
 
 
 
 
An indicator can be defined as something that 
helps us to understand where we are, where we 
are going and how far we are from our goal.1  
In an anti-poverty strategy, indicators help us 
understand the current state of poverty, set 
targets for reducing and eliminating poverty and 
show us how close we are to achieving these 
targets.

Poverty indicators are not developed in isolation. 
They are tools we use to achieve our vision and 
goals. Our vision and overarching goals must be 
set before we can look at which indicators can 
help us plan, monitor and assess our progress so 
we know whether we have been successful.

Certainly, for an anti-poverty strategy, one key 
type of indicator will be direct measures of 
poverty, which are usually based on income. 
We may need to start, however, by discussing 
what we mean by poverty in Canada. Then we 
can figure out how best to measure it. Given the 
many dimensions of poverty, we may not be 
able to find one measure that gives us a perfect 
picture. We need to remain open to the idea 

that it may turn out to be more useful to develop 
or adopt multiple measures of poverty. 

To understand why we may need more than one 
measure of poverty, think about how you could 
tell whether water is too hot without putting your 
fingers in and getting burned. You could use 
several indicators such as steam and bubbles to 
give you the information you need.2  

A second type of indicator would be those 
that do not measure poverty directly, but 
can still help us evaluate our progress. For 
example, the government of Newfoundland 
and Labrador aims to have a better educated 
population in order to prevent and reduce 
poverty. Accordingly, two of the indicators 
in their anti-poverty action plan are the high 
school graduate rate and the post-secondary 
participation rate.3 

We need indicators in order to set measurable 
targets, create action plans and ensure 
governments are accountable for results. These 
are cornerstones of any anti-poverty strategy. We 
can have a vision for reducing and eliminating 
poverty in this country, but without targets, plans 
and accountability, it will not translate into better 
lives for Canadians.  

A set of agreed poverty indicators 
that wil l  be used to plan, monitor 
change and assess progress. 

What Canadians decide to place in that  core 
set  of  indicators wi l l  depend on the targets and 
pr ior i t ies of  a nat ional  strategy. I t  wi l l  l ikely be 
necessary to have mult ip le measures so that we 
can track di fferent dimensions of  poverty,  such as 
depr ivat ion,  social  exclusion and inequal i ty.

A )  w h y  i s  t h i s  c o r n e r s t o n e   
 i m p o r t A n t  f o r  c A n A d A ?
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 Member States have 

adopted common objectives for their social 
protection and social inclusion process and have 
agreed on a set of indicators that are used to 
assess their progress in reaching these objectives. 
The indicators include various measures of 
poverty, employment, education, health, housing 
and deprivation.5  Each indicator is related to a 
key dimension of the broad objectives. 

 The UK initiative to 
eradicate child poverty in a generation required 
them to develop and adopt official measures 
of poverty, something they did not have before. 
These measures let them to track progress 
toward their goals of reducing child poverty 
by one-quarter by 2004 and one-half by 2010. 

In 2003, they adopted a new measure of child 
poverty that consists of three indicators: 6

  Absolute low income—to measure 
whether the very poorest families are 
seeing their incomes rise in real terms;

  Relative low income—to measure 
whether the poorest families are 
keeping pace with the growth of 
incomes in the economy as a whole;

  Material deprivation and low income 
combined—to provide a wider 
measure of people’s living standards.

 
Using this measure, poverty is falling when all 
three indicators are moving in the right direction. 
The measures were developed in consultation 
with academics and poverty experts, along with 
adults, young people and children.7

 The Centre d’étude sur la pauvreté 
et l’exclusion is an observation, research and 
discussion centre that was created under the 
province’s Act to Combat Poverty and Social 
Exclusion. Its main purpose is to provide the 
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 o f  i n d i c A t o r s     
 B e i n g  u s e d  i n  e x i s t i n g    
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Who decides? As with all the other cornerstones, consultation with Canadians, especially those 
living in poverty, is critical. The extensive, and often divisive, debate in Canada over the definition of 
poverty is often conducted without the input of people living in poverty. 

When people living in poverty are consulted, their definition of poverty tends to reflect its multiple, 
interlocking dimensions. The World Bank’s participatory research program, Voices of the Poor, 
allowed people living in poverty in 23 developing countries to talk about their lives. Their definitions 
of poverty included traditional views like material well-being such as food and housing. However, 
they spoke more about assets and less about income than traditional definitions. Dependency, 
powerlessness, voicelessness and their inability to fully participate in community life were also key 
elements of their definitions. Using their definition, we would need indicators to track and measure 
changes in power, voice and participation, together with more traditional measures of poverty such 
as assets and income.4  It is unlikely that the first three elements would have been included in a 
definition of poverty developed without consultation.



Minister with a series of indicators to be used for 
measuring poverty and social exclusion, and 
social and economic disparities, as well as other 
determinants of poverty.8 

 The 
action plan to reduce poverty in Newfoundland 
and Labrador has five medium-term goals to 
guide action. In order to track progress and make 
changes as necessary, the government states 
that it is essential that they measure success. They 
will use a number of shorter-term indicators such 
as the percentage of Income Support clients with 
employment earnings, the number of subsidized 
licensed child care spaces and the high school 
graduate rate.9  Each indicator is linked to 
objectives under their five goals.

Another initiative underway is the creation 
of community and neighbourhood level 
market basket measures (MBM).  Termed the 
Newfoundland and Labrador Market Basket 
Measure (NLMBM) of Low Income, it will look 
at the cost of goods and services required for 
an adequate standard of living in individual 
communities across the province. It will show 
how many people in each community cannot 
afford to purchase these goods and services, 
effectively providing low-income statistics 
for every community and neighbourhood in 
Newfoundland and Labrador. The availability of 
this tool to governments and citizens will promote 
a deeper understanding of where low income is 
located and to what degree low income exists, its 
relation to the social and economic landscape of 
the province’s communities and regions, and how 
best to develop sustainable anti-poverty solutions.  
The NLMBM is expected to be publicly released 
via the System of Community Accounts (www.
communityaccounts.ca) during the Fall of 2007.
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 The first of our two questions on indicators 
asked about the importance of various 
elements in a national anti-poverty 
strategy. Although “official measures of 
poverty” had the lowest ranking of six 
elements, at 73.6 compared to first place 
“action plans”, which had a rank of 91, it 
still ranks of medium-high importance. 

 

c )  w h A t  d i d  c A n A d i A n s   
 r e s p o n d i n g  t o  t h e    
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A lesson from Canada’s failed 
commitment to reduce child poverty:  
UNICEF’s report on child poverty in rich 
countries noted that an all-party resolution 
in 1989 committed the government 
of Canada to “seek to eliminate child 
poverty by the year 2000”. The promise 
was not kept (as noted in the fact sheet 
for Cornerstone #1), nor was any official 
definition of child poverty adopted. 
UNICEF points out that Canada has a 
long history of publishing different types 
of statistics on “low income”, but there 
has been no official recognition of any of 
these measures. 

The report concludes that “Amid these 
definitional uncertainties [of child poverty], 
Canada’s target year 2000 came and 
went without agreement on what the 
target means, or how progress towards it 
is to be measured, or what policies might 
be necessary to achieve it.” 10
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“The poverty line should not be a place that people strive to; it 
should be the place they start from.

“Having payments made by governments that are below the 
poverty line per year contributes to poverty. It is very difficult to 
survive on under $12,000 per year when your amount for housing 
is less than what you actually pay. Often you have to use your 
basic needs amount to cover rent and then you are forced 
to eat poorly, go without a telephone and other necessities to 
get by.”

“Under measures for poverty, we should really be using a 
‘Market basket measure’ TARGET that includes sufficient income 
for people to ACTIVELY PARTICIPATE in their community. In other 
words, for someone to be considered over the poverty line there 
should be sufficient income for basic survival needs, but ALSO 
for: meeting health and nutrition needs, and at least some funds 
for such self-development activities as furthering education 
and training, looking for work, participating in recreation/leisure 
programs, and transportation to community events. Social 
assistance rates are currently so low people are trapped in 
poverty. For example, they do not have enough money to do 
a proper job search (prepare resumes, have a phone number, 
take the bus to interviews, dress appropriately).”

 These results are interesting 
given that the debate 
over poverty in Canada 
often focuses on how 
to measure poverty. 
Questionnaire respondents, 
while believing that 
indicators are important, 
ranked things like 
coordinating efforts 
between governments and 
consulting with Canadians 
as being more important.

 The second question asked 
about the importance 
of different types of 
poverty measures. 
Respondents ranked 
measures “based on the 
actual cost of necessities 
in your community” as 
of highest importance.

 This indicates that 
Canadians are both 
practical and fair. They 
realize that people 
should have enough to 
cover basic necessities 
while at the same time 
recognizing that the cost 
of living varies a great 
deal across this country. 
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