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At the turn of the 21st century, world leaders 
promised through the Millennium Declaration 
to build a more peaceful, prosperous and 
just world, and to do everything in their 
power to free the world from poverty. 
This promise was crystallised in the 
Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), a 
set of concrete poverty reduction goals and 
targets to be achieved by the international 
community by 2015. 

Since their launch in 2002, the MDGs have 
helped spur unprecedented rates of progress 
in poverty reduction and human development. 
The number of people in the world living 
in absolute poverty – at below $1.25 a 
day – halved between 1990 and 2010. Child 
mortality has fallen by 41%, with 14,000 fewer 
children dying each day than in 1990. The 
number of children out of school has nearly 
halved since 2000.1

We are now at a critical juncture in the history of 
human development. An end to extreme poverty 
is within our reach. The process that is under way 
to define a new post-2015 development framework 
to replace the MDGs presents us with a unique 
opportunity to grasp this vision and translate it  
into reality. 

It is therefore essential that the global development 
framework that succeeds the MDGs is bold and 
ambitious – capable of driving forward transformative 
and sustainable action that is needed to eradicate 
extreme poverty and fulfil the rights of all children. It 
is in this spirit that Save the Children is proposing a 
number of ’zero goals’ for the post-2015 framework, 
which aim to finish the job that the MDGs started, 
through eradicating specific dimensions of poverty. 
We initially presented these zero goals in Ending 
Poverty in Our Generation, a report laying out our  
vision for the post-2015 framework.2 The goals 
included achieving:

•	 an end to income poverty at levels of below  
$1.25 and $2 a day 

•	 an end to preventable maternal and child mortality, 
with no mother or child dying from diseases that 
can be easily treated, or from a lack of access to 
good-quality health services

•	 an end to hunger
•	 an end to people not being able to access 

improved drinking water and sanitation
•	 an end to children being out of school, or leaving 

school without good learning outcomes.

While agreement is emerging that a zero goal for 
income poverty should be included in the post-2015 
framework because it is attainable, at least at the 
$1.25-a-day level, questions have been raised as to 
whether zero goals (or to put it another way, 100% 
attainment targets) to end other critical dimensions 
of poverty are achievable. 

As a contribution to this important debate, this 
report makes the case that, provided certain 
conditions are in place, most of these zero goals can 
be achieved by 2030. To do so, governments must 
become resolute about addressing income inequality 
and improving governance. In addition, concerted 
effort will have to be made to scale up key poverty 
reduction programmes to reach the poorest and most 
marginalised groups, particularly in sub-Saharan Africa 
and in conflict-affected and fragile states. 

The aim of the research presented in this report 
was to project future rates of change for several 
dimensions of poverty, to see whether zero goals 
could realistically be achieved under ‘business as usual’ 
trajectories. If not, we wanted to assess whether 
making macro-level improvements in the distribution 
of income and quality of governance might help to 
bend the curve towards zero. To do this, we projected, 
up to 2030, current global trends in rates of change 
in child mortality, access to water and sanitation, and 
educational attainment, in three different inequality 
and governance scenarios: ‘business as usual’, 
‘tackling income inequality’, and ‘tackling both income 
inequality and governance’.
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We found that if current trends in income inequality 
continue and the quality of governance remains static, 
we are highly unlikely to see the achievement of zero 
goals by 2030, even with strong economic growth. 
But this changes dramatically if we reduce income 
inequality to the lowest level that each country has 
seen in the past 30 years, and improve governance. In 
this scenario we see poverty rates fall to within 1 and 
6 percentage points of zero across all of our focus 
areas. We find that by 2030 we could:
•	 bring global child mortality rates down to 20 per 

1,000 live births (our proposed upper threshold 
for deaths that can be deemed preventable), saving 
1.8 million children’s lives a year3

•	 ensure that 99% of the world’s people have access 
to improved water – the equivalent of nearly 
280 million more people than under ‘business as 
usual’ conditions

•	 increase the coverage of improved sanitation 
facilities to 94%, reaching 920 million more people 
than in our ‘business as usual’ scenario

•	 ensure that 98% of children who start primary 
school reach the final grade.

So if governments make the changes in income 
inequality and governance required under our 
projection scenarios, the battle to get to zero will 
be almost won. However, our assessment is that 
all countries can go the final mile and get to 
zero on these goals if, in addition to making 
the required changes to income inequality 
and governance, they work with development 
partners to scale up those poverty reduction 
programmes that make the biggest difference 
in the lives of the poorest and most 
marginalised groups. 

Of course, some regions, countries and population 
groups have much further to go than others. Our 
projections show that while rates of progress in 
Latin America and the Caribbean and South Asia 
could match or exceed global averages in our three 
scenarios, many countries in sub-Saharan Africa are 
likely to continue to carry a disproportionate burden 
of global multidimensional poverty. Countries that are 
experiencing or emerging from conflict are also likely 
to find it relatively harder than others to get to zero 
under the post-2015 framework. Conflict resolution 
and prevention are essential preconditions for the 
elimination of poverty.

However, no country or marginalised group needs  
to be excluded from a zero-path. The post-2015 

framework should not set up high-burden countries 
to fail; it should set them up to succeed, through 
ensuring that they have access to effective 
development partnerships that can help them to 
harness the financial and technical resources they 
need in order to eradicate poverty once and for all.

The projections that we present in this report are 
of course illustrative. They incorporate only a small 
number of selected drivers of change at the macro 
level, and do not include factors that affect poverty 
rates at local and intermediate levels, such as access 
to specific medical treatments and public services, 
or urbanisation and migration patterns. We also do 
not attempt to predict the occurrence of events 
and trends that will speed up or slow down poverty 
reduction, such as conflict, technological change 
and economic shocks. One important area that we 
excluded from our analysis, because of a lack of 
appropriate indicators and data, was environmental 
sustainability, although we recognise that both getting 
to zero and staying there will depend on pursuing 
development pathways that respect planetary 
boundaries and tackle climate change.

Our analysis cannot be expected to paint a precise 
picture of the future. But it suggests that tackling 
income inequality and improving governance, coupled 
with scaled-up poverty reduction programmes to 
reach the poorest and most marginalised groups, 
will be essential for eradicating critical dimensions of 
poverty within a generation. This will not be easy, and 
will require courage and strong political leadership to 
correct the current course of change, orienting the 
world on to a direct, equitable and sustainable path 
to poverty eradication. This will not happen without 
support for national leadership from the international 
community. Getting to zero on multiple dimensions of 
extreme poverty is a shared commitment that must 
be made at the global level, with all countries being 
prepared to take responsibility to get us there. 

The post-2015 framework has a critical role to play 
in driving forward this course-correction, articulating 
through its goals and targets the compelling idea 
that we could be the generation that ends extreme 
poverty. The process of defining the new framework 
therefore presents us with an opportunity that we 
cannot afford to miss: a chance to inspire a generation 
and to galvanise the international community into 
embracing the vision of ending critical dimensions of 
poverty once and for all, and, through zero goals, to 
translate this vision into reality. 
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UN member states must ensure that the post-2015 
framework is structured to achieve these aims, 
including through the following:

•	 Placing at the centre of the post-2015 
agenda zero goals that finish the job the 
MDGs started. These must include goals to:
–	 eradicate extreme income poverty at levels  

of below $1.25 and $2 a day and reduce  
relative poverty

–	 end hunger and ensure universal access to 
sustainable food, water and sanitation

–	 end preventable child and maternal mortality 
and provide universal healthcare for all

–	 ensure all children receive a good-quality 
education and have good learning outcomes

–	 ensure all children live a life free from all forms 
of violence, are protected in conflict and thrive 
in a safe family environment

–	 deliver sustainable energy to all.

•	 Embedding the mission to tackle inequality 
in every aspect of the new framework. This 
must include targets to spur pro-poor policy-
making and tackle discrimination, and indicators 
to track reductions in income inequality between 
the top 10% and bottom 40% as well as differential 
rates of progress between advantaged and 
disadvantaged groups across all goal areas. As 
recommended by the High Level Panel on the 
post-2015 development agenda,4 no target must be 
deemed to have been met unless it is met for the 
poorest and most marginalised groups in society. 
Rates of progress should be published as part of 
the reporting process under the new framework, 
in order to monitor change and recognise success. 

•	 Including a stand-alone goal to advance 
open, accountable and inclusive governance, 
with targets to improve transparency, participation, 
civil liberties, rule of law, efforts to fight corruption, 
and effective public service provision. Legal and 
political space for the free and independent 
operation of civil society must be preserved.

•	 Putting systems in place for the collection 
of data that is reliable, comparable and 
disaggregated. Improvements must be made in 
the coverage, quality, transparency and regularity 
of data collection, with all data being disaggregated 
by income, gender, ethnic, religious, rural/urban, 
regional, age and disability groups.

•	 Ensuring that adequate financing is available 
for the complete eradication of extreme 
multidimensional poverty, including through 
domestic resource mobilisation and commitment 
by donors to meet official development assistance 
targets. There must also be commitment from the 
international community to improve development 
effectiveness and to tackle illicit financial flows  
and other weaknesses in the international  
financial system that rob developing countries  
of vital resources.

•	 Securing commitment from all 
development partners to do what it takes 
to advance sustainable development and 
get to zero on extreme multidimensional 
poverty, including through policy coherence 
for development, working for environmental 
sustainability and tackling climate change.
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Report overview 

This report presents the findings from projections 
of multidimensional poverty reduction rates to 
2030, and places them in the context of wider 
debates about how best to structure and implement 
the post-2015 framework. In Chapter 2 we explore 
what we mean by the term ‘getting to zero’ and why 
it is such an important vision for the international 
community to embrace. Chapter 3 explains how 
we approached our post-2015 projections, looking 
at how we incorporated measures of economic 
growth, income poverty, income inequality and 
governance into our models. 

Chapter 4 presents the results from our projections 
at the global level, demonstrating how tackling 
inequality and bolstering government effectiveness 
and accountability will be critical for getting to zero 
in the post-2015 era. We also look at some of the 
regional and country-level trends that underlie this 
bigger picture, and consider the potential for scaling 
up sector-specific poverty reduction strategies 
to ensure that even those countries that carry a 
disproportionate burden of the world’s poverty can 
get to zero by 2030.

In Chapter 5 we discuss why tackling income 
inequality and improving governance hold such 
strong potential for accelerating multidimensional 
poverty reduction; we look at what governments 
can do in practice to make progress in these areas. 
Chapter 6 examines how the post-2015 framework 
should be structured in order to make the vision 
of eradicating extreme multidimensional poverty by 
2030 a reality.

Chapter 7 concludes the report. We argue that, 
while eradicating specific dimensions of extreme 
poverty within a generation will not be easy, it is a 
challenge that must be embraced, and that there is 
analysis to suggest it is not simply wishful thinking. 
Getting to zero is an inspirational vision, with the 
power to mobilise the global community to take 
the necessary action above and beyond business 
as usual. This vision must be embedded within the 
post-2015 framework through the inclusion of zero 
goals, motivating governments across the world to 
honour their Millennium Declaration promise to 
spare no effort in the global fight against poverty.
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“We will spare no effort to free our fellow 
men, women and children from the abject and 
dehumanizing conditions of extreme poverty… 
We are committed to making the right to 
development a reality for everyone and to  
freeing the entire human race from want.” 

(Millennium Declaration)

At the turn of the 21st century, the world’s leaders 
came together at the United Nations to reaffirm 
their commitment to working together to build a 
more peaceful, prosperous and just world. The result 
was the Millennium Declaration, through which 
governments promised to do everything in their 
powers to uphold fundamental principles of  
human dignity, including equity, and free the world  
from poverty.

This declaration gave birth to the Millennium 
Development Goals, a framework that crystallised 
these promises into concrete goals and targets to 
be achieved by 2015. Since their launch in 2002, 
these goals have helped to spur unprecedented 
rates of progress in poverty reduction and human 
development. The number of people in the world 
living in absolute poverty at less than $1.25 a day 
halved between 1990 and 2010. Child mortality has 
fallen by 41%, with 14,000 fewer children dying each 
day than in 1990. The number of children out of 
school has nearly halved since 2000, from 102 million 
to 57 million in 2011.1 

Although much of this progress has been driven 
by rising prosperity in some of the world’s most 
populous countries, most notably China, poverty has 
fallen considerably in all developing regions over the 
past decade.2 We are now one step closer to realising 
the vision that world leaders articulated through 
the Millennium Declaration: freedom from extreme 
poverty for all people. While we must not lessen our 
attention to an accelerated push to achieve the MDGs 
in 2015, the time is ripe to prepare for the final 
steps: to shape a post-2015 framework that finishes 
the job that the MDGs started – eradicating critical 
dimensions of extreme poverty once and for all. 

It was in this spirit that Save the Children proposed 
a number of ‘zero goals’ in Ending Poverty in Our 
Generation – a report that sets out our vision for  
the post-2015 framework. Among those goals we  
proposed were:
•	 an end to income poverty at $1.25 and $2 a day 

levels
•	 an end to preventable maternal and child mortality, 

with no mother or child dying from diseases that 
can be easily treated, or from a lack of access to 
good-quality health services

•	 an end to hunger
•	 an end to people not being able to access 

improved drinking water and sanitation
•	 an end to children being out of school, or leaving 

school without good learning outcomes.

A contribution to the  
zero goals debate

No one would disagree that these goals are desirable. 
However, there is much debate about what can 
feasibly be achieved in the 15 years that a post-2015 
framework is likely to span. This report contributes 
to the debate by presenting results from new 
analysis to assess whether some of the zero goals 
(or 100% attainment targets) that we proposed in 
Ending Poverty could be achieved by 2030. Our focus 
is on the importance of tackling income inequality 
and improving the quality of governance in order to 
achieve these goals; we build on previous Save the 
Children research into the damage being caused 
to children across the world by the persistence 
and growth of multiple dimensions of inequality.3 
We also consider the potential for countries to 
go the last mile to zero by scaling up their poverty 
reduction programmes to reach the poorest and most 
marginalised people. 

The goal areas we have focused on in this report 
are: ending preventable deaths of children under the 
age of five; achieving universal access to improved 
water and sanitation; and ensuring that all children 
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who start primary school reach the final grade. 
Although there is insufficient international data to 
examine the feasibility of a 100% target for learning 
outcomes from education, we present new research 
from southern and east Africa to provide insights 
into current trends and potential rates of change. We 
also test our proposition that it will be feasible to 
halve stunting rates by 2030. We chose not to focus 
on ending hunger, for which there was inadequate 
data, or extreme income poverty, which others have 
addressed (see Boxes 1 and 3).

In this report we refer to our focus issue areas 
collectively as aspects of ‘extreme multidimensional 
poverty’. This is in order to distinguish the focus of 
our analysis on non-income dimensions of poverty 
from other studies that have projected future 
rates of change in income poverty. We, of course, 
recognise that our discrete set of focus issues does 
not constitute an exhaustive list of all of the different 
forms of deprivation and exclusion that make up 
multidimensional poverty. They are, however, critical 
dimensions of poverty that we believe can, and should, 
be eradicated under the post-2015 framework, and 
for which there is sufficient cross-country comparable 
data available to test this hypothesis. 

Our projections: accelerating 
progress to zero

To investigate the feasibility of achieving zero goals 
under the post-2015 framework, we projected rates 
of change across our selected dimensions of poverty 
to 2030 in different scenarios of economic growth, 
income inequality and governance. 

We found that if current trends in income inequality 
continue, and indicators of the quality of governance 
remain static, we are highly unlikely to see the 
achievement of zero goals by 2030, even with strong 
economic growth. However, this picture changes 
dramatically if we reduce income inequality to the 
lowest level that each country has seen in the past 
30 years, and if we make feasible improvements in 
accountability and effectiveness of governance. Using 
this scenario, we see poverty rates falling to within 
1 to 6 percentage points of zero across all of our 
focus zero goal areas. 

There are a number of ways in which income 
inequality interacts with multidimensional poverty, 

including its effect on the amount of disposable 
income that poor people can spend on improving 
their health, their sense of self-worth and aspirations, 
and the extent to which they can influence public 
policies that affect their lives. Governance also has 
strong links with poverty reduction: effective and 
accountable governments are more likely to tackle 
poverty successfully through fiscal, monetary and 
social policy, and through ensuring access to good-
quality basic services and infrastructure.

Our analysis is intended to provide illustrative insights 
into the potential macro-level impact of tackling 
income inequality and improving governance. This is 
a very important part of the picture, but of course 
we do not claim that it is the entire picture. In reality, 
our focus dimensions of poverty are closely related to 
each other; for example, malnutrition and inadequate 
water and sanitation are leading causes of child 
mortality. Change in one dimension, therefore, has  
the potential to accelerate change in others. 

Multidimensional poverty rates are also affected 
by a wide range of additional factors, including – 
for example – discrimination against marginalised 
groups, the availability of particular medicines, food 
or educational materials, and norms and institutions 
that govern international trade and financial systems 
at the macro level. The inequality and governance 
scenarios that we model in our projections are likely 
to translate into change in some of these areas; for 
example, improvements in government accountability 
and effectiveness will probably have an impact on 
poverty rates through the provision of better-quality 
public services. But additional interventions to reach 
the poorest and most marginalised have the potential 
to accelerate rates of change over and above our 
scenarios, such as tackling discrimination, increasing 
the coverage of essential services and investing in the 
most marginalised communities, and increasing the 
amount of resources available for poverty reduction. 

Our analysis indicates that tackling income inequality 
and improving governance has huge potential 
to accelerate rates of multidimensional poverty 
reduction. When coupled with the continuation of 
sector-specific poverty reduction and development 
programmes, and their scaling-up to reach groups that 
carry a high burden of global poverty, it is feasible that 
we could see the complete eradication of extreme 
multidimensional poverty by 2030. 
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Inspiring action beyond 
‘business as usual’

The power of the MDGs lies in their ability to galvanise 
the international community around a discrete set of 
convincing and ambitious human development targets. 
The post-2015 framework must do the same, and 
more. We need a compelling vision and accompanying 
goals and targets that motivate everyone, everywhere, 
to step up a gear in the fight against poverty and the 
drive for sustainable development. 

Getting to zero on extreme poverty is just such a 
vision. This idea, initially promoted by the Global 
Agenda Council on Benchmarking Progress,1 has been 
inspired by the dramatic reduction in global rates of 
income poverty that we have seen over the MDG 
period. The MDG target of halving the proportion 
of people living below the absolute poverty line 
of $1.25 a day was met in 2010, with rates falling 
from 47% of the world’s population in 1990 to 
approximately 22% in 2010.2 While much of this 
progress stems from rapid rates of poverty reduction 
in China, the pace of poverty reduction across 
developing countries as a whole picked up in the 
2000s, including in sub-Saharan Africa. Average rates  
of reduction outside of China stood at 0.4% a year  
in the late 1990s, but increased to 1% a year in  
the 2000s, lifting an extra 280 million people out  
of poverty.3

This dynamic has brought into the realm of  
possibility the notion that we could be the  
generation that eliminates critical dimensions of 
extreme poverty. This is an idea that is capable of 
capturing the public imagination, providing a clarion 
call for citizens, governments and civil society 
organisations across the world to mobilise behind  
the vision of ending extreme multidimensional 
poverty once and for all.

Achieving zero goals fulfils 
human rights

An important reason for including zero goals in the 
post-2015 framework is that all of the dimensions  
of poverty that are covered by the MDGs involve 
human rights. They must, therefore, be realised for 
all people, without discrimination of any kind. Simply 
reducing suffering for some people, while others 
remain in poverty, is unacceptable and breaches  
global commitments to universal human rights. 

Being framed as they are in absolute rather than 
proportional terms, zero goals are rooted in the 
principle of universality and are, thus, in line with the 
existing human rights and child rights commitments 
that most of the world’s countries have already agreed 
to fulfil. The United Nations Convention on the Rights 
of the Child (UNCRC) is the most widely ratified 
human rights treaty in history, and covers many of the 
dimensions of poverty included in the existing MDG 
framework (among many other rights that all children 
enjoy): the UNCRC, for example, commits government 
to fulfilling every child’s right to survive and develop 
healthily (Art. 6), to good-quality healthcare (including 
safe drinking water and nutritious food) (Art. 24), to 
a standard of living that is good enough to meet their 
physical and mental needs (Art. 27) and to a primary 
education, which should be free (Art. 28). 

Under Article 4 of the Convention, and under other 
international human and children’s rights conventions, 
governments have an obligation to take steps towards 
achieving human rights, to the maximum of their 
available resources. Setting time-bound, interim targets 
to spur progress, like the MDGs, can be an important 
component of this principle of progressive realisation 
of rights. For example, we do not believe that a zero 
goal for stunting is achievable by 2030, and so in our 
report Ending Poverty in Our Generation we proposed a 
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stepping-stone target to halve stunting rates by 2030 
(see Box 1). However, it is important that the job  
is not deemed to be finished once interim targets  
are met. 

Because they are human rights that we believe can 
be fulfilled within the time frame of the post-2015 
framework, all of the zero goals that we are proposing 
should be accompanied by 100% or absolute zero 
targets at the national level. That means, for instance, 
that we want to see 100% of the population with 
access to improved water and sanitation, and 100% of 
children in school and learning. 

It also means that we want to see the complete 
eradication of income poverty. The World Bank 
Group has set itself a corporate target of eradicating 
extreme poverty by 2030, but has defined this as no 
more than 3% of the global population living under 
$1.25 a day. The Bank argues that this is an ambitious 
target, requiring continuation of the unprecedented 
rates of economic growth that have been achieved in 
developing countries over the past decade. However, 
while this would represent significant progress, a global 
3% poverty rate would still see millions of people 

living under the $1.25-a-day line – a line which is much 
lower than most countries’ own national poverty 
lines and at which it is virtually impossible for basic 
human rights to be met. Save the Children wants to 
see ambition to move beyond this, including through 
strong action on income inequality so that zero goals 
on both $1.25- and $2-a-day poverty can be achieved.4 
This must be coupled with strategies to move as many 
people as quickly as possible above $1.25- and $2-a-day 
thresholds towards the $10-a-day line – a level at 
which people start to be truly secure from poverty.5 

Defining ‘preventable’  
child mortality

All of the zero goals that Save the Children is 
proposing for the post-2015 framework should 
translate into absolute zero or 100% attainment targets 
at the country level. However, for child mortality, it is 
impossible to set a ‘zero’ target in literal terms. Sadly, a 
small number of children in any country will always die 
before their fifth birthday, owing to intractable health 
problems or tragic circumstances. Even high-income 

Box 1: Halving stunting rates by 2030 – a stepping-stone goal 
towards zero

We believe that a zero goal to eradicate hunger 
should be included in the post-2015 framework. 
However, we opted not to conduct projections 
for hunger for this report, owing to a lack of 
appropriate indicators and data. The most commonly 
used FAO indicator for hunger – prevalence of 
undernourishment – focuses on calorie intake and 
does not reflect nutritionally important aspects of 
the diet. Nor is the construction of this indicator 
sensitive to the distribution of food, emphasising 
availability rather than accessibility. The minimum 
calorie threshold within the indicator is set too low, 
and the three-year average on which it is calculated 
does not capture short-term episodes of severe 
hunger that can have lifelong effects on health and 
wellbeing, especially for children (FAO, 2012; Haen 
et al, 2011).6 More work is needed to define and 
collect data for more appropriate indicators of 
hunger for the post-2015 framework. 

We therefore elected to test our proposed target 
for stunting rather than hunger. Save the Children 
has not proposed a zero target for stunting for 

the post-2015 framework, instead recommending 
a target of halving stunting rates from their 2010 
levels by 2030. It is this target that we have tested 
through our analysis for this report. Stunting 
must be targeted by the post-2015 framework, 
as it has severe impacts on human development 
throughout an individual’s life cycle. Unfortunately, 
it is an area that has been relatively neglected by 
the development community until recently. As a 
result, we have seen very slow progress in reducing 
stunting levels over the MDG period. Furthermore, 
because the causes of stunting are multiple and 
complex, and include intergenerational factors such 
as maternal nutrition levels, rates of change are 
relatively slow. Therefore, while there is scope to 
accelerate the reduction of stunting significantly 
under the post-2015 framework, it is unlikely that a 
zero target is feasible for 2030. We have therefore 
proposed a stepping-stone target of halving stunting 
rates from 2010 levels by 2030 – a target that is 
broadly in line with the WHO target of achieving a 
40% reduction by 2025.
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countries with the best available technology do not 
have a child mortality rate that is at absolute zero. 

For this reason we propose a zero goal for the 
eradication of preventable child deaths. By this we 
mean deaths that would be fully preventable if mothers 
and children in developing countries had access to 
key universal health and other services. For example, 
pneumonia and diarrhoea account for 29% of all 
under-five deaths, amounting to 2 million lives lost 
every year.7 These are two causes of mortality which 
are easily preventable, but which persist because 
of inadequate health, education and infrastructure 
services, and inequitable coverage of essential 
interventions. Eighty-eight percent of diarrhoeal 
diseases are associated with inadequate water, 
sanitation and hygiene.8 Chopra et al estimate that 
scaling up existing interventions, such as antibiotics  
and oral rehydration therapy, to 80% coverage levels 
would eliminate 95% of all deaths from diarrhoea 
and 67% of deaths from pneumonia. Malnutrition is a 
contributory factor in 45% of all child deaths.9

As part of our proposals in our Ending Poverty 
report for a global zero goal to end preventable 
child mortality, we recommended a universal upper 
threshold for each country of 20 child deaths per 1,000 
live births. The threshold is proposed in order to shape 
a shared definition of what constitutes ‘preventable’ 
mortality in low- to middle-income countries or, in 
other words, the bare minimum that health services 
and existing technologies should be able to deliver. 

This upper threshold for child mortality is in line 
with the benchmark set by the Child Survival Call to 
Action (CSCA), a global multi-stakeholder coalition 
of governments, multilateral agencies, companies and 
civil society that is working to speed up international 
progress on reducing child mortality. This coalition  
has pledged to bring child mortality rates down to 
at least this level in every country by 2035.10 The 
benchmark was informed by modelling exercises, 
including using the Lives Saved Tool (LiST) from the 
Johns Hopkins Bloomberg School of Public Health, 
which estimates the impact on health outcomes of 
different health intervention packages and coverage 
levels.11 These modelling exercises estimated that the 
20/1,000 target could be achieved by scaling up simple 
but life-saving interventions to achieve universal and 
equitable coverage, including, for example, antibiotics 
for the treatment of pneumonia, supported by 
accompanying efforts to tackle underlying causes 
of mortality through education, economic and 
environmental policies.12 

Additional reasons to 
strive for zero on extreme 
multidimensional poverty

While there is emerging consensus that a zero goal 
for absolute income poverty should be included in 
the post-2015 framework, albeit at the $1.25-a-day 
level, there is much debate about whether zero goals 
should also be included for other dimensions of 
poverty. Some have questioned whether such goals 
can really be achieved by 2030, and have expressed 
concern about placing too much pressure on 
countries that are furthest behind in the fight against 
poverty, setting them up to fail before the race has 
even begun. 

These are important concerns which must be taken 
seriously. It would be dangerous to set new global 
development goals that are so wildly ambitious that 
they are written off as being unachievable. This would 
be demotivating, and would probably lead to the new 
framework failing to gain the political traction that 
it will certainly need for success. However, the goals 
contained in the post-2015 framework do need to be 
inspiring enough to motivate action beyond ‘business 
as usual’, spurring decision-makers and practitioners 
to increase their efforts and investment in poverty 
reduction in order to yield maximum impact for 
children and adults everywhere. 

The analysis in this report suggests that the zero 
goals that Save the Children is advocating are feasible, 
if coupled with commitment from the international 
community and national governments to step up 
action beyond ‘business as usual’; and on these 
grounds they should be included in the post-2015 
framework. As we have already discussed, their 
inclusion is imperative in order to meet international 
human and child rights obligations. It is also a moral 
imperative and an inspiring vision that will motivate 
and galvanise governments and the international 
community into action. 

There are two further reasons why zero goals are 
important. First, zero goals that finish the job of the 
MDGs will help to maintain continuity between the 
MDG and post-2015 frameworks. Over the course of 
the past decade, the MDGs have become embedded 
in international and national development policy 
and practice. Many national poverty reduction plans 
are geared towards achieving them, and substantial 
financial and institutional architecture has been 
built around them. By maintaining continuity with 
the MDGs, the post-2015 framework could further 
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Box 2: A post-2015 toolset for tackling inequalities  
and reaching the poorest and most marginalised 

Zero goals are an important part of a post-2015 
toolset to tackle inequality between and within 
countries. The new framework should also include 
the following features:
•	 Indicators to track gaps between rates of 

progress for the poorest 40% and the richest 10% 
for all target areas, including income inequality.

•	 A commitment to consider no target met unless 
it is met for every social and economic group. 

•	 All data collected to monitor progress is to be 
disaggregated by gender, age, region, urban/rural 
location, ethnicity and other social groupings  
and disability.

•	 A strong focus on accountability and ensuring 
that people have the voice and power they 
need to monitor progress, influence decisions 
that affect their lives, and speak out when 
development processes are failing them.

strengthen this architecture and allow for the 
acceleration of existing development partnerships, 
thereby maintaining momentum in poverty reduction. 
Zero goals would recognise and build on the progress 
that has been made under the MDGs, and raise 
ambition to the next level. 

Second, aiming for zero goals is an important strategy 
for ensuring that the poorest and most marginalised 
are reached under the post-2015 framework. Most of 
the MDGs are framed as fractional targets, including, 
for example, halving absolute poverty rates, reducing 
under-five child mortality by two-thirds and halving 
the proportion of people without access to improved 
water and sanitation. This gives governments and 
development practitioners little incentive to tackle 
inequalities; targets can be met through reaching 
groups and individuals who are already quite near 
to poverty thresholds, and therefore relatively easy 
to be lifted over them, with the poorest and most 
marginalised groups continuing to be left behind.13 

The gap between haves and have-nots is growing in 
too many countries and across too many dimensions 
of poverty and inequality. In our report Born Equal, 
Save the Children presented a range of evidence that 
illustrates the scale of the problem and the impact 
that it is having on children and wider society. Our 
research found that, in a sample of 32 countries, a 

child in the richest 10% of households has 35 times 
the effective available income of a child in the poorest 
10% of households. It also found that the gap has 
grown by 35% since the 1990s. In Nigeria, children 
in the poorest households are twice as likely to die 
of preventable causes than children in wealthier 
households; and children living in rural China are 
six times more likely to be stunted than their urban 
counterparts. Marginalised children, such as children 
with a disability or those living on the streets, are  
also more regularly subject to abuse and lack  
of protection. 

As the report demonstrates, such levels of inequality 
have damaging impacts over the course of children’s 
lives, stifling their opportunities and damaging their 
health and wellbeing. Inequalities of outcome for 
adults translate into inequalities of opportunity for 
their children, trapping families in vicious cycles of 
inequality and poverty.   

The post-2015 framework gives us the opportunity  
to reverse worrying trends of growing inequality. As 
the High Level Panel stressed in their report to the 
UN Secretary-General, the new framework must 
“leave no one behind”.14 Zero goals are an important 
part of the set of tools that should be employed to 
tackle exclusion and inequality under the framework 
(see Box 2). 
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Box 3: Goals and targets included in our research

The table above provides an overview of the goals 
and targets that we have tested in our projections. 
The goals are drawn from a more comprehensive 
set in Save the Children’s report, Ending Poverty in 
Our Generation. The targets were selected on the 
basis of cross-country data availability and – for 
example, in the case of education – because they are 
the best available measures of the poverty reduction 
outcomes we want to see. They do not include 
all the issue areas for which we believe zero goals 
should be included in the post-2015 framework:
•	 We have not included income poverty in the 

analysis, as a substantial amount of work has 
already been done in this area (see Edward 
and Sumner, 2013; Ravallion, 2013; Chandy et al, 
2013).15 

•	 We have not included the protection of 
children from violence and conflict, owing 
to a lack of cross-country comparable data in 
this area.

•	 For education, we have examined the 
UNESCO indicator of survival rates to the last 
grade of primary school, a proxy for primary 
school completion rates, because of a lack of 
internationally comparable data on learning 
outcomes. However, although we believe that this 
is the best measurement available, we recognise 
that it still a poor proxy for measuring quality 
and it does not measure learning; therefore, we 
are advocating direct measures of learning in 
literacy and numeracy to be monitored under 
the post-2015 framework. Chapter 4 of this 

report presents the findings of research into 
learning outcomes in southern and east Africa 
where data is available, in order to provide 
insights into current trends and rates of progress 
that can be achieved. Appropriate cross-country 
comparable data to measure the quality of 
education and learning outcomes must be 
collected under the post-2015 framework. 

•	 For hunger, the most commonly used FAO 
indicator, ‘prevalence of undernutrition’, does 
not capture the complex nature of hunger, such 
as issues around accessibility and nutritious 
quality of diets (see Box 1). For this report we 
therefore elected to focus on stunting as the 
best available indicator of chronic malnutrition, 
and to test our proposed target of halving 
stunting rates by 2030. Given the complex and 
intergenerational causes of stunting, we consider 
this target, albeit not a zero goal, to be ambitious 
while still being achievable. 

•	 We have also included analysis of access to 
water and sanitation in our report. These 
are important in their own right, and are also 
important for child health and nutrition. The 
targets we have tested are the MDG targets of 
access to safe water and basic sanitation, defined 
according to the WHO/UNICEF Joint Monitoring 
Programme (JMP) list of facilities that are 
deemed to be sufficiently ‘improved’. However, 
we support the JMP’s proposals to raise the bar 
for water and sanitation targets, and to include 
hygiene (see UNICEF/WHO, 2013).16

Save the Children Ending 
Poverty zero goal proposal 

Target tested through  
our research

Indicator 

End preventable child and maternal 
mortality and provide healthcare 
for all.

•	 Reduce under-five mortality to 
a maximum rate of 20 per 1,000 
live births in each country.

•	 Under-five mortality rate

Eradicate hunger, halve stunting, 
and ensure universal access 
to sustainable food, water and 
sanitation.

•	 Halve stunting rates from 2010 
levels (from 26.7% to 13.4%).

•	 Ensure universal access to 
improved water.

•	 Ensure universal access to 
improved sanitation.

•	 Stunting rate of children  
under five

•	 Percentage of the population 
with access to improved water 
and sanitation (as defined by the 
WHO/UNICEF Joint Monitoring 
Programme)

Ensure that all children receive a 
good-quality education and have 
good learning outcomes.

•	 Ensure that all children who 
start primary school reach the 
final grade.

•	 Proportion of children enrolled 
in primary school who reach the 
final grade
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The aim of our research was to project 
future rates of multidimensional poverty to 
see whether it is feasible to achieve zero 
goals under ‘business as usual’ trajectories. 
If not, we wanted to assess whether making 
macro-level changes in the distribution of 
income and quality of governance might help 
to bend the curve towards zero. 

The goals and targets that we have focused on are 
set out in Box 3. This section provides an overview of 
our research approach, with more details provided in 
an accompanying technical report.1

Most projections of future rates of multidimensional 
poverty examine what trends have looked like in the 
past and then extend these out into the future, often 
taking expected population growth into account.2 
Others look at the impact of more immediate and 
sector-specific factors on rates of change, such as 
access to particular medicines or development 
interventions.3 In contrast, we wanted to look at 
the bigger picture, focusing on how macro-level 
changes in income inequality and governance affect 
multidimensional poverty rates. A similar approach  
has been used in a number of studies to assess 
potential future rates of change in income poverty,4 
but relatively little such analysis has been done on 
non-income dimensions of poverty.5

We produced projections to 2030 for under-five 
child mortality, the proportion of children enrolled in 
primary school who reach the last grade, and access 
to improved water and sanitation. We also projected 
stunting rates to 2030, although we have proposed a 
stepping-stone target of halving stunting from its 2010 
level rather than a zero goal (see Box 1). 

Our projections are based on a sample of 78 low-  
and middle-income countries, with data spanning from 
1995 to 2011.6 This sample provides strong coverage 
of the developing world population (64%, or 83% if 

China is excluded) but, because of a lack of statistical 
capacity in these places, data on some aspects of 
poverty is patchy. This is particularly true for stunting 
and continuation to the last grade of primary school, 
as estimates of these outcomes are only available for 
a subset of the countries and years included in the 
study. Our results in these areas are less reliable than 
for the other dimensions of poverty that we have 
studied, and the findings must be treated as tentative.

We conducted regression analysis to examine what 
relationship measures of income inequality and 
governance have with poverty outcomes in each 
of our focus areas, and to decide which measures 
of income inequality and governance to use in our 
projections.7 The drivers we finally included were 
those with the strongest statistical significance 
which most accurately predicted known poverty 
outcomes. These are presented in Box 4. We used 
the results from the regression analysis to project 
future multidimensional poverty rates for our sample 
countries under different scenarios, taking expected 
population growth into account and aggregating the 
results to give a population-weighted average. This 
figure was then scaled to estimate global average 
figures for future years up to 2030.

We conducted projections within three scenarios:
1.	 Business as usual: Economic growth proceeds at 

rates predicted by the IMF, governance measures 
remain static, income inequality continues to 
change on current trends,8 income poverty rates 
fall in line with inequality trends.

2.	 Tackling income inequality: As above, but 
with income inequality falling to lowest levels that 
countries have seen since the 1980s – a fairly 
modest scenario – with associated falls in  
income poverty.

3.	 Tackling income inequality and improving 
governance: As scenario 2, but with 
improvements in governance measures.

3	 Our research approach
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The role of growth, income 
inequality and income poverty 
in our projections

We used IMF predictions for future economic 
growth rates in all of our models. These tend to 
err on the side of optimism rather than pessimism, 
which implicitly builds an assumption of strong and 
sustained economic growth into our projections. 
However, even in the case of lower-than-expected 
growth rates, there is the potential to offset resulting 
declines in poverty reduction rates with further 
reductions in income inequality.9 Our projections 
also assume that reducing inequality will increase the 
impact that growth has on income poverty reduction 
at the $1.25 and $2 levels.10 Inequality could in 
theory fall as the result of a pattern of growth that 
favours the middle classes over the rich, and doesn’t 
affect people living in poverty. However, research 
suggests that most changes in inequality affect the 
extremes of the income distribution rather than the 
middle.11 Our projections are therefore based on 
the idea that changes in inequality will be propelled 
by development-oriented efforts, resulting in rising 
incomes for poor people. 

We have not built any assumptions into our models 
about the impact that rising or falling inequality may in 
turn have on economic growth. There is much debate 
in the literature about the relationship between 
economic growth and inequality – for example, 
with some arguing that there is a trade-off between 
equality and the efficiency of growth. However, there 
is little empirical evidence that growing equality is 
bad for growth. On the contrary, there is a growing 
evidence base that suggests that the reverse is true, 
with reductions in inequality not only increasing the 

impact of economic growth on poverty reduction, but 
also leading to greater economic stability and more 
robust growth in the long term.12 The importance 
of addressing income inequality to spur inclusive and 
sustainable economic growth has been recognised 
by the UN Global Compact and the Sustainable 
Development Solutions Network, both of which 
have recommended that targets to reduce inequality 
should be included in the post-2015 framework.13 

Why focus on income 
inequality?

As noted above, one of the key objectives of our 
analysis was to explore how changes in inequality 
could affect prospects for achieving ambitious 
post-2015 targets, building on previous Save the 
Children research into the devastating impact that 
inequalities are having on children and communities 
across the world.14 Poor and marginalised individuals 
and groups experience a range of different forms 
of economic, social, cultural and political inequality, 
many of which intersect with discriminatory social 
norms. These interact with each other in complex 
and mutually reinforcing ways. The poorest sections 
of society often include an over-representation of 
people who suffer from discrimination on the basis 
of their identity, age or gender, who have the least 
access to good-quality basic services and economic 
opportunities, and have the lowest levels of influence 
over decision-making.15 

There is very limited cross-country comparable 
data on these different dimensions of inequality. This 
was one reason for our decision to include income 
inequality between individuals in our projections, 

Box 4: Final variables selected for inclusion in our  
projection models

•	 Economic growth: GNP per capita in 2005 
purchasing power parity US dollars.

•	 Income inequality: the income ratio between the 
richest 10% and poorest 40% of the population 
(Palma ratio).

•	 Income poverty: percentage of the population 
living on less than $2 a day. 

•	 Governance: World Governance Indicators  
on Government Effectiveness (for water  
and sanitation projections), Voice and 
Accountability (child mortality) and political 
stability (education). Public health spending  
as a percentage of GDP (stunting).
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for which a reasonable body of comparable data 
is available. This does not mean that group-based 
inequalities, including those between gender, age, 
identity and geographical groups, are not important, 
or that inequalities in political, social and cultural life 
do not have significant impacts on multidimensional 
poverty. Data to measure these different dimensions 
of inequality must be collected under the post-2015 
framework so that they can be tracked and tackled. 

However, income inequality is also important in 
and of itself. Income (or consumption) inequality is 
often linked to other forms of economic inequality 
for individuals and households, including in assets, 
access to good-quality jobs and access to credit 
and investment. An individual’s income influences 
what opportunities are available to them in life, 
and whether they can take up those opportunities. 
It also influences access to basic needs such as 
clothing, shelter, transport and food. Where public 
services are weak, income is a strong determinant 
of access to essential services such as healthcare, 
education, and water and sanitation. Finally, income 
can play an important role in determining what social 
networks people are part of, in turn affecting their 
access to opportunities, their social status and often 
their own perceptions of their roles in society and 
what aspirations they believe they should have (see 
discussion in Chapter 5). 

Governance: a complex 
phenomenon to measure

Our research also set out to investigate how 
variations in governance indicators might affect 
prospects for getting to zero under the post-2015 
framework. The term ‘governance’ has been defined 
by the UN as “the exercise of economic, political  
and administrative authority to manage a country’s 
affairs at all levels. It comprises the mechanisms, 
processes and institutions through which citizens  
and groups articulate their interests, exercise their 
legal rights, meet their obligations and mediate  
their differences”.16 

Governance has risen steadily up the international 
development agenda since the early 1990s, with 
increasing recognition that the effective administration 
of resources and power in societies and economies  
is critical for poverty reduction. This was reflected in 
the prominence of governance as an issue throughout 
the UN-coordinated national and thematic 

consultations on the post-2015 agenda, with the 
consultation synthesis report highlighting the “need  
to integrate good governance into any future agenda,  
not just as an end but as a way of achieving any of  
the priorities before the world community”.17 The  
My World survey, which so far has been completed  
by 780,000 citizens from 194 countries, asks 
respondents to rank a list of 16 priorities based on 
their own and their family’s priorities. “An honest 
and responsive government” ranked third out of 
16 across the world.18 Good governance is deemed 
particularly important by young people. A study of 
the recommendations that young people made to  
the UN’s Post-2015 High-Level Panel found that  
80% of them were linked to one or other of the 
themes: ‘Providing Quality Education and Lifelong 
Learning’ and ‘Ensure Good Governance and  
Effective Institutions’.19

While we tested a range of indicators that provide 
insights into the quality and accountability of 
governance to poor communities, the measures 
that we found to have the strongest and most 
significant relationship with child mortality rates 
and access to water and sanitation came from the 
Worldwide Governance Indicators (WGIs), an index 
that aggregates results from more than 30 different 
governance indices.20 The WGIs include six indicators 
of governance: government effectiveness; voice and 
accountability; rule of law; political stability and 
absence of violence; regulatory quality; and control  
of corruption. 

These different aspects of governance are usually 
related to each other, so we could not include more 
than one in each model. We therefore selected the 
indicator that we found through our analysis to have 
the most statistically significant relationship with 
each of our focus dimensions of poverty: government 
effectiveness for water and sanitation, voice and 
accountability for child mortality, and political stability 
for education. The fact that these were the indicators 
we found to be the most significant is interesting, as 
they reflect the two key strands of governance that are 
generally highlighted in the literature as being important 
for poverty reduction: effectiveness and accountability.21 
That political stability was found to be particularly 
important for determining whether children complete 
their primary schooling is also intuitive. 

Under our ‘reducing inequality and improving 
governance’ scenario, we increased the relevant WGI 
score for each country by half a standard deviation 
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from the world average score, or a whole standard 
deviation in the case of education.22 For stunting, the 
proportion of public spending on health, expressed as 
a percentage of GDP, was found to be more significant 
than the WGI indicators, although it had a clear link 
with the measure of government effectiveness. We 
therefore included public spending on health as our 
governance indicator in our stunting projections.23

Governance is naturally a very hard concept to 
measure. No single approach can capture the nuance 
and complexity that it involves, and how this varies 
in different country contexts. The WGIs are one 
of a number of governance indices that have been 
developed which attempt to capture different aspects 
of governance, drawing on data of public perceptions 
and/or recording the presence or absence of particular 
institutions that are thought to support ‘good’ 
governance. These should not be read too literally, 
given the difficulties of measuring and comparing 
governance, but they can provide useful insights into 
variations and trends across different countries.24 We 
have framed our third scenario in this report as making 
improvements in the ‘effectiveness and accountability 
of governance’, because of the WGIs that our analysis 
found to be the most significant. However, it should 
be borne in mind that the impact of improving the 
quality of governance in our third projection scenario 
could represent a wide range of things that a ‘good’ 
government might do to tackle poverty.

The importance of 
environmental sustainability

One key element not fully addressed in our post-
2015 projections is environmental sustainability. 
Tackling inequality is a key component of sustainable 
development, necessary to ensure that the basic 
needs of all people are being met and that all people 
can contribute to, and benefit from, participation in 
economic and social life. As laid out in our report 
Breaking the Mould, ending poverty will require the 
transformation of economic development pathways 
so that they are not only more inclusive and equitable, 
but also environmentally sustainable. Economic 
growth has a critical role to play in development 
and poverty reduction, but the growth paths that 
the world has pursued over the last two centuries 
have come at great environmental cost.25 This will 
ultimately undermine efforts to eradicate poverty for 
good.26 Poor and marginalised groups, and especially 

children, are particularly vulnerable to the effects of 
climate change and other forms of environmental 
degradation. These impacts go beyond incomes and 
livelihoods to include impacts on health, education 
and other dimensions of wellbeing.27 Environmental 
degradation can therefore be a key driver of the 
vicious cycle of poverty and inequality.

Analysing the impacts of environmental changes such 
as climate change on our ability to get to zero was 
beyond the remit of this report, as was an analysis 
of the potential contribution that transitioning to a 
low-carbon, resource-efficient and socially inclusive 
economy could play in contributing to poverty 
eradication. However, it is clear that pursuing 
development pathways that are both equitable and 
environmentally sustainable will be critical if we are 
to get to zero on critical dimensions of poverty, and 
then stay there. Moreover, environmentally sustainable 
development should not be seen as a burden that will 
keep countries behind. On the contrary, investment 
in climate-resilient infrastructure and renewable 
energies, for example, offers significant potential for 
the exploitation of current market gaps, decreasing 
pressure on natural resources while diversifying 
economies.28 It is imperative that the international 
community operates within planetary boundaries 
in its drive towards poverty eradication, investing in 
current and future generations.

Illustrative findings, not 
concrete forecasts

Before we move on to present the results from our 
projections, it is worth noting some points of caution 
that should be borne in mind in the interpretation 
of our results. The first relates to the strength of the 
data on which our projections are based. International 
data to measure both our drivers of change and 
our poverty outcomes is notoriously weak.29 
There is a desperate need for more and improved 
data collection so that governments, donors and 
researchers can better understand the status of global 
poverty and make evidence-based plans for tackling 
it. This will be critical to the success of the post-
2015 framework. As the most recent international 
data currently available for our focus dimensions of 
poverty is from 2010/11, countries may already have 
made faster, or indeed slower, than expected progress 
in relation to the 2010 baseline that we have used.30 
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Second, as already noted, our projections do not 
capture all of the potential factors that affect poverty 
rates in different contexts. While they capture the 
impacts that reducing income inequality and improving 
governance have on multidimensional poverty 
outcomes, they do not capture the impact that these 
outcomes might, in turn, have on income inequality; 
this could be, for example, through improvements in 
health and education, helping to boost the livelihoods 
and earning prospects of poor children.31 Our 
approach of looking at each dimension of poverty 
separately also means that our analysis does not 
take into account the potential for progress in one 
area to accelerate progress in others.32 Although our 

projections take anticipated population growth into 
account, they do not capture the potential impact on 
poverty rates of wider demographic change regarding, 
for example, rates and patterns of urbanisation or the 
age distribution of the population.

These notes of caution underscore the fact that 
the projections that we present in this report are 
illustrative rather than concrete predictions of the 
future. They are intended to provide useful insights 
into the impact that inequality and governance have 
on poverty rates, in order to inform the debate about 
the nature and shape of the post-2015 framework, 
and our projections should be read in this spirit.
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This chapter presents the results from our 
global post-2015 projections. We found that if 
current trends in income inequality continue, 
and the quality of governance remains static, 
we are highly unlikely to see the achievement 
of zero goals by 2030, even with strong 
economic growth. However, if governments 
make the necessary changes in income 
inequality and governance, the battle to get  
to zero will be almost won.

At this point, only people in the poorest and most 
marginalised regions and groups are likely to be 
remaining in multidimensional poverty. We argue that 
with support from development partners, additional 
effort to scale up poverty reduction programmes to 

reach these groups should enable all countries to go 
the last mile to zero by 2030. 

As Table 1 shows, under ‘business as usual’ 
conditions we will not get to zero on any of the 2030 
targets. In this scenario, we assume that trends in 
inequality continue along current trajectories and that 
governance measures remain constant. As Figures 1 
to 5 illustrate, global average rates of extreme 
multidimensional poverty do not come close to our 
zero targets under these conditions, even with the 
assumption of strong economic growth. Even on access 
to improved water sources – an MDG target area that 
has seen some of the most rapid rates of progress in 
recent years – we cannot expect to achieve above 95% 
coverage by 2030 in our ‘business as usual’ scenario. 

4	 What will it take to  
	get  to zero by 2030?

Table 1: Summary of our projection results for potential rates of  
multidimensional poverty in 2030

Goal area Target Scenarios Governance 
improvements

Business as 
usual

Reducing 
income 
inequality

Tackling 
inequality and 
improving 
governance

Under-five child 
mortality

20/1,000 30/1,000 23/1,000 20/1,000 Voice and 
accountability

Stunting rate 13.40%  
(50% reduction 
from 2010)

18% 14% 12% Increase public 
spending on 
health

Access to 
improved water

100% 95% 97% 99% Government 
effectiveness

Access to 
improved sanitation

100% 83% 90% 94% Government 
effectiveness

Education – 
reaching last grade 
of primary school

100% 94% 96% 98% Political stability

Note: The colours signify how close we are to meeting our zero targets in each area, with red representing poverty rates 
that are severely off track, amber representing rates that are approaching the target, and green representing rates that fall 
within two percentage points of the target.
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Reducing income inequality 
could accelerate progress 
towards zero

In the second scenario, we brought levels of  
income inequality back down to the lowest level  
that each country has achieved in recent years  
(1980 onwards). This is in many cases a modest 
proposition, with a number of countries in our  
sample already bringing inequality down towards  
their best-ever levels, including Niger, Brazil and 
Thailand. For 18 of the 78 countries in our sample, 
their best-ever levels of inequality are the most  
recent that they have on record. So, while this 

scenario will be more ambitious for some countries 
than others, it is by no means unfeasible.

Our results suggest that tackling inequality will be 
critical for eradicating extreme multidimensional 
poverty under the post-2015 framework. Reducing 
inequality significantly accelerates rates of change 
towards the zero targets within our projections. For 
example, in this scenario, the global average child 
mortality rate falls from 30 to 23 per 1,000 live births, 
saving an additional 1.4 million lives per year by 2030. 
As noted above, the reductions in inequality that we 
make in this scenario are relatively modest, and it is 
likely that making further reductions would increase 
rates of change even further. 

Figure 1: Projection results for child mortality
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Figure 2: Projection results for access to improved sanitation facilities
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Figure 3: Projection results for access to improved water facilities
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The impact of reductions in inequality on access to 
improved sanitation facilities is particularly strong, 
boosting access by seven percentage points. This is the 
equivalent of 650 million more people being able to 
use improved toilet facilities than could in the ‘business 
as usual’ scenario. This is likely to reflect the strong 
correlation that exists between access to improved 
sanitation and wealth. For example, in South Asia there 
have been major gains in access to improved water 
sources across all wealth quintiles since 1990 (albeit 
still with a disproportionate reliance on basic facilities 
such as wells and hand pumps for the poorest groups, 
rather than piped water to the home). In contrast, while 
the richest households have seen significant progress in 
sanitation coverage over the same period, the poorest 
two wealth quintiles have seen very little improvement. 
Between 1995 and 2008, the proportion of people 
who practised open defecation fell by 33 percentage 
points for the second richest quintile, from 51% to 18%. 
In comparison, people in the poorest wealth quintile 
saw a fall of a mere eight percentage points, with 
the proportion of people practising open defecation 
decreasing from 94% of the group to 86%.1 

Effective and accountable 
governance bends the curve 
even further

Under our third scenario, we looked at what 
additional measures could be taken to bend our curves 
even closer towards zero. We examined what impacts 
boosting measures of governance would have in our 

models. For all of our dimensions of poverty, bar access 
to sanitation, making improvements in governance in 
addition to tackling income inequality allows us to get 
within a two percentage point range of our target.

Governance scores in the Worldwide Governance 
Index tend to remain fairly static over time, and 
the magnitude of change required in our scenarios 
would represent quite a significant improvement 
for most countries. We believe, however, that it is 
achievable for the following reasons. In our sample, 
33 of our 78 countries have seen shifts in government 
effectiveness of the magnitude required under our 
scenario for water and sanitation over the past 
20 years; they include Côte d’Ivoire, Rwanda and the 
Maldives. Thirty-five have seen changes in political 
stability of the magnitude required for our education 
projection, including Sierra Leone, Thailand, Yemen 
and Pakistan. More than half of the sample have seen 
the necessary shift in voice and accountability scores, 
including Liberia, Niger, Nepal and Burundi. 

Our projections indicate how important improving 
the effectiveness and accountability of governance 
will be for reaching zero targets under the post-
2015 framework. In theory, it could mean another 
300,000 children living to see their fifth birthday, over 
and above lives saved through a reduction in inequality. 
Taken together, the improvements in access to and 
utilisation of services and opportunities that could be 
brought about by reducing inequality and improving 
voice and accountability, could save 1.8 million lives,  
and bring global average mortality rates down to 
around 20 deaths per 1,000 live births. 
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Figure 4: Projection results for percentage of children starting primary school 
who reach the last grade
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The results of our projections under this scenario are 
extremely encouraging for our other dimensions of 
poverty, too. Compared with our ‘business as usual’ 
scenario, we could see primary school completion rates 
increase from 94% to 98%. We could see a rise in the 
coverage of improved sanitation facilities from 83% 
to 94%, reaching 920 million more people. We could 
also see increases in the coverage of improved water 
facilities from 95% to 99%, benefiting around 280 million 
people. Stunting rates similarly decline rapidly under 
this scenario, from 18% to 12%, resulting in nearly 
35 million fewer children suffering from stunting.

Our analysis illustrates the enormous potential 
that tackling income inequality and improving the 
quality of governance hold for accelerating progress 
in multidimensional poverty reduction. Of course, 
reducing income inequality and improving governance 
alone will be insufficient for achieving the complete 
eradication of critical dimensions of poverty, as 
reflected in the fact that our third projection scenario 
yields results that are shy of zero. Going the last mile 
to zero will require the continuation, and in many 
cases the scaling up, of sector-specific approaches and 
strategies that are known to be effective for tackling 
each dimension of poverty. 

Going the last mile to zero

Some regions, countries and population groups of 
course have much further to go to zero than others. 
Although the primary purpose of our research was 
to examine poverty reduction trends at the global 

level, we also conducted regional projections for 
Latin America and the Caribbean, South Asia and 
sub-Saharan Africa – regions that had a sufficient 
proportion of their population included in our  
sample to provide meaningful insights at this level.2 

Our results suggest that in our third scenario, 
tackling inequality and improving governance, 
by 2030 Latin America and the Caribbean could see 
a regional average of 98% of people with improved 
water, 93% with improved sanitation and a child 
mortality rate of 12/1,000 – nearly half the projected 
global average. South Asia follows just a little behind, 
with the potential to achieve 96% coverage rates for 
access to improved water and 85% for sanitation. This 
region could in fact see the eradication of preventable 
child mortality, achieving an average rate of 16 deaths 
per 1,000 live births. 

In contrast, sub-Saharan Africa continues to struggle 
to converge with global rates of poverty reduction 
under all of our scenarios. In our third scenario, the 
region achieves a reduction in child mortality of 
around 60% by 2030, bringing the average rate down 
to 44/1,000. By the same date, 86% of the population 
could have access to improved water sources and 
70% to improved sanitation. 

Although our research approach was not designed 
to look at country-level trends, we know that a 
relatively small number of countries currently carry 
a particularly high burden of different dimensions of 
poverty. For example, an estimated 80% of all children 
who are affected by stunting live in just 14 countries 
across the world, with India carrying 28% of the 
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entire global burden.3 Just 11 countries make up more 
than three-quarters of the global population without 
improved sanitation facilities.4 Nigeria accounts for 
nearly one in five of the world’s children who are out 
of school. Inequalities in rates of progress between 
advantaged and disadvantaged groups within many 
countries are also high and persisting. For example, 
children born to the poorest 40% of families in 
developing countries are 2.8 times more likely to be 
undernourished than those in the richest 10%, and are 
likely to go on to earn less than their more affluent 
and healthier peers.5 

There is, fortunately, significant scope in most high-
burden countries to implement relatively simple 
and cost-effective programmatic approaches to 
scale up access to essential services that have been 
proved to yield considerable acceleration in poverty 
reduction rates. Our assessment is that, if these focus 
on improving coverage amongst the poorest and 
most marginalised groups and are combined with 
reductions in income inequality and improvements 
in governance, all countries could get to zero on our 
critical dimensions of poverty by 2030. 

This potential is illustrated with the strides that have 
been made in recent years by some of the world’s 
poorest countries on the path to zero. In the latest 
MDG Progress Index, the number of countries 
classified as ‘trailblazers’ increased from 27 to 45 
between 2011 and 2013. Twenty-six are poor 
countries and 10 are in sub-Saharan Africa.6 Between 
1990 and 2011, rates of open defecation in Bangladesh 
dropped from 32% to just 4%.7 For child mortality, 
50 of the 78 high-burden countries monitored by the 

Countdown to 2015 initiative8 saw rates of progress 
accelerate significantly in the 2000s compared with 
the 1990s. In the words of the 2013 MDG Report, 
Liberia and Bangladesh have “defied the odds”, 
achieving reductions in child mortality of over  
two-thirds since 1990.9 

Under our third projection scenario, to get to zero 
sub-Saharan Africa as a whole will require an additional 
4% annual increase in the regional rate of reduction in 
child mortality, over and above the increases achieved 
through tackling income inequality and improving 
governance. Between 2000 and 2011, Rwanda has 
achieved annual rates of reduction in child mortality 
of more than 11% per annum, Brazil more than 6% 
and Liberia, Bangladesh and Malawi more than 5%, 
suggesting that this rate of change is achievable.

Box 5 explores how Niger brought child mortality rates 
down from 226 deaths per 1,000 live births in 1998 
to 128 in 2009, through focused strategies to increase 
the coverage of essential health services for poor and 
marginalised women and children. Research suggests 
that most of the reductions were driven by concerted 
government policy to tackle child mortality, rather than 
by macroeconomic drivers, as this period saw limited 
economic growth and reductions in income poverty. 
This demonstrates the potential for rapid acceleration 
in multidimensional poverty in high-burden countries, 
over and above the changes captured in our projection 
scenarios.10 

There are examples of countries in all regions of the 
world that have recently achieved rates of reduction 
in pneumonia and diarrhoea that will allow them to 

Figure 5: projection results for stunting rates
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end preventable deaths from these diseases by 2030, 
including Rwanda, Mexico, Bangladesh and China.11 
Chopra et al estimate that scaling up access to simple 
treatments, such as oral rehydration therapy, to 80% 
coverage levels would eliminate 95% of all deaths from 
diarrhoea. Accelerating improvements in maternal and 
newborn health will be critical for getting to zero on 
preventable child mortality by 2030.12 

Countries achieving the fastest rates of progress in 
reducing child mortality have done so by improving 
coverage of essential healthcare for the poorest 
wealth quintiles, and studies stress the importance of 
equitable financing and equitable pathways to scaling 
up access to essential services as a critical strategy 
for boosting and sustaining progress.13 On financing, 
recent research commissioned by the Rockefeller 
Foundation, Save the Children, UNICEF and WHO 
found that boosting pooled funding (health spending 
from prepaid sources such as general taxes, social 

insurance contributions, and voluntary insurance 
payments) relative to households’ out-of-pocket 
expenditures on health has the potential to bring child 
mortality rates down significantly. Increasing pooled 
funding as a share of total health expenditure by 10% 
per capita could lead to a fall in under-five mortality 
rates by 15 deaths per 1,000 live births. This effect 
is amplified in countries where the health system is 
more equitable. Among the group of 75 countries  
that carry 95% of the world’s burden of child and 
maternal mortality, more equitable14 health financing 
could enable 13 additional countries that are currently 
not on track to reach MDG 4 to achieve their target. 
This would represent a 76% increase in countries 
reaching MDG 4.15 

A further study conducted as part of the same 
research project also revealed that eliminating  
wealth inequities in the coverage of a package of 
essential maternal and child health interventions by 

Box 5: How scaling up poverty reduction programmes to 
reach poor and marginalised groups can accelerate change: 
driving down child mortality rates in Niger 

Niger is one of the world’s poorest countries, 
located at the very bottom of the UNDP’s Human 
Development Index. Despite having struggled with 
conflict, persistently high income poverty rates and 
low levels of economic growth over the course of 
the MDG period, Niger managed to nearly halve 
child mortality rates in ten years. In 1998, 226 of 
every 1,000 children born did not live to see their 
fifth birthday. By 2009, this had been reduced to 
128, representing a 5.1% average annual rate of 
decline, outpacing other countries in the region.

Niger still has among the highest child mortality 
rates in the world, and still has a long way to go 
to end preventable child mortality. But that the 
country achieved progress of this magnitude under 
extremely difficult conditions is testament to what 
can be achieved with concerted action.

In-depth case study research by Amouzou et al 
(2012) attributes this achievement to the combined 
effect of at least three major initiatives that were 
undertaken by the Niger government, with support 
from development partners:

1. 	The priority given to achieving universal primary 
healthcare for women and children, with a focus 
on high coverage interventions that effectively 
tackle preventable deaths from malaria, 
pneumonia, diarrhoea and measles. This included 
investment in community health workers, 
working as part of the broader health system.

2. 	Mass campaigns to scale up coverage, and use 
of insecticide-treated bed nets, vaccination and 
vitamin supplementation.

3. 	A focus on tackling child undernutrition 
through decentralised programmes, including 
building a network of rehabilitation centres, 
establishing inpatient and outpatient centres and 
implementing cash transfers, food-for-work and 
other targeted emergency initiatives.

Niger’s success in tackling child mortality 
demonstrates how governments operating in 
difficult contexts can design and implement 
high-impact and integrated approaches to drive 
forward change, reaching remote and marginalised 
communities through improving the coverage of 
essential healthcare services. 

Source: based on material from Amouzou, A, Habi, O, Bensaid, K, Niger Countdown Case study Working Group (2012) ‘Reduction in child 
mortality in Niger: a Countdown to 2015 country case study’, The Lancet, Vol 380, Issue 9848, pp 1169–1178, 29 September 2012
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2015 could avert the deaths of 1.8 million children 
under five, and 100,000 mothers, in a sample of  
47 high-burden countries. This would reduce child 
mortality by one-fifth and maternal mortality by 
almost one-third.16  

For education, achieving universal primary school 
completion will require investment in high-quality, 
publicly funded school systems that are accessible  
to all children, regardless of their family income, 
location, gender or other characteristics. Rapid 
rates of progress are possible; for example, Tanzania 
increased primary school enrolment from 49% to  
98% between 1999 and 2008. The abolition of school 
fees and increased public spending on education from  
2% of GDP in 1999 to 6.2% in 2010 were central to 
this success. 

Getting to zero for education will require a focus 
not only on enrolment and drop-out rates, but also 
on learning outcomes. Too many children who are in 
school are failing to learn basic skills such as literacy 
and numeracy. An estimated 40% of the world’s 
children are either not in school, have dropped out 
by grade 4 or are failing to acquire basic skills.17 Box 6 
presents the findings from research conducted for 
Save the Children into rates of effective enrolment 
in southern and east Africa, a metric which captures 
both school enrolment rates and learning outcomes. 
This shows that there is significant variation between 
countries in the quality of education that children are 
receiving, with much to be learned from countries 
that have achieved rapid rates of progress in recent 
years. Evidence suggests that public investment in 
education is critical. Sadly, many countries have failed 
to match increased school enrolment rates with 

increases in per-pupil expenditure. Investing in the 
quality of teachers is also crucial.18 

Implementation of policies to overcome the specific 
barriers that particular groups of disadvantaged 
children face in receiving a good-quality education is 
also critical. These include children: who live in fragile 
and conflict-affected states and areas that are prone 
to natural disasters; who are forced into child labour 
or early marriage; who experience disability; and who 
live on the street. While significant progress has been 
made in recent years towards achieving gender parity 
in primary education enrolment, more attention 
needs to be paid to breaking down the specific 
barriers that prevent girls from receiving good-quality 
education. In sub-Saharan Africa only 93 girls are 
enrolled in primary school for every 100 boys. The 
gap is even greater for secondary education, and  
has actually grown for tertiary education since 2000.19

Equitable pathways to zero must be pursued not only 
for education, but for all post-2015 goal areas, with a 
focus on reaching the poorest and most marginalised 
groups and individuals first. The scale of this challenge, 
particularly among groups who face systematic 
discrimination and exclusion from social, political 
and economic life, should not be underestimated. In 
many countries, this section of the population is likely 
to include women and girls, people living in remote 
areas, minority religious, ethnic and identity groups, 
people living in conflict-affected areas, and people 
suffering discrimination on account of their age, 
disability or other social status. Reaching these groups 
will require careful, context-specific analysis of the 
causes of discrimination and exclusion, both within 
households and in public life, and targeted strategies 

Box 6: Ensuring all children are in school  
and learning by 2030

It is critical that the post-2015 framework  
addresses the failure of the MDGs to track  
progress on educational quality as well as access. 
Too many children across the world face a form of 
hidden exclusion in education; they are in school 
but are failing to learn. There are signs that learning 
outcomes are declining in some countries; for 
example, in India the proportion of schoolchildren 
aged 10–11 who could do simple division fell by  
20 percentage points between 2007 and 2012. 

Unfortunately, there is no globally comparable data 
for us to fully understand the nature of the problem, 
or to get an accurate understanding of international 
trends in order to set realistic goals and targets for 
the post-2015 framework. 

One option for a metric to measure learning 
outcomes which could be included in the post-2015 
framework is ‘effective enrolment’. This indicator 
measures both educational access and quality, 

continued overleaf
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Box 6: Ensuring all children are in school  
and learning by 2030 continued

calculating the proportion of school-aged children 
(both in and out of school) who have acquired 
basic numeracy and literacy skills. The indicator 
was originally developed by Spaull and Taylor 
(2012), combining data from Demographic Health 
Surveys (DHS) and the Southern and East African 
Consortium for Monitoring Educational Quality 
(SACMEQ). 

New research conducted for Save the Children 
by Spaull and Taylor investigated rates of change 
in effective enrolment in nine southern and east 
African countries between 2000 and 2007. The 
research found that all countries in the region made 
progress in levels of effective literacy during this 
period, but there was significant variation between 
countries. There was also progress in effective 
numeracy enrolment in most countries, with one 
exception being Uganda, where the same number  
of children achieved basic numeracy skills in 2007  
as in 2000.  

A number of countries in the region stand out 
for making particularly strong progress. Namibia 
tops the rankings for both literacy and numeracy, 
achieving a 29 percentage point increase in effective 
literacy enrolment and 27 percentage points 
in numeracy between 2000 and 2007. Overall 
enrolment rates only increased by 3 percentage 
points in this period, suggesting that far more 
children in school were achieving basic learning 
outcomes in 2007 than in 2000. Lesotho, Tanzania 
and Zambia also made significant strides forward, 
with large increases in access to education 
accompanied by increases in effective literacy 
enrolment of between 12 and 14 percentage points. 
At the other end of the spectrum, Uganda, South 
Africa and Kenya achieved increases of between 
three and five percentage points. This sample 
of countries is diverse in terms of the baselines 
they have worked from, access to resources and 
macroeconomic context. This points to a strong 
potential for government policy to drive forward 
improvements in learning outcomes.

As well as variation between countries, there is 
considerable variation within countries in the rates 
of progress that are being made by children from 
affluent and poor households. In six out of nine 

countries included in the study, the richest 20% 
of children are on track to achieve good school 
attendance and learning outcomes in literacy and 
numeracy by 2017. In contrast, the poorest 40% are 
on track for literacy in only three countries, and 
for numeracy in only two. For numeracy, Uganda’s 
poor are actually moving in the wrong direction, 
with falls in the combined measure of enrolment 
and learning outcomes between 2000 and 2007. In 
Kenya, children from the richest 20% of households 
made faster progress than those from the poorest 
40% in effective literacy and numeracy enrolment 
over this period.

What are the implications of these findings for 
the post-2015 framework? First, our research 
demonstrates that learning outcomes can, and 
should, be tracked alongside enrolment rates. 
Second, significant progress in learning can be 
achieved in relatively short periods of time in 
different country contexts. 

Finally, the rates of change observed in some 
countries in the region suggest that universal 
learning targets can be achieved by low- and  
middle-income countries, and therefore should  
be included in the post-2015 framework. Of the 
nine countries in our sample, five are on track 
to achieve 95% effective enrolment rates in both 
literacy and numeracy by 2030 if they maintain  
their current rate of progress. All nine could reach 
this target if they increase their progress rates to 
match the average of the three best-performing 
countries in the region. Particular attention must  
be paid to ensuring that all economic and social 
groups are making progress, with a focus on 
improving outcomes for the poorest sections  
of society. 

(For further analysis and discussion, see Spaull, N 
and Taylor, S (2013) Trends in effective enrolment 
between 2000 and 2007: Measuring access and 
basic-quality improvements for nine African countries, 
research paper for Save the Children. Figures on 
education in India are from the Annual Status  
of Education Report (2012), cited in Save the 
Children (2013) Ending the Hidden Exclusion:  
Learning and equity in education post-2015 London: 
Save the Children.)
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to address them. These might include: the removal of 
legal barriers; reform of discriminatory policies and 
improvements in access to justice; proactive measures 
to meet the specific needs of different groups; 
tackling social norms through education and public 
dialogue; and measures to level the social, economic 
and political playing field between advantaged and 
disadvantaged groups.20

Fragile and conflict-affected 
states

Countries that are experiencing or emerging from 
conflict, and that have limited capacity to perform 
basic governance functions and are home to 
widespread child protection failures, are likely to 
be among those that will struggle the most to get 
to zero under the post-2015 framework. However, 
while conflict-affected and fragile (CAF) states are 
furthest behind in multidimensional poverty reduction, 
they are also a group that holds huge potential for 
dramatic acceleration in rates of progress. Liberia is 
a case in point, having brought child mortality rates 
down from 241 deaths per 1,000 live births in 1990 
to 78 in 2010.21 Twenty CAF states have already met 
one or more of the MDG targets, with eight having 
halved extreme income poverty ahead of the 2015 
deadline.22 Nepal, for example, halved the number of 
people living in extreme income poverty between 
2003 and 2011, and has also met MDG targets 
on maternal mortality and access to water. Box 7 
explores the impressive progress that Cambodia has 
made in improving access to education since 2000, 
following decades of civil war and instability.

CAF states must not be written off in the global 
effort to get to zero by 2030, but rather should be 
supported through different kinds of partnership and 
development approaches that meet their particular 
needs, and that tackle the root causes of fragility. 
Through the Dili Consensus on the post-2015 agenda, 
the 18 members of the g7+ group of fragile states 
expressed their support for universal development 
goals, but stressed that these must support rather 
than undermine national ownership of development 
agendas, and allow for approaches that reflect local 
priorities and circumstances.23 Our zero goal proposal 
explicitly builds on the MDG targets, aligning the 
new framework with existing development initiatives 
and approaches. Zero goals for MDG targets would 
ensure that the new framework is not perceived as 

an additional burden that diverts precious resources 
away from existing national agendas towards new 
international commitments. It will also ensure that 
progress towards the MDGs that CAF states are 
currently making is acknowledged under the new 
framework, even if they are not able to achieve MDG 
targets by 2015. 

In addition to maintaining continuity with the 
MDGs, the post-2015 agenda should build on the 
2011 Peacebuilding and Statebuilding Goals that 
were agreed in 2011 as part of the New Deal for 
Engagement in Fragile States.24 These recognise the 
need for focus on the political, economic and social 
foundations that are preconditions for achieving 
the MDGs, and include fostering legitimate politics, 
strengthening security, advancing justice, building 
economic foundations for development and building 
capacity for accountable revenue management and 
service delivery. The post-2015 Dili Consensus 
stresses the particular importance of improving the 
effectiveness and capacity of government and state 
institutions in CAF states. 

It is critical that the post-2015 framework is designed 
to support these ambitions, setting up CAF states 
to succeed rather than to fail. The new framework 
should support improvements in transparency, 
accountability and government effectiveness in 
different governance contexts, and recognise that the 
absence of conflict is a precondition for sustainable 
development. Donors and other development 
partners must not shy away from the particular 
challenges of working in CAF states; while there may 
be financial risks involved, the potential pay-offs in 
terms of progress towards zero could be substantial. 

In all countries, including CAF states, tackling income 
inequality and improving governance holds dramatic 
potential for accelerating rates of multidimensional 
poverty reduction towards zero. Our analysis 
indicates that all countries could cross the finishing 
line to zero by 2030, through following a three-
pronged strategy of tackling income inequality, 
improving governance, and scaling up sector- and 
context-specific poverty reduction programmes to 
reach the poorest and most marginalised groups. 
The remainder of this report considers what tackling 
inequality and improving governance will mean in 
practice for developing countries, before moving on 
to look at how the goals, targets and implementation 
mechanisms of the post-2015 framework can support 
these objectives. 
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Box 7: Catalysing progress in conflict-affected and fragile 
states – education in Cambodia

Cambodia has effectively rebuilt its education 
system from scratch over the past two decades, 
following years of civil war and instability. Although 
the country still has a long way to go in ensuring 
that all children receive a good-quality education, 
dramatic improvements in attainment rates have 
been achieved in recent years, particularly since 
2000. Primary enrolment rates increased from 86% 
in 1999/2000 to 96% in 2009/10, and the percentage 
of students entering the last year of primary school 
– a proxy for completion – increased from 47% in 
2000 to 80% in 2008. The rate of improvement has 
been most notable among girls, in rural and remote 
areas and among lower-income quintiles. 

This progress has been driven by five key 
interventions: 
1.	 More effective planning systems: Since the 

early 2000s, there has been close cooperation 
between the government and development 
partners to create more functional and effective 
sector-wide administration and planning. 

2.	 Financing: Substantial increases in government 
expenditure and aid to education have facilitated 
the implementation of policies and programmes 
to expand access. Recurrent expenditure on 
education has increased 14-fold since 1994, 
with the share in total government expenditure 
increasing from 8% to almost 20%. Meanwhile, aid 
to education has increased fivefold since 1992. 

3.	 Partnerships with non-governmental 
organisations (NGOs): The education 
ministry has received support from several highly 
innovative local and international NGOs, which 
have worked with the most marginalised to 
improve the quality and relevance of education, 
fostering community participation and social 
capital to expand access to the poorest.

4.	 Access schemes: Abolition of start-of-year 
school fees in 2000, paired with extensive 
information campaigns, has led to a surge 
in enrolment, particularly in remote areas. 
Meanwhile, many local NGOs have piloted 
scholarships for the poorest girls (and later 
boys), to address demand-side constraints (such 
as the cost of transport), promote enrolment 
in lower secondary education, and incentivise 
completion of primary education. These pilot 
projects have subsequently been scaled up 
by donors and have been integrated into the 
national Education Sector Plan. 

5.	 Infrastructure and training: Between 
1990 and 2010, the number of primary 
schools increased by 40% and the number of 
secondary schools nearly fourfold. This has been 
instrumental in facilitating access to education, 
particularly in rural areas. Furthermore, the 
government has prioritised recruitment of 
teachers from remote areas and minority ethnic 
groups to teach in under-served schools.

Although considerable progress has been made 
in recent years, significant challenges remain. 
Achieving universal good-quality education will 
require the problems of corruption and low 
institutional capacity to be addressed, in addition 
to improvements in the quality of teaching. 
Further progress is likely to depend on increasing 
decision-making powers at the local level, coupled 
with advancing accountability, transparency 
and community participation in governance of 
the system. Such efforts could help to address 
perceptions among parents of the lack of relevance 
of the education system, help to combat patronage, 
and improve quality – for example, through the 
adaptation of curricula to local needs.

Source: Engel, J and Rose, P (2012) Rebuilding basic education in Cambodia: Establishing a more effective development partnership, ODI Development 
Progress Series, Overseas Development Institute
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Income inequality

Our projections indicate that tackling inequality 
holds huge potential for accelerating rates of 
multidimensional poverty reduction, and will be 
critical for ensuring that we get to zero on extreme 
multidimensional poverty by 2030. In our regression 
analysis we found that, holding all of the other 
variables constant, increasing the income ratio 
between the poorest 40% and richest 10% of the 
population by a factor of one was associated with:1

•	 a 17% increase in the odds of a child dying before 
the age of five

•	 a 23% decrease in the odds of a child reaching the 
last grade of primary school

•	 a 16% decrease in the odds of someone having 
access to improved water facilities

•	 an 11% decrease in the odds of having access to 
basic sanitation.

The relationship between  
income inequality and 
multidimensional poverty

The evidence base concerning the relationship 
between income inequality and average rates of  
non-income poverty is mixed. This is perhaps because 
of the complexity and context specificity of the causal 
pathways involved and the intersecting relationship 
between different dimensions of inequality.2 However, 
taken as a whole, evidence from research and  
analysis in this area points towards a relationship  
that operates through three main pathways.

First, reductions in income poverty that stem from 
reductions in income inequality mean many 
households have more disposable income, allowing 
people to buy food, invest in healthcare, pay school 
fees, and invest in better water and sanitation facilities. 
This, in turn, can have knock-on effects on human 
development outcomes.3 The relationship between 
income inequality and income poverty is well 
established in the literature, with high levels of income 
inequality indicating there is a problem with the way 
the economy is structured.4 Additional resources  

that flow into the economy as a result of economic 
growth are likely to benefit affluent groups more than 
people living in poverty, thereby lessening the impact 
that economic growth has on poverty reduction rates. 
As Ravallion (2005) demonstrates, both initial levels of 
income inequality and how the distribution of income 
changes over time can have significant effects on rates 
of income poverty reduction. 

Second, income inequality has been demonstrated 
to affect an individual’s and/or group’s sense of self-
worth and wellbeing, because of their awareness of 
their relative social status. A number of studies have 
shown that individuals underperform when they are 
told they are from a poorer and/or marginalised 
group. In the long term this can affect a person’s 
aspirations, opportunities and productivity5 (see 
Box 8). At the community level, extreme income 
inequality can weaken social cohesion, as groups feel 
further and further removed from each other. This 
can undermine civic and community engagement, 
and in extreme cases can lead to instability, violence 
and conflict, particularly when political group-based 
inequalities intersect with income inequality and have 
strong historical roots.6 

Third, income inequality can be both an outcome and 
a determinant of social policies and public spending 
patterns. More affluent groups can have greater 
influence over decision-making and access to political 
power, with poorer groups less able to influence 
public policy that affects them. This can lead to lower 
investment in public services in poor communities, 
and the poor management of public resources, in 
turn having an impact on health, education, and other 
development outcomes. 

For example, Subramanian et al explore how 
vicious cycles between inequalities in income and 
political voice have undermined the potential for the 
government’s Integrated Child Development Scheme 
to tackle malnutrition in certain states of India.7 They 
argue that income inequality has led in many cases 
to public distribution and administration systems 
that are not geared towards meeting the needs of 

5	 Why are inequality and  
	go vernance so critical?
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the poor and that are subjected to manipulation by 
vested interests, as poor and marginalised groups can 
do little to hold leaders to account. This underscores 
the importance of working at both the demand and 
supply ends of the governance spectrum, supporting 
citizens to make their voices heard and demand 
change, while also building the capacity of the public 
administration to deliver that change from local 
through to national levels.

The inter-generational cycle  
between inequality of opportunity  
and outcome

In the absence of effective and accountable 
government policy, inequality can quickly lead to the 
emergence of poverty traps, which, in turn, exacerbate 
inequality. Cycles of poverty and income inequality are 
transferred between generations, with children born 
into poor families suffering from the same inequalities 
of outcome experienced by their parents. Low levels 
of social mobility result in persistent inequality; for 
example, one study estimated that at least one-
quarter of inequalities in earnings in Brazil are linked 
to household characteristics, such as birthplace, 
belonging to particular ethnic and other identity 
groups, and parents’ educational attainment.8

Figure 6 illustrates how the opportunities that 
children have are affected not only by inequalities 
that they experience directly, but by the outcomes 
that their parents have experienced. Children also 
suffer disproportionately from the impacts of income 
inequality, with lifelong impacts on their health, 
opportunities and wellbeing. Save the Children’s 
research has shown that, in a sample of 32 developing 
countries, children in the richest 10% of the population 

have 35 times the income that is available to children 
in the poorest 10%. This is double the size of the gap 
faced by the total population, and has grown by 35% 
since the 1990s.9 Government policy has a clear role to 
play in tackling this problem.

Tackling multidimensional inequality 
and discrimination

Income inequality usually intersects with other 
economic, political and social forms of inequality, 
which are often linked with group-based inequality 
along identity, geographical location, age or disability 
lines. Gender inequality cuts across all of these 
dimensions of inequality, so that women and girls  
from disadvantaged groups usually suffer the most.10 

Groups of people who suffer from multiple and 
mutually reinforcing dimensions of inequality are likely 
to be disproportionately represented in the final few 
percent of people who are still not reached by the 
improvements made to inequality and governance in 
our final projection scenario. Reaching these groups 
must be a priority for all governments – it is not 
acceptable for anyone to be left behind. 

How can governments tackle  
income inequality?

This section has unpacked the reasons why rising 
income inequality will slow down multidimensional 
poverty reduction in the post-2015 era, and why 
tackling it in ways that benefit the poor will be a key 
strategy for getting to zero on critical dimensions  
of poverty. 

But how can this be achieved in practice? There is, of 
course, no quick fix for reducing income inequality. 

Box 8: The impact of inequality on perceptions of social status 
and self-worth

Research by the Young Lives project, an 
international study of childhood poverty that is 
following the changing lives of 12,000 children in 
Vietnam, Peru, India and Ethiopia over 15 years, 
reveals how social stigmatisation can have lifelong 
impacts for children, affecting their experience and 
attainment at school, job prospects and sense of 
self-worth. This is illustrated by the experience of 

Bereket, a grade 8 student from Addis Ababa in 
Ethiopia. Despite education and learning making him 
happy, Bereket misses school for five to seven days 
a month to earn money washing cars, even though 
his family disapproves. “When the students come 
wearing better clothes, I don’t like to feel inferior to 
them, so it is a must for me to work hard to change 
my situation,” he said in one interview. 

Source: Save the Children and Young Lives (2013) Growing up with the promise of the MDGs: Children’s hopes for the future of development  
London: Save the Children, p 9
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The distribution of income in society can be a 
politically sensitive issue, and appropriate strategies 
for ensuring that the poorest and most marginalised 
sections of society can enjoy a fairer share of 
national prosperity will vary from context to context. 
However, it is clear from our post-2015 projections 
that complacency is not an option. 

Research and experience suggest that taking action 
across the following policy areas can yield pro-poor 
improvements in income distribution.11

a) Shifting economies on to inclusive and 
environmentally sustainable growth pathways

Maintaining strong economic growth will clearly be 
important for poverty reduction. However, it is not 
only the rate of economic growth, but what form 
it takes and how its fruits are distributed in society 
that are crucial.12 Over the MDG period, different 
countries have pursued a wide range of growth paths 
which have had varying impacts on the distribution 
of wealth in each society. Their diverse experience 
suggests that there is nothing automatic about the 
relationship between a country’s level of economic 
development, its economic growth rates, and income 
distribution patterns. 

For example, between 1990 and 2010, growth 
in Ethiopia was, on average, pro-poor, benefiting 
people at the bottom of the income distribution 
proportionately more than people at the top. The 
country saw an average economic growth rate of 3.3% 
a year over this period.13 In comparison, Nigeria saw 
levels of economic growth at 2.1% a year; this growth 
was not only pro-rich but anti-poor, with people at 
the bottom of the income distribution spectrum 
seeing a fall in their share of overall consumption. 
In Vietnam, which has a similar GDP per capita to 
Nigeria’s in purchasing power parity dollars, growth 
averaged 6% a year and was on the whole equitable, 
with all segments of the income distribution seeing 
fairly equal increases in their levels of consumption. 

While pro-poor growth strategies have to be  
context-specific, rural development strategies will be 
crucial for spurring inclusive and sustainable growth  
in many developing countries, particularly where 
urban/rural divides are deeply entrenched. These 
should target improvements in the sectors and 
jobs that the poorest people work in and rely on. 
Studies in a number of countries, including India, 
China, Uganda, Ethiopia and Malawi, have found that 
investment in rural roads, agricultural research and 
rural education can have particularly strong impacts 

Figure 6: The cyclical relationship between inequality of opportunity 
and outcome
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on poverty.14 The aim should be to empower poor 
workers and business people to drive forward 
economic growth from the bottom up, supporting 
them to contribute effectively and productively to the 
benefit of themselves and the wider economy. 

Throughout their efforts to spur inclusive and 
equitable growth, governments must be accountable 
not only to current citizens, but to future generations. 
The pathways that countries follow towards inclusive 
growth and reduced inequality must be decoupled 
from the rising use of primary resources and 
the environmental impacts associated with their 
production and consumption.15 They must also make 
the most of opportunities to invest in low-carbon 
and climate-resilient infrastructure, particularly in 
the energy, transport, water and building sectors.16 
Furthermore, climate change impacts are projected 
to increase in severity and frequency, with the poor 
and marginalised in society likely to be the most 
affected, and with consequent implications for poverty 
reduction efforts.17 Governments need to be factoring 
climate change into their development strategies 
in order to get to, and stay at, zero on extreme 
multidimensional poverty. 

b) Pursuing equitable approaches 
to strengthening public services and 
infrastructure  

Investment in public services and infrastructure, 
particularly in poor and remote areas as part of 
equitable pathways to achieving universal coverage, is 
critical for tackling inequalities. Universal healthcare 
and education are important for reducing inequality of 
opportunity, particularly for ensuring that all girls and 
boys have an equal chance to live their lives to their 
full potential and achieve their aspirations (see Box 9). 
Public investment in electricity, water and sanitation, 
roads and other essential infrastructure is also of key 
importance. There is an urgent need for governments 
to meet spending commitments that they have made 
in all of these areas; too many countries are failing to 
invest enough in sectors that are critical for poverty 
reduction. For example, only seven of 30 countries 
monitored by the Government Spending Watch 
initiative are meeting spending targets in water and 
sanitation, with just 17% of African countries in the 
sample meeting their targets.18

c) Social policy and comprehensive  
social protection

Social protection floors need to be set that ensure 
that all people have access to essential social services 
and basic income security, including access to 
nutrition, education, care and other necessary goods 
and services.19 Mechanisms such as cash transfers, 
out-of-work benefits, child and maternity benefits, 
and pensions can help to strengthen the resilience 
of children and families during times of hardship, as 
well as promoting equitable opportunities throughout 
their life cycle (see Box 10). 

Labour policies to improve the quantity and 
the quality of work opportunities for poor and 
marginalised people not only strengthen people’s 
livelihoods, but can help to increase productivity 
and boost economic growth. Productive, safe, fairly 
remunerated and adequately supported jobs are the 
foundation for individual empowerment, household 
poverty reduction and shared prosperity. Save the 
Children research found that policies to ensure 
minimum wages, humane working conditions and 
employment benefits have played an important role 
in helping to reduce inequalities in India, China and 
Brazil.20 With an estimated 74 million young people 
out of work across the globe in 2012, focus should be 
placed on boosting opportunities for young people 
and ensuring that they have the skills and capacities 
they need to access work. Importantly, we must 
ensure that no child is engaged in work that is harmful 
to their health, safety and development, or that 
disrupts their education.

In addition to policies to reduce inequality across 
the income distribution spectrum, equity measures 
are required to eliminate group-based inequalities 
and systematic exclusion, including against children, 
women, identity groups, the elderly and disabled 
people, both within households and in public life. 
The norms and attitudes that lie at the heart of 
discrimination and exclusion must be tackled. 

Particular focus must be placed on the 
disempowerment and marginalisation of women 
in societies across the world as a cross-cutting 
and deeply embedded dimension of inequality. 
Policy measures might include legal provisions to 
protect against gender discrimination and violence, 
affirmative action to redress the impacts of previous 
discrimination, investing in sexual and reproductive 
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Box 9: Equitable pathways towards Universal Health Coverage

Universal Health Coverage (UHC) – defined as  
“all people obtain the health services they need, 
of good quality, without suffering financial hardship 
when paying for them” – is fast gaining momentum 
as a priority at global and national levels. Rooted 
in the right to health, UHC divorces access to 
healthcare from ability to pay.

A recent report by the Rockefeller Foundation, Save 
the Children, UNICEF and WHO emphasises the 
importance of prioritising equity in pathways towards 
UHC. The research identified lessons from low- and 
middle-income countries regarding health financing 
policy levers, and recommends that countries:
•	 increase and improve equity in funding for the 

health system, through:
–	 expanding progressive mandatory prepayment 

mechanisms and revenues from general 
taxation, scaling contributions by ability to pay 

–	 eliminating out-of-pocket spending (OOPS) 
on health for vulnerable populations and 
priority services

•	 pool risks and resources at scale, through: 
–	 consolidating risk pools to increase 

redistribution across the population 
–	 establishing universal entitlements to  

essential services
•	 carry out strategic purchasing, through:

–	 designing a benefit package that meets the 
needs of the poorest and most vulnerable, 
including a minimum of free primary 
healthcare 

–	 aligning provider incentives through 
performance-based and other appropriate 
payment mechanisms.

Thailand has proved that a country does not have 
to be rich to make great progress towards UHC. 
In 2001, the Thai government implemented a 
Universal Coverage Scheme (UCS) to address 
challenges of fragmentation and low coverage.  
Fully financed by general government revenues, 

despite a gross national income (GNI) of just 
US$1,900 per capita at the time, the UCS expanded 
coverage to the 18 million people previously 
uninsured. Eliminating user fees has been a critical 
feature of the reform, which is designed to increase 
direct public subsidies to cover the needs of the 
poor and most vulnerable. This led to a substantial 
decrease in the incidence of catastrophic health 
expenditures, which push households into 
financial crisis, to just 2.9% of the poorest quintile 
of the population in 2009, as well as a fall in 
impoverishment caused by healthcare costs. 

The challenge now is to achieve healthcare coverage 
that is truly universal. Some of Thailand’s poorest 
and most vulnerable people – unregistered migrants 
– do not have access to the Thai health system. 
Only registered migrants are eligible to access a 
social security scheme, which is different from the 
free access to the health system that Thai citizens 
have, and many do not access the system until 
they are seriously ill. Unregistered workers, who 
account for the majority of migrants, and those who 
accompany registered migrants (spouses, children, 
parents and relatives) do not have the right to 
obtain any form of social security or free healthcare 
unless they buy their own health insurance or can 
pay for the services. This group includes more than 
a million people from Myanmar, Cambodia and Laos. 
Although Thai hospitals and other public medical 
facilities can subsidise healthcare for migrants 
who cannot afford it, it is rare for them to do so. 
Financial barriers compound other obstacles that 
migrants face to accessing health services, including 
language difficulties, fear of arrest, distance and 
lack of transportation (particularly for agricultural 
workers), and fear of discrimination. As a result, 
migrant infants are among the most vulnerable 
to communicable diseases, as well as dying before 
the age of 5, because they lack proper nutrition, 
treatment and vaccinations.

Source: Rockefeller Foundation, Save the Children, UNICEF and WHO (2013) Universal Health Coverage: A Commitment to Close the Gap
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healthcare and services, providing gender-sensitive 
social protection for girls and women, and support 
to strengthen women’s ownership of, and access to, 
resources. Working with men and boys and shifting 
public discourse and attitudes via popular media and 
culture can help to tackle negative norms and values. 
Finally, ensuring that girls and women themselves feel 
empowered and have the confidence and capacity to 
push for equality is critical. Supporting local women’s 
organisations is particularly important for opening 
spaces for individual women to develop experience 
and contacts, as well as for enabling collective action 
and alliance-building.21

d) Pro-poor fiscal policy 

Opportunities to boost domestic resource revenue 
for investment in public services need to be utilised  
to their fullest potential. Increasing domestic tax 
revenue enables governments to make bigger 
investments in social sectors such as health, 
education and social protection, as well as in essential 
infrastructure such as roads, sewerage systems  
and electricity. A functional tax system can also 
strengthen the social contract between the state 
and its citizens, with the potential to strengthen 
accountability. Making sure that indirect taxes such 
as sales, value-added and goods and services tax are 

Box 10: Tackling inequality through social protection

Social protection schemes are important for 
reducing inequalities in access to basic services 
and decent livelihoods for the poorest and most 
marginalised members of society. For example:

In India, the National Rural Employment 
Guarantee Scheme provides rural workers with  
100 days of work at the statutory minimum 
agricultural wage. The scheme has been designed 
to tackle inequalities in access to decent work 
along rural/urban, gender, ethnicity and caste lines – 
for example, with a one-third quota for women, 
provision of equal wages for women and men 
and a focus on works that improve assets such as 
irrigation on land owned by Scheduled Castes and 
Scheduled Tribes. The scheme has contributed 
to rising wage incomes for poor households, 
with evidence that a proportion of this is being 
spent on healthcare for family members as well 
as boosting overall consumption. Improvements 
to rural infrastructure are also helping to reduce 
vulnerability and improve livelihood opportunities 
for poor communities.22

In Mexico, the Oportunidades scheme provides 
female heads of household with a fixed food 
stipend and educational scholarships, conditional on 
family members getting preventive healthcare and 
achieving minimum school attainment. The Seguro 
Popular scheme has also helped to extend health 
insurance to poor and rural households. Enrolment 
in the scheme was associated with a mean increase 
in antenatal visits during pregnancy, with 59% of this 
being among women who previously had little or no 
access to healthcare.23 

Oportunidades, and the similar Bolsa Familia 
scheme in Brazil, cost less than 1% of GDP, and 
research shows that they have contributed to falling 
inequalities in income and human development 
outcomes in both countries.24 Bolsa Familia now 
reaches more than 44 million of the poorest people 
in Brazil, and helped to bring extreme poverty rates 
down from 12% in 2003 to 4.8% in 2009. Children 
who are part of the scheme have a 26% better 
chance of not being stunted than those who are 
not in the scheme, increasing to 41% in the case of 
children aged 36–59 months.25 

In Kenya, where public spending on social safety 
nets grew by 50% between 2007 and 2012, a 
suite of policies make up the National Safety 
Net Programme, which aims to reach up to 
3.3 million of the country’s poorest people by 
2017.26 These policies include the Hunger Safety 
Net Programme, Older Persons Cash Transfer, 
Persons with Severe Disability Cash Transfer, Cash 
Transfer for Orphans and Vulnerable Children, 
and the Urban Food Subsidy Cash Transfer. The 
Hunger Safety Net programme is an unconditional 
cash transfer programme which reached 69,000 
chronically poor households in northern Kenya 
by 2011, with plans to scale up to 100,000.27 The 
programme has accelerated poverty reduction, with 
participants being 10% less likely to be poor than 
those not participating. It also helped to reduce 
households’ vulnerability to the 2011 drought, and 
there is evidence of increased food consumption 
and dietary diversity and increased spending on 
education and health among participants.28
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not regressive, and do not place a disproportionate 
burden on the poor, is a way of helping to tackle 
inequality directly. 

Improving the willingness of citizens and corporations 
to pay taxes is not only a domestic issue for developing 
countries. High-income countries have the responsibility 
to address weaknesses in the international system that 
enable tax dodging, corruption and illicit financial flows 
to rob developing countries of precious revenue for 
investment in development.

The importance of accountable 
and effective governance

From this discussion, it is clear why our research 
found that improvements in governance have the 
potential to accelerate change towards zero. Effective 
and accountable governments that are responsive 
to the needs of poor and marginalised people will 
be critical on a number of levels for the successful 
implementation of the post-2015 framework.29 
Governments have a key role to play in tackling 
inequality and levelling the playing field through 
fiscal and social policy, ensuring that access to social 
protection and good-quality public services is not 
subject to a household’s or individual’s income or 
socio-economic group. Governments will also need to 
design and implement policies that enable poor and 
marginalised people to participate more productively 
in the economy. It is essential that governments are 
effective and accountable, in order to drive forward 
the sector-specific poverty reduction strategies and 
interventions that will be critical for getting to zero.

Our findings are in line with the recent proliferation of 
research and evidence showing that good governance 
has a strongly positive impact on development, and 
children’s rights in particular. For example, the 
comprehensive study of the ‘child-friendliness’ of 
African governments concluded that political 
willingness to prioritise children in resource allocation 
is as important, if not more important, for children as 
how rich or poor a country is.30 A World Bank study 
similarly confirmed that unless a minimum level of 
good governance is in place, more investment in health 
and education for children will not yield the desired 
results.31 A recent multi-country study of the political 
and institutional determinants of malnutrition 
underscored the importance of government capacity, 
accountability and responsiveness for effectively 
reducing the burden of undernutrition.32

But how can accountable and effective governance 
be fostered in practice? ‘Good governance’ cannot be 
achieved through technical fixes, and depends heavily on 
the balance of power between political constituencies 
and between citizens and the state. While there is no 
simple recipe for improving governance for poverty 
reduction, steps can be taken to shift incentive 
structures, exploit opportunities and build coalitions 
for change that have the potential to yield significant 
improvements to pro-poor policy design and 
implementation. As Alkire and Roche note, countries 
do not need to have ‘perfect’ governance institutions in 
order to make significant progress in multidimensional 
poverty reduction, although an active civil society is 
often important in helping to drive change.33 

No single approach or solution is going to be 
appropriate in all contexts. Accurate diagnosis of 
underlying political and social barriers to change 
is essential in each and every situation, in order to 
identify where political incentives for change can be 
bolstered and policy incoherence addressed. 

Recent research in countries that have achieved 
unexpected acceleration in reducing stunting rates 
highlighted three key drivers of change as particularly 
important for opening up political space for change.34 
First, policy-makers need a solid and convincing 
evidence base, concerning both the nature of the 
problem and the efficacy of solutions to tackle it, so 
that a context-specific understanding and narrative 
can be built around the importance of tackling the 
problem. Second, success often depends on broad-
based political coalitions, sometimes including actors 
with competing agendas, coming together to tackle 
the problem. The effective marshalling of knowledge 
and evidence so that it reaches and convinces the right 
people can be important for fostering these coalitions, 
together with active civil societies who are able to 
push for change and broker partnerships. Finally, 
human and organisational capacity and resources are 
critical, and include not only technical understanding 
of how to tackle malnutrition, but also soft-power 
skills to help foster the required collaboration across 
political boundaries and disciplines. 

Experience in a range of contexts, including Vietnam, 
Malawi and Maharashtra in India, demonstrate 
that when these three drivers operate together in 
mutually reinforcing ways, political commitment can 
be developed in short periods of time. The success 
that Peru has achieved in driving down stunting rates 
over the past ten years illustrates what can happen 
when demand from civil society is combined with 



windows of political opportunity and focused political 
leadership (see Box 11). Ensuring that citizens’ 
rights to freedom of association and expression are 
protected and that spaces for civil society to organise 
and operate freely are protected are, therefore, 
critical. The worrying trend of clampdowns on  
human rights activists and regulation and surveillance 
of civil society in countries across the world must  
be reversed.35

Recent studies have highlighted the importance 
of social accountability initiatives; under certain 
conditions, social audits, transparency initiatives and 
citizen report cards can create sufficient pressure for 
improved service delivery.36 Participatory budgeting 
initiatives have also demonstrated some success in 
increasing government investment in public services 
(see Box 12), supported by transparency and access 
to information. 

getting






 to


 zero




30

Box 11: Case study – fostering political will in Peru to tackle 
malnutrition from the bottom up and top down 

In 2006, elections in Peru provided a broad-based 
coalition of NGOs and international agencies with 
an opportunity to push the issue of malnutrition 
up the political agenda. Their ability to do so was 
bolstered by the evidence that they had been 
gathering on the extent of the problem, and by 
effective approaches that could be scaled up to 
tackle it. The coalition challenged presidential 
candidates to sign a pledge to focus on reducing 
malnutrition among under-5s by 5% in 5 years 
(the ‘5x5x5’ pledge). Through effective lobbying 
it persuaded even candidates who had never 
thought about malnutrition to sign up, transforming 
malnutrition from a neglected policy area into a 
political issue. 

The new government that had been elected drew 
on evidence concerning the need for integrated, 
cross-sector and equitable approaches to tackle 
malnutrition in its design of the 2007 National 
Strategy for Poverty Reduction and Economic 
Opportunities. This strategy included: the creation 
of a common framework for action by government 
ministries across the social, finance and agriculture 
sectors in order to maintain policy coherence; 
decentralised programmes coupled with results-

based financing from central government in 
order to improve efficiency and accountability; 
the reorientation of conditional cash transfers to 
incentivise families to improve nutrition, increase 
use of care services and improve school attendance 
as part of a wider effort to reach marginalised 
groups; and the scaling-up of community-based 
nutrition programming that has proven impact. 
Political leadership from above helped to drive 
forward the implementation of the programme, 
with the issue of malnutrition being placed under 
the direct control of the Prime Minister’s office.

The success of these efforts is reflected in stunting 
data. Having remained fairly static since 1995, 
stunting rates started to fall from 2006/07. The 
subsequent five years saw stunting levels slashed by 
one-third, falling from 30% in 2004 to 20% in 2011. 
Importantly, progress was achieved in the poorest 
sections of society as well as among easier-to-reach 
groups, with rates falling from 56% to 44% among 
children at the bottom of the income spectrum. 
The challenge now is to maintain rates of progress 
through reaching groups and regions that still do 
not have access to the programmes.

Source: based on information from UNICEF (2013) Improving Child Nutrition: The achievable imperative for global progress, UNICEF, and information 
provided by Care Peru
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Box 12: Participatory budgeting and increasing investment in 
children in Brazil37

Cedeca-Ceará, an NGO in Brazil (supported by 
a number of donors including Save the Children), 
has for many years run a project supporting young 
people to monitor the public budget in a state 
capital city (Fortaleza in the north-east of Brazil). 
Fortaleza is a city with both high levels of poverty 
and economic inequality. Groups of young people 
in Fortaleza were trained to understand how 

public budgets are made, and then to apply this 
knowledge for analysis and to mobilise their more 
disadvantaged peers. The results achieved were 
quantitative and qualitative: an additional R$2 million 
for children’s development allocated to education 
and social care, and greater political visibility in 
public forums of adolescents’ organisations.38 

Source: The Ceará Centre for Protection of Children and Adolescents – CEDECA-Ceará, Children and young people in action, participating in budget 
work, November 2005; Marques, M M (2011) ‘Monitoring the Public Budget with Adolescents: The Experience of Cedeca-Ceará’, in Enakshi Gangul 
Thukral (ed.) Every Right for Every Child: Governance and Accountability, 2011 Routledge India.
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The analysis presented in this report suggests 
that an end to extreme multidimensional 
poverty could be within sight – we could be 
the generation that puts an end to critical 
dimensions of extreme poverty once and 
for all. However, transforming this vision into 
concrete reality will not be easy, and will 
require significant changes in the ways that 
we all approach human development. 

As argued in this report, it will require tackling 
the income gap between rich and poor sections of 
society in ways that genuinely result in the interests 
and needs of the poorest being put first. It will 
also require political and public institutions to be 
accountable to the poorest and most marginalised 
people, including through the effective delivery of 
accessible essential services that meet their needs.

The previous chapter of this report explored 
what this might mean for national governments in 
practice. It examined some of the policy options and 
approaches that could be pursued to tackle income 
inequality and improve the quality of governance in 
the interests of poor people. Governments, of course, 
do not need to wait for the post-2015 framework 
to undertake reform in these areas. Many are already 
doing so, and much can be learned from their 
experience of what works and what doesn’t. Planning 
for zero must begin now, with careful consideration of 
what resources, policies and support will be needed 
to eradicate critical dimensions of poverty by 2030 in 
each country and sub-national context. 

This chapter focuses on how the post-2015 
framework can support and accelerate these efforts, 
uniting the international community and national 
governments behind common objectives and shared 
values, and providing a common reference point to 
help channel political and financial investment into  
the eradication of extreme poverty. 

Zero goals must be  
included that finish  
the job the MDGs started

Zero goals will motivate and inspire, putting a time-
frame to the long-standing international commitment 
to free the human race from want. 

Just as the MDGs became embedded in national 
development plans and donor strategies, including 
zero goals in the post-2015 framework will help 
to unite and orient the governments and their 
development partners towards the critical mission  
of ending extreme multidimensional poverty. 

Goals must be included to:
•	 eradicate extreme income poverty at levels of 

$1.25 and $2 a day and reduce relative poverty
•	 end hunger and ensure universal access to 

sustainable food, water and sanitation
•	 end preventable child and maternal mortality and 

provide universal healthcare for all
•	 ensure all children receive a good-quality 

education and have good learning outcomes
•	 ensure all children live a life free from all forms of 

violence, are protected in conflict and thrive in a 
safe family environment

•	 deliver sustainable energy to all.

6	 What does this mean for  
	the  post-2015 framework?
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Tackling inequality must  
be a core objective and be 
embedded in every aspect  
of the new framework

The post-2015 framework must be firmly oriented 
towards tackling inequality, with commitment 
to reduce the gaps between advantaged and 
disadvantaged groups built into the fibre of its goals, 
metrics and implementation mechanisms. Zero 
goals are a critical component of this, embodying 
recognition of the need to ensure that all people can 
enjoy their basic human rights, without discrimination 
or bias of any kind. 

Inequality must also be tackled through the targets 
and indicators that sit underneath goals. For income 
inequality, this will mean the inclusion of goals to 
eradicate income poverty at the $1.25- and $2-a-day 
levels, and of concrete targets to implement social 
policies to tackle inequality, including to establish a 
global social protection floor and to ensure that all 
people have access to decent work. The framework 
must track reductions in income inequality between 
the top 10% and bottom 40% of the income 
distribution, in addition to group-based income 
inequalities. Rates of progress should be published 
as part of the reporting process under the new 
framework, in order to monitor change and  
recognise success. 

In addition to tackling income inequality, the post-
2015 framework must be designed to reduce other 
dimensions of inequality that persist along economic, 
political, social and cultural lines; between individuals; 
and between gender, age, identity, disability and 
geographical groups. The rates of progress that are 
being made by different groups in each goal area must 
be tracked and published, with explicit commitment 
to close the gap between the best- and worst-
performing groups. Importantly, no target must be 
deemed to have been met unless it is met for the 
poorest and most marginalised groups in society.1

Goals, targets and  
indicators must be included 
on open, accountable and 
inclusive governance

In line with our finding of the importance of effective 
and accountable governance for achieving zero goals, 
the post-2015 framework must contain a stand-alone 
goal on open, accountable and inclusive governance. 
As per our recommendations in Ending Poverty 
in Our Generation, targets should aim to improve 
transparency, participation, civil liberties, rule of law, 
corruption and effective public service provision. 
These must include preserving legal and political space 
for the free and independent operation of civil society. 

In addition to bolstering accountability at local and 
national levels, a robust global reporting mechanism 
must be established as part of the new framework 
that provides a channel for poor and marginalised 
people to monitor progress and hold both national 
and international institutions to account for 
commitments they have made. 

Data to track progress must 
be collected that is reliable, 
comparable and disaggregated

In order to track equitable progress towards zero 
and other goals, and to ensure that leaders can be 
held to account for their commitments, appropriate 
disaggregated data must be collected and made 
publicly accessible under the post-2015 framework. 
This will require considerable improvements on the 
status quo; the data that is currently available to 
measure different dimensions of poverty is woefully 
patchy, irregularly collected and often unreliable. Data 
must be collected under the post-2015 framework 
that is comparable across countries and based on 
common indicators, data collection standards and 
methodological approach. Improvements must be 
made in the coverage, quality, transparency and 
regularity of data collection. 

Monitoring inequality will require disaggregated data 
to measure differential rates of progress between 
women and girls in comparison with men and boys, 
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and between relatively advantaged and disadvantaged 
ethnic, religious, rural/urban, regional, age and disability 
groups. Metrics must capture imbalances in power 
and opportunity that exist within households as well 
as in the public realm. This will require substantial 
investment, institutional reform and capacity-building, 
in order to ensure that systems are up and running  
in time. 

The framework must  
be financed

Making the dramatic shifts in policy and practice that 
are needed to get to zero on critical dimensions of 
poverty will require considerably more investment 
in sustainable development than is currently being 
made. The Intergovernmental Expert Committee 
on Sustainable Development Financing must explore 
every avenue possible for ensuring that sufficient 
financial resources are available for achieving zero 
goals and other post-2015 targets, and must make 
innovative and strong proposals to UN member 
states. Domestic resource mobilisation and 
innovative financing will be crucial, but so will official 
development assistance. 

Traditional and emerging donors must be prepared 
to step up their investment in the post-2015 era, with 
OECD Development Assistance Committee (DAC) 
donors realising their commitment to spend 0.7% of 
GNI on official development assistance. This will be 
particularly important for helping countries that carry 
a disproportionate burden of global poverty to get 
to zero. Richer countries also have the responsibility 
to address weaknesses in the international system 
that enable tax dodging, corruption and illicit financial 
flows that dramatically reduce the resources that are 
available for investment in poverty reduction.

All countries and development 
partners must play their roles  
in achieving zero goals  
and advancing global 
sustainable development

All UN member states must commit themselves to 
making the necessary changes in policy and practice 
that are required for global sustainable development 
and the complete eradication of critical dimensions of 
poverty, including on environmental sustainability and 
tackling climate change. Traditional donor and high-
income countries must ensure that their policies are 
coherent with development objectives – with reform 
of any trade, finance, agriculture and investment 
policies that undermine the global race towards zero. 
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Under the Millennium Declaration, world 
leaders came together to renew their 
promise to do everything in their powers  
to free the world from poverty and want.  
The time has arrived to keep that promise. 
To do so is achievable, but will require 
commitment from the international 
development community and national 
governments to move beyond ‘business as 
usual’ in the global fight against poverty. 

This report has highlighted how important tackling 
inequality and improving government effectiveness and 
accountability to the poorest and most marginalised 
sections of society will be for eradicating critical 
dimensions of extreme multidimensional poverty 
under the post-2015 framework. Combined with 
the scaling-up of sector-specific poverty reduction 
strategies, particularly among populations that carry 
the highest burden of the world’s poverty, and 
particular efforts to tackle systematic exclusion and 

discrimination against marginalised groups, we could 
feasibly finish the job that the MDGs started by 
2030. Ensuring that development strategies are not 
only transformative but environmentally sustainable 
will be critical for ensuring that the world’s precious 
natural resources are protected, that accountability to 
current and future generations is maintained, and that 
countries get to zero, and stay there.

Getting to zero by 2030 will not be easy, and there 
is no simple or quick fix. However, the post-2015 
framework presents world leaders with a significant 
opportunity to galvanise the international community 
behind this shared vision, and to mobilise the political 
and financial partnerships and investment that are 
needed to transform this vision into reality. Now is 
the time to aim high, setting zero goals to eradicate 
the critical dimensions of poverty and suffering once 
and for all. If we do, the pay-offs for humanity could  
be huge.

7	 Conclusion
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increased water supplies by a further 17% (WHO and UNICEF, 2013, 
op. cit.). Diarrhoea is the leading cause of child mortality in sub-Saharan 
Africa. Similarly, undernutrition is the underlying cause of 45% of 
under-five child mortality. Bhutta et al (2013, op. cit.) estimate that child 
mortality rates could be reduced by 15% if ten nutrition interventions 
were scaled up to 90% coverage. This would also reduce stunting rates 
by 20%. Nutrition has also been linked to learning outcomes, with Save 
the Children (2013b) research finding that children who are stunted 
are 19% more likely to make a mistake when reading a simple sentence, 
and 13% less likely to be in the correct grade for their age at school. 
Conversely, receiving a good-quality education is a critical enabler of 
poverty reduction, equipping children with the knowledge and skills that 
they need to access decent livelihoods, and allowing them to pass on their 
knowledge to the benefit of their own children later in life. 
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5  Why are inequality and governance 
so critical?
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6  What does this mean for the  
post-2015 framework?
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We are at a critical juncture in the history of human development. An end 
to extreme poverty is within our reach. 

The Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) – a set of concrete goals and 
targets to be achieved by 2015 – have helped to spur unprecedented rates 
of poverty reduction over the past decade. Now, the post-2015 successor 
framework must do the same – and more. It must finish the job that the 
MDGs started, with ‘zero goals’ to eradicate key dimensions of poverty – 
including preventable child mortality, children missing out on good-quality 
education, and inadequate access to water and sanitation. 

This report presents new analysis that shows that these zero goals are 
achievable by 2030, but only if world leaders take decisive action to tackle 
income inequality and improve governance. 

New projections presented here show that, if we allow current trends in 
income inequality to continue, we are highly unlikely to see the achievement 
of zero goals by 2030, even with strong economic growth. But our analysis 
suggests that rates of poverty reduction will accelerate significantly if 
income inequality is reduced and the accountability and effectiveness of 
governance are improved. By combining these steps with efforts to scale up 
poverty reduction programmes to reach the poorest and most marginalised 
people, we could get all the way to zero by 2030.

The report concludes with recommendations for building a bold and 
ambitious post-2015 framework, with zero goals and targets to tackle 
inequality, improve accountability and strengthen development partnerships. 

We call on the international community not to miss the window of 
opportunity that the post-2015 process presents – to inspire and unite a 
generation behind the mission of ending extreme poverty once and for all. 

savethechildren.org.uk
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How we can be the generation  
that ends poverty
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