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CHAPTER 1. 
INTRODUCTION
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T
he COVID-19 pandemic is the biggest 
health crisis to hit the world in the past 
100 years. The first case of COVID-19 
in Africa was reported on 14 February 
2020, and within three months, the 

virus had reached every country on the continent 
(WHO, 2020). The World Health Organization 
declared it a global pandemic in March 2020. 
It was soon evident that the pandemic was not 
just a severe health emergency but also a grave 
socioeconomic crisis with an unprecedented global 
spread that presented a serious, almost existential, 
challenge to every country in the world.

In most countries, the pandemic threatened to 
overwhelm already weak national health services, 
worsen health outcomes and decrease living 
standards. Nearly a year and a half after the World 
Health Organization pandemic declaration, Africa 
had 5.2 million confirmed cases and about 140,000 
deaths attributed to COVID-19, which constituted 
about 3 per cent of the world’s confirmed cases 
and less than 4 per cent of all deaths—figures that 
seem low given that Africa has nearly 17 per cent 
of the world’s population. To preserve lives and 
restrict the virus’s spread, African governments 
responded quickly and decisively through strict 
lockdowns, border closures, social distancing 
regulations and economic and fiscal stimuli. 

As a continent, Africa may have been spared 
the worst of the COVID-19 health crisis so far, 
largely because of its young age profile, though 
different countries are at different stages of the 
pandemic. The economic impact, however, has 
been far more widespread and devastating as 
lockdowns and other measures have inevitably 
disrupted economic activity, livelihoods and 
basic service delivery. The economic contraction 
has hurt household income and well-being 
across countries and increased both poverty 
and inequality, in major setbacks to the 2030 
Agenda for Sustainable Development, especially 
Sustainable Development Goal 1, to end poverty 
in all its forms everywhere. Under current 
projections, the pandemic is likely to increase the 
number of people living in extreme poverty, in 
Africa and globally. But because of the pandemic’s 
continuously changing nature and the emergence 
of fresh data, there is little agreement on how 
many people are likely to fall into poverty. The 
key questions are how far will people fall below 
the poverty line and will it be transient or chronic 
poverty? The socioeconomic cost of the pandemic, 
with full lockdowns, has been estimated at up to 
2.5 per cent of gross domestic product (GDP), or 
about $65.7 billion a month (ECA, 2020a). 

Under current projections, the 
pandemic is likely to increase the 
number of people living in extreme 
poverty, in Africa and globally. 



ADDRESSING POVERTY AND VULNERABILITY IN AFRICA DURING THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC  |    3

ORGANIZING 
FRAMEWORK OF THE 
REPORT
The COVID-19 pandemic and associated 
containment measures have undermined the 
economic well-being of households by triggering 
job and income losses. The adverse household-
level impacts have occurred through a combination 
of supply and demand shocks that have reduced 
economic activity, jobs and real income and caused 
the prices of basic goods to soar.

The central argument of this report rests on four 
conceptual pillars: 

 • Most poor people move into and out of 
poverty because of consumption volatility.

 • Consumption volatility arises from exposure 
to, and inadequate ability to manage, 
uninsured risks.

 • Exposure to risks leads to vulnerability, 
or an increased likelihood of adverse 
consequences in the future (vulnerability is 
an ex-ante state, whereas poverty is an ex-
post one).

 • Poverty reduction in Africa can thus be 
accelerated by policies and programmes that 
strengthen resilience against future shocks 
and not only lift people who are currently 
poor out of poverty but also protect 
vulnerable people (that is, non-poor people 
whose consumption is within 10 per cent of 
the poverty line) from falling into poverty. 

THE MAIN RESEARCH QUESTIONS 
Viewing the impact of the pandemic on household well-being and poverty through a risk management 
lens provides an opportunity to devise policies that enable households to better manage risks and sustain 
consumption above the poverty threshold, reduce vulnerability to falling into poverty and strengthen 
resilience to future shocks.

Thus the 2021 Economic Report on Africa attempts to answer the following questions:

 • Are the “new poor”—those likely to become poor because of the COVID-19 pandemic—new to 
poverty? 

? How far will people 
fall below the 
poverty line and 
will it be transient 
or chronic poverty
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 • How many people are vulnerable to 
falling into poverty? Which countries and 
subregions are the “new poor” likely to come 
from? From which consumption bands?

 • What characteristics make the “new poor” 
vulnerable to poverty because of shocks 
like the COVID-19 pandemic? How quickly 
will the “new poor” be able to bounce back, 
and how many of them will live in chronic 
poverty?

 • What have countries done to mitigate the 
adverse impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic 
on household income and well-being?

 • How can the challenge posed by the 
COVID-19 pandemic become an 
opportunity to strengthen resilience against 
future shocks and build forward better after 
the pandemic? 

These questions recognize that poverty is the 
result of a drop in consumption because of low-
income households’ inability to manage risks and 
smooth consumption, owing to limited or non-
existent access to credit or a social safety net. 
The report contends that many of the “new poor” 
had recently emerged from poverty before the 
COVID-19 pandemic but were pushed back into 
poverty during the pandemic. So they are not 
“new” to poverty, in the sense of experiencing 
poverty for the first time. Rather, their recent 
success at exiting poverty is fragile, requiring that 
interventions distinguish between people living 
in chronic poverty and people living in transient 
poverty (Baulch and McCulloch, 1998). 

The report provides policy recommendations 
for Member States to devise policies that not 
only reduce immediate poverty (ex-post) but 
also reduce vulnerability to poverty (ex-ante). 
Recommendations do not just aim to expand 
social assistance but also to build assets and 
strengthen social infrastructure to promote 
growth and improve households’ capacity to 
manage risks and maintain resilience against 
future shocks. Such capacity is particularly 
important for building forward better after the 
COVID-19 pandemic. 

POVERTY AND 
VULNERABILITY

Poverty dynamics 

Poverty is dynamic, meaning that poor people 
move into and out of poverty because of 
consumption volatility—transient poverty. For 
this reason, poverty estimates using static poverty 
measures fail to distinguish between individuals 
who have been living in poverty all their lives 
and individuals who had a misfortune in the year 
before the measurement. 

At the individual and household level, poverty 
can be transient or chronic. For instance, Uganda 
experienced the second-fastest rate of poverty 
reduction in Africa from 2006 to 2013, but for 
every three people who moved out of poverty 
during the period, two people fell back into it 
(Ssewanyana and Kasirye, 2013). In the United 
Republic of Tanzania, 27 per cent of people 
transitioned into and out of poverty between 
2008 and 2012, while 12 per cent remained 
poor; the high mobility indicates that poverty 
in that country is largely transient, not chronic 
(World Bank, 2020). In Malawi, 17 per cent of 
poor people exited poverty in 2010–2013, but 
15 per cent fell into poverty in that time (World 
Bank, 2017); thus the increase in those falling 
into poverty offset the progress in moving people 
out of poverty. People living in transient poverty 
are vulnerable to falling into poverty because of 
a shock. A protracted shock like the COVID-19 
pandemic can push into poverty even those who 
are some distance from the poverty line as their 
buffers are eventually depleted. 

In Africa, about 60 per cent of poor people live in 
chronic poverty, and 40 per cent live in transient 
poverty (Christiansen and Hill, 2019). In countries 
with comparable data, an estimated 33 per cent 
of poor households live in chronic poverty, with 
variations across countries. The Democratic 
Republic of the Congo has more than twice that 
proportion, and Rwanda, Mozambique, Malawi 
and Madagascar have 1.5–2 times that proportion 
(figure 1.1). 
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Figure 1.1 Shares of chronic and transient poverty in selected African countries, various years

Source: Dang and Dabalen (2018). 

Given such substantial flows of households into and out of poverty, even when net numbers remain 
largely static, this report applies a vulnerability–poverty–resilience framework to analyse the COVID-19 
pandemic’s impact on household well-being in Africa. To understand the effects of economic growth, to 
design effective poverty reduction policies and interventions and to identify the key micro-level constraints 
to reducing poverty, a focus on poverty dynamics—the inter-temporal changes in poverty of specific 
households—presents important advantages for policy.

First, poverty dynamics capture heterogeneity in poverty, identifying people who are persistently poor 
and the most vulnerable. Governments often target poor people using static welfare indicators, but 
appropriate policies may differ fundamentally by the nature of the target subpopulation’s poverty. Second, 
poverty dynamics provide useful insights into the micro-level factors associated with movements into 
and out of poverty and why some households remain poor for long periods. In short, designing the right 
policies for a given poor population depends on accurately understanding poverty dynamics. Barrett 
(2005), for example, describes how policies for helping people climb out of poverty (“cargo net” policies) 
differ from those that help them avoid falling into chronic poverty (“safety net” policies). 

Figure 1.1 Shares of chronic and transient poverty in selected African countries, various years
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The forces that result in some individuals 
remaining stuck in poverty for years (that is, in 
chronic poverty) differ from those that randomly 
push some people into poverty for a brief period. 
With chronic poverty, the focus should be on 
longer-term interventions aimed at breaking the 
persistence of poverty by expanding assets and 
ensuring public services that are free at the point 
of delivery. Households with few or no assets are 
often the most likely to live in chronic poverty.

In contrast, transient-poverty policy responses 
are about reducing risks and smoothing 
consumption—for example, by extending safety 
nets, including employment insurance, until 
people living in transient poverty secure a 
decent-paying job (Baulch and McCulloch, 2000). 
Therefore, building assets and generating income 
opportunities, as well as developing effective 
risk management strategies, are all important for 
reducing poverty. 

Vulnerability and risks

Two components drive the classification of 
vulnerability: the household’s expected welfare 
and its expected variation in welfare in the future. 
Several types of vulnerability can be drawn from 
these two components. On the one hand, there 
are vulnerable households that are currently 
poor and expected to remain poor in the future. 
These households are often categorized as living 
in chronic poverty. On the other, vulnerable 
households that are currently non-poor but face 
large income risks and are likely to fall into poverty 
in the future may be classified as living in transient 
poverty. For example, a small-scale farmer who 
cultivates cash crops may not be recorded as poor 
after a season with normal weather, but with less 
favourable weather the following season, the 
farmer may fall into poverty. This farmer could 
therefore be classified as non-poor today but as 
vulnerable to falling into poverty in the future.

The risk of falling into poverty is one factor 
influencing the dynamics of wealth and poverty. 
Poor people are often among the most vulnerable 
in society because they are the most exposed 

to a wide array of risks (see annex table A1.1). 
Their extremely low income means they cannot 
save and accumulate assets, are unable to access 
financial markets and lack access to insurance 
mechanisms—all severely restricting their ability 
to deal with a shock when it strikes. 

For example, in 2015, drought reduced 
consumption by a third in Malawi, by 15 per 
cent in Uganda and by 9 per cent in Ethiopia 
(McCarthy, Brubaker and de la Fuente, 2016). 
Worsening real producer prices contributed to 
poverty increases in Madagascar from 2005 to 
2010 (Thiebaud, Osborne and Belhaj Hassine 
Belghith, 2016). Urban households in Ethiopia 
with little or no education reduced consumption 
by 10–13 per cent because of higher food prices 
in urban markets at the end of 2010 (Hill and 
Porter, 2016). Malaria alone reduces income 
by 10 per cent when it goes undetected and 
untreated (Dillon, Friedman and Serneels, 2014). 
And poverty in African countries increased by 2.5 
per cent on average during 2010–2015 because 
of out-of-pocket health payments (Eozenou and 
Mehta, 2016). 

Households in low-income countries are exposed 
to economic, political, social and environmental 
shocks, and such exposure is one of the main 
causes of vulnerability to poverty (World Bank, 
2001). Shocks can cause poverty, increase its 
depth and influence poverty and wealth dynamics 
(Dercon and Krishnan, 2000; Tesliuc and Lindert, 
2004). Shocks can be classified in multiple ways. 
First, shocks can be natural (such as drought 
and flooding) or human-induced (such as 
conflict). Second, shocks can affect individuals or 
households in an unrelated manner (idiosyncratic) 
or be correlated among individuals or households 
(covariate) over time (repeated) or with other 
shocks (bunched). 

The risk of falling into poverty is one 
factor influencing the dynamics of 
wealth and poverty. Poor people are 
often among the most vulnerable in 
society because they are the most 
exposed to a wide array of risks. 
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EXPANDING THE CONCEPT OF VULNERABILITY
The COVID-19 pandemic has highlighted the key role of risk management in poverty reduction. The 
2021 Economic Report on Africa considers the COVID-19 pandemic not as a unique event but as a routine 
risk pushing vulnerable people into poverty because of their limited ability to manage risks. It argues 
that reducing vulnerability to risks ex-ante is critical for enhancing well-being and sustaining poverty 
reduction. Such an approach is important for two reasons. 

First, in a risky environment, poorer households live under the constant threat of shocks that result in 
risk-averse behaviour—to cope with uninsured risks—and that has long-term costs for them through 
forgone income and earnings. Second, the cost of reducing exposure to shocks through prevention (ex-
ante) is often lower than the cost of managing the shock after it occurs (ex-post), so preparedness for 
pandemics and other shocks needs to be beefed up. Hence the importance of locating the COVID-19 
pandemic and its impact in a larger framework aimed at the measures needed not only to reduce poverty 
but also to reduce vulnerability to poverty. 

In essence, vulnerability refers to the risk that some future event will negatively affect household well-
being, though multiple approaches to defining and assessing vulnerability have been problematic (for 
example, Pritchett, Suryahadi and Sumarto, 2000). Hoddinott and Quisumbing (2003) identify three 
main categories: vulnerability as expected poverty, as low expected utility and as uninsured exposure 
to risk. For poor households, dealing with risk and uncertainty preoccupies their livelihoods, and their 
inability to effectively deal with shocks often lies at the core of their poverty (Hoogeveen et al., 2004). 
Risk and vulnerability analysis, therefore, complements traditional poverty analysis that focuses on 
assessing welfare losses due to negative shocks (box 1.1). 

A better understanding of the link between 
vulnerability and susceptibility to falling into 
poverty in Africa is vital to understanding the 
extent of household consumption volatility, 
quantifying its impact on poverty and identifying 
risk-sharing gaps and policy solutions. A 
household’s exposure to shocks and its ability to 
cope with them defines its vulnerability (Elbers 
and Gunning, 2003). Vulnerability to shocks can 

induce precautionary behaviour in which poor 
households rationally trade off higher expected 
earnings for reduced exposure to risk, thereby 
remaining trapped in poverty. Shocks can have 
different impacts on different subpopulations 
or household types. People living in, or close to, 
extreme poverty have few opportunities to insure 
against future setbacks and limited means of 
coping when adverse events occur. 
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Box 1.1 Expanding the concept of 
vulnerability, and its use in this report

Even though the term is frequently covered 

in social sciences, defining and analysing 

vulnerability are problematic. Academic 

literature offers no consistent interpretation or 

application of the term, and more widely, there 

is no comprehensive consensus on its definition. 

Often, the word vulnerability is presented 

without definition and as seemingly self-evident. 

Vulnerability has moved out of its limited 

association with disaster risk assessment and 

is often applied to a wide range of disciplines, 

from economics to analysis of environmental 

change. It is now increasingly recognized that 

reducing vulnerability—however precisely 

defined—is necessary to improve human well-

being, particularly in the face of multiple risks, 

including climate change. Vulnerability has come 

to be viewed as a multidimensional concept 

applied to numerous disciplines and sectors, 

with many ways to define and measure it (see 

annex table A1.2) (Sumner and Mallett, 2011). 

At the macro level, vulnerability is studied in 

the context that certain risks may adversely 

affect a country’s or region’s economy. These 

may be natural, like an earthquake, or artificial, 

like the 2008 global financial crisis. Identifying 

and measuring the potential occurrence of risks 

are important. From an economic perspective, 

a country’s exposure to macroeconomic 

shocks, such as the 2008 global financial crisis 

or a sudden drop in export demand, generally 

depends on its reliance on exports, its degree 

of export diversification and its openness to 

financial flows.

In the microeconomics literature—and the 

approach used in this report—vulnerable refers 

to people whose income is above the poverty 

line but who are at risk of falling into poverty if 

faced with an adverse shock. 

Although vulnerability is an unobservable ex-

ante state, whether an individual vulnerable 

to falling into poverty does so depends on 

the type and duration of the shock, which can 

vary by country often because of differences 

in government response—such as, with the 

COVID-19 pandemic, the extent of containment 

measures and fiscal stimulus. 
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ANALYTICAL APPROACHES OF THE 2021 
ECONOMIC REPORT ON AFRICA
The analysis draws on five main approaches:

 • Micro-analysis with the individual or household as 
the unit of focus. The report focuses on economic 
vulnerability as it affects individual and household 
well-being. At this level, concern about vulnerability 
refers primarily to vulnerability to poverty and 
should be seen alongside the more general concern 
with the concept and measurement of poverty. 

 • Analysis of vulnerability to poverty without 
estimating probabilities. The report uses a 
simple rule of thumb of distance of consumption 
from the poverty line to estimate individual or 
household vulnerability to falling into or remaining 
in poverty. The report does not estimate transition 
probabilities—that is, the likelihood or probability of 
falling into or remaining in poverty. 

 • Mainly money-metric analysis. The overall 
approach uses money-metric analysis, or the 
income or consumption poverty line, but with heavy 
emphasis on the multidimensional nature of poverty. 

 • Use of the international poverty line for 
comparability across countries. The report uses 
the World Bank’s international poverty line of 
$1.90 (in constant 2011 purchasing power parity 
terms) per person per day for comparability across 
countries. Policymakers, however, rely on national 
poverty lines. 

 • Inequality is implicit, not explicit, in the analysis. The COVID-19 pandemic has had a varied 
impact on individuals and households across the income distribution, accentuating existing 
inequalities. The report does not, though, explicitly analyse outcome indicators of inequality.

STRUCTURE OF THE REPORT 

The report is organized into six chapters. Chapter 2 reviews the key socioeconomic trends in Africa 
before the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic in early 2020 and in the year that followed. Chapter 3 
reviews the nature and extent of the health and socioeconomic crises arising from COVID-19, including 
economic and other consequences of the pandemic, and countries’ fiscal and monetary responses. 

Micro-analysis with the 
individual or household as 
the unit of focus.

Analysis of vulnerability to 
poverty without estimating 
probabilities.

Mainly money-metric 
analysis. 

Use of the international 
poverty line for comparability 
across countries. 

Inequality is implicit, not 
explicit, in the analysis. 

ANALYTICAL APPROACHES OF THE 2021 
ECONOMIC REPORT ON AFRICA
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Chapter 4 analyses the nexus of poverty, risk and vulnerability in Africa. Chapter 5 focuses on improving 
risk management and building resilience. Chapter 6 concludes with policy recommendations. 

Annex table A1.1 Typology of risks

 
Annex table A1.1 Typology of risks

Idiosyncratic Covariant

Type of risk

Natural 

Health

Social

Economic

Political

Environmental

Risks affecting an 
individual or 
household (micro)

Source: Adapted from World Bank (2001)

Risks affecting groups of 
households (meso)

Risks affecting regions 
or countries (macro)

Rainfall
Landslide
Volcanic eruption

Earthquake
Flood 
Drought
Tsunami

Illness
Injury
Disability
Old age
Death

Epidemic (such as 
the Ebola crisis)

Pandemic (such 
as COVID-19)

Crime
Domestic violence

Terrorism
Gang activity

Civil strife
War
Social upheaval

Job and 
income loss

Unemployment
Resettlement 
Harvest failure
(sometimes due to locust)

Change in food price
Growth collapse
Hyperinflation
Balance-of-payments, financial or 
currency crisis (as in 2008)
Technology shock
Terms-of-trade shock
Transition costs of economic reform

Riots

Weather Pollution, deforestation 
or nuclear disaster

Climate change

Source: Adapted from World Bank (2001).
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Annex table A1.2 Selected approaches to 
vulnerability, by discipline or sector

Discipline or sector Sample definition Approach to vulnerability
Anthropology “The insecurity of the wellbeing 

of individuals, households, or 
communities in the face of a 
changing environment” (Moser and 
Holland, 1997, p. 5).

 • Social rather than economic vulnerability.

 • Emphasis on household characteristics 

rather than specific measures of economic 

outcomes.

 • Importance of links between vulnerability 

and access to or ownership of assets.

 • Role of social ties and institutional 

arrangements.

Development studies “Vulnerability to poverty·… can 
be referred to as the probability 
of stressful declines in the levels 
of wellbeing triggering the: 
individual’s fall below a benchmark 
level which represents a minimum 
level of ‘acceptable’ participation in 
a given society at a specific period” 
(Guimarães, 2020, p. 239).

 • Conceptualized at the individual or 

household scale.

 • Common use of multidimensional 

measures of vulnerability (social, economic 

and political).

 • Possible tension between locally sensitive 

definition and operational definition.

Disaster management “The characteristics of a person 
or group in terms of their capacity 
to anticipate, cope with, resist, 
and recover from the impact of 
a natural disaster” (Blaikie et al., 
1994, p. 8).

 • Usually defined in relation to hazards 

rather than outcomes.

 • Vulnerability to an underlying condition.

 • Since 1990s, risk seen as a function of 

hazard and vulnerability.

 • Hazard becomes a risk only when its 

impacts interact with a population.

Economics (micro) “The propensity to suffer a 
significant welfare shock, bringing 
the household below a socially 
defined minimum level” (Kuhl, 
2003, p. 5).

 • Primarily measured by income or 

consumption poverty.

 • Focus on the dynamics of consumption 

patterns and the factors that influence 

them.

 • Vulnerability arises from covariant shocks 

(community-wide) and idiosyncratic 

shocks (household-specific).

 • Poverty does not necessarily correlate 

with vulnerability.

Economics (macro) “Economic vulnerability of a 
country can be defined as the 
risk of a (poor) country seeing its 
development hampered by the 
natural or external shocks it faces” 
(Guillamont, 2009, p. 195).

 • A country’s vulnerability depends on 

existence of certain “inherent” features 

(such as economic openness, export 

concentration and import dependency).

 • Exogenous vulnerability arises from 

structural economic factors.
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Environment The degree to which a system is 
susceptible to, or unable to cope 
with, adverse effects of climate 
change inducing climate variability 
and extremes. Vulnerability 
is a function of the character, 
magnitude, and rate of climate 
variation to which a system is 
exposed, its sensitivity, and its 
adaptive capacity” (Houghton et al., 
2001, p. 6).

 • Perturbation has multiple and 

compound origins—that is, it is not solely 

environmental.

 • Interaction between human activity and 

environmental processes.

 • Usually vulnerability from a hazard.

Food security The combined effects “of risk 
and of the ability of an individual 
or household to cope with those 
risks and to recover from a shock” 
(Maxwell et al., 2000, p. 9). Usually 
defined in relation to a negative 
nutrition-related outcome (such as 
hunger or malnutrition).

 • Use of proxy indicators (such as child 

malnutrition and consumption). 

 • Vulnerability depends in part on 

geographic characteristics of an area (such 

as rainfall patterns and soil fertility).

 • Importance of political factors and 

entitlement failures.

Geography “The vulnerability of people to fall 
into or remain in poverty owing to 
being at a particular place” (Naude, 
Santos-Paulino and McGillivray, 
2009, p. 250).

 • Vulnerability is a function of economic-

geography and socio-political 

determinants in each geographic region.

 • It considers multiple sources of risk.

 • Emphasis is on interaction of factors.

Health “Vulnerable populations are 
defined as being at risk of poor 
physical, psychological and/or 
social health” (Aday, 1993).

 • Certain demographic groups, particularly 

vulnerable to poor health outcomes.

 • Influenced by a range of background 

characteristics.

 • Recognition of links between poor health 

and wider social factors.

Livelihoods Vulnerability relates to “the 
ability to avoid, or more usually 
to withstand and recover from, 
stresses and shocks” or to 
maintain the natural resource base 
(Chambers and Conway, 1992, 
p. 10). Stresses include seasonal 
shortages and rising populations; 
shocks include floods and 
epidemics.

 • Vulnerability viewed as a broad concept.

 • Measurement of livelihoods capabilities 

(five types of livelihood capital: human, 

natural, financial, social and physical) and 

tangible and intangible assets. 

Source: Compiled by Sumner and Mallett (2011).
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