be equally distributed amongst the population (a “centrist” criteria, that would be 

more likely to show increasing inequality, or a lesser decrease, than a  relative one). While Subramanian 

(2013a) advocates for centrist measures on the grounds that they hold a number of desirable properties 

that neither the “more extreme” relative or absolute can satisfy, not all economists agree. Wade (2013) 

has argued that absolute measures are the most relevant in comparing income and wealth inequality 

over time in situations of growth, and would be a both a better indicator of true inequality and serve to 

increase the political salience of issues of distribution. Others have argued that in the type of non-

income measurements used in this study, it is even clearer that absolute distribution is more important 

than relative distribution (Klasen 2008). This is because non-income measures tend to be more ordinal, 

and absolute comparisons are often “more intuitive.” It does not make sense, for example, to argue that 

the education poor going from 1 year of schooling to 1.1 year of schooling while the upper end of the 

education distribution goes from 10 to 10.5 years of schooling is a meaningful reduction in inequality 

(Klasen 2008). In this study, the analysis focuses on centrist and absolute measures. 

 

There are several ways in which the index is used to analyze changing patterns of distribution in the 

countries in question.  In addition to the descriptive statistics, non-income growth incidence curves 

(NGICs) are also used. NGICs plot the growth rates, or absolute changes, in a particular indicator by 

percentile of the initial distribution (See Ravallion and Chen 2003, McKay 2007, Klasen 2008).3 For this 

study, absolute change was the focus, and the NGICS also provide much of the evidence presented. 

3 The NGIC used here is that defined as “unconditional” by Klasen (2008). A “conditional” NGIC would plot 
improvement in a particular indicator against the percentile distribution of income, rather than the indicator in 
question. 
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IV. Findings 

 

i. Descriptive Statistics 

 

South Africa 

Table 2. South Africa, Descriptive Statistics, 1996 and 2007 

South Africa 1996  

 N  Mean Median Estimated 
% 
Population4 

All 420795 65.63 65.56 n/a 

Black-Headed households 320365 60.38 60.32 76% 

White-headed households 42415 88.20 90.94 10% 

Coloured-headed households 42196 75.07 78.17 10% 

Rural 202586 54.08 54.39 48% 

Urban 218204 76.26 78.61 52% 

Primary Sector Household Head 26585 63.24 61.56 6% 

Secondary 45432 74.51 77.06 11% 

Tertiary 106589 75.91 78.47 25% 

Unemployed/Not in Labor 
Market 

215540 58.10 57.69 
51% 

South Africa 2007 

4 Weighted population is estimated proportion of total sample group calculated using survey weights. “N” is the 
actual number of households used for calculations. Therefore, proportions may not be equal. Some groups 
representing very small portions of the population, or described as “unknown,” have been omitted, so percentages 
may not add up to 100. 
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All 98753 75.97 78.06 n/a 

Black-Headed households 78066 73.42 75.09 80% 

White-headed households 6735 90.22 93.75 8% 

Coloured-headed households 11687 81.81 84.72 10% 

Rural 41777 67.26 68.29 40% 

Urban 56976 81.70 84.17 60% 

Primary Sector Household Head 6456 74.40 76.61 5% 

Secondary Sector Household 
Head 

11299 80.37 83.15 12% 

Tertiary Sector Household Head 26612 81.74 84.93 28% 

Unemployed/Not in Labor 
Market 

36156 71.35 72.78 36% 

 

There were clear gains for South Africa as a whole from 1996-2007, the mean score for the overall index 

increased by about ten points. Even by just a simple observation of the mean and median, some initial 

glimpses into how those gains were distributed can be gained. The mean and median for the overall 

index were virtually equal in 1996, but the median was a few points higher than the mean in 2007, 

indicating that the extreme values were in the lower half of the distribution;  the distribution had 

become more skewed towards the lower end ( see table 2). 

 

For the health index, the median is above 100 to begin, but the mean score did slightly rise over the 

period in question. The education index reveals a similar pattern to the overall index. There is a 

substantial gain overall, and a shift from nearly equal mean and median in 1996 to a higher median in 

2007. The Material Well-being index follows the same pattern, except there is an even bigger difference 

between the mean and median in 2007, suggesting even more an increased skew towards the lower end 

of the distribution. 
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As would be expected a mere two years after the official end of Apartheid, there was a vast gulf 

between the average and median scores in the overall index for black-headed and white-headed 

households in 1996; a 30 point difference on a 100 point scale. Coloured-headed households fell in 

between. By 2007, the gap had fallen significantly, but still remained large at 17 points. The mean and 

median pattern for black-headed households follows the same pattern as for the population as a whole. 

For the Education index (Tables 5 &6), there was a greater change for black-headed households than for 

white-headed households, but a significant gap remained. For the Material Well-being Index, the gap 

was very large in 1996, but there was no real improvement for white-headed households and significant 

improvement for black-headed households, so the gap narrowed. 

 

There is a clear geographic component to inequality, as there is a very large gap between rural and 

urban for the overall index, of more than 20 points for both median and mean. While there was 

significant improvement for both, the gap was only reduced to 14 points by 2007. The rural population 

in 2007 still performed worse than the urban population had in 1996. The health index had a noticeable 

difference in 1996 that had significantly, almost completely, narrowed by 2007. The gap in the education 

between urban and rural narrowed, largely because there was not much change in the urban scores. 

There was a very large gap on the Material Well-being index between urban and rural households, but 

the urban scores increased much less than the rural scores did, so the gap closed. However, the 

differences in achievement remained large. 

 

There was also a significant difference in the mean and median scores by province. The best performing 

provinces in 1996 were Western Cape and Guateng, which averaged 22-25 points higher than the worst 

performing province, Eastern Cape. By 2007, there was improvement across board, but West Cape and 

16 
 



 

Guateng were still the best performers, and East Cape was still worst.  The gap had closed to only about 

15 points. The health index showed the same pattern by province, with a big improvement for the worst 

performing provinces. For the education index, the pattern is similar, with Limpopo tied as the worst 

performing province in 1996. There was significant convergence for the education index among regions; 

in 2007, the median for all provinces except one were equal, and there was no improvement at all in 

Western Cape, the best performing province. There remained a difference in mean scores, which 

remained lower in worse performing provinces. 

 

In 1996, households headed by the unemployed do the worst in the overall index, but those headed by 

workers in the primary sector did only slightly better (Table 2). In both cases, the mean is greater than 

the median, indicating some upward skew to the distribution among these groups. Tertiary and 

secondary worker headed households were about the same in 1996. In 2007, the order was the same 

and the gap was smaller. Primary worker headed households and unemployed/not in labor market 

headed households still performed about the same. However, the relationship between the mean and 

the median had switched; the median was now higher, indicating that the nature of the distribution 

within these groups had changed. For the education index the pattern was similar, and for the Material 

Well-being index, the gap was larger and the unemployed clearly did the worst. For the Material Well-

being index, primary sector worker headed households did better than unemployed headed households, 

in both 1996 and 2007. There wasn’t much difference in the health index score by sector of employment 

in 1996, and the small difference remained in 2007. However, the unemployed do clearly worse in 1996, 

and have caught up to the rest of the categories by 2007. 

 

Looking at the more detailed job categories now (Table 3), in 1996, the unemployed and agricultural 

workers scores on the overall index are virtually identical, and tied for the worst in all categories.  
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Households headed by secondary sector workers generally performed better, and tertiary sector headed 

households generally do the best. The highest performing households were those headed by financial 

sector workers, and education and health worker headed households also performed well. Households 

headed by manufacturing workers did significantly better, about 18 points, than those headed by 

agricultural workers or the unemployed. Mining worker headed households performed better than 

agricultural or unemployed and almost as well as manufacturing workers. One argument is that the 

increase in inequality in South Africa is due to a skills mismatch (Bhorat et al 2009). The shift towards 

services, or tertiary sector, and away from the manufacturing and primary goods sectors, has been a 

factor in driving the increased demand for skilled labor. As a result of this increased demand, and the 

relatively small number of skilled or highly educated South Africans, the wage gap grew, particularly 

between those at the top of and the middle of the income distribution. The shift to an economy less 

dependent on unskilled labor was especially due to a decline in labor intensive mining work and to 

decreased employment in the agricultural sector (Seekings and Nattrass 2002). 

 

Table 3. South Africa, Overall Index, Detailed Job Categories 
1996 N  Mean Median Estimated 

% 
Population 

NIU (not in universe) 1823 63.19 63.44 0% 
Unemployed/Not in Labor Market 215540 58.10 57.69 51% 
Agriculture, fishing, and forestry 18482 58.89 57.18 5% 
Mining 8103 73.34 75.67 2% 
Manufacturing 27872 76.85 79.65 7% 
Electricity, gas and water 3303 78.44 81.22 1% 
Construction 14257 69.00 68.89 3% 
Wholesale and retail trade 21056 75.82 78.56 5% 
Hotels and restaurants 2456 74.88 76.40 1% 
Transportation and 
communications 

15604 75.81 78.47 
4% 

Financial services and insurance 4586 85.08 89.35 1% 
Public administration and defense 12033 78.70 81.20 3% 
Real estate and business services 8319 80.91 85.14 2% 
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Education 11450 82.08 85.17 3% 
Health and social work 7797 79.77 81.90 2% 
Other services 4476 77.44 80.76 1% 
Private household services 18812 64.22 64.91 4% 
2007  
NIU (not in universe) 10396 70.88 72.31 10% 
Unemployed/Not in Labor Market 36156 71.35 72.78 36% 
Agriculture, fishing, and forestry 4863 71.66 73.10 4% 
Mining 1593 80.67 83.70 2% 
Manufacturing 7618 81.46 84.86 8% 
Electricity, gas and water 456 82.25 84.91 0% 
Construction 3225 77.39 78.98 3% 
Wholesale and retail trade 4809 80.99 83.56 5% 
Hotels and restaurants 1617 78.67 80.51 2% 
Transportation and 
communications 

2344 83.03 85.28 2% 

Financial services and insurance 911 88.31 92.36 1% 
Public administration and defense 2260 85.56 89.07 2% 
Real estate and business services 1310 85.37 89.72 2% 
Education 3196 86.16 89.44 3% 
Health and social work 2078 84.36 87.59 2% 
Other services 3643 81.88 84.92 4% 
Private household services 4444 73.36 75.28 4% 
 

By 2007, the unemployed and agricultural worker headed households were still doing about the same as 

each other. Both had experienced large gains since 1996, but neither was doing even as well as 

manufacturing worker headed households had been in 1996. Financial sector workers still did the best, 

and the education and health worker headed households still were right behind.  Manufacturing headed 

households still did significantly better than unemployed and agricultural worker headed households. 

For the education index (Tables 9 & 10), the unemployed actually do better than agricultural workers, in 

both years.5 It is also important to note that households headed by the unemployed were not a 

5 For the index scores and membership in the various categories discussed, only correlations and not a causal 
relationship can be inferred. However, the assumption for most of this discussion is that the causal relationship 
runs from group membership, for example rural location or racial group membership, to the outcomes measured 
in the index. This assumption is most problematic for relationship between type of employment and education 
outcomes, since it is clearly also the case that a causal relationship could run from education achievement to job 
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monolithic group. There is a vast disparity in the index scores of the rural unemployed and urban 

unemployed. In 1996, the urban unemployed scored a full twenty percentage points higher than the 

rural unemployed on the overall index. The differences in the Health and Education indices were also 

significant, with the largest difference being in the Material Well-being Index.  By 2007, the gap was 

narrowed but still significant. 

 

Thailand 

Table 4. Thailand, Descriptive Statistics, 1990 and 2000 
Thailand 1990  
 N  Mean Median Estimated 

% 
Population 

All 58687 59.65 59.86  
Buddhist-Headed households 55595 59.74 59.86 95% 
Muslim-headed households 2511 58.54 58.51 4% 
Rural 43723 43723 56.91 85% 
Urban 14964 14964 75.22 15% 
Primary Sector Household Head 32535 32535 54.36 62% 
Secondary Sector Household 
Head 4729 4729 67.85 7% 
Tertiary Sector Household Head 14840 14840 71.91 21% 
Thailand 2000 
     
All 71816 71.78 71.53  
Buddhist-Headed households 67945 71.88 71.53 95% 
Muslim-headed households 3359 70.41 71.13 5% 
Rural 53507 68.47 68.75 74% 
Urban 18309 81.11 83.33 26% 
Primary Sector Household Head 39396 66.34 66.67 55% 
Secondary Sector Household 
Head 6327 76.57 77.08 9% 
Tertiary Sector Household Head 18049 80.95 81.94 25% 

type. However, recall that the Education Index takes into account all adults in the household, not just the 
household head, whose job is being considered. Further, half of the Education Index involves enrollment rates for 
school age children in the household, which could not influence the household head’s job choice.  So, at most only 
a relatively small portion of the outcomes included in the index could be considered a cause of rather than an 
effect of employment of the household head. 
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For the country as a whole, there as improvement in the overall index between 1990 and 2000 (Table 4). 

The mean and median were about the same in both years. For the health index, there was no 

improvement during the period, but it was already very high at approximately 97, which is likely near 

the maximum possible, in 1990. The mean education index score improved by about 20 points.  The 

mean was far below the median in 1990, and was much closer to the median in 2000, suggesting that 

the distribution became less skewed to the lower end during this period. For the Material Well-being 

index, there was a very large improvement during the period, and the mean was higher than the 

median, suggesting an upwardly skewed distribution, in both years. There is no significant difference 

between Buddhist and Muslim-headed households in the overall index. The difference that does exist is 

for the education index. 

 

For the overall Index, there was a 20 point difference between urban and rural households in 1990, 

which narrowed to a 13 point difference by 2000. There were gains for both populations, but rural 

households were still behind the level of urban households in 1990. In the health index, there was only a 

small difference between the two, for both populations the scores were very high at the start of the 

period and increased by a small amount.  For the education index, there is a large difference between 

rural and urban households. The median score for rural households is clearly higher than the mean, and 

both have a gap between the same measurements for urban households. By 2007, the gap between the 

mean urban and rural education index scores had closed to 13 points. However, the gap between 

median scores actually increased, indicating that some portion of the rural population had not 

experienced the gains. The Material Well-being index revealed about a 30 point gap between urban and 

rural households in 1990. Both populations saw an improvement over the period studied, but by 2000 

the gap between urban and rural had not lessened by much, only from 30 to 25 points. In the rural 
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population, the mean was higher than the median in 1990, but that had reversed by 2000, suggesting a 

change in the skew of the distribution. 

 

There is a clear pattern of distribution related to the regions of the country.  Bangkok easily 

outperformed all other regions in 1990.  The Central region excluding Bangkok is next, and the 

Northeast is the worst. By 2007, the order remained unchanged and the gap remains virtually 

unchanged, there was almost no catch-up from the trailing regions.  All other regions were still doing 

worse in 2000 than Bangkok was in 1990. For the health index, there is very little difference between 

regions, though Bangkok scores slightly better. Conversely, the education index shows a large difference 

between Bangkok and the other regions. The gap does close by 2000, but only from 25 to 19 points. For 

the living standard index, again there is a very large gap between Bangkok and the worst performing 

regions, and, despite improvement in all regions, there is virtually no convergence. There was still a 40 

point gap between Bangkok and the Northeastern region in 2000. 

 

Looking at the large job categories, there was a clear progression from primary worker headed 

households, to secondary, to tertiary. The convergence between the sectors was only partial by 2000. 

In the health index, there is not as much of a difference, though primary sector headed households do 

slightly worse. For the education index, there was a 30 point difference between tertiary and primary 

sector headed households in 1990, which had narrowed to an 18 point gap by 2000. For the Material 

Well-being index, there was a 20 point gap between primary and tertiary worker headed households, 

which does not close at all by 2000. 

 

Looking at the smaller job categories (Table 5), agricultural worker headed households do significantly 

worse than all others. Manufacturing worker headed households scored about 15 points higher in the 
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overall index than agricultural workers in 1990, and were in turn 13 points worse than financial worker 

headed households. The households of other tertiary sector workers such as health, education, and 

professional services also did well. By 2000, the gap had not been reduced by much; there was still an 11 

point spread between agriculture and manufacturing worker headed households, and a 20 point spread 

from agriculture to financial sector households. This result is largely driven by the Material Well-being 

index, for which the spread between agricultural workers and manufacturing and financial sector 

workers is 23 and 34, respectively. 

Table 5. Thailand, Overall Index, Detailed Job Categories 
1990 N  Mean Median Estimated 

% 
Population 

NIU (not in universe) 6086 61.64 61.46 10% 
Agriculture, fishing, and forestry 32418 54.33 54.44 62% 
Mining 117 63.02 61.25 0% 
Manufacturing 2705 69.54 70.83 4% 
Electricity, gas and water 368 77.42 78.13 1% 
Construction 1656 63.30 62.96 2% 
Wholesale and retail trade 4800 70.11 71.18 6% 
Hotels and restaurants 728 71.74 73.77 1% 
Transportation and 
communications 2044 68.80 69.68 3% 
Financial services and insurance 483 82.08 84.42 1% 
Public administration and defense 3030 76.90 78.19 4% 
Real estate and business services 89 78.38 79.31 0% 
Education 1693 77.65 79.40 3% 
Health and social work 362 78.54 80.79 0% 
Other services 1534 61.68 61.34 2% 
Private household services 77 66.10 68.17 0% 
2000 
NIU (not in universe) 7080 73.13 73.75 10% 
Unemployed/Not in Labor Market 39288 66.32 66.67 54% 
Agriculture, fishing, and forestry 108 74.04 75.00 0% 
Mining 3648 77.94 78.47 5% 
Manufacturing 307 84.33 85.42 0% 
Electricity, gas and water 2372 73.45 72.92 3% 
Construction 6374 79.37 79.17 9% 
Wholesale and retail trade 1014 80.05 81.25 1% 
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Hotels and restaurants 2187 77.73 77.78 3% 
Transportation and 
communications 475 86.66 87.50 1% 
Financial services and insurance 2746 85.76 87.50 4% 
Public administration and defense 290 87.27 90.28 0% 
Real estate and business services 2441 86.76 87.50 3% 
Education 486 86.05 87.50 1% 
Health and social work 1858 73.02 75.00 3% 
Other services 178 70.35 72.92 0% 
Private household services 7080 73.13 73.75 10% 
 

Colombia 

In Colombia, the overall index had the median higher than the mean in 1996, and both increased by 

about the same amount in the period examined (Table 6). The health index saw no improvement over 

these twelve years. The education index had a significant increase; the median was already higher than 

the mean, but it increased by more than the mean, suggesting an increased skew towards the lower end 

of the distribution. In the Material Well-being index, the same pattern holds, in which the median 

increased by much more than the mean. These indices indicate that while there has been improvement 

overall, the distribution has skewed more to the low end. There was a 20 point difference between black 

or indigenous headed households and others, although there was significant closing of gap by 2005. 

Table 6. Colombia, Descriptive Statistics, 1993 and 2005 
Colombia 1993  
 N  Mean Median Estimated 

% 
Population 

All 411153 70.81 75.14  
Ind/Black-Headed households 8743 54.47 53.09 2% 
Not Ind/Black-headed 
households 382165 71.27 75.28 98% 
Rural 108735 53.32 52.94 26% 
Urban 302418 77.09 80.67 74% 
Primary Sector Household Head 81998 54.67 53.44 20% 
Secondary 51086 76.21 78.56 12% 
Tertiary 114842 79.26 81.11 28% 
Unknown 71236 72.61 76.67 17% 
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Unemployed/Not in Labor 
Market 91991 70.24 73.25 22% 
Colombia 2005 
All 504933 77.55 81.00  
Ind/Black-Headed households 83859 70.74 73.89 14% 
Not Ind/Black-headed 
households 419257 78.64 82.22 86% 
Rural 202551 62.00 62.87 23% 
Urban 302382 82.17 85.42 77% 
Primary Sector Household Head 86283 62.87 64.07 9% 
Secondary Sector Household 
Head 20205 79.95 82.31 4% 
Tertiary Sector Household Head 61857 82.58 86.30 13% 
Unknown 174536 80.78 85.12 45% 
Unemployed/Not in Labor 
Market 162052 74.59 78.15 

29% 
 

 

There was a very large gap between rural and urban households, which was only slightly reduced by 

2005. For the health index, there was only a small difference between rural and urban households. For 

the education index, the gap was very large and narrowed but remained significant by 2005. For the 

Material Well-being index, there is a significant gap that does not diminish much, if at all, from 1993-

2005. 

For the urban population, the median was below the mean in 1993 and then above it in 2005. The gap 

between the median of the rural and urban population grew bigger over this period. This result suggests 

that low scoring households on the bottom of the urban distribution held down the improvement, while 

the gap between the typical urban households, as indicated by the median, actually grew.  The rural 

poverty in Colombia is often linked to political instability and violence there (Joumard and Vélez 2013a, 

Ibanez and Velez 2008). 

 

The regional breakdown is reminiscent of Thailand, in which the region containing the major urban 

center, Bogota, easily outperforms all of the other regions. Bogota was followed by Eje Cafetero and 
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Pacifico Norte. The other regions were about the same, except Amazonia, which was the lowest 

achieving. In 2005, the order was the same, and there was improvement in all regions. The gap between 

the best and worst performing region was only slightly reduced-to 18 from 22. In the health index, there 

was not much of a difference between the regions, except that Amazonia did a little worse. There was 

no change over the 12 year period. For the education and Material Well-being indices, there was a 

similar pattern, with Bogota outperforming the other regions, and Amazonia performing the worst, and 

this order was unchanged in 2005. 

 

There was a 25 point gap between tertiary and primary sector worker households on the overall index in 

1993. Secondary worker headed households were a few points behind the tertiary worker headed 

households. Unemployed or not in labor market headed households easily outperformed primary 

worker headed households. The order was unchanged in 2005, though the gap was marginally 

narrowed. The health index was lowest for the unemployed, and did not significantly change over the 12 

year period. For the education index, primary worker headed households scored significantly below the 

other categories, including households headed by unemployed or out of the labor force, who scored 

close the same level as secondary worker headed households. Tertiary sector worker households 

performed the best. By 2005, the order was the same; there were improvements for all but big 

improvements for primary worker headed households. Primary worker headed households were still 

way, way behind (25 points to tertiary).  

 

For the Material Well-being index, Unemployed- headed households’ median score was the same as for 

secondary worker headed households, but the mean was lower. Primary worker headed households 

performed much, much worse (35 points) than unemployed headed households. By 2005, for 

households headed by the unemployed, there was a big improvement in median scores, but virtually 
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none in mean, with the median now way higher than the mean. This suggests that the distribution is 

skewed towards the lower end. Tertiary and secondary worker headed households followed the same 

pattern. For primary worker headed households, median and mean stayed the same, and there was a 

smaller increase in terms of median than other groups. The gap between the households of primary 

sector workers and the unemployed on the Material Well-being index actually grew during this period. 

 

Turning to the more detailed job categories (Table 7), agricultural worker headed households do the 

worst, follow by mining workers, and then the private household servants, and then the unemployed. 

Secondary sector worker households performed only a little worse and in some cases better than lower 

level tertiary (wholesalers, hotel and restaurant). Financial sector worker headed households were the 

best performers, and the households of education, health, and public administration workers also did 

well. By 2005,   agricultural workers were still the worst performing, and mining households had caught 

up to those of construction workers; both about where other secondary jobs were in 1993. Public 

administration, education, and health worker households have caught up to financial, which barely 

improved. The relative position of manufacturing worker headed households had slightly improved. 

Table 7. Colombia, Overall Index, Detailed Job Categories 
1993 N  Mean Median Estimated 

% 
Population 

NIU (not in universe) 2686 68.44 71.96 1% 
Unemployed/Not in Labor Market 91991 70.24 73.25 22% 
Agriculture, fishing, and forestry 77746 54.28 53.15 19% 
Mining 4252 61.81 61.44 1% 
Manufacturing 31243 77.69 80.89 8% 
Electricity, gas and water 1311 80.89 83.44 0% 
Construction 18532 73.38 75.44 5% 
Wholesale and retail trade 54001 77.91 80.83 13% 
Hotels and restaurants 4499 75.67 78.06 1% 
Transportation and communications 14455 79.41 81.11 4% 
Financial services and insurance 2467 87.47 89.63 1% 
Public administration and defense 8066 81.42 83.67 2% 
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Real estate and business services 11231 79.80 81.11 3% 
Education 8507 85.61 89.17 2% 
Health and social work 4570 82.99 85.88 1% 
Other services 4844 78.54 81.00 1% 
Private household services 2202 68.02 69.72 1% 
Unknown 68550 72.77 76.72 17% 
2005 
NIU (not in universe) 7685 60.50 61.11 1% 
Unemployed/Not in Labor Market 162052 74.59 78.15 29% 
Agriculture, fishing, and forestry 85259 62.68 64.00 9% 
Mining 1024 75.85 78.10 0% 
Manufacturing 9429 82.33 86.33 2% 
Electricity, gas and water 455 86.85 89.44 0% 
Construction 10321 77.05 80.26 2% 
Wholesale and retail trade 10451 82.28 85.14 2% 
Hotels and restaurants 2814 80.11 81.11 1% 
Transportation and communications 7411 82.66 85.28 1% 
Financial services and insurance 525 88.63 91.20 0% 
Public administration and defense 3652 88.25 90.69 1% 
Real estate and business services 5943 84.62 86.67 2% 
Education 6590 88.82 91.85 1% 
Health and social work 3054 88.00 90.83 1% 
Other services 17872 80.08 82.50 4% 
Private household services 3545 74.33 76.53 1% 
Unknown 166851 81.10 85.28 44% 
 

For the health index, unemployed-headed households were the worst performers, while most others did 

about the same, with tertiary worker headed households slightly better. By 2005, all categories were 

about even except unemployed headed households, which still trailed. On the education index, in 1993 

agricultural workers easily scored the lowest, followed by mine workers, and household servants. 

Manufacturing headed households did about as well as lower level tertiary worker headed households, 

and, finance, education, and health worker headed households once again the best. In this case, though, 

education worker headed households actually performed the highest. For the Material Well-being index, 

households headed by the unemployed and household servants scored about the same, and once again 

significantly better than agricultural workers and mining workers. Agricultural workers’ households were 
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by far the worst off; 45 points below financial sector workers, and 30 points below the unemployed. By 

2005, agricultural workers were still significantly below any the score of households of any workers 

other than mining in 1993. 

ii. Growth Incidence Curves 

South Africa 

Figure 1. 

 

The growth incidence curve for South Africa for the overall index shows a pro-poor bias6, with even 

gains across about the bottom fifty percent of the population, and declining gains for subsequent 

percentages (Figures 1).  The Material Well-being Index for the whole population reveals a different 

pattern, an inverted-u shape. The largest gains were around the 40th percentile, and then falling gains 

after.  There were much smaller gains at the beginning, and the uppermost percentiles, above 75% have 

stagnated, and were in fact doing slightly worse. 

 

For the Education Index, the NGIC is erratic; it is difficult to discern a clear pattern, except that the 

largest gains did take place at the lowest percentiles. These results suggest that while gains in overall 

6 Because the indices used have a clearly defined upper limit, the expectation is that there should be smaller gains 
at the top of the distribution. The extent to which a GIC shows poor or non-poor growth needs to be evaluated 
within this context. For the Health Index, the median score in many cases was 100%, so the GIC methodology is not 
particularly useful. 
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well-being are widespread, these gains may be distributed differently for different facets of well-being. 

Those at the lowest levels of education have seen relative improvement, in a way that those 

experiencing the lowest levels of Material Well-being have not. The NGIC for rural areas only, for the 

overall index, shows fairly even gains across the distribution, except the very top. The NGIC for urban 

households only, shows a clear pro-poor pattern, with stagnation at the top. For the education index, 

rural households only, the same pattern as overall index, erratic throughout, with gains across the 

board, but the biggest gains were at the lowest percentiles of the distribution. The NGIC for the 

education index for urban households showed the same pattern. 

Figure 2. 
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The Material Well-being index NGIC for rural households has the shape of an inverted U; the biggest 

gains were around the median, the smallest gains were at the extremes; the “U” is shifted towards an 

upper-middle distribution. The NGIC for the Material Well-being index for urban households had the 

biggest gains at the bottom of the distribution, and in fact had stagnation or even reversal past the 60th 

percentile of the distribution.7  

 

Thailand 

Figure 3. 

 

For the NGIC for the overall index for Thailand, there is an inverted-U shaped growth distribution (Figure 

3).  The extreme ends of the distribution experienced less improvement, and about the 20-70th 

percentile experienced the largest improvement. The education index NGIC shows generally a pro-poor 

skew, but with the lowest portions of the distribution with small gains, and the largest gains at around 

the 20th percentile of the distribution. The Material Well-being index for the NGIC has an anti-poor skew, 

with the biggest gains going to the already higher portions of the distribution. The NGIC for the overall 

index for rural households only has a similar inverted-U shape as for the population as a whole. For the 

7 While the caveats about the interpretation of the NGIC for a variable with a defined ceiling still apply, the average 
score for the 60th percentile in 1996 was only a little over 80 out of 100, so there was still, theoretically, plenty of 
room for improvement. 
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urban population only, there were greater gains at the upper end of the distribution than at the lower 

end of the distribution. The NGIC for the education for rural households was slightly pro-poor. It looks 

identical to that of the entire population, as does the urban only education index NGIC. The Material 

Well-being index NGIC for the rural population only has an anti-poor skew. And for the urban 

households only, the Material Well-being index NGIC is even more anti-poor, to the point where the 

lowest percentiles among the urban households were doing worse in 2000 than they were in 1990. 

Figure 4. 

 

 

Colombia 

Figure 5. 
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The NGIC for the overall index for Colombia had a generally pro-poor skew, but had slightly smaller gains 

for the very lowest percentiles of the distribution (Figure 5). The education index had gains that did not 

display a very clear pattern, but the biggest gains were around the 20th percentile. The Material Well-

being index had big gains below the 60th percentile, and stagnation after (again, there was plenty of 

possibility for growth). The NGIC for the overall index for the rural population revealed that the biggest 

gains were between the 20th – 80th percentiles. For the urban population, there were smaller gains than 

rural across the board and skewed slightly more pro-poor. For the education index for rural households 

only, the biggest gains were again around the 20th percentile, but there were gains throughout, 

excluding the first few percentiles of the population. The NGIC for the education index for the urban 

population looked very similar. The Material Well-being index NGIC revealed gains that were about even 

throughout for rural households and with the biggest gains around the median for the urban 

households. 

Figure 6. 
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V. Comments and Conclusions 

For the South Africa sample population as a whole, there was overall improvement that was skewed 

towards the upper distribution. However, there was consistent evidence of households at the lower end 

of the distribution being left behind or growing more slowly, especially in already underachieving 

groups, and of underachieving groups only incompletely catching up. Racial group membership, region, 

and rural-urban based households are all very important, and the average results for these groups are 

not equal. However, the Material Well-being dimension showed a bigger gap that remained larger than 

the other dimensions. This pattern is not the same as for the Health Index, for example, which had initial 

inequalities, but had them virtually closed over the period studied. Similarly, the Education Index was 

closer between groups by the end of the period. While the lower end of distribution experienced 

improvement overall, this improvement was not consistent across dimensions. There is a persistent 
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pattern of those at the very bottom of the distribution seeing smaller gains in Material Well-being, 

especially for the bottom percentiles of already underperforming groups.  

 

Meanwhile, unemployed headed households scored significantly worse than any occupation except 

agricultural worker. While improvement in the well-being of unemployed-headed households was one 

of the central drivers of improvement, the driver of the improvement was much more in education and 

health than in Material Well-being, where significant gaps remained. The South African government’s 

economic policies during this period may offer an explanation. The post-apartheid government’s job 

creation strategy consisted of neoliberal macroeconomic policy which was intended to draw job and 

growth creating investment, with little or no direct action on job creation from the state. At the same 

time, the government did adopt a basic needs approach to development and further develop the 

extensive transfer system that had existed at the end of apartheid (Padayachee 2005, Aliber 2003). The 

improvement of the well-being in some aspects for unemployed headed households is certainly 

welcome, but the large gap remaining is troublesome. The average manufacturing household has about 

the same levels of educational attainment as an unemployed household head, but was significantly 

outperformed in terms of Material Well-being. 

 

Amsden (2010) argued that poverty alleviation does not work without job creation. Amsden describes a 

“bottom up” approach advocated by activists and many aid agencies that focuses on improving lives 

through better health and education, and thus creating more productive labor, but not creating demand 

for employing that labor. She compares it to a “Say’s Law” assumption that a supply of labor will create 

demand for itself. While Amsden was critiquing the priorities of international development aid 

organizations, a similar argument may apply here. South Africa’s policy choices seem to be improving 

the health and education of its potential workers, but have not been able to create economic 
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opportunities for those workers. While there is no doubt that improved education and health among the 

unemployed is a positive achievement, it is also important to notice that despite these achievements, 

unemployed-headed households were still doing worse overall in 2007 than virtually all secondary and 

tertiary headed households were in 1996. Manufacturing workers performed better overall in 1996 than 

the unemployed did in 2007. This is most clearly true for the Material Well-being Index, but holds true 

for all indices. It is reasonable to suggest that despite the improvements for unemployed headed 

households, these households would be better off still, and in a more holistic sense, if the head of the 

household could find work. 

 

For Thailand, all households in sample, all indices improved. The overall index shows a pro-poor 

distribution of growth, but gains for the very low end of the distribution were not as good as for the 

lower-middle portions.  The Material Well-being index has an anti-poor skew, with the smallest gains 

going to the bottom of the distribution, and the education shows about the 20th percentile getting the 

biggest gains, but the lowest percentile with zero gains.  

 

Space is extremely important, as urban areas perform better, and the Bangkok region performed 

massively better overall than the other regions. Bangkok was more than a decade ahead of other 

regions in all areas. The large difference between rural and urban households lessened but did not 

disappear by 2000. The gap in achievement in the Material Well-being index closed less than education. 

Among rural households, there was an inverted-U shaped NGIC, and in urban, anti-poor growth. For 

both groups, for Material Well-being Index and education index, there was an anti-poor distribution of 

growth in which those at the bottom of the index received least. There was a much more consistent 

upward slope for the Material Well-being Index, while the Education Index peaked at around the 20th 

percentile.  

36 
 



 

 

Primary sector worker headed households did worse than secondary and tertiary worker sector 

households, and the gap closed in the decade, but not by a lot. The health index never had a gap, the 

Education Index had one that improved, the Material Well-being Index had one that improved by less.  

 

Agricultural worker headed households were more than 60% of the sample in 1990 and still more than 

50% in 2000, and perform the worst, manufacturing and construction worker headed households do 

better, but not as well as households headed by those with tertiary sector jobs. Manufacturing headed 

households had a higher average score in 1990 than agricultural workers did in 2000. There was no 

difference in health indices’ outcome by occupation, but in education there was a large difference, and 

it remained large in 2000 and for Material Well-being Index, there was essentially no absolute decline in 

the achievement gap between households headed by workers in these occupations. Almost all workers 

in rural areas are agricultural workers, but the few who are not perform better.  The Material Well-being 

Index NGIC shows an anti-poor bias overall, and in urban areas, which perform better overall, the lowest 

percentile of the distribution is doing worse in 2000 than they were in 1990. Education was slightly more 

pro-poor, but still had a small portion of the distribution with zero gains.  

 

The large differences in rural agricultural workers and urban manufacturing workers calls to mind the 

basic structuralist models, beginning with Lewis (1954) and Rei-Fanis (1961). Warr (1999) had used Lewis 

models to describe Thailand, but claimed that the surplus labor had already “run out”, leading to the 

rising wages that preceded the crisis. However, in 2000, post-Crisis Thailand, a massive amount of labor 

remained in agriculture, despite a disproportionally small percentage of GDP; half the workers in the 

labor force worked in agriculture, and produced about 9% of the value-added GDP (WDI 2012), and 

agricultural worker-headed households significantly underperformed manufacturing workers in almost 
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every category (health is equal for all). In the time period after the one studied, 2001-2005, 

manufacturing wages were still more than 2.5 times that of agricultural wages (Thailand National 

Statistic Office 2006).The former point suggests at least the possibility of an extremely low marginal 

product of agricultural workers, and the latter two suggest that migrating into the urban areas, if a 

manufacturing job was available, could have significantly improved the average rural worker headed 

household’s lifestyle. Both of these observations call into question whether the absorption of surplus 

labor is a likely culprit for the crisis. Despite clear signs of labor market tightening, including a rise in 

wages and influx of foreign workers (Phongpaichit and Baker 2002); it seems more likely that the rural 

workers were a sort of “disguised unemployment.” 

 

However, it was also true that the lowest percentiles of distribution in the urban areas were not doing 

better in 2000 than they were in 1990. One plausible explanation of this phenomenon is that the newest 

migrant to the urban areas were doing worse than the previous residents. This hypothesis also calls to 

mind one of the earliest distributional theories. Recall that Kuznets (1955) had suggested that one 

reason for rising then falling inequality with growth was that the newest urban residents would not 

begin doing better until they gained more political power. The Material Well-being index, which includes 

access to public utilities like electricity and water, as well as indicators of consumption power, was the 

area in which the lower percentiles of urban dwellers regressed. 

 

Urban households at the lowest percentiles of the distribution in 2000 were still doing much worse than 

the best performing percentiles of households in the rural areas. However, the median households were 

better off by a large margin, particularly, again, in the standard of living index. This result also recalls the 

classic migration theory of Harris and Todaro (1970), in which the gap between rural and urban 

achievement was great enough that rural residents would migrate to urban areas even if they knew 
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there was only a chance that they could successfully enter the labor market. In fact, in the 1990s some 

Thai government policy was aimed at keeping people in the agricultural sector,  for example by 

promoting diversifying crops or other methods of making agricultural work more productive, due to 

fears that further rural outmigration would only lead to a transfer of poverty from the rural to urban 

areas (Dixon 1999). In the years immediately following those studied, the Thai government did attempt 

a model in which growth was driven by foreign dominated export industry, and the government 

redistributed from urban to rural areas via “Village funds,” rural development investment vehicles, and 

other social spending. Phongpaichit and Baker (2005) described this system as “business populism,” and 

suggested that it would result in an “incomplete and concentrated” form of industrialization and a large 

informal sector. 

 

Colombia shows some similarities to both of the other countries. Like Thailand, in Colombia geography 

was very important. Rural households were and remained way behind urban households, and 

agricultural workers were and remained severely behind all other job categories. There was also very 

little decrease in inequality among rural households.  The NGICs reveal that the lower end of the 

distribution among both the urban and rural population are being left behind. The lower portion of the 

distribution of urban households seeing such limited gains may be related to the poverty of newcomers 

displaced by conflict in the rural areas, as explained by Joumard and Vélez (2013a).  However, despite 

this inequality among urban households, inequality between the urban and rural households remained 

important, and in fact increased in importance relative to inequality between employment categories in 

explaining total inequality. Colombia was the only country of the three studied in which the importance 

of the urban rural divide in explaining inequality actually increased relative to the other categories. This 

result may stem from Colombia’s political situation and the resultant rural political violence. Colombia 

also shares some similarities with the story of South Africa, in that a period of trade and financial 
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liberalization and service sector driven growth has coincided with stagnation in manufacturing and 

agricultural sectors, and increases in unemployment and informal sector work.  This research reveals 

that agricultural workers have fared the worst, but that the large number of unemployed also 

significantly trail manufacturing and other secondary sector workers, as well as households with heads 

working in all tertiary sector jobs. In both Colombia and South Africa, the combination of liberalization 

and increased social program spending seems to have lifted the average achievement of their countries 

people, but while living many of the most disadvantaged, particularly those unable to find “modern 

sector” jobs, behind. 

 

In all three countries in the period studied, the growth and industrialization, or growth with lack of 

industrialization, has left a large number of people lagging behind, seemingly related to insufficient 

creation of quality jobs. In Thailand, those left behind in this period remained in the agricultural 

economy or left the rural areas and become the urban poor. In South Africa, it is the unemployed, 

especially in rural areas, that lag behind in many important dimensions. In Colombia, it is mainly 

agricultural workers and to a lesser extent the unemployed or informal sector workers. These patterns 

are not exactly the same. In Colombia, rural stagnation may be at least partially explained by political 

violence, though the lack of sufficient jobs to absorb rural migrants in urban areas undoubtedly 

contributes. Despite the fact that a large number of people in South Africa remain in rural areas, they 

are not, for the most part, actually involved in an agrarian economy. Seekings and Nattras (2005) explain 

this situation as partially traced back to the forced resettlement of Africans into rural areas during the 

apartheid regime. These resettlements took place at a time of falling employment in the rural areas, 

particularly in mining. Despite the large rural population, there was not a great deal of agricultural 

production. The unemployed didn’t have a subsistence sector to fall back to in the event that they were 

unable to find formal employment in urban areas (Seeking and Nattrass 2005). In the later years studied, 
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Thai agricultural workers did much better relative to the average performance of the rest of the country 

than the rural unemployed in South Africa. This difference was especially pronounced in the Material 

Well-being Index. While growth that leaves a large portion of the population in subsistence production 

will inevitably leave large amounts of people behind, it may still be preferable to jobless growth without 

even a subsistence economy to fall back on. 
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Appendix 1 

Another commonly used method for creating asset indices is principal components analysis (PCA). The 

first principal component of some combination of dummy variables representing indicators of standard 

of living (i.e. refrigerator ownership, access to safe water supply) is used to determine a weight for each 

variable, which are then combined linearly into a single number using said weights. The resulting index is 

then used as a proxy for wealth, or permanent income, or perhaps socioeconomic status (For examples, 

see Filmer and Pritchett 2001, Rutstein and Johnson 2004, Klasen and Hartggen 2010). Kolenikov and 

Angeles (2009), however, show that using ordinal variables, rather than dummy variables, produces an 

index that is a better predictor of outcomes expected to be related to wealth/income, such as fertility 

rates. For this study, an asset index was in fact created using PCA, after converting the measurements 

into ordinal variables as suggested by Kolenikov and Angeles. However, ultimately the equal weighting 

schematic described above was used in the index creation and analysis.  

 

There are technical, normative, and practical reasons why an equal weighting scheme is more desirable 

in this case than using PCA. While the use of PCA in this manner has become common, the mathematical 

justification is not entirely obvious.  PCA was originally intended for normally distributed continuous 

variables, not dummies. Kolenikov and Angeles’ conversion of the dummies to ordinal variables was 

partially motivated by a desire to treat the variables as if they were continuous (Kolenikov and Angeles 

2009).  Equal weighting schemes are commonly used for measurements of well being at both the 

national level, as in the case of the UNDP’s Human Development Index (HDI), and on the household 

level, with the multidimensional poverty index (MPI). Nguefcak-Tsague, Klasen ,Zucchini (2010) 

defended the equal weighting scheme for the HDI by illustrating that an index based on a PCA weighting 

of the dimensions of well-being would produce an HDI with essentially the same weights, and a nearly 

identical ranking of countries. Nguefcak-Tsague, Klasen, Zucchini also point out that a PCA based index 
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would produce different weights for each variable every year (and for different countries, if done on 

that level) and thus make comparisons more difficult; this point applies to the intended year to year 

comparisons of this study as well.  Chowdhury and Squire (2006) compared the equal rating scheme to 

another, more subjective alternative; the opinions of “experts.” A survey of more than a hundred 

researchers in 60 countries on the proper weighting of the health, income, and education components 

of the HDI found a consensus indistinguishable from a simple equal weighting scheme. I tested the PCA 

created wealth index with my equally weighted index described above using both a non-parametric test 

for pairwise correlation, for all years and countries in the study, there was near perfect correlation, and 

spearman’s rho test which finds the scores of one index to be nearly a perfect monotonic 

transformation of the other. 
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