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POVERTY IN RURAL AREAS: AN OUTLINE OF THE PROBLEM

Sławomir Kalinowski

Institute of Rural and Agricultural Development, Polish Academy of Sciences, Poland

ABSTRACT

This article is an attempt to determine the level of poverty in rural areas in Poland. The author reviewed 
the most important publications on poverty and the indicators that determine its scale. Relative, objective 
and subjective poverty lines were used to present the range of rural poverty against the background of total 
poverty. Analyses showed that the at-risk-of-poverty rate for rural areas in Poland amounted to 21.2%. This 
means that almost every fifth rural resident is at risk of poverty, whereas every tenth resident is at risk of 
extreme poverty. The article also presents the rural areas in Poland which are at the highest risk of social 
exclusion. These areas were distinguished on the basis of the number of registered families receiving social 
benefits. Both Eurostat (EU-SILC) and Local Data Bank of the Statistics Poland (BDL GUS) were used.
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INTRODUCTION

Poverty and social exclusion have been the subjects 
of numerous empirical analyses [Rowentree 1901, 
Townsend 1979, Sen 1981, Atkinson 1987, Jarosz 
2013, Tarkowska 2013, Galor et al. 2014, Golinowska 
2018, Łuczak and Kalinowski 2020] due to the fact 
that a significant part of society is still unable to 
satisfy its basic needs. So far the authors of publica-
tions have recognised the following main groups of 
people to be threatened by poverty: the unemployed 
[Stiglitz 2009, Kryńska and Kwiatkowski 2010, ILO 
2016, Quy 2016, Healy 2017], people with flexible 
forms of employment, known as the precariat [Stand-
ing 2014], the disabled [Emerson 2007, Kowalczyk 
et al. 2007, Golinowska and Sowa 2012], the poorly 
educated [Connelly et al. 2014, Serneels and Dercon 
2014], elderly people [Kubicki 2013, Kałuża and Szu-
kalski 2014], children [Warzywoda-Kruszyńska 2012, 

OECD 2015, UNICEF 2016], women [Lister 2007, 
European Commission 2017] and the rural population 
[Kalinowski and Łuczka-Bakuła 2007, Binder 2014, 
Kalinowski 2015].

As poverty itself is a multidimensional phenom-
enon, it is extremely difficult to analyse. Depending 
on the assumed concept of the poverty line, different 
people may be below the threshold separating the poor 
from those who are not poor. However, the core of the 
groups usually remains the same. It is noteworthy that 
there is no single understanding of poverty. It varies 
depending on the context, place, or one’s ability to 
cope with it.

The rural population is unquestionably one of the 
major groups at risk of poverty. All analyses indicate 
that this group satisfies its needs to a lesser extent 
than city dwellers, and rural inhabitants usually have 
lower expectations [Kalinowski 2016]. This group 
is particularly important for research on poverty, be-



acta_oeconomia.sggw.pl70

Kalinowski, S. (2020). Poverty in rural areas: an outline of the problem. Acta Sci. Pol. Oeconomia 19 (4), 69–78, DOI: 10.22630/

ASPE.2020.19.4.42

cause about 40% of the Polish population lives in rural 
 areas, i.e. about 15.3 million inhabitants. However, it 
is important to stress the diversity of rural areas them-
selves, which face different problems, depending on 
their functional type [Stanny et al. 2018]. The level of 
poverty and material deprivation is both demographi-
cally and spatially diversified. Therefore, the aim of 
the analysis was to indicate the extent of rural poverty 
and its diversity.

DEFINITION PROBLEMS AND METHODS

Poverty is a social phenomenon which consists in 
a lack of adequate material resources to cover a cer-
tain level of expenditure on goods and services. As 
a result, people become marginalised and unable 
to use goods and services according to their needs. 
Poverty refers to the people who limit their expenses 
below the minimum accepted by the inhabitants of 
a particular country. In a narrower sense, it also refers 
to specific territories in a country (e.g. peripheral  areas 
located far away from large urban agglomerations). 
The problem of poverty does not boil down only to 
a lack of cash or to a level of individual consump-
tion below the assumed threshold. It is also a matter 
of consumer convention – objectively determinable 
deprivation of needs – which hinders one’s participa-
tion in social life. Nevertheless, although the income 
dimension is not optimal, it is commonly used, and 
it is treated as the second-best solution. Clarity is an 
important advantage of poverty lines determined by 
means of specific income, because it enables easy 
separation of the poor subpopulation from the rest 
of society. However, it is important to stress the fact 
that having income is not necessarily synonymous 
with the ability to satisfy one’s needs. Some studies 
point to the uneven distribution of income within 
a household, while others indicate the inconsistency 
of the objective and subjective dimensions of a life 
situation – the satisfaction paradox or dissatisfaction 
dissonance [Kalinowski 2016].

There are two approaches to defining poverty: 
broad and narrow. The first is characteristic of soci-
ology, because it comprises research on this phenom-
enon not only in a sense of existence, but also on the 

basis of multidimensional and descriptive statistics, 
which enables assessment of psychological, social 
and cultural aspects. The other definition is typical of 
economic  research, which usually has a practical pur-
pose, namely to identify the range of poverty and to 
determine the scale of measures that are necessary to 
eliminate it. In this case, poverty is defined by means 
of economic concepts, whereas the criteria and meas-
ures used in research are measurable and unambiguous 
[Panek et al. 1999]. According to Golinowska [1997], 
there is no universal concept of poverty. It has specific 
content, which is grounded in a broader economic and 
social context.

There are two approaches to identification of the 
poverty line in analyses of the standard of living: 
economic and multidimensional. The first approach 
is based on income, whereas the other one also takes 
non-economic factors into account. Determining the 
poverty line by means of income (in an objective ap-
proach) results from its symbolic nature. Although 
income is a means rather than an end, it can be used 
for gradation of the possibility to satisfy one’s needs. 
However, it is noteworthy that high income is not nec-
essarily reflected by high consumption, and vice versa. 
Although neither possession nor the lack of resources 
can be fully equated with the standard of living, nu-
merous studies have confirmed the convergence of 
both categories. The objective approach includes ab-
solute measures (social minimum, subsistence mini-
mum, legal poverty) and the parametric approach (in-
come median, income quantiles). Apart from objective 
lines, subjective lines are also significant, because they 
make it possible to determine respondents’ attitudes to 
their own financial situation.

For further analysis, it is necessary to clarify what 
the definition of poverty is. Although there are many 
definitions of poverty, in the European Union coun-
tries, a standard methodology was adopted by Eurostat 
(Statistical Office of the European Union). People liv-
ing in households whose disposable income is lower 
than the poverty line determined by 60% of the me-
dian income in a given country are considered to be 
at risk of poverty. A parametric approach to measur-
ing poverty has been adopted, which is linked to the 
standard of living in individual countries. It should be 
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noted that poverty defines a group of people with the 
relatively most difficult situation in a given country. 
Thus, poverty in individual countries is not relevant 
to the level of income in other countries. It can be 
seen, therefore, that a poor inhabitant of the wealthiest 
countries can also be treated as a wealthy person in the 
poorest countries.

It should be noted that the article uses two concepts 
related to poverty. First is the risk of poverty or social 
exclusion, the second is the at-risk-of-poverty thresh-
old. At risk of poverty or social exclusion (AROPE) 
corresponds to the sum of persons who are either at 
risk of poverty or severely materially deprived or liv-
ing in a household with a very low work intensity. Per-
sons are only counted once even if they are present in 
several sub-indicators. The AROPE rate, the share of 
the total population at risk of poverty or social exclu-
sion, is the headline indicator to monitor the EU 2020 
Strategy poverty target. The at-risk-of-poverty rate is 
the share of people with an equivalised disposable in-
come (after social transfer) below the at-risk-of-pov-
erty threshold, which is set at 60% of the national me-
dian equivalised disposable income after social trans-
fers [Regulation EC 1177/2003].

It is also worth noting that material deprivation 
refers to a state of economic strain and durables, de-
fined as the enforced (rather than voluntary) inability 
to pay unexpected expenses, afford a one-week an-
nual holiday away from home, a meal involving meat, 
chicken or fish every second day, the adequate heating 
of a dwelling, durable goods like a washing machine, 
colour television, telephone or car, or being confron -
ted with payment arrears (mortgage or rent, utility bills, 
hire purchase instalments or other loan payments). The 
severe material deprivation rate is an indicator in the 
EU-SILC that expresses as the enforced inability to 
pay for at least four of the above-mentioned items. The 
indicator distinguishes between individuals who can-
not afford a certain good or service and those who do 
not have this good or service for another reason, e.g. 
because they do not want or do not need it.

The second of the sub-category of social exclusion 
is persons living in households with very low work 
intensity. This indicator is defined as the number of 
persons living in a household where the members of 
working age worked less than 20% of their total po-
tential during the previous 12 months. Additionally, 
the work intensity of a household is the ratio of the 
total number of months that all working-age house-
hold members have worked during the income refer-
ence year and the total number of months the same 
household members theoretically could have worked 
in the same period1.

The empirical data in the article come from the 
EU-SILC (European Union Statistics on Income and 
Living Conditions), which are contained in the Euro-
stat materials2. They are a reference point for compar-
ing statistics on income distribution and social inte-
gration in the European Union. They have been used 
since 2003 (in the beginning in Austria, Belgium, 
Denmark, Greece, Ireland and Luxembourg, and since 
2004 in all the EU member states) to monitor the so-
cial policy by means of the Open Method of Coordi-
nation (OMC). These surveys are a universal tool fo-
cused on income, especially personal income, poverty, 
social exclusion and living conditions. The EU-SILC 
surveyed all household members over the age of 16 in 
the individual countries. An employee’s income was 
assumed to be the total remuneration paid to them in 
money or in kind in return for work done within a spe-
cific period of time.

At-risk-of-poverty thresholds (ARPT) broken down 
by each combination of dimensions (k) (ARPTat_k) is 
calculated as the percentage of people (or thousands 
of people) in each k who are at-risk-of-poverty (calcu-
lated for different cut-off points) over the total popula-
tion in that k. The weight variable used is the Adjusted 
Cross Sectional Weight (RB050a).

 050
100

050
atk

k

atk

ii j
at

ii

RB a
ARPT

RB a

=
=

1 Eurostat. Statistics Explained, https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/Glossary:Persons_living_in_
households_with_low_work_intensity

2 Eurostat. Income and living conditions (ilc), https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/income-and-living-conditions/data/data-
base
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where j denotes the population or subset of the pop-
ulation, who is at risk of poverty. At-risk-of-poverty 
thresholds (ARPTXX) can be any of the following: 
ARPT40, ARPT50, ARPT60, ARPT70, however, 
only the median threshold of 60% of the equivalent 
income is used in the research conducted in this ar-
ticle.

RISK OF POVERTY OR SOCIAL EXCLUSION

Relative (parametric) measures are commonly used in 
the EU to separate the poor from those who are not 
poor. One of these measures is the at-risk-of-poverty 
rate, which refers to the share of people whose income 
is lower than 60% of the median equivalised income 
(having included social transfers). According to this 
approach, the poor are those whose income is lower 
than the income of other members of society. This 
measure determines the degree of income inequality 
rather than the extent of poverty. It is not difficult to 
notice that non-poor people may be below this line and 
vice versa. In research on poverty in the EU, the  people 
who are experiencing severe material  deprivation or 

living in a household with low labour intensity are 
also included in the group at risk of poverty. On this 
basis, it is possible to say that in 2018, 21.9% of all 
inhabitants in the EU and 23.7% of rural inhabitants 
were at risk of poverty or social exclusion (Fig. 1). 
Detailed analysis showed that the situation of the rural 
population in Bulgaria, Romania, Lithuania, Greece 
and Latvia was the worst, whereas it was relatively the 
best in the Czech Republic, the Netherlands, France 
and Austria. In Poland the at-risk-of-poverty ratio was 
25.3%, which was close to the EU average.

However, it is worth paying attention to changes 
in the extent of relative deprivation when only pov-
erty is taken into account and non-income factors are 
eliminated. Then the percentage of people below the 
poverty line in the total population drops by 4.8 p.p., 
whereas the percentage in the rural population drops 
by 4.3 p.p. When non-income factors were eliminated, 
the rural inhabitants in Romania, Bulgaria, Lithuania 
and Latvia were still at the highest risk of poverty, 
whereas the rural inhabitants in the Czech Republic, 
the Netherlands and France were at the lowest risk 
(Table 1).

Fig. 1. The at-risk-of-poverty or social exclusion ratio in individual EU member states and in rural areas in 2018
Source: Eurostat ilc_peps01, ilc_peps13.
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Table 1.  The at-risk-of-poverty rate in 2018 (total and rural 
areas)

Specification Total Rural areas

European Union 17.1 19.4

Belgium 16.4 15.5

Bulgaria 22.0 36.8

Czech Republic 9.6 9.2

Denmark 12.7 11.3

Germany 16.0 15.8

Estonia 21.9 26.5

Ireland 14.9 15.6

Greece 18.5 22.5

Spain 21.5 26.1

France 13.4 10.6

Croatia 19.3 25.9

Italy 20.3 20.4

Cyprus 15.4 18.1

Latvia 23.3 27.3

Lithuania 22.9 30.1

Luxembourg 18.3 13.8

Hungary 12.8 16.6

Malta 16.8 :

Netherlands 13.3 10.4

Austria 14.3 11.6

Poland 14.8 21.2

Portugal 17.3 22.5

Romania 23.5 39.0

Slovenia 13.3 13.4

Slovakia 12.2 14.8

Finland 12.0 12.8

Sweden 16.4 19.3

United Kingdom 18.9 20.2

Source: Eurostat ilc_li02.

RISK OF RURAL POVERTY IN POLAND

It is worth analysing changes in the risk of relative 
poverty in Poland after its accession to the EU. While 
in 2005 almost every fifth Pole was at risk of poverty, 
in 2018 this percentage dropped by more than a quar-
ter – from 20.5 to 14.8%. Rural inhabitants can also be 
satisfied with Poland’s accession to the EU, because 
the poverty rate dropped from 27.2 to 21.2% (Fig. 2). 
At that time the poverty threshold per capita increased 
from PLN 6,880 to 16,790 (the threshold of 60% of 
the median equivalised income). In households with 
two adults and two children it increased from PLN 
14,448 to 35,260. During the period under analysis the 
lowest relative poverty rate was in 2017, i.e. 20.1%, 
whereas a year later it increased by more than one per-
centage point (Fig. 2). This fact is intriguing because 
2018 was unprecedented in the history of Poland in 
terms of social transfers (including the Family 500 
Plus programme).

As mentioned before, relative poverty only part-
ly shows people’s actual deprivation of the ability to 
satisfy their needs. It is rather a determinant of eco-
nomic inequality. In order to identify the people who 
are deprived of their needs the most it is important to 
indicate extremely poor people and those who are en-
titled to social benefits (legal poverty). Extreme pov-
erty is particularly dangerous, because it indicates the 
number of people who are deprived of their needs to 
such an extent that it poses a threat to their lives or 
psychophysical state. The minimum subsistence is 
the line that enables identification of the number of 
 people whose standard of living is below this level. 
When determining minimum subsistence, it is neces-
sary to specify the content of the basket of goods that 
are indispensable for survival and cannot be purchased 
at a later date. In 2018 the minimum subsistence level 
for a household with one person employed was PLN 
591.14, whereas for a household with two adults and 
two children the minimum subsistence level was PLN 
503.57 per capita [Kurowski 2019].

The analysis of extreme poverty in Poland showed 
that in comparison with 2010, its level did not change 
much, although this change was noticeable over 
the years. It is noteworthy that the poverty rate was 
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 increasing gradually until 2014, when it reached its 
highest level (11.8%). When the Family 500 Plus pro-
gramme was introduced, the poverty rate was decreas-
ing until 2017. However, in comparison with 2017, in 
2018 extreme poverty in rural areas increased again 
and amounted to 9.4%. The range of poverty deter-
mined by means of a legal line was much greater due to 

a higher threshold that was set for applicants for social 
benefits [Ustawa z dnia 12 marca 2004 r. o pomocy 
społecznej]. In 2018 it was PLN 701 for a household 
with one person and PLN 2,112 for a household with 
four people, i.e. PLN 528 per capita [GUS 2019]. In 
comparison with 2010 the percentage of people at risk 
of legal poverty increased by 5.7 p.p. (Fig. 3).

Fig. 2. At-risk-of-poverty rate in Poland in 2005–2018 (total and rural areas)
Source: Eurostat ilc_li02.

Fig. 3.  Total extreme and legal poverty thresholds and extreme and legal poverty thresholds in rural areas in Poland 
between 2010 and 2018

Source: Local Data Bank of Statistics Poland.
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Apart from income, people’s behaviour is influ-
enced by many other economic and non-economic 
factors with objective and subjective nature. It can 
be assumed that even wealthy rural inhabitants will 
not practise more sophisticated patterns of spend-
ing their free time due to infrastructural deficiencies 
rather than low standard of living. Also, participation 
in high culture is usually not their aspiration. Due to 
the lack of reference standards there is no need to 
follow them. On the other hand, the interconnection 
of services to infrastructure deprives a large group 
of people living in rural areas of the chance to use 
them. It also significantly differentiates the ability to 
consume services. These factors result in a sense of 
inability to satisfy one’s needs and translate into the 
level of subjective poverty. They are considered the 
most democratic methods of defining poverty by set-
ting individual thresholds of satisfying one’s needs. 
The Statistics Poland (Główny Urząd Statystyczny 
– GUS) defines subjective poverty by individual 
assessment of one’s own situation and indicating 
whether it is very good, good, average, rather bad or 
very bad. This is the basis for separating the people 
who have the sense they can satisfy their needs from 
those who have difficulties achieving it. The analy-
sis of data shows that rural inhabitants rate their own 
situation as very good or rather good less often than 
other inhabitants (Table 2).

From the point of view of social security tasks, it is 
important to differentiate the poverty level spatially. 
Such analysis enables differentiation of the level of 
assistance provided to individual areas so that it can 
be better targeted. The percentage of people in fami-
lies covered by the social security system in the total 
population of a commune is the indicator that enables 
determination of the range of poverty. Although this 
indicator is not synonymous with poverty, it can be 
assumed to be adequate for spatial considerations. It 
can be assumed that this percentage coincides with 
poverty determined by means of the legal minimum. 
Figure 4 shows the areas whose inhabitants are at the 
highest risk of deprivation of their needs. Analyses 
showed that the inhabitants of rural areas in north-
ern and eastern Poland benefited from social security 
the most. It is also noteworthy that the further away 
people live from large and significant urban agglom-
erations, the higher the significant risk of being be-
low the legal poverty threshold is. Thus, it is possible 
to assume that the inhabitants of peripheral areas of 
voivodeships are at higher risk of the inability to sat-
isfy their needs than those living close to cities. The 
research conducted by Chrzanowska and Pomianek 
[2018] also showed that living conditions in periph-
eral areas were worse. This statement is obvious in 
view of people’s migration opportunities and sustain-
ability of the labour market.

Table 2. Inhabitants’ subjective rating of their situation in 2018

Specification
Total Rural areas

%

Very good 20.9 16.6

Rather good 23.1 22.7

Average 47.9 52.1

Rather bad 6.2 6.9

Bad 1.9 1.8

Source: Local Data Bank of Statistics Poland.
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CONCLUSIONS

Poverty in rural areas is an extremely broad issue. 
Due to such a broad approach to the problem and 
a high variety of factors affecting it, it is impossi-
ble to discuss it fully in an article. As there are so 
many approaches, only a few of them can be selected 
for analysis. It is obvious that this article cannot be 
treated as a review of the entire issue of rural poverty, 
but it can contribute to further analysis. The author 

did not present  solutions preventing poverty in the 
article, because that was not its goal.

The data presented in the article showed that:
− The scale of poverty in rural areas is larger than 

the scale of total poverty, regardless of the pov-
erty line assumed (objective, relative, subjective). 
Although the article does not provide information 
about the scale of poverty in urban areas, it is pos-
sible to guess from the indicators for the total area 
of Poland that it is significantly lower.

Fig. 4. The percentage of people in families covered by the social security system in the total population of communes
Source: Stanny et al. [2019].
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− The at-risk-of-poverty rate in the countries that 
joined the EU before 2004 is much lower than in 
those that joined the community after that date. 
This observation also applies to rural areas.

− The inhabitants of peripheral areas are at higher 
risk of legal poverty than the people who live near 
major cities in provinces or close to larger towns in 
counties.

− Rural inhabitants in northern and eastern Poland 
are at higher risk of poverty than rural dwellers in 
other regions of Poland.
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UBÓSTWO NA WSI. ZARYS PROBLEMU

STRESZCZENIE

W artykule podjęto próbę określenia poziomu ubóstwa w Polsce. Przedstawiono przegląd najważniejszej 
literatury dotyczącej ubóstwa, a także wskaźniki, które stosowane są do określenia jego wielkości. Za po-
mocą ubóstwa relatywnego, obiektywnego i subiektywnego przedstawiono zasięg ubóstwa wiejskiego na tle 
ubóstwa ogółem. Na podstawie analiz zauważono, że wskaźnik zagrożenia ubóstwem na obszarach wiejskich 
w Polsce wynosi 21,2%, niemal co piąty mieszkaniec wsi zagrożony jest ubóstwem ustawowym, a co dzie-
siąty ubóstwem skrajnym. W artykule przedstawiono również obszary wiejskie w Polsce w największym 
stopniu zagrożone ekskluzją społeczną. Obszary te wyróżniono na podstawie zarejestrowanej liczby rodzin 
pobierających zasiłki z pomocy społecznej.

Słowa kluczowe: ubóstwo, obszary wiejskie, wykluczenie społeczne


