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The Consensual Approach

• Material Deprivation (direct measurement)

Main Contributions:

1) How to define and select deprivations 

2)  How to detect deprivation allowing for individual choice

1985



Why material deprivation?

• Reflect the experiences of the poor (direct measurement)

• Reflect the society to which they are applied

• Have appropriate age-related standards

• Provide a clear justification for why these indicators have been 
chosen

• Are applicable to low, middle and high income countries

• Enable some level of international comparisons

• SDGs, Atkinson (2016) Review, 



Sustainable Development Goal 1
Target 1.2

By 2030, reduce at least by half the proportion of men, women 
and children of all ages living in poverty in all its dimensions 
according to national definitions 

Indicators 

1.2.1 Proportion of population living below the national poverty 
line, by sex and age 

1.2.2 Proportion of men, women and children of all ages 
living in poverty in all its dimensions according to national 
definitions 



Townsend’s theory of relative deprivation

• Individuals, families and groups in the population 
can be said to be in poverty when they lack the 
resources to obtain the types of diet, participate 
in the activities and have the living conditions 
and amenities which are customary, or at least 
widely encouraged or approved, in the society to 
which they belong” (1979, p 31)



TOWNSENDIAN CONCEPT of Poverty

Those excluded from the minimum acceptable way of life 
in the Member State to which they belong (Council of 
European Union, 1985)

. 





The Consensual Approach

• Material Deprivation (direct measurement)

Main Contributions:

1) How to define and select deprivations:  The necessities of life

2)  How to detect deprivation allowing for individual choice



The necessities of life

Focus group discussions

Nationally representative survey



The Consensual Approach

The 
necessities 
of life



Focus groups and surveys

• Walker (1987): in these survey people are ‘asked to provide 
immediate responses to tightly worded questions about complex and 
sensitive issues to which few of them will previously have given much 
thought’





The Consensual Approach

1) How to define and select deprivations:

2) How to detect deprivation allowing for individual choice

Enforced lack

Only those who lack “the necessities of life” through lack of income and 
resources are included among those seen as deprived

The 
necessities 
of life



Is item: essential/desirable? Do you have it?

Yes No

Yes

No

>50% yes  item is a
Socially Perceived Necessity

Cannot afford Do not wantLack, other reason

Financial deprivation Social exclusion

Not provided

Service deprivation

POVERTY
Not deprived

Not deprived

Conceptual framework for the Consensual Approach

1

2

Three simple questions:
• Is an item a necessity?
• Do you have it?
• If no, why? Deprived (enforced lack)



1
2



Countries where the Consensual Approach has been used:

Europe:

Austria, Belgium, Bulgaria, Croatia, Cyprus, Czech Rep, Denmark, 
Estonia, Finland, France, Germany, Greece, Hungary, Ireland, Italy, 
Latvia, Lithuania, Luxembourg, Malta, Netherlands, Poland, Portugal, 
Romania, Slovakia, Spain, Sweden, UK

Africa:

Benin, South Africa, Uganda, [Liberia, Niger, Mali]

Asia:

Bangladesh, Hong Kong, Japan, South Korea

Oceania:

Australia, Tonga, Solomon Islands, Tuvalu, New Zealand



Adaptive preferences

• Process that reduces the effects of a constant repeated stimulus

• The poor learn to take pleasure in small mercies and cut down their 
desires to avoid disappointment (Sen 1992)

• Can affect: Expectations, Aspirations, Desires, Happiness



Adaptive preferences and poverty

‘people’s desires and preferences respond to their beliefs about norms 
and about their own opportunities. 

Thus people usually adjust their desires to reflect the level of their 
available possibilities….People from groups that have not, persistently, 
had access to education, or employment outside the home, may be 
slow to desire these things because they may not know what they are 
like or what they could possibly mean in lives like theirs’ (Nussbaum 
1999: 11).



Possible implications for measuring poverty?

Group exercise

•How do you think this might affect the measurement 
of poverty when using the Consensual Approach?



Adaptive preferences
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In Patsios and Pomati (2018)



Exploring group level consensus

• Relative risk : group endorsement differences

E.g. how much less likely are the poor to endorse certain items?

• Absolute risk : group endorsement

• E.g. What percentage of rich and poor endorse certain items?



Are those without items less likely to endorse 
certain items?

Benin 2006 - Nandy and Pomati (2015)



Nandy and Pomati 
(forthcoming)



Nandy and Pomati 
(forthcoming)



Nandy and Pomati (2015)



¹  Uganda - Two pairs of shoes, ² Uganda - Desk and chair for homework, ³ Uganda  - All fees and uniform

Child items Tonga Uganda UK

Percentage who can’t afford item

Three meals a day 8% 48% 1%

One meal with meat, fish or vegetarian equivalent daily 8% 3%

Enough beds for every child in the household 11% 75%
Own room for children over 10 of different sexes 60% 11%

A suitable place to study or do homework² 10% 76% 5%

New properly fitting shoes¹ 12% 71% 4%

Some new not second-hand clothes 15% 63% 4%

All school uniform and equipment required³ 6% 56%
Participate in school trips and school events that costs 
money 11% 64% 8%

Celebration on special occasions 17% 70% 1%



Selected child deprivations which passed suitability,
validity, reliability and additivity tests
Uganda 2016/17

% don’t 
have, can’t 

afford

% essential

1 Own bed 74% 81%
2 Two pairs of properly fitting shoes 71% 79%
3 Presents for children once a year on special 

occasions 
70% 54%

4 Own blanket 66% 85%
5 Some new clothes  63% 70%
6 Books at home for their age 59% 71%
7 Three meals a day 48% 96%
8 A desk and chair for homework 45% 55%
9 Educational toys and games 44% 53%
10 Bus/taxi fare or other transport 41% 68%
11 To be able to participate in school trips 38% 69%
12 All fees, uniforms of correct size and equipment 34% 88%
13 A visit to the health facility when ill and all 

prescribed medication 
33% 97%

14 Toiletries to be able to wash everyday 29% 93%
15 Two sets of clothing 17% 94%
16 Own room for children over 10 of different sexes 17% 76%





Adaptive preferences and enforced lack (1)

• Are the poor more likely to say they don’t have items because of 
“other reasons” (not resource-related)

• Guio et al. 2017 explored this with a multinomial regression model

• Reference category: Have item

Compared to: P(cannot afford)  and P(other reasons (e.g. don’t want))



*Limited explanatory power of 
income when explaining other 
reasons for not having item. 

Income is much better at explaining 
enforced lack (cannot afford)

* Other reasons are better 
explained by national characteristics 
(data collection, unobserved 
characteristics)

(Source: Guio, Gordon, Najera, and Pomati, 2017)



Parallel trends in satisfaction  with income

Original scale ranging from (1) completely dissatisfied to (7) completely satisfied Patsios and Pomati (2018)



UK recession and post-recession



Exploring Individual consensus agreement

• Cohen’s kappa coefficient

• Used in psychometrics to rate agreement between raters (inter-rater
agreement )

• Conservative measure of agreement

• Focus on similarity of agreement patterns rather than support for items. 

• McKay (2004) found low levels of inter-rater agreement

• Might point to heterogeneity in understanding of terms necessities and 
poverty (e.g. see discussion in Fahmy, Sutton and Pemberton, 2015) and 
helps fine-tune understanding of term consensus



Adaptive preferences and poverty 
measurement
• Very limited evidence of bias for Consensual Approach:

Definition of necessities and enforced lack relatively unaffected 
(Hallerod, 2006; Crettaz and Suter, 2013; Wright and Noble, 2013).

• Critiques of Walker and McKay useful for clarifying scope:

Consensus as establishing which individual items are endorsed by the 
majority. A democratic exercise



Next

• We’ve discussed the initial stages of the Consensual Approach

• We have focused particularly on the concept of suitability (items are 
wanted by the majority of the population),  but there are several 
other stages required to create a poverty measure.

• Tomorrow, we’ll discuss the methodology developed within this 
approach and approved by all EU members. 
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