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There are many dimensions to poverty, and research and applications of new methods for better 
understanding this multidimensionality have blossomed in the past 10–15 years. Considerable attention 

has coalesced around ideas for improving the quantitative measurement of diverse monetary and non- monetary 

aspects of human well-being. Most countries have adopted some form of a scalar index that in a single number 

summarizes the welfare of the country’s population in the areas of income, education, health, housing conditions, 

and many others. Other countries take a “dashboard” approach that does not attempt to meld the different 

dimensions into an index, but also recognizes the importance of improving living conditions across this range 

of domains. And some countries do both, using the index as a summary measure that is relatively easy to track 

and report, while at the same time unpacking the individual elements of the index to get a richer delineation 

of the types of poverty and deprivation experienced by different members of society and especially who is 

experiencing multiple forms of deprivation.

Malaysia established an official Multidimensional Poverty Index (MPI) in 2015 as a complement to the 
income-based poverty measure that has been in use since the 1970s. To date the MPI has not featured 

prominently in policy formulation or in public discourse, being overshadowed by other measures. Most notable 

among these is the “B40”, an income-based measure that refers to the bottom 40 percent of the income 

distribution. Nevertheless, the MPI remains one of several instruments available to monitor the well- being of the 

population and inform policy decisions. The government of Malaysia recently revised its methodology for the 

income poverty line and is considering revisions to the MPI as well.

The objective of this policy note is to examine possible ways to improve both the relevance of Malaysia’s 
MPI and expand its usage in informing policies. The MPI is one of many available indicators of progress of 

the people’s well-being, but it is also uniquely positioned both to summarize gains across many aspects of daily 

life and to provide insights into specific dimensions of poverty that are progressing well or are lagging. The MPI 

could play an important role in informing the policy decisions in the Twelfth Malaysia Plan (MP12) and the Shared 

Prosperity Vision 2030 agenda, as well as the Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) 1 of ending poverty in all its 

forms everywhere. As outlined in this note, to play such a role the MPI would first have to be updated, using a 

more ambitious notion of what it means to be free of poverty in all its forms in present day Malaysia. In addition, 

to inform policies, more rigorous and creative analysis of the MPI is needed, going well beyond the calculation of 

summary measures to unlock the rich information about the various ways that poverty is felt in Malaysia.

The next section briefly describes some of the main concepts in multidimensional poverty and highlights recent 

developments in research and measurement. Section 3 offers details about the introduction and use of the MPI 

in Malaysia, the structure and content of the MPI, and MPI statistics. Section 4 discusses ways in which the MPI 

indicators could be modified to conform better to the Malaysian context, using recent household survey data 

to quantify the effects of those modifications. Section 5 presents several examples of the multidimensional 

poverty approaches in comparator countries, including regional and global peers. Section 6 illustrates some 

basic analytical approaches that could be used to extract more policy-relevant information from the MPI about 

the various dimensions of poverty. Concluding remarks are provided in section 7.

Introduction
SECTION 1
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Multidimensional 
Poverty Concepts

SECTION 2

For decades, household income or consumption (expenditure) have been the dominant metrics by which 
poverty is measured, especially in economics. While these measures of well-being and the associated poverty 

lines are generally denominated in monetary terms, the underlying concept is based not on money itself but 

rather on the utility that people derive from the goods and services that money can buy. However, even using the 

broader utility conceptualization, the money-metric poverty measures that are widely in use around the world 

have several shortcomings in both economic and non-economic realms, which in turn lend support to more 

explicitly multidimensional measures such as the MPI.

Income- and consumption-based poverty measures typically fail to measure the well-being derived from 
publicly-provided or publicly-subsidized goods and services. The availability and quality of public services 

such as schools, health clinics, transportation, police, utilities, and others vary widely within and between 

countries. Income or consumption surveys generally undervalue or completely omit these contributions to well-

being because the there is no observed price for free services and the price of subsidized services is discounted. 

For a given household income level one can have a better standard of living if free or subsidized public services 

are widely available. For example, two households with identical incomes (as measured by surveys) could have 

very different standards of living if one enjoys high quality public schools and health clinics while the other has 

to pay private school and medical fees to get the same quality services. This is a key economic rationale for 

incorporating such services directly into multidimensional poverty measures to better measure well-being and 

make comparisons between households and over time. Another key rationale stems from the “capabilities” 

approach pioneered by Amartya Sen (1987), based on the argument that the ability of people to convert 

resources such as income into the “functionings” that matter for well-being can vary widely. Therefore, it is 

necessary to complement the resource measure with a measure of capabilities.

Non-economic rationales for multidimensional measures also exist. For example, education has both 

instrumental and intrinsic value. Someone who has a good education may see the instrumental value of that 

education in the labor market as they qualify for more highly skilled and better paying jobs. The intrinsic value 

arises from the idea that being educated is beneficial in and of itself, and that it is better to go through life 

well educated than poorly educated. A similar and even stronger argument could be made for good health. 

Human rights are intrinsically multidimensional, as there is no possible trade-off for things that are rights. 

Multidimensional measures provide the opportunity to capture these elements of human welfare that money-

metric measures generally do not.

Economic and non-economic rationales
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Section 2 - Multidimensional Poverty Concepts

Multidimensional measures of well-being—both formal and informal—have a long history, with 
a major paradigm shift occurring around 2010. Early “multidimensional” measures might be more 

accurately characterized as collections of unidimensional measures. Information on different dimensions 

would be drawn from different sources, such as income levels from a household survey, school enrollment 

from school administrative data, and health information from a different survey. By this “dashboard” approach 

it would be possible to monitor how many people were below the poverty line, how many had dropped out 

of school, or how many were in ill health. But it was impossible to know the extent to which these were the 

same or different groups of people. One of the best known early multidimensional measures was the highly 

aggregated UN Human Development Index (HDI). Prior to 2010, the HDI for each country was calculated from 

just three numbers: life expectancy at birth, the adult literacy rate and GDP per capita. While it did broaden 

the discussion beyond GDP as the dominant measure of a country’s development, it was of limited usefulness 

beyond cross-country rankings.

The recent revolution in multidimensional 
poverty measures
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Section 2 - Multidimensional Poverty Concepts

Figure 1: Example of overlapping and non-overlapping multidimensional poverty
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More granular approaches to measuring multidimensional poverty became well established in the 1980s 
and 1990s. The two most influential in that period were the Unmet Basic Needs (UBN) approach that was 

used widely in Latin America and the Social Exclusion approach that was prominent in Europe. Both measured 

poverty or social exclusion by counting the number of deprivations in several dimensions of well-being using 

individual- or household-level data to identify both the types of deprivation and the number of different 

deprivations experienced by various population sub-groups. Often, the UBN was calculated using population 

census data, yielding high-resolution maps of different types of deprivation across a country or within a district. 

The “counting” approach emphasizes that not only is poverty experienced in a variety of dimensions, but also 

that the joint incidence or distribution of impoverishment across those dimensions matters a great deal. A simple 

example helps illustrate the point. In each of the three panels of Figure 1, one-third of population is income poor, 

one-third is education-poor and one-third is health-poor. In the left panel, everyone in the country is poor in one, 

and only one, dimension. In the middle panel there is moderate overlap in the poverty dimensions, such that 

some people are poor in two or even three dimensions. This also means that some people are not poor are in 

any of the three dimensions. The right panel shows a high concentration of deprivations, with significant shares 

of people poor in two or three dimensions and an increased share who are not poor in any dimension. Policy 

interventions to address the very different patterns (and likely causes) of poverty would have to be very different 

across in these three different settings. Knowing whether poverty in different dimensions is spread widely across 

the population or concentrated among a small part of the population influences not only what one infers about 

poverty, but also what should be done about it.

More recently, multidimensional poverty measurement has been extended to capture not only the 
incidence of poverty but also the intensity of that deprivation. Innovations by Alkire and Santos (2007), 

Alkire and Foster (2010) and the influential 2010 UN Human Development Report (UNDP 2010) allowed for 

the simultaneous measurement of how many people are deprived in multiple dimensions and the intensity, or 

breadth, of deprivation by summing the multidimensional indicators in which poor people are deprived (World 

Bank et al., 2021). This approach to measuring multidimensional poverty has become widespread internationally 

since 2010. An additional feature of this family of multidimensional poverty measures is that they can be 

disaggregated easily by population sub-group or by poverty dimension or indicator.
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Malaysia’s Multidimensional 
Poverty Index

Malaysia’s MPI debuted in 2015 as part of the Eleventh Malaysia Plan (MP11), the country’s five-year 
development plan for the period 2016–2020 (Government of Malaysia, 2015). The stated aim for introducing 

the MPI was to ensure that progress in uplifting lower-income Malaysians toward a middle-class society would 

be measured by vulnerability and quality of life in addition to household income. Thus, the MPI was seen as a 

complement to the poverty line income (PLI) measure of income poverty that had been used since the 1970s. 

MP11 specifically spelled out a role for the MPI to contribute to monitoring the progress of the bottom 40 

percent (B40). The MPI was developed by staff from the Economic Planning Unit in the Department of the Prime 

Minister, supported by statisticians from the Department of Statistics Malaysia (DOSM) and technical inputs by 

consultants from the Oxford Poverty and Human Development Initiative (OPHI). The main source of data for the 

MPI was the Household Income and Basic Amenities Survey (HIS), which is conducted by DOSM every 2.5 years, 

and is the same source used for measuring income poverty.

The design and structure of Malaysia’s MPI closely followed that used in other countries and by the 
United Nations Development Programme (UNDP). Malaysia’s MPI covers four dimensions: Education, Health, 

Living Standards and Income (see Figure 2). Within each of the dimensions there are one to six indicators. In 

keeping with common international practice, each of the dimensions is given equal weight, and within each 

dimension each indicator is given equal weight. Malaysia includes an income dimension in the MPI, a feature that 

is also found in the MPIs used in the European Union and Mexico, as well as the World Bank’s Multidimensional 

Poverty Measure (MPM) that was introduced in 2018. However, most countries do not include income, often 

because they rely on surveys that do not collect income data, such as the Demographic and Health Surveys that 

are implemented in many low- and middle-income countries. The inclusion of income in Malaysia’s MPI allows 

income and non-income dimensions to be treated as true complements, rather than separate measures that 

cannot be combined.

The standards of living in Malaysia’s MPI are comparable to those found in low- and middle-income 
countries. The deprivation standards in Malaysia’s MPI are largely consistent with those found in the global 

multidimensional poverty index reports produced by OPHI and UNDP. The large majority of the more than 100 

countries in these reports are less developed than Malaysia in all or most of the dimensions. While applying 

the same standards across countries at vastly different levels of socioeconomic development may be useful for 

cross-country comparisons, such a one-size-fits-all approach is unlikely to yield useful information for national- 

or subnational-level policies and planning. In the case of relatively rich countries such as Malaysia this is evident 

in the indicators for services that have almost universal access, and therefore provide little or no guidance for 

development policy.

SECTION 3

The introduction of the MPI in the Eleventh 
Malaysia Plan 2016–2020
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Section 3 - Malaysia’s Multidimensional Poverty Index

Figure 2: Structure of Malaysia’s MPI (2015–present)

Source: Government of Malaysia (2018)
Notes: * In the original MP11 document (GOM 2015) the years of schooling indicator was “All household members aged 13–60 have less than 11 years of education.” 
The scaling down of the deprivation threshold from less than 11 years to less than 6 years of education was introduced in the Mid-Term Review of the MP11 (GOM 
2018) and has been maintained in subsequent government documents.

Malaysia’s MPI in the MP11 mid-term review
At the time the MPI was introduced in the Eleventh Malaysia Plan 2016–2020, many of the indicators 
were already close to zero, meaning that almost all Malaysians had already overcome those deprivations. 
Baseline values for the MPI and its component indicators were not included in the MP11 document, and the first 

estimates of the MPI were reported in the Mid-Term Review of MP11 in 2018 (GOM 2018). Columns (1) and (2) 

of Table 1 show the percentage of households counted as deprived for each of the MPI indicators in 2014 and 

2016, as reported in the MP11 MTR. In 2014—that is, before the beginning of the MP11 planning period—the 

incidence of deprivation was already less than 1 percent for four of the 11 indicators, namely school attendance, 

toilet facilities, transportation and household income. For three other indicators (access to clean water, condition 

of living quarters and basic communication tools) the deprivation rates were between one and five percent. With 

such little room for improvement in these indicators—and therefore for the overall MPI—the scope for using the 

3. Living Conditions (25%) 4. Income (25%)

1. Education (25%) 2. Health (25%)

a) Years of schooling (12.5%): 
All household members aged 13–60 have less 
than 6 years of education*

a) Conditions of living 
quarters (4.17%): 
Dilapidated or deteriorating

b) Overcrowding (4.17%): 
Average of more than 2 
people per bedroom

c) Toilet facility (4.17%): 
Other than �ush toilet

d) Garbage collection 
facility (4.17%): No 
garbage collection facility

e) Transportation (4.17%): 
All members in the 
household do not use 
private or public transport 
to commute

f) Access to basic 
communication tools 
(4.17%): Does not have 
consistent �xed line phone 
or mobile phone

a) Access to health facility (12.5%): 
Distance to health facility is more than 5km away 
and no mobile health facility is provided

a) Household income (25%): 
Mean monthly household income is less than 
national poverty line income

b) School attendance (12.5%): 
Any school-aged children (aged 6-16) not 
attending school

b) Access to clean water supply (12.5%): 
Other than treated pipe water inside house and 
public water pipe/standpipe
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Section 3 - Malaysia’s Multidimensional Poverty Index

Table 1: MPI estimates for 2014–2019 from the MP11 Mid-Term Review and the 2019 HIS Report

Sources: Government of Malaysia (2018); Department of Statistics, Malaysia (2020)
Notes: n/a = not applicable; NR = not reported
The 2016 income poverty figures differ between the two sources because of a change in the poverty line income methodology introduced with the release of the 
2019 Household Income Survey results.

Dimension Indicator Deprivation cutoff Incidence of household deprivation (%)

Reported in
MP11 MTR

Reported in
2019 HIS

(1)
2014

(2)
2016

(3)
2016

(4)
2019

Education

Years of 
schooling

All household members aged 
13–60 have less than 6 years of 
education

1.1 1.2 1.2 1.0

School 
attendance

Any school-aged children (aged 
6–16) not schooling

0.6 0.4 0.4 0.4

Health

Access to 
healthcare 
facility

Distance more than 5 kilometers 
away and no mobile health facility

5.8 6.8 6.8 6.5

Access to clean 
water

Other than treated pipe water 
inside house and public water 
pipe/standpipe

4.9 4.1 4.1 3.9

Standard 
of Living/
Living 
conditions

Conditions of 
living quarters

Dilapidated or deteriorating 3.0 2.9 2.9 3.7

Overcrowding
Average of more than 2 
household members per bedroom

14.0 12.0 12.0 9.5

Toilet facility Other than pour or flush toilet 0.5 0.3 0.3 0.4

Garbage 
collection facility

No garbage collection facility 16.2 14.9 14.9 13.3

Transportation
All members in the household do 
not use private or public transport

0.3 0.5 0.5 0.6

Basic 
communication 
tools

Does not have consistent fixed 
line phone or mobile phone

1.6 1.4 1.4 1.4

Income

Income poverty 
using 2005 PLI 
methodology

Mean monthly household income 
less than PLI

0.6 0.36 n/a n/a

Income poverty 
using 2019 PLI 
methodology

Monthly household gross income 
less than mean household PLI

n/a n/a 7.6 5.6

The MP11 Mid-Term Review reported only about one percent of Malaysian households as 
multidimensionally poor, with a slight improvement from 2014 to 2016. Given the low incidence 

of deprivation for the individual indicators shown in Table 1, it is not surprising that the incidence of 

MPI as a monitoring tool is extremely limited. This is especially the case for broader groups such as the B40, the 

large majority of whom would not have been considered poor along any of these dimensions or indicators at the 

start of the MP11 planning period.
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Section 3 - Malaysia’s Multidimensional Poverty Index

Table 2: Multidimensional Poverty Incidence and Index from MP11 MTR, 2014 and 2016

H: Incidence of Multidimensional
Poverty (%)

M: Multidimensional Poverty Index
(aka Adjusted Headcount Measure) (%)

(1)
2014

(2)
2016

(3)
2014

(4)
2016

National 1.10 0.86 0.44 0.33

Urban 0.19 0.13 0.07 0.05

Rural 4.14 3.50 1.65 1.36

Peninsular Malaysia 0.25 0.19 0.10 0.07

Sabah & Labuan FT 6.34 4.95 2.70 2.06

Sarawak 4.82 3.76 1.80 1.38

Source: Government of Malaysia (2018)

Updating the income poverty dimension in the 
2019 HIS 2019 report
The income poverty dimension of the MPI was upgraded in July 2020 with the release of the 2019 
Household Income Survey results, however, no changes were made to the non-income dimensions at that 
time. Malaysia’s income poverty line was originally set in 1977. Although the poverty measurement methodology 

was refined in 2007 (EPU and UNDP, 2007), the value of the national poverty line in real terms had remained 

essentially unchanged from 1977 through 2016. The income poverty line was revised in 2019– 2020, with most 

of the changes arising from changes in the reference poverty consumption bundle to better reflect changes in 

consumption patterns and to incorporate a broader set of nutrient intake requirements than the earlier approach, 

multidimensional poverty is also low. The MP11 MTR estimated that only 1.10 percent of Malaysian households 

were multidimensionally poor in 2014 (see column (1) of Table 2). In addition to the simple incidence measure H, 

the Multidimensional Poverty Index “M” (sometimes called the Adjusted Headcount Measure) is a summary index 

that reflects the intensity of multidimensional poverty as well as its incidence, where intensity is the weighted 

number of deprivations experienced by the multidimensionally poor. The MPI (M) was 0.44 percent in 2014. As 

seen in Table 2, there was a small improvement in both the incidence (H) and MPI (M) measures from 2014 to 2016 

at the national level and for all of the main geographic disaggregations.

Despite the low deprivation thresholds in the MPI established in MP11, there are clear spatial patterns in 
the incidence and intensity of multidimensional poverty. In urban areas and on peninsular Malaysia overall, 

almost no Malaysians were multidimensionally poor in 2014 and 2016, while substantial numbers were living 

below even those low standards in rural areas and in East Malaysia. The incidence of multidimensional poverty 

was around 4 percent in rural areas (nationally), 4–5 percent in Sarawak and 5–6 percent in Sabah and Labuan. 

The higher incidence and intensity of multidimensional poverty in rural areas and East Malaysia are found in both 

income and non-income dimensions. The non-income dimensions play a larger role in these areas because of 

lower physical and economic access to basic services.
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Section 3 - Malaysia’s Multidimensional Poverty Index

More precisely, Malaysia uses a large set of poverty lines, with the line varying by the size and detailed demographic composition of the specific household 
and the prices of goods and services in the reference poverty bundle in the state and urban/rural domain in which the household resides. For convenience of 
communication, the average of these household-specific poverty lines is sometimes given “the poverty line.” The average poverty line in 2019 was RM 2,208 per 
household per month, whereas the previous average had been RM 980.

1

The upgrading of the income dimension of the MPI and the rollout of the Twelfth Malaysia Plan (MP12) 
present a timely opportunity for revisiting the measurement of multidimensional poverty and how the 
MPI can contribute more to informing policy. The revision of the income poverty line may be seen as a first 

step toward raising the income “floor” to a level commensurate with Malaysia’s current state of development. 

In the same vein, it would be appropriate to revise the indicators in the non-income dimensions of the MPI to 

match better with the living standards and challenges of Malaysia in the 2020s. Doing so would make the MPI 

more internally consistent, and more importantly, it could also make the MPI more useful as a tool for informing 

and monitoring policy.

Source: Department of Statistics, Malaysia (2020)

Table 3: Multidimensional Poverty Incidence and Index from 2019 HIS, 2016 and 2019

H: Incidence of Multidimensional
Poverty (%)

M: Multidimensional Poverty Index 
(aka Adjusted Headcount Measure) (%)

(1)
2016

(2)
2019

(3)
2016

(4)
2019

National 3.66 2.64 1.52 1.10

Urban 1.28 0.94 0.49 0.36

Rural 12.33 9.38 5.26 4.01

which only considered caloric intake. The revised poverty line more than doubled the income poverty line in 

inflation-adjusted Malaysian ringgit terms.1

As a larger proportion of the population live below the new, higher income poverty threshold, measured 
income poverty and multidimensional poverty are higher than they were under the previous income 
poverty line. As seen near the bottom of columns (2) and (3) in Table 1, in 2016 only 0.36 percent of households 

lived below the old poverty line, but 7.6 percent lived below the new poverty line. Because the deprivation 

thresholds for the non-income dimensions (education, health, and living conditions) remained unchanged in 

2019, there was no change in the levels of non-income poverty, but multidimensional poverty is measured to 

be higher because of the larger share of the population that is income poor under the revised poverty line. This 

may be seen in Table 3, where in 2016 the incidence of multidimensional poverty (H) is 3.66 percent, compared 

to the 0.86 percent in Table 2. At the higher standard the difference between rural and urban areas is more 

pronounced, with the incidence of multidimensional poverty 11 percentage points higher in rural areas than 

in urban areas in 2016, and a difference of 5 percentage points in the MPI. Table 3 also shows that with the 

MPI that incorporates the new income poverty line, multidimensional poverty declined from 2016 to 2019. This 

is attributable to reductions in both income poverty and most of the indicators of non-income dimensions of 

poverty, as detailed in columns (3) and (4) of Table 1.
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Section 3 - Malaysia’s Multidimensional Poverty Index
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However, as shown in section 5, it is common for upper-middle- and high-income countries to have more dimensions, such as the seven dimensions used in Chile 
and Mexico.
DOSM has kindly granted the World Bank team access to several years of HIS data, including many variables from the 2012, 2014 and 2016 rounds of the Basic 
Amenities module, which is the official data source for most of the non-income indicators in the MPI. The team does not yet have access to the 2019 HIS or the 
details regarding calculation of the revised poverty line, so a simple rescaling approach is used to approximate the revised income poverty line.

2

3

Potential Avenues for 
Updating Malaysia’s MPI: 
Preliminary Analysis

SECTION 4

Updating Malaysia’s MPI to better capture current relevant forms of deprivation requires choosing new 
indicators within each dimension. For simplicity, this analysis takes as a starting point the assumption that 

the four dimensions of Malaysia’s MPI (Education, Health, Living Conditions and Income) do not need updating. 

These dimensions capture broad aspects of well-being, are generally in line with international good practice, 

and have data collected regularly.2 The updating would come from changing the indicators used to measure 

poverty in these dimensions. In some instances, more ambitious indicators could be constructed by setting a 

higher deprivation threshold for a variable that is currently being used. For example, the “years of schooling” 

indicator could be made more stringent by considering a household deprived if all household members aged 

13–60 years have less than six years of education, instead of the current standard that considers the household 

not deprived if any member in that age group has completed six years of education. In other cases, it will be 

necessary to create new indicators from different variables. For example, telephone access is already almost 100 

percent, so a better indicator of access to communication tools could instead be based on access to broadband 

internet services.

Good indicators should be germane to the dimension being measured and either be included in routine data 
collection or be feasible for routine collection in the future. The practical examples presented in this section 

are limited to those already collected in the Household Income and Basic Amenities Survey, and further limited 

to the subset of survey questions for which the World Bank team has access to the survey microdata.3 Ideally, 

indicators should capture distinct concept or aspects of poverty in a given dimension, and not duplicate other 

indicators in the MPI. An indicator that is too similar to another indicator not only provides no new information 

for the index, but it also effectively doubles the weight given to that aspect of poverty. Finally, good indicators 

should exhibit some variability in the population. Indicators that show almost zero deprivation, such as the 

telephone indicator in the current MPI, do not help differentiate the multidimensional poor from the nonpoor. 

Likewise, an indicator that measures 90 to 100 percent deprivation would not be helpful for differentiating the 

poor and nonpoor. Whereas Malaysia’s current MPI has no major issues with near duplication of indicators, low 

variability is an issue for the several indicators with nearly zero incidence of poverty.

Potential changes using existing data in the HIS
Two practical modifications to the current MPI are analyzed here to illustrate what an updated MPI 
might look like in Malaysia. These alternatives are only two of many possibilities. They are intended to be 
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illustrative of the possibilities rather than prescriptive, and serve as an impetus for exploring other alternatives 

that could lead to a more appropriate and useful MPI in Malaysia. They are practical because they use data that 

have already been collected in previous years of the HIS, which also facilitates comparison with the existing MPI. 

To ensure the continued relevance of Malaysia’s MPI, consideration should also be given to collecting new data 

(that is, new variables) that are closely aligned with the different dimensions of poverty in future surveys.

The two alternatives represent two very different standards for minimum levels of well-being. “Alternative 

1” is closely aligned with the conceptualization of poverty currently embedded in Malaysia’s poverty measures, 

which focus on extreme poverty and the poorest of the poor, such as the bottom 5–10 percent of the population. 

The modifications to the MPI explored in Alternative 1 are incremental upgrades from Malaysia’s current MPI. 

“Alternative 2” is considerably more ambitious, setting the standards for different indicators at higher levels 

that reflect societal norms and expectations for living standards that are commonly found in upper-middle- and 

high-income countries. Although Alternative 2 is not a relative multidimensional poverty approach because the 

indicators are set in absolute terms, there is an element of relativism in the underlying idea that richer countries 

generally have higher minimum standards of well-being.

The two illustrative alternatives presented in this policy note would make the MPI more ambitious by 
increasing the deprivation threshold for the years of schooling. Both alternatives preserve most of the 

structure, and many of the indicators, of the MPI presented in the MP11 MTR and the 2019 HIS report. The 

revised indicators are highlighted in Table 4, which also shows the incidence of deprivation for each indicator 

as of the 2016 HIS. In the current MPI, a household is not considered deprived in the “years of schooling” 

indicator if at least one household member has completed primary school. In a country where universal primary 

education has been in place for decades, this is a rather low bar, one that has already been met by 99 percent of 

households. The substitute indicator in Alternative 1 considers a household deprived if any household member 

aged 18–60 has not completed at least primary school. As of 2016, that would be only about one in twenty 

Malaysian households. In Alternative 2 the minimum level of schooling is increased to nine years, or completion 

of lower secondary, a standard that isn’t met by 20 percent of households.

The two alternatives also increase the standards associated with income poverty and minimum 
household sanitation facilities. In Alternative 1, the income poverty line is increased to 250 percent (2.5 times) 

the poverty line that existed in 2016, prior to the update in 2020. This rescaling approximates the updated 

poverty line and is used here because access to the 2019 HIS microdata is still pending. Alternative 2 employs a 

relative poverty line set at 50 percent of median national household income per capita in 2016. The household 

toilet facility indicator is also upgraded from “pour or flush” to flush only, which would make it more consistent 

with SDG sanitation indicator 6.2.1a (see https://sdg6data.org/country-or-area/Malaysia). This upgrade would 

increase the deprivation incidence on the sanitation indicator in 2016 from nearly zero to 13 percent. Finally, 

Alternatives 1 and 2 both remove the transportation indicator because in its current incarnation it contributes 

very little information to the MPI, and no suitable alternative could be identified in the available HIS data. Because 

this reduces the number of indicators in the Standard of Living (Living Conditions) dimension from six to five, 

the weights of the remaining indicators are adjusted upwards to ensure that this dimension maintains its weight 

equal to the other dimensions.

Raising the standards of some of the multidimensional poverty indicators translates into higher incidence 
of multidimensional poverty and a higher MPI. Table 5 summarizes the incidence of multidimensional poverty 

(H) and the multidimensional poverty index (M) in 2016 across four slightly different MPI constructions, namely, 

from the MP11 MTR, the 2019 HIS report, and the two alternatives presented here. The higher standards for 

education, income and sanitation naturally lead to an increase in the share of the population classified as 

multidimensional poor as well as in the intensity or number of indicators in which they are considered poor. As one 
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Table 4: Example of updated MPI for Malaysia (Alternatives 1 and 2)

Dimension Indicator Deprivation Cut-off Deprivation incidence (%)

2016 MP11 
MTR MPI

2016 
Alternative 1

2016 
Alternative 2

Education

Years of 
schooling

All household members aged 
13–60 have less than 6 years of 
education

1.22 - -

Any household member aged 
18–60 has less than 6 years of 
education

- 5.00 -

Any household member aged 
18–60 has less than 9 years of 
education

- - 20.39

School 
attendance

Any children aged 6–16 are not 
attending school

0.42 0.77 0.77

Health

Access to 
healthcare 
facility

Distance more than 5 
kilometers away and no mobile 
health facility

6.84 6.97 6.97

Access to clean 
water

Other than treated pipe water 
inside house and public water 
pipe/standpipe

4.07 4.41 4.41

Standard 
of Living/
Living 
Conditions

Conditions of 
living quarters

Dilapidated or deteriorating 2.88 2.96 2.96

Overcrowding
Average of more than 2 
household members per 
bedroom

12.03 19.71 19.71

Toilet facility
Other than pour or flush toilet 0.34 - -

Other than flush toilet - 13.47 13.47

Garbage
collection 
facility

No garbage collection facility 14.95 16.23 16.23

Transportation
All members in the household 
do

0.46 - -

Basic 
communication 
tools

Does not have consistent fixed 
line phone or mobile phone

1.44 0.95 0.95

Income Income

Monthly household income less 
than PLI (2005 methodology)

0.36 - -

Monthly household income 
less than 2.5 x PLI (2005 
methodology)

- 13.77 -

Household income per capita 
less than 50 percent of 
national median income per 
capita

- - 16.61

Sources: GOM (2018) and World Bank staff calculations using HIS data from DOSM
Note: The incidence rates in the “MP11 MTR MPI” column are household-weighted, showing the percentages of households considered poor on the basis of that 
indicator. The rates in the “Alternative 1” column are population-weighted, showing the percentages of the population living in households that are considered 
poor by that indicator. Population-weighting is the more common international practice. Population-weighted deprivation rates tend to be higher than household-
weighted because poorer households tend to have more people in the household.
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reads from left to right, the increase in the multidimensional poverty measures increase because of higher income 

poverty standards when going from the 2005 to the 2019 PLI methodology, and because of higher income and 

non-income poverty standards when going to Alternatives 1 and 2. The geographic patterns of multidimensional 

poverty are consistent across all four versions of the MPI, with relatively low rates of multidimensional poverty in 

urban areas and on the peninsula and significantly higher rates in rural areas and Sabah, and to a lesser extent 

in Sarawak. Not surprisingly, the absolute differences (in percentage points) become more pronounced as the 

deprivation standards increase.

The alternatives presented here provide opportunities for deepening the understanding of 
multidimensional poverty in Malaysia and appropriate poverty reduction strategies. The modest and 

incremental refinements to the indicators within the existing MPI framework yield a measure that is arguably 

more suitable for a country at Malaysia’s current stage of development. While the much higher multidimensional 

poverty incidence and index may seem alarming when compared to the existing MPI, it is worth recalling that one 

of the original motivations for establishing the MPI in Malaysia was as a tool for monitoring the well-being of the 

bottom 40 percent. From that perspective the alternatives are quite tame, as they measure only the bottom 15–17 

percent of the population as multidimensionally poor.4 This would suggest that even more ambitious indicators 

could be justified. Prime candidates for new indicators would be those with very low incidence in Table 4, such as 

communications, school attendance, and condition of living quarters. For example, the COVID-19 pandemic has 

highlighted the importance of access to computers and the internet, especially broadband internet (as opposed 

to the mobile phone network) for remote work and schooling, as well as engaging in the increasingly digitalized 

economy and society. According to recent HIS reports a substantial proportion of Malaysian households still do 

not own a computer or tablet and even more do not have reliable broadband access. Data access limitations 

precluded the exploration of upgrading the communications indicator from one based on telephone ownership 

to one based on computer or internet access for this policy note.

In keeping with conventional international practice, in this analysis a household is considered multidimensionally poor if the weighted sum of the indicators is 
>0.25. The 0.25 value is used because there are four dimensions. If the MPI had three dimensions then the appropriate threshold would be 0.33 (1/3).

4

Table 5: Multidimensional Poverty Incidence and Index in 2016, two official versions and two 
alternatives

Sources: Government of Malaysia (2018), DOSM (2020) and World Bank staff calculations using HIS data from DOSM
Note: NR = not reported

H: Incidence of Multidimensional 
Poverty (%)

M: Multidimensional Poverty Index
(aka Adjusted Headcount Measure) (%)

2005 PLI
method

2019 PLI
method

Alternative 
1

Alternative 
2

2005 PLI
method

2019 PLI
method

Alternative 
1

Alternative 
2

National 0.9 3.7 15.3 16.7 0.33 1.52 5.7 6.7

Urban 0.1 1.3 10.1 10.8 0.05 0.49 3.3 4.2

Rural 3.5 12.3 33.1 37.0 1.36 5.26 13.9 16.5

Peninsula 0.2 NR 10.7 11.6 0.07 NR 3.6 4.2

Sabah 5.0 17.4 43.4 46.2 2.06 7.58 18.8 21.5

Sarawak 3.8 9.1 31.6 36.0 1.38 3.89 12.7 15.3
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Lessons from 
Other Countries5

SECTION 5

Malaysia could learn from the experiences of a number of global and regional peers as it considers 
updating the MPI in the short-term. As the country aims to become a high-income nation in less than a 

decade, Malaysia could look toward high-income and upper-middle-income peers such as Chile and Mexico 

while at the same time drawing appropriate contextual lessons from regional neighbors such as Indonesia and 

Vietnam. Table A.1 in the Annex summarizes the dimensions and indicators across these selected countries to 

compare with Malaysia’s current multidimensional poverty framework.

Malaysia has fewer multidimensional poverty indicators than economic peers such as Chile and Mexico, 
but about the same number of indicators as Indonesia and Vietnam. Chile, Mexico, and the European Union 

(EU) member states (which are more aspirational comparators) have comprehensive sets of 13–18 indicators 

for calculating and determining multidimensional poverty. Upper-middle- and high-income countries tend to 

have not only more indicators, but also different types of indicators. A noteworthy feature is the inclusion of 

dimensions such as employment and social protection, as well as indicators to measure social networks, physical 

safety, and discrimination. These are relevant examples that Malaysia would do well to draw from as it considers 

raising the standards of its MPI going forward.

Multidimensional poverty measures should be tailored to meet the economic and social norms in each 
country and reflect the realities on the ground. Despite having a similar number of total indicators, Indonesia 

and Vietnam have adapted their MPI dimensions and indicators to the local contexts (see Annex Table A.2). The 

education and health and nutrition dimensions in Indonesia are modified to include country-specific needs such 

as access to preschool education, access to a birth attendant, and balanced nutritional intake for children less 

than five years-old. Similarly, for Vietnam, the education and health dimensions are focused on completion of 

lower-secondary school education among household members aged between 15 and 30 years as well as health 

insurance for all household members aged six years and above.

Malaysia’s multidimensional poverty framework and index would benefit from integrating individuals’ 
access in some indicators, as opposed to taking an overall household approach across the dimensions. 
Countries such as Chile and Mexico have integrated individuals’ access to social security, including health 

insurance and retirement savings or pensions. As such, the MPI is able to define these deprivations for several 

subgroups, such as social security for salaried workers versus non-wage or independent workers. In Mexico, any 

individual from the same household who does not meet the criteria of employment benefits (medical services, 

retirement savings, or disability employment benefits) is considered as deprived of social protection even if 

all other household members have access to social security. Therefore, the multidimensional poverty measure 

reflects both social rights and economic well-being of the population as a whole.

This section draws in part from the report “A Roadmap for Countries Measuring Multidimensional Poverty” by the World Bank, UNDP and UNICEF that was 
published in June 2021. Interested readers are directed to that report for a global overview of many of the ideas and issues discussed in this policy note.

5
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Experience from Colombia shows that the process for designing the MPI can also influence its 
effectiveness as a tool for designing and monitoring policies. MPIs quite naturally encompass several 

different ministries such as health, education, transportation, public works and others. In Colombia, the MPI is a 

core indicator of the national development plan and is used to coordinate policies across ministries. The President 

chairs the national multidimensional poverty commission, which included all of the ministries responsible for the 

provision of services in the MPI. Each ministry would have to weigh in on both the appropriate indicators and 

thresholds for their sector, and report to the commission on the extent to which their ministry had contributed 

to the reduction of multidimensional poverty. This clear link between the MPI and policies and plans in the line 

ministries could help ensure the relevance of the MPI to governing.

Lessons from other countries can be useful while designing policies and programs to cater to the needs 
of the population. The index may be refined based on global experiences as well as according to its relevance 

and suitability to Malaysian values and practices. The selected countries in Tables A.1 and A.2 not only provide 

aspirational benchmarking to the dimensions and indicators used, but also offer a fresh perspective to consider 

potential alternatives and thresholds for Malaysia. Policy designs and program monitoring and evaluations can 

also benefit from the process of updating the MPI. Updating Malaysia’s MPI to include these dimensions and 

indicators typically found in higher-income countries may require the collection of new variables in national 

surveys, such as the Household Income and Basic Amenities Survey (HIS). As Malaysia develops and prospers, it 

is appropriate for the conceptualization and measurement of multidimensional poverty to keep pace.
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Using the MPI 
to Inform Policy

SECTION 6

The MPI framework provides two important insights. First, at the level of the indicator or dimension it tells 

us how many people are experiencing poverty in forms defined more broadly than income alone. The share of 

population under this broader definition of poverty will generally be higher than the income poverty headcount 

ratio because there will be some households that experience deprivations in health, education, or standards 

of living even though they are not income-poor. Second, the MPI framework measures how many people are 

impoverished in multiple dimensions at the same time. The most appropriate policies to combat poverty are likely 

to differ depending on whether the different dimensions of poverty are spread widely across the population, 

with each person experiencing poverty in one or possibly two dimensions, or are more concentrated among a 

smaller group that is deprived in three or four poverty dimensions.

In the short history of the MPI in Malaysia, analysis of multidimensional poverty has been very limited. 
Reporting has been largely confined to the publishing of summary statistics on multidimensional poverty—

incidence (H), average intensity of deprivations (A), and the MPI (M)—plus indicator-level reporting. While the 

summary statistics are a convenient metric that can easily be observed to be rising or falling, on their own they 

obscure the richness of the MPI framework, condensing the multidimensional conceptualization of poverty into a 

unidimensional number that provides no information about the types of deprivation experienced. Some of that 

information may be provided by the indicator-level reporting (for example, Table 1 and Table 4), although this 

has its own limitations because it tells us the deprivation incidence for each indicator but not for each dimension. 

The two are not identical because within a given dimension the deprivations according to different indicators 

could be very concentrated or very dispersed. Perhaps most significantly, these types of summary statistics do 

not provide information about which combinations of deprivation in different dimensions are most prevalent.

Making fuller use of the MPI to shape policy design and monitor progress will require going beyond these 
summary measures to unpack the dimensions of poverty. Different types of summary statistics are needed 

to reveal the new insights that the MPI framework provides and yield better guidance for policies to improve 

well-being. Venn diagrams are a simple and effective way to visualize and understand the characteristics of 

multidimensional poverty in a specific setting. Also known as Euler diagrams, they are useful complements to the 

summary statistics. Figure 3 shows multidimensional poverty levels and patterns in two major world regions as 

measured by the World Bank’s Multidimensional Poverty Measure (MPM). Each of the ellipses represents one of 

the dimensions of the MPM and the numbers are the percentage of the population that is poor in that dimension, 

or in the case of overlapping ellipses, combinations of dimensions. In these diagrams the sizes of the ellipses and 

the overlapping regions are proportional to the incidence of poverty in the respective dimensions. The larger 

numbers in Sub-Saharan Africa (SSA) reflect the higher rates of multidimensional poverty than in Latin America 

and the Caribbean (LAC), information that would already be known from the main MPI summary statistics. But 

the diagrams reveal much more, including these four takeaways. First, a plurality of the multidimensional poor in 

SSA—21 percent of the population and about 40 percent of the multidimensionally poor—are poor in all three 

dimensions of the MPM, whereas the corresponding figure in LAC is less than one percent of the population. 
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Second, the share of the population and the multidimensionally poor that are poor in two dimensions is also 

much larger in SSA than in LAC. Third, in both regions, and especially in SSA, almost all the multidimensionally 

poor are deprived in the basic infrastructure dimension. And fourth, whereas most of the multidimensionally 

poor in SSA would also be classified as poor by an income-based poverty measure, in LAC about half of the 

multidimensionally poor are not income-poor.

In this case, Alternatives 1 and 2 were the most feasible MPI versions to use in this analysis. The MPI in the MP11 MTR report was not selected for this analysis 
because the extremely low incidence of multidimensional poverty by that measure (less than one percent of households) leaves little room for meaningful 
analysis. The MPI used in the 2019 HIS report is slightly more feasible in that respect, but the data for the revised poverty line are not yet available to the team.

6

Figure 3: Multidimensional poverty levels and patterns in Latin America and Sub-Saharan 
Africa (%)

Source: World Bank (2020)
Note: Numbers are the percentage of the total population poor in the corresponding dimension or dimensions.

Analysis of the components of the illustrative MPI alternatives for Malaysia reveals that poverty is 
most prevalent in the Living Conditions dimension, frequently in combination with income poverty and/
or health poverty. For this analysis we use MPI Alternative 1 presented earlier, although in principle the analysis 

could be done for any construction of the MPI.6 The left side of Figure 4 is analogous to the figures presented for 

LAC and SSA in that it shows the percentage of the total population that is poor or deprived in each dimension 

or combination of dimensions. Recall from Table 5 that an estimated 15.3 percent of the Malaysian population 

was poor in multiple dimensions in 2016 under MPI Alternative 1. The most common combination of poverty 

dimensions is income poverty and poor living conditions, which affects 6.3 percent of Malaysians. An additional 

2.4 percent of the population is poor in the health dimension in addition to those two dimensions, and 3.2 

percent poor in the health and living conditions dimensions but not income or education. Overall, the incidence 

of poverty in the education dimension is relatively low, which in turn makes the incidence of poverty in all four 

dimensions simultaneously quite low, affecting only 0.7 percent of the population. The left side of Figure 4 also 

shows that 19.1 percent of the population are poor in the living conditions dimension but none of the other three 

dimensions.
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More than three out of four multidimensionally poor people are poor in the living conditions dimension 
plus at least one of the other dimensions. This may be seen by summing the percentages in the green-shaded 

ellipse in the right panel of Figure 4. Income poverty is the other main contributor to multidimensional poverty, 

with 88 percent of multidimensionally poor people below the income poverty line in Alternative 1, and most of 

them poor in other dimensions as well. Most but not all of the income poor are also poor in living conditions 

(68.1 percent of the multidimensionally poor population), and vice versa. As in the case of the total population, 

the most common combination of deprivations among the multidimensionally poor is in living conditions and 

income (41.2 percent), with an additional 15.8 percent also poor in the health dimension. The central area of the 

right-hand panel shows that a substantial share (30.1 percent) of multidimensionally poor people are afflicted by 

poverty in three or even four dimensions at the same time.

Figure 4: Malaysia multidimensional poverty incidence by dimension (Alternative 1), 2016 
(national)

Source: World Bank staff calculations using HIS data from DOSM
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The nature of multidimensional poverty differs substantially in urban and rural areas, most notably in 
much higher poverty in rural areas in the health dimension. The incidence of multidimensional poverty is 

higher in rural areas for all four of the MPI variants considered in this note (Table 5). For Alternative 1 approximately 

one in three rural dwellers is multidimensionally poor, compared to one in ten urban residents. Not only are these 

overall poverty levels quite different, but so are the dimensions that underlie the summary numbers. One of the 

clearest differences is in the health dimension, with about one quarter of rural Malaysians experiencing health 

poverty compared to only 4 percent of those in urban areas (Figure 5). This would be the same for any of the 

MPIs examined in this note because the health indicators are the same across all four versions of the MPI. The 

higher incidence in rural areas is not surprising considering that one of the health indicators is physical distance 

to a clinic and the other is access to piped water.
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Figure 5: Malaysia multidimensional poverty incidence by dimension (Alternative 1), 2016 
(urban and rural)

Source: World Bank staff calculations using HIS data from DOSM

Poverty among rural Malaysians tends to encompass more dimensions than is the case with their urban 
counterparts. As measured by Alternative 1, the incidence of education or health poverty for urban Malaysians 

is only about 4 percent, with most of urban multidimensional poverty arising from low incomes and inadequate 

living conditions. Less than 2 percent of the urban population is poor in 3 or 4 dimensions, whereas 15 percent of 

those in rural areas are poor in 3 or 4 dimensions. More than 30 percent of rural Malaysians are multidimensionally 

poor in some combination of the income, living conditions and health dimensions.

The implication is that poverty in rural areas permeates more aspects of well-being than it does in 
urban areas, with rural households much more likely to be poor in multiple dimensions. It follows that 

policies to reduce poverty should be tailored to the different manifestations of multidimensional poverty in 

different settings. The urban/rural analysis shown here should only be considered the first step in this process. 

Finer levels of disaggregation are possible, such as by state or sub-region as well as non-geographic population 

characteristics. This deeper investigation and understanding of the drivers of multidimensional poverty is not 

only possible, but is also essential for, in the words of SDG 1, “ending poverty in all its forms everywhere.”
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Summary and 
Conclusions

SECTION 7

Malaysia’s Multidimensional Poverty Index is currently very underutilized, primarily because its poverty 
indicators are too low for a country at Malaysia’s level of development. Much of the policy focus in Malaysia 

centers on improving conditions among the B40. A prime motivation for introducing the MPI in 2015 was as a tool 

to monitor progress among the B40. However, the current version of the MPI only provides information about 

the bottom 3 percent, completely missing most of the B40. Just as the poverty line income and the income 

dimension of the MPI were revised in 2020, it is time to update the non-income dimensions of the MPI as well. 

Ideally the updated MPI would be integrated with MP12. Given the comprehensive coverage of MP12, it would 

be advantageous to set much more ambitious income and non-income poverty indicators in the new MPI. It 

would not have to go so far as to classify all of the B40 as multidimensionally poor, but it would be advantageous 

if it was ambitious enough to yield useful information on the bottom 15–20 percent.

This note offers practical examples of new MPI indicators that are appropriate for Malaysia in the 
2020s, and use data that have been routinely collected in the Household Income and Basic Amenities 
surveys since at least 2012. Relatively modest adjustments to the education, standards of living, and income 

indicators that reflect current realities were shown to produce alternative MPIs that are credible and also provide 

more useful information than the current MPI. Further practical refinements would have been tested if the 

specific variables had been available to the team, the most salient example being replacing the phone-based 

communications indicator with a new indicator based on computer and internet access. Adding new variables 

that could serve as MPI indicators to future HISs should also be considered, starting with the next HIS that is 

expected to launch sometime within the next 12 months. There is a wealth of international examples, including in 

upper-middle- and high-income countries, that could help in identifying new candidate indicators and variables 

for a revised MPI in Malaysia. When defining new indicators it is essential that the indicator not only be closely 

associated with a particular dimension of poverty, but also that has sufficient variability in Malaysia. Indicators 

that show deprivations among only 0–5 percent of the population provide very little useful information.

After the MPI is updated to reflect hardships among a larger share of the population, such as the B20, it 
can become more useful for shaping policies and monitoring progress. The main policy-relevant information 

in the MPI is not the headline index itself, but rather the detailed information about the various dimensions of 

poverty that go into that summary index. These building blocks of the MPI can be tapped to understand better 

which dimensions and combinations of dimensions of poverty are most problematic. This information on the 

patterns of poverty across different dimensions should be disaggregated geographically, as was done in section 

4, as well as other relevant characteristics. Anti-poverty interventions can then be more closely tailored to reflect 

the types of poverty uncovered, keeping in mind possible interactions across dimensions, such as poor health 

negatively affecting educational progress or income earning.
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Annex

Annex A: Comparisons of multidimensional 
poverty measures in selected countries
Table A.1: Comparison of dimensions and indicators across selected countries

 Indicator Malaysia Chile European 
Union Indonesia Mexico Vietnam 

M
o

n
et

ar
y Monthly household gross income ✓

Monthly income per capita ✓ ✓

Two or more income indicators ✓✓ (2)

E
d

u
ca

ti
o

n 

Schooling ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

Child school attendance (including 
preschool and primary/secondary)

✓ ✓ ✓✓ (2) ✓ ✓

Educational lag ✓ ✓

Literacy ✓

H
ea

lt
h 

an
d

 N
u

tr
it

io
n 

Access to health services/ Effective 
access to health care

✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

Health insurance ✓ ✓ ✓

Malnutrition/Food insecurity ✓ ✓ ✓

Disability/bad health ✓

Limitations in daily activities ✓

Self-reported overall health status ✓

H
o

u
si

n
g

 

Housing materials/conditions ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

Crowdedness ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

Experience of crime in household ✓

Noise and pollution ✓

Housing tenure/Home ownership ✓ ✓

B
as

ic
 S

er
vi

ce
s 

Access to clean water supply/safe water ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

Improved sanitation ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

Access to garbage collection facility ✓ ✓

Usage/Access to transportation ✓ ✓

Access to basic communication utility ✓ ✓

Nearby sources of contamination ✓

Electricity/Source of lighting ✓ ✓

Cooking fuel ✓ ✓

E
m

p
lo

ym
en

t 
an

d
 S

o
ci

al
 

P
ro

te
ct

io
n Employment ✓ ✓ ✓

Informal labor (no contributory pension) ✓ ✓ ✓

Retirement age people receiving 
contributory pension

✓ ✓ ✓

O
th

er
 Durable goods ✓ ✓

Social participation/Leisure ✓ ✓ ✓

Discrimination/Physical safety ✓

Total number of indicators 11 18 13 11 16 13

Source: Santos (2019)
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Table A.2: Comparison of indicators and thresholds across selected countries

Malaysia Chile European Union Indonesia Mexico Vietnam 

M
o

n
et

ar
y 

Mean monthly 
household income 
less than PLI

Disposable income 
(after social 
transfers) below 
60 percent of 
national median

Monthly per capita 
income is less than 
monthly cost of 
basic food and 
non-food basket

Household ability 
to pay rent, 
mortgage, loans, 
and utility bills

E
d

u
ca

ti
o

n 

School attendance 
among children 
aged 6-12

School attendance 
among children 
aged 4-18 or those 
aged 6-26 with 
a long-lasting 
condition

Completion of 
primary education

Access to 
preschool 
education among 
children aged 3-6

School attendance 
among children 
aged 3-15

School attendance 
among children 
aged 5-15

Less than 6 years 
of education 
among household 
members aged 
13-60

Fewer years of 
schooling than 
established by 
the law among 
household 
members aged 18 
and above

Access to primary 
and secondary 
education among 
school-aged 
children

Completion 
of mandatory 
schooling 
(elementary 
or secondary, 
according to a 
person’s age)

Completion of 
at least lower- 
secondary 
education among 
household 
members aged 
15-30

Schooling lag of 
two years or more 
among household 
members aged 21 
or below

Ability to read 
Latin, Arabic, or 
other letters

Minimum level of 
education for age 
cohort

H
ea

lt
h 

an
d

 N
u

tr
it

io
n 

Distance to health 
facility is more 
than 5 kilometers 
away and no 
mobile health 
facility is provided

Health insurance 
for all household 
members

Effective access to 
health care

Access to birth 
attendant (doctor, 
midwife, or other 
trained health 
worker)

Enrolment in the 
Social Health 
Protection System

Health insurance 
for all household 
members aged 6 
and above

Access to health 
care services for 
all household 
members

Disability or 
chronic illness/
long-term 
condition

Balanced nutrition 
intake for children 
under 5 years

Access to 
appropriate diet in 
the past 3 months 
(a balanced diet, 
3 meals per day, 
and did not eat 
less or stopped 
eating due to lack 
of money or other 
resources)

Household 
member who is ill 
but does not visit 
the doctor and 
is not attending 
school/work/usual 
activities

Any children under 
7 years is over-
weight, obese, 
undernourished, 
or at-risk of 
becoming 
undernourished

Limitations in daily 
activities due to 
health problems

Self-reported 
overall health 
status

H
o

u
si

n
g

 

Dilapidated or 
deteriorating 
condition

Housing materials 
meet minimum 
criteria (roof, floor, 
walls)

Housing materials 
meet minimum 
criteria (roof, floor, 
walls)

Housing materials 
meet minimum 
criteria (roof, floor, 
walls)

Housing materials 
meet minimum 
criteria (roof, floor, 
walls)

Average housing 
area per capita is 
less than 8 square 
meters

At most 2 
members per room

At most 2.5 
members per 
bedroom

Experience of 
crime, violence or 
vandalism in the 
area

Home ownership At most 2.5 
members per 
room (including 
kitchen)

Household with 
less-permanent 
housing tenure

Household with 
low noise from 
neighborhood and 
low pollution
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Malaysia Chile European Union Indonesia Mexico Vietnam 

B
as

ic
 S

er
vi

ce
s 

Treated pipe water 
inside house and 
public water pipe/
stand pipe

Access to safe 
drinking water

Access to 
protected well, 
piped water, water 
spring, or septic 
tank and water 
source less than 10 
meters away

Piped water inside 
or within the house 
area

Safe drinking 
water supply

Pour or flush toilet Improved 
sanitation

Having a toilet Public drainage 
system or 
connected to a 
septic tank

Hygienic toilet/
latrine

Garbage collection 
facility

Garbage/Disposal 
collection services

Source of lighting/
Electricity

Electricity Any household 
member without 
phone and access 
to the internet

Assets for 
information access 
(television, radio, 
computer)

Usage of either 
private or public 
transport to 
commute

Access to 
transportation

Cooking fuel Cooking fuel

Consistent, fixed 
line phone or 
mobile phone

Distance from 
sources of 
contamination

E
m

p
lo

ym
en

t 
an

d
 S

o
ci

al
 P

ro
te

ct
io

n 

At least one 
household 
member over 18 is 
unemployed

Employment 
status/ Household 
with very low work 
intensity

Non- waged/
independent 
worker does not 
have medical 
services or 
retirement savings

All household 
members aged 15 
and above listed 
with the pension 
system

Salaried worker 
does not have 
medical services, 
retirement savings, 
or disability 
employment 
benefits

At least one 
household 
member do 
not receive 
contributory 
pension (women 
aged 60 and 
above or men 
aged 65 and 
above)

Retired persons 
do not receive 
pension

O
th

er
 

Social 
participation

Durable goods 
(television set, 
washing machine, 
telephone, car) 

Degree of social 
cohesion based 
on economic 
inequality, social 
polarization, and 
social networks

Discrimination/ 
Physical safety

Leisure (to go 
on a week of 
holiday)
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