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Introduction

The People’s Republic of China (PRC) has 
made great strides in reducing poverty in the 
rural regions. Official statistics show a decline 
in the rural poverty rate from 30.7% in 1978 

to 1.6% in 2007. This very impressive performance in the 
reduction of the rural poverty rate has, however, been 
accompanied by the emergence of other issues. One is 
that in the rural areas, the remaining poor population 
has become more dispersed in relatively small areas, 
such as townships and villages, so that tracking and 
targeting policies to assist them using existing poverty 
monitoring mechanisms have become more difficult. The 
objective of this brief is to describe the development of 
an Asian Development Bank–financed poverty monitoring 
system in Dayao county in Chuxiong Prefecture of 
Yunnan Province that can be used to track poverty in a 
county.1 County-level poverty monitoring systems can 
provide an effective way to implement urgent poverty 
reduction policies, particularly those that prioritize and 
target the poor directly. Such systems can also provide 
data to help monitor and evaluate the outcome and 
impact of government policies at the subnational level. 
Dayao county was selected for the development of the 
poverty monitoring system for the following reasons: 
(i) Dayao is a remote agriculture-based county with no 
large manufacturing sector and no neighboring big cities 

to support its development; (ii) Dayao is a nationally 
designated poor county facing constraints in both natural 
and human resources, with Yi and other minority ethnic 
people accounting for one third of its total population; 
(iii) its rather small population size of 280,000 meant 
that the cost of establishing the poverty system was kept 
within the size of the project budget.

Assessment of current situation

The rural poverty situation in the PRC has experienced 
some emerging issues in recent years. One, the remaining 
poor rural population has become more dispersed. The poor 
are no longer concentrated in counties but in townships and 
villages. This implies the need to target poverty reduction 
policies at the subcounty level. Besides, combating rural 
poverty is not merely restricted to increasing the income 
of the poor any more. Tackling the non-income dimensions 
of rural poverty, such as access to physical and social 
infrastructure, has become an equally, if not, more important 
challenge. Further, there has been an increase in demand 
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1	 The	brief	is	based	on	reports	prepared	by	consultants	under	an	Asian	Development	Bank–supported	technical	assistance.	Asian	
Development	Bank.	2004.	Technical Assistance to the People’s Republic of China for Developing a Poverty Monitoring System at  
the County Level.	Manila.	The	authors	thank	Mr.	Guobao	Wu	of	the	Chinese	Academy	of	Social	Sciences	and	Ms.	Bing	Guan	and		
Ms.	Yanhong	Hao	of	the	National	Bureau	of	Statistics	of	China	for	their	useful	comments	on	an	earlier	draft.
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for subnational statistical data for analysis so as to ensure 
that scarce resources are channeled more effectively to the 
poor areas. These developments have resulted in the critical 
need for statistics at the subcounty level to ensure that the 
correct policies are formulated to tackle poverty in the small 
and vulnerable rural areas. Unfortunately, the current rural 
poverty monitoring system in the PRC has been unable 
to handle these challenges effectively as it still tends to 
focus on producing statistics at the provincial and national 
levels. To illustrate, consider the Rural Household Survey 
System which collects data for 68,000 sample households 
distributed in 857 sample counties in all 31 provinces of 
the PRC. Although the sample is selected according to the 
recommendations of sampling techniques, its very small 
size makes it difficult to estimate the poor population at 
administrative districts below the provincial level. The 
dearth of county-level data can also be attributed to the lack 
of capacity of county offices of the Rural Survey Department 
to produce the required poverty-related indicators. 

In addition, an assessment of the existing poverty monitoring 
situation in Dayao county revealed that some poverty-related 
information may be available but are not properly shared 
among related departments. Existing poverty data also do 
not follow clear and consistent definitions. There is also a 
lack of regular and timely data at the village and household 
levels for policy and decision making mainly because surveys 
to collect such data are conducted infrequently. Further, 
some important non-income indicators, such as infant 
mortality, have not been included in the monitoring of 
poverty in the current system. Most seriously, the collected 
data have not been managed and processed well. Thus, 
the Dayao county poverty monitoring system which was 
developed has tried to overcome the above problems by 
conforming to the following principles: (i) it should be 
able to meet the needs of planners and decision makers for 
regular and timely information on poverty status; (ii) the 
selected indicators should be internationally comparable, 
consistent with the indicators developed for measuring the 
welfare of society in the PRC and in line with the national 
poverty monitoring system; (iii) it should be technically 
feasible; and (iv) it should be economically sustainable and 
operationally replicable.

Selection and test of indicators

After intensive consultation with stakeholders including 
officers in Dayao county at the village, township, and county 
levels, a list of indicators, a household questionnaire, and a 
village survey form were developed based on considerations 
such as participatory ranking, theoretical analyses, and the 
indicators used in national poverty monitoring (Carraro 2005  

and Wu 2005). The household questionnaire included 
indicators on (i) demographic characteristics, such as family 
size, age composition, and health status; (ii) education 
and skills, such as the highest education attained in the 
household, number of illiterate persons, and dropouts of 
school-age children; (iii) working capacities of household 
members; (iv) land and location, including amount of land 
area under irrigation and distance from village committee; 
(v) social insurance participated in and benefited by the 
interviewed household; (vi) employment including self-
employment and migration; (vii) cropping structure;  
(viii) livestock; (ix) type and age of housing and ownership 
of durables, such as television sets and electrical appliances; 
(x) availability of amenities, such as toilets, drinking 
water, and fuels; (xi) occurrence of major events, such as 
weddings, funerals, hospitalizations, and children going to 
universities; and (xii) subsidies and other support received 
from the government. The indicators included in the village 
questionnaire covered (i) topography; (ii) population  
and its composition; (iii) land utilization; (iv) location;  
(v) infrastructure, such as road accessibility and connectivity 
to electricity grid; (vi) social services; (vii) infant mortality; 
(viii) occurrence of natural disasters; (ix) number of village 
enterprises; (x) social services; and (xi) government’s 
poverty reduction intervention, including type and coverage 
of investment projects. In general, the indicators can be 
classified into the following three categories: (i) income  
proxy indicators, (ii) non-income poverty indicators, and  
(iii) indicators for outcomes of poverty reduction 
interventions. Data on income proxy indicators rather than 
income itself were included because of the difficulty of 
collecting reliable and complete information on income from 
a one-time survey.

A test survey was conducted in two villages in August 
2005 to assess the feasibility of the tentatively developed 
indicators for poverty monitoring at the county and lower 
levels, and the effectiveness and feasibility of the proposed 
data collection instrument. Based on the results, some 
refinements were made to the survey forms.

Collection of data

The actual field survey (census) of all the households and 
villages in Dayao county began on 1 January 2007. The 
exercise including data processing was completed by the end 
of May 2007. A total of 64,551 households in 128 villages 
of 12 townships were interviewed. To save cost and time, 
the census was conducted at the same time as the national 
agricultural census. A set of measures was put in place 
to ensure the smooth implementation of the census and 
to control for quality. These included the establishment 
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of a leadership and coordination system and the county 
government putting the census among its top 10 priority 
work areas. Intensive training was also provided to the staff 
of the Dayao county statistics bureau and survey instructors 
and enumerators. To validate the results, a post-enumeration 
survey involving 115 households in two communities was 
also conducted. An evaluation of the results from the 
post-enumeration survey with those of the census in the two 
communities revealed the quality of the census to be very 
high, with an average error rate of 0.1%. 

Results

Some tentative applications and analysis of the Dayao 
county poverty monitoring system have been attempted. 
To identify the targets for poverty reduction, Wu (2007) 
constructed a simple household poverty index using 15 
indicators (Table 1) that were found to be highly correlated 
with income and consumption, with each indicator being 
assigned a value of 1 (presence) or 0 (absence). The poverty 
index of a household was computed as the unweighted sum 
of the value of all the indicators divided by 15. The higher 
the value of a poverty index, the poorer the household. Using 
this method, the poverty index for Dayao county households 
was estimated to be 0.461. Using a poverty index value of 
0.667 (which corresponds to households being associated 
with 10 or more poverty-related indicators among the 15 in 
Table 1), Wu estimated that 9.9% of households and 6.0% 
of the population could be targeted for poverty reduction 
initiatives. Since 5% of the population in Dayao county 
receives the minimum living standard protection scheme 
(dibao) subsidies, he concluded that it may be reasonable 
to use this poverty index value of 0.667 as the cut-off to 
identify dibao beneficiaries in the county.

Wang (2007) of the Yunnan Survey Office proposed a 
method that may be used to identify the poor and what 
intervention is required without explicitly computing a 
household poverty index. Five types of key constraints 
related to the following were considered: (i) labor (for 
example, whether a household has a disabled member); 
(ii) illness (for example, whether a household member is 
hospitalized or suffers from chronic disease); (iii) production 
and employment (for example, whether a household 
member is engaged in long-term work outside the home 
village or whether a household has sufficient irrigated land 
or livestock); (iv) environment (for example, whether a 
household has access to safe drinking water, sanitation, and 
an all-season road); (v) capability (for example, the highest 
education attained by a household). A household is counted 
as poor as long as it is affected by any one constraint. 
However, there may be cases where a household suffers 
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identifies non-income dimensions 
of  poverty that will ensure correct 
policies are properly targeted to 
assist poor villages and households

from more than one constraint. Using this method, Wang 
estimated the proportion of poor households and population 
in Dayao county to be 18.3% and 13.5% respectively. 

Conclusion

The changing poverty dynamics in the PRC in recent 
years has resulted in the critical need for statistics at the 
subcounty level to identify poor villages and households so 
that correct policies can be properly targeted to assist these 
villages and households. Unfortunately, the existing rural 
poverty monitoring system in the PRC is mostly geared to 
producing statistics at the provincial and national levels. 
Thus, it may not be possible to identify what is most needed 
in poor villages and households under the current system. 
A very good way to resolve this problem is to develop a 
county-level poverty monitoring system containing data on 
villages and households in the county. The Dayao county 

No. Indicator	 No. Indicator	

1 Ratio	of	labor	with	productive	
capacity	to	household	size	is	
less	than	50%

9 No	sheep	or	goats

2 Highest	education	attained	
is	primary	schooling	or	
below

10 No	beasts	of	burden

3 Absence	of	skilled	worker	in	
the	household

11 House	was	built	over		
20	years	ago

4 Did	not	migrate	in	the	past		
6	months	or	more

12 No	color	television	sets

5 No	off-farm	employment 13 No	truck	or	tractor

6 The	proportion	of	land	area	
under	cash	crops	is	less		
than	20%

14 Household	member	
currently	studying	in	the	
university	or	technical	school	

7 Cultivated	land	area	per	
capita	is	less	than	0.5	mu

15 At	least	one	household	
member	hospitalized	within	
the	year

8 No	pigs

Source: Wu (2007).

Table 1. Indicators included in the construction of poverty index
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poverty monitoring system described in this brief is an 
example of such a system. As the poverty monitoring system 
was developed by collecting data via a census, information on 
every single village and household is captured in the system. 
The multidimensional nature of the indicators in the system 
means that it can be used to identify and understand the 
various non-income dimensions of poverty in the county so 
that appropriate policies can be formulated to assist poor 
households. Provided resources are available, the system can 
be updated, say, once in 5 or 10 years, by incorporating the 
census into the national agriculture or population census. 
Doing so will help enhance the monitoring of the poverty 
situation in Dayao county.
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