THE GENEVA CHALLENGE 2022
The International Contest for Graduate Students to Advance Development Goals
“The Challenges of Poverty Reduction”
Last year, 290 teams composed of 1,176 graduate students from 115 countries took part in
Geneva Challenge 2021. Building on this success, the Geneva Graduate Institute continues
to encourage interdisciplinary problem-solving among graduate students from around the
world. Thanks to the vision and support of Ambassador Jenö Staehelin, a long-standing
partner and friend of the Geneva Graduate Institute, we are now proud to launch
the ninth edition of The Geneva Challenge – Advancing Development Goals
Contest, which in 2022 addresses “The Challenges of Poverty Reduction”.
Today, more than 700 million people around the world still live in extreme poverty. Goal no. 1
of the Sustainable Development Agenda aims at ending poverty in all its forms everywhere.
Under the earlier Millennium Development Goals, the poverty rate in the developing world
plummeted between 1990 and 2015 from 47% to 14%. Yet, recent estimates from the World
Bank show a reversal in today’s COVID-19 world, and the weakened numbers are expected
to continue. Ninety-seven million people fell into extreme poverty in 2020. New research
suggests that by 2030, two-thirds of the extreme poor in the world will be living in countries
with economies so fragile that rapid and intensified action will be needed if global poverty goals
are to be met. In other countries, meanwhile, the poor face widening income inequality, as
well as hunger and malnutrition; limited access to education, health and other services; and
social exclusion. In light of all this, the Advancing Development Goals Contest calls upon
graduate students from around the world to develop innovative interdisciplinary solutions that
address the global challenges of poverty reduction.
Successful strategies today require being interdisciplinary and analysing the ways in which
individuals, governments, civil society, international organisations and private sector
organisations can and should respond. In this Geneva Challenge, we are seeking innovative
and crosscutting proposals. The competition could not be more timely.
As an aid to participants, details of some of the specific pressing issues being experienced
worldwide are highlighted below.
Poverty
 Most often, poverty is simply defined as a lack of income, more specifically in terms of
the international poverty line (IPL). The IPL defines that a person who lives on less
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than $1.90 per day is considered to be a person living in extreme poverty.1 Additionally,
other measures of absolute poverty include two higher poverty lines, namely $3.20 and
$5.50 per day.2 More than 700 million people around the world still live in extreme
poverty as defined by the IPL.3 Globally, 97 million people entered into extreme poverty
as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic.4 In 2020, global hunger increased due to the
COVID-19 pandemic with up to 811 million people being undernourished, out of which
418 million people live in Asia and 282 million in Africa.5 About 930 million people
globally are at risk of falling into poverty due expensive health spending.6 Only 20% of
rural inhabitants have access to improved water. A lack of safe water and sanitation
has grave impacts on health, with diarrhoea being the second leading cause of death
in children under 5.7 A child born in one of the poorest countries in the world has a 10%
chance of dying within the first 5 years of their life while in rich countries the survival
rate is as high as 99.8%.8


However, with a world that gets increasingly richer, the usefulness of the IPL has been
questioned.9 A person living in poverty suffers from multiple disadvantages at the same
time, including poor health and malnutrition, a lack of clean water or electricity, poor
quality of work, a lack of access to education, and more.10 There are several recent
attempts to measure the multidimensionality of poverty worldwide. For example, the
Multidimensional Poverty Measure (MPM) is one tool used by the World Bank that
assesses poverty beyond monetary deprivations by including the dimensions of
education and basic infrastructure into the IPL.11 Over one third of those experiencing
multidimensional poverty, according to this measure, are not captured by the normal
tool of IPL.12 A second tool to measure multidimensional poverty is the Global
Multidimensional Poverty Index (MPI). The MPI measures acute multidimensional
poverty by measuring each person’s deprivations across 10 indicators in three equally
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weighted dimension: health, education and standard of living.13 People are considered
multidimensional poor if they are deprived in one-third or more of the 10 indicators. In
2021, across 109 countries 1.3 billion people (21.7%) lived in acute multidimensional
poverty.14 Out of these, 644 million are children under the age of 18 and 105 million
are age 60 or older. Nearly 84% of people in multidimensional poverty live in SubSaharan Africa or South Asia. Important to note is that 67% live in middle-income
countries, which points to the fact that poverty is no longer just a problem of the
developing world and the poorest countries.15

Social exclusion
● Poverty is strongly correlated with social exclusion. “Social exclusion describes a state
in which individuals are unable to participate fully in economic, social, political and
cultural life, as well as the process leading to and sustaining such a state.”16 People
who are discriminated against often end up excluded from socio-economic and political
participation. They are more likely to be poor and be denied access to income, assets,
and services.17 Factors that are strongly correlated with poverty and social exclusion
are gender, caste, ethnicity and religion.18 Social exclusion leads to lower lifetime
earnings, poor education and employment outcomes, factors that are all associated
with poverty.19 An estimated 891 million people in the world experience discrimination
on the basis of their ethnic, linguistic or religious identities alone.20 In 2020, 24.2% of
children in the EU were at risk of poverty or social exclusion.21 The COVID-19
pandemic has had an intensified negative impact on the most marginalised, including
persons with disabilities, women, unemployed youth, sexual and gender minorities, the
elderly, indigenous peoples, and ethnic and racial minorities.22
●

It is more difficult for people who suffer from social exclusion to be lifted out of poverty
since poverty reduction policies often fail to reach socially excluded groups.23 They are
often denied the opportunities available to others to increase their income and escape
from poverty by their own efforts.24 The reduction of inequalities can contribute to
poverty reduction, especially for socially excluded groups. 25 Improving the ability of
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people to take part in society means enhancing their ability and opportunity to be a full
member of society, enter employment more easily and participate in political
processes, thereby helping to improve the general living standards and reducing
poverty.26

Vulnerability to climate-related extreme events and other economic, social and
environmental shocks and disasters
● Climate change and poverty are linked.27 Environmental and climate-related events
and risks disproportionately affect developing countries, people living in poverty and
other vulnerable groups within countries.28 People living in poverty are more frequently
exposed to climate hazards, they tend to lose relatively more when affected, and have
fewer resources to enable them to cope and recover.29 Climate change has increased
the frequency and intensity of climate-related extreme events like hot extremes, marine
heatwaves, droughts, cyclones and floods.30 Climate change will exacerbate health
shocks that already push 100 million people into poverty every year. 31 Environmental
risks account for 25% of the disease burden in children under 5 years old.32 Between
2030 and 2050, climate change is predicted to cause 250,000 additional deaths per
year from malnutrition, malaria, diarrhoea and heat stress, all illnesses that are likely
to be exacerbated by raising global temperatures.33 The effects of climate change can
generate a vicious cycle of increasing poverty and vulnerability, thereby worsening
inequality between and within countries.34 An estimate of 100 million people could fall
back into extreme poverty by 2030 due to climate change and over 200 million people
are estimated to be displaced due to more frequent and severe climatic disasters.35
Economic, social and environmental shocks provoke immediate humanitarian needs
for food, shelter and medical care but also severely set back poverty eradication in the
long term by increasing all aspects of fragility and critically preventing access to safe,
nutritious food and water, education and economic opportunities.36
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People in poverty tend to live in areas more susceptible to climate change and in
housing that is less resistant. They lose relatively more when affected by climate
variability and weather shocks, and have fewer resources to mitigate the effects.37
Climate change threatens to undo the last 50 years of progress in development, global
health and poverty reduction.38 Hence, urgent action is needed to protect those living
in poverty and those in danger of entering extreme poverty in the future from the
impacts of climate change and other shocks. Thus, global action must reduce their
vulnerability to climate-related extreme events and other shocks and disasters.39
Hence, steps must be taken to reduce vulnerability, enhance adaptive capacities and
combine action on poverty reduction with action on climate change.40

Fragile and conflict situations
● Fragility, conflict and violence (FCV) present a critical challenge to extreme poverty
reduction efforts in both low- and middle-income countries.41 Armed conflict weakens
poverty reduction in the long term.42 Countries that have escaped fragile and conflictaffected situations (FCS) in the past decade have cut their poverty rates by more than
half.43 Today, about half the world’s poor live in FCS.44 By 2030, up to 60% of the
world’s extreme poor are projected to live in FCV settings.45 The number of people
living in proximity to conflict has almost doubled since 2007. A person living in an
economy facing chronic fragility and conflict is 10 times more likely to be poor than a
person living in a country that has not experienced any fragility or conflict for 20 years.46
In 2020, the 37 economies formally classified by the World Bank as affected by FCV
are home to 10% of the world’s population but more than 40% of the global poor. 47
People living in FCS are more likely to suffer not only from poverty but from multiple
deprivations.48 Conflict affects long-term workforce productivity through the reduced
access to education, increased mortality and worsened mental health.49
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Additionally, crisis situations often lead to internally displaced persons and refugees
who are facing extreme poverty. There are 82.4 million people around the world that
are forcibly displaced people.50 Four out of five displaced persons live in developing
countries.51 Around 76% of refugees are displaced for more than five years.52 While
emergency humanitarian aid can help those recently displaced in the short term,
multidimensional factors of poverty must be taken into consideration in the medium to
long term. Hence, action must focus on securing their access to livelihood
opportunities, finance, adequate housing, education and basic social needs and on
strengthening and supporting host communities by generating economic opportunities
to prevent people from entering poverty due to displacement.53

Tech poverty
● Technological innovation is happening at an increasing speed and is mostly
concentrated in developed countries.54 There are significant inequalities among and
within countries in terms of access to these innovations.55 One of the main hindrances
to a positive impact of technologies on poverty reduction is the lack of universal access
to these technologies. Barriers based on a combination of a lack of availability,
affordability, awareness, accessibility and ability for effective use persist in many
countries.56
●

Digitalisation can help people to work and learn better. Internet availability and the use
of sophisticated digital technologies lead to more and better jobs, especially for lowerincome and lower-skilled people, and could therefore help to reduce poverty.57 Labour
force participation and wage employment increase significantly in areas with internet
availability, three years after its provision.58 However, the gains from the anticipated
growth and development through digitalisation are predicted to be unequally
distributed, with those on the margins of the labour market, like people in poverty,
women or people with disabilities, benefitting the least.59 Only 28% of the rural
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households in developing countries had access to the internet in 2019 (65% in urban
areas) compared with 81% in developed countries (87% in urban areas).60 Access to
the internet is marked by a gender gap, especially in poorer countries. In developing
countries 40% of women and 49% of men used the internet in 2019, compared to 86%
and 88% in developed countries.61 Additionally, many technologies rely on steady,
high-speed fixed internet connections. However, almost half of the world’s population,
3.7 billion people, remain offline and therefore lack the infrastructure to meaningfully
use technological tools. The lack of digital skills is also higher among people living in
poverty, people living in developing countries in general and marginalised groups.62
While 70% of Africa’s regional population have availability of mobile internet, less than
25% are using it.63
●

The Fourth Industrial Revolution is associated with a loss of low-skill jobs due to
automation and an increase in high-skill jobs, especially in computer-based work.
Almost half of the work activities globally have the potential to be automated.64 Artificial
intelligence (AI) could also make an important contribution to poverty reduction in areas
that include manufacturing, energy, financial services, education as well as the
provision of public services. For example, AI has been used to increase information
and data on poverty by using satellite data and AI analyses.65 Additionally, AI can be
used in the health sector to reach more rural and remote areas with healthcare, in
education to support virtual learning, and in public services.66 Moreover, AI-based
technology has also been employed to prevent and predict natural disasters. The
expansion of this tech sector will also critically rely on the development of safeguards,
such as legislative and regulatory frameworks.67

Employment, informal work and youth unemployment
● Access to good quality employment is often regarded as an important antipoverty
strategy that can lead to improvements in individuals’ standards of living and wellbeing.
Yet, underemployment, unemployment, informal work, poor-quality employment,
vulnerable employment and working poverty remain major issues that dampen efforts
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to achieve poverty eradication.68 In 2022, global unemployment is expected to reach
205 million people, which is an increase since 2019 (187 million unemployed) and is
mainly due to the COVID-19 pandemic and related job losses resulting from the
economic downturns.69 In this regard, the impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic will be
most strongly felt in the informal economy, where a vast majority of the working poor
are employed.70 Productive employment and decent work are the basic route out of
poverty for individuals, communities and societies.71
●

Young workers are twice as likely to be living in poverty as adults, a trend which is
projected to be exacerbated by the impacts of the pandemic.72 Twice as many young
women lost their jobs as did young men due to the COVID-19 pandemic.73 Almost
40.8% of the global youth labour force is either unemployed or part of the working
poor.74 Additionally, an elevated unemployment rate, increased susceptibility to
working poverty and a lack of good quality job opportunities are key factors in shaping
young people’s decision to migrate permanently.75 Youth unemployment is extremely
high in urban areas, with 23%.76 Additionally, youth unemployment perpetuates the
intergenerational cycle of poverty.77 Hence, increasing youth employment can
significantly impact the eradication of poverty in the future by breaking the cycle of
poverty that traps generations of families in extreme poverty. Moreover, the longer a
person is unemployed, the lower are the potential wages and the chances of finding a
new job.78 Similarly, the social capital of a person declines the longer they are out of
work, further decreasing the chances of finding new employment.79
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Educational and learning poverty
● The limited access to quality education and the lack of basic skills are closely related
to poverty. One of the main barriers to education is poverty, with children from the
poorest households being five times more likely to be out of primary school. 80 In spite
of progress in schooling enrolments, still 11% of primary-school-aged children and
20% of lower-secondary-aged children are out of school.81 By April 2020, about 1.6
billion children and youth were out of school and 369 million children who rely on school
meals did not receive them as a result of the pandemic-related school closures
implemented around the world.82 A lack of schooling and education has long-lasting
effects on people who face greater barriers to earning potential and employment later
in life and therefore lack the ability to build a better future for themselves and their
communities.83 Additionally, even those children who are able to regularly attend
school often do not acquire basic skills. In low-income countries, 80% of children at
age 10 are unable to read and understand a simple text, and this is regarded as
learning poverty.84 In low- and middle-income countries the rate of learning poverty is
at 53%. Out of 720 million primary-school-aged children, 382 million are learning poor,
a number which could increase by 72 million due to the COVID-19 pandemic.85
Children who are not able to read by the age of 10 or at the end of primary school
usually fail to master reading later on.86 An inability to read also decreases children’s
abilities to learn other subjects like math, science and humanities. In 2016, 750 million
adults, out of which two thirds were women, were illiterate, thereby hampering their
possibilities of finding employment.87 Without foundational learning and skills, students
often fail to thrive in school and in the workplace as they do not acquire the human
capital and skills needed to be productive.88 The learning crisis contributes to human
capital deficits and undermines poverty reduction.89 Current projections forecast that
by 2030, 43% of children will be learning-poor.90
●

Low levels of education hamper economic growth and slow down poverty reduction.
Quality education can enable upward socioeconomic mobility and is key to move out
of poverty.91 Education provides skills that boost employment opportunities and
incomes while helping to protect people from socio-economic vulnerabilities. A more
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equitable expansion of quality education is likely to reduce inequality, lifting the poorest
from the bottom of the ladder.92 Universal primary and secondary attainment would
help lift more than 420 million out of poverty, which would decrease the global poverty
rate by more than 50%.93 These effects would be especially prevalent in Sub-Saharan
Africa and Southern Asia, the two regions which show the highest poverty rates and
high rates of out-of-school children.94 Additionally, ensuring that every child learns to
read by the age of 10 can help build human capital and increases children’s ability to
learn and participate effectively in the workforce and in society. The development of
skills can contribute to structural transformation and economic growth by enhancing
employability and labour productivity. Hence, additional attention should be paid to
postsecondary education and vocational training that can provide individuals with the
necessary skills to enter employment.95 Skills development can reduce unemployment
and underemployment, increase productivity and improve standards of living, thereby
helping eradicate poverty and inequalities.96

Gender inequalities
 By 2021, the total number of women and girls living in extreme poverty is estimated to
be 435 million.97 In 2019, 33.5% of employed women in the least developed countries
were living in poverty as opposed to 28.3% of men.98 The COVID-19 crisis has had a
disproportionate impact on the livelihoods of women, thereby exacerbating
longstanding disparities and inequalities further.99 By 2030, an estimated 121 women
per 100 men will be living in extreme poverty.100 Similarly, girls are more likely than
boys to be overrepresented among the poor.101 Poverty is one of the most important
factors determining whether a girl has access to education.102 Care responsibilities for
children or dependents overlap with economically productive years, making women
specifically vulnerable to poverty due to their multiple engagements.103 This has been
further exacerbated by COVID-19, when many women had to take on additional care
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responsibilities due to lockdowns, home schooling and sickness.104 Women are less
mobile and therefore often unable to migrate for better employment opportunities. 105
Additionally, prevailing methods of measuring poverty obscure gender difference
because they assume that resources are shared equally within households and
thereby neglect the impact of existing social norms within families.106 Hence, statistics
on women and girls living in poverty might not adequately represent the reality.


Women’s employment and earnings reduce economic inequality and can help reduce
poverty, especially in middle- and low-income countries.107 It is estimated that the
implementation of a comprehensive strategy, which would include improved access to
education and family planning, equality in labour market remuneration, and the
extension of social transfers, could lift over 150 million women and girls out of from
poverty by 2030.108

Vulnerable populations
 Women, children, people with disabilities, marginalised ethnic groups, indigenous
people, the elderly, the displaced, and people living in remote areas are all particularly
vulnerable to poverty. Half of global multidimensional poor people are children and
nearly two-thirds live in households in which no girl or women has completed a
minimum of six years of schooling.109 The significant share of children and youth
among the global poor is most prominent in Sub-Saharan Africa.110 The proportion of
persons with disabilities living under the national or international poverty line is higher,
and in some countries double, than that of persons without disabilities. Disabled people
are more likely to live in poverty than persons without disabilities due to barriers in
society such as discrimination, limited access to education and employment and lack
of inclusion in livelihood and other social programmes.111 Belonging to a specific ethnic
group can be a significant determinant for poverty. In each of the nine poorest ethnic
groups in the world, more than 90% of the population is multidimensionally poor. 112
Hence, belonging to an excluded ethnic minority group often leads to extreme poverty.
Nearly 128 million people belong to ethnic groups in which 70% or more of the
population is multidimensionally poor. Similarly, indigenous people are among the
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poorest in all Latin American countries.113 Globally, 18.2% of indigenous people live in
extreme poverty, 20% work in the informal sector and they earn around 18% less on
average than the wider workforce.114 Indigenous people are nearly three times as likely
to be living in extreme poverty as non-indigenous people.115 In the OECD, 13.5% of
individuals aged over 65 live in relative income poverty.116 The poverty level for
persons over 75 years old is even higher, with 14.7% among OECD countries. 117 The
risk of increasing old-age poverty rates is high since in the coming decades the
population aged 60 and over is forecasts to double in size, reaching nearly 2.1 billion
elderly people.118 In high-income economies, increasing percentages of elderly people
are among the poor.119 Globally, there are 82.4 million forcibly displaced people
including refugees, internally displaced persons and asylum seekers who have fled
their homes to escape violence, conflict and persecution.120 Four out of five refugees
and internally displaced people live in developing countries.121 Both displaced persons
and host communities, especially in developing countries, face hardship and poverty
with refugee camps often being situated in poor areas.122 Eighty percent of people in
poverty live in rural areas, which often comes with inadequate access to public
services, infrastructure and social protection.123 Additionally, living in remote areas
often coincides with other forms of vulnerability, such as being part of an ethnic minority
group or an indigenous people.124


Vulnerable groups are also more strongly impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic and
its effects.125 Additionally, the actual size of the vulnerable populations may be larger
than what is estimated in official statistics given that they are often underrepresented
in surveys on poverty.126 These underrepresented groups who are disproportionately
affected by poverty include indigenous people, homeless people, pastoralists, migrant
workers, refugees and displaced persons, people affected by armed conflict and those
living in informal settlements. A multidimensional approach to poverty can support
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efforts to better identify those facing deprivations, including those who are vulnerable
or belong to marginalised groups.127

Urban poverty
● In a world with high and growing levels of urbanisation, the future of inequality and
poverty depends on what happens in cities.128 Globally, today more people live in urban
than in rural areas, and by 2050, 6.7 billion people are expected to live in cities.129 This
trend is expected to continue in the future with global population growth estimated to
take place almost exclusively in urban areas.130 One key factor related to the process
of urbanisation is migration. About 209 million people who are multidimensionally poor
live in urban areas.131 People currently entering poverty often live in urban settings and
work in informal services, manufacturing and construction.132 Around 50% of the urban
workforce is engaged in the informal sector, which is associated with limited social
protection coverage.
●

Globally, around 1.6 billion people do not have access to adequate housing.133 In 2018,
24% of the urban population lived in slums.134 The urban poor often live in inadequate
housing conditions, such as informal settlements, where they lack access to basic
services, work and education opportunities.135 Access to healthy housing, safe
neighbourhoods, as well as adequate educational and recreational amenities is crucial
to fight urban poverty.

In the search for solutions, poverty reduction requires the involvement of many groups. The
strategic goals include both the closing of inequalities in human development, on the one
hand, and the growth of national productivity and socio-economic development, on the other.
Our call for innovative and crosscutting proposals that consider the many potential actors is
critical.
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There is a pivotal need for an interdisciplinary approach in confronting this pressing
global challenge. Solutions should come from a broad scope of participation in various
fields and areas including (but not limited to) anthropology, business administration,
development studies, economics, engineering, geography, history, international
affairs, international development, international relations, law, management, political
science, public policy, psychology and behavioural science, social policy, sociology,
medical and health studies.
We hope that graduate students from around the globe will embrace these challenges
as opportunities, and will devise innovative solutions to tackle the pressing issues of
poverty reduction and advance the development goals.
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