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1 Introduction

Poverty eradication is the cornerstone of the 2030 Agenda. Back in 2015, when the United

Nations General Assembly adopted the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), Brazil seemed

to be on track to meet the challenge. At that time, the country was capping off a decade-long

period of falling poverty rates.

Yet, 2015 was also a turning point. Mounting fiscal stress, changes in international markets,

and political turmoil plunged Brazil into a severe, protracted recession – the most prolonged

downturn since the late 1980s. The subsequent recovery was sluggish, and the COVID-19

pandemic hit an ailing economy.

This brief research note documents the evolution of poverty in Brazil over this period, high-

lighting the role of non-contributory cash transfers in cushioning income shocks and improving

living conditions of the poor.

The discussion below draws heavily on Souza (2022). Readers willing to learn more about

poverty trends in Brazil may find more detailed overviews in Barbosa et al. (2020); Ciaschi et al.

(2020); IBGE (2021); among others.

2 Growth and Poverty: A Bird’s-Eye View

Figure 1 summarizes economic conditions by plotting Brazil’s GDP per capita from 2001 to

2021 in constant 2011 purchasing power parity dollars (PPP$). The time series is color-coded

to underscore the contrast between the period of robust growth (2001-2013) and the “lost

decade” bookended by the mid-2010s recession and the pandemic.

On average, GDP per capita increased by 2.6% per year during the “good times”, with minor

blips in 2003 and 2009. Though perhaps not impressive by international standards, Brazil had
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Figure 1. GDP per capita – Brazil, 2001-2021 (constant 2011 PPP$)
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Source: IBGE, System of National Accounts. Shaded areas indicate recessions (CODACE, FGV IBRE, 2020).

not experienced a similar growth spurt since the late 1970s. The economic expansion tapered off

after 2010, followed by a recession that became increasingly severe in 2015 and 2016. Overall,

GDP per capita dropped almost 9% in three years and barely recovered afterward. The COVID-

19 shock caused a 4.6% contraction in 2020, but, fortunately, GDP per capita clawed back to

2019 levels in 2021. In any case, Brazil still needs robust growth to reclaim the 2013 peak. As

of 2022, GDP per capita is no higher than in 2010, and short-term growth prospects are grim.

Figure 2 presents poverty headcount ratios at the $1.90/day poverty line (in constant 2011

PPP$). Unsurprisingly, poverty trends mirror growth patterns, though they were also affected

by changes in inequality – the 2000s were a period of pro-poor growth, while the 2010s saw

rising income concentration at the top (Barbosa et al., 2020; Lopez-Calva and Rocha, 2012).

Extreme poverty fell from roughly 15% in 2001 to a historic low of nearly 4% in 2014 as

tight labor markets and expansionary social policy boosted incomes among the poor. Conversely,

soaring unemployment rates during the recession were not offset by further expansions of the

safety net. Poverty rebounded to 6% by 2016 and crept up to 6.6% by 2019. The slow economic

recovery was biased toward top earners and mostly left behind the bottom 20% of the income

distribution.

The COVID-19 pandemic tanked the economy, but poverty rates fell in 2020. As we will see

in the next section, the expansion of direct cash transfers in the wake of the pandemic explains

this surprising result.
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Figure 2. Poverty headcount ratio at $1.90/day – Brazil, 2011-2020 (%)
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Source: author’s calculations based on PNAD microdata for 2001-2015 (series with solid markers) and PNADC

microdata for 2012-2020 (hollow markers). Income defined as “usual” earnings plus non-labor incomes, that is,

pre-tax, post-transfer monetary incomes. Poverty headcount ratios estimated on a per capita basis (no equivalence

scale). Shaded areas indicate recessions (CODACE, FGV IBRE, 2020).

3 Poverty Impacts of Social Assistance Transfers: the Case of

Programa Bolsa Famı́lia and Aux́ılio Emergencial

Brazil and Mexico were pioneers in launching conditional cash transfer programs in the late

1990s. In 2003, the Brazilian federal government created the Bolsa Famı́lia program, which

rapidly became the country’s flagship anti-poverty initiative, with glowing assessments (Paiva

et al., 2019). Bolsa Famı́lia expanded quickly during its first decade and stabilized in the 2010s.

As of 2019, the program’s budget amounted to 0.4% of GDP, and almost 14m families (15-20%

of the population) received monthly transfers of $69 per family, on average (in 2011 PPP$).

The onset of the pandemic resulted in an unprecedented, albeit temporary, expansion of non-

contributory cash transfers. The federal government’s fiscal stimulus package corresponded to

7% of GDP, and the Aux́ılio Emergencial – a new, unconditional monthly cash transfer to low-

income workers either employed in the informal sector or unemployed – disbursed more than half

of the total stimulus spending. Initially, the Aux́ılio covered almost one in three Brazilians, who

received monthly transfers for five months. In September, the federal government extended the

program until December 2020 but reduced coverage (from 66m to 51m individuals) and lowered

benefit levels (on average, from $256 to $114 per person in 2011 PPP$).1

Figure 3 assesses the poverty impacts of Bolsa Famı́lia and Aux́ılio Emergencial cash trans-

fers in Brazil between 2012 and 2020. Panels (a), (b) and (c) compare pre- and post-transfer

1Almost all Bolsa Famı́lia recipients were reassigned to the Aux́ılio Emergencial for most of 2020.
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poverty rates at three international poverty lines ($1.90, $3.20, and $5.50 per day in constant

2011 PPP$). The post-transfer series at the $1.90/day poverty line (panel (a)) is the same as

in Figure 2. Panel (d) shows pre- and post-transfer daily average incomes of the bottom 20%

of the income distribution.

Figure 3. Poverty headcount ratios at three international poverty lines (%) and
average incomes of the bottom 20% (constant 2011 PPP$) – Brazil, 2012-2020
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Source: author’s calculations based on PNADC microdata for 2012-2020. Income defined as “usual” earn-

ings plus non-labor monetary incomes. “Pre-transfer” series (hollow triangular markers) exclude Bolsa Famı́lia

(2012-2020) and Aux́ılio Emergencial (2020) benefits; “Post-transfer” series (solid round markers) include both.

Poverty headcount ratios estimated on a per capita basis (no equivalence scale). Shaded areas indicate recessions

(CODACE, FGV IBRE, 2020).

The pre- and post-transfer comparisons in the four panels of Figure 3 reveal starkly different

patterns between 2012-2019 and 2020. In the pre-pandemic years, Bolsa Famı́lia was effective

in reducing poverty levels, especially for the most stringent definitions of poverty (i.e., the

$1.90/day poverty line). Unfortunately, the program was not able to offset the trend of rising

poverty after 2014 – the gap between the pre- and post-transfer series is either constant (panel

(a)) or even shrinks slightly (panels (b), (c), and (d)). Essentially, benefit levels did not keep

up with inflation, and program coverage did not expand to accommodate more families in need.

In contrast, the gap between pre- and post-transfer poverty widened dramatically in 2020.

All four panels display steep rises in pre-transfer poverty but declining post-transfer outcomes.
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Figure 4. Poverty headcount ratios at three international poverty lines (%) and
average incomes of the bottom 20% (constant 2011 PPP$) – Brazil, 2012-2020 (%)
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Source: author’s calculations based on PNAD COVID microdata for May-November 2020. Income comprises

“actual” earnings plus non-labor monetary incomes. “Pre-transfer” series (hollow triangular markers) exclude

Bolsa Famı́lia (2012-2020) and Aux́ılio Emergencial (2020) benefits; “Post-transfer” series (solid round markers)

include both. Poverty headcount ratios estimated on a per capita basis (no equivalence scale). Shaded areas

indicate recessions (CODACE, FGV IBRE, 2020).

Clearly, the Aux́ılio Emergencial was hugely successful: not only did it stave off mass impov-

erishment, but the program even managed to cut poverty rates in Brazil for the first time in

nearly a decade.

The poverty impacts of the Aux́ılio Emergencial at the peak of the first wave of the pandemic

were even larger than suggested by Figure 3. Figure 4 presents monthly estimates based on

a telephone survey carried out by IBGE, Brazil’s central statistics office, between May and

November 2020. The divergence between pre- and post-transfer poverty is even more clear-cut

than in the annual estimates shown in Figure 3. The Aux́ılio Emergencial tripled the income of

the bottom 20% and lowered poverty rates by 10-15 percentage points. As expected, the largest

impacts occurred early on, when economic activity halted due to social distancing measures.
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4 What lies ahead?

Brazil weathered the storm in 2020. The policy response to the coronavirus crisis worked on

the income support side. However, there is still considerable cause for concern regarding the

ambitious goals of the 2030 Agenda.

At the time of writing, we still do not have reliable figures for 2021. In Souza (2022), I

speculated that poverty might have climbed back up to 2019 levels, or maybe even somewhat

higher. The Gamma variant wave of the pandemic, a weak labor market, and stingier cash

transfers to the poor suggest this is the most likely outcome.2

Poverty should remain a cause of concern from 2022 onwards. On the plus side, the fed-

eral government overhauled Social Assistance transfers in late 2021 by replacing the old Bolsa

Famı́lia with a larger and more generous program, the Aux́ılio Brasil, which provides monthly

benefits of (on average) $150 per family to 18m families. Nevertheless, it is unclear whether this

is enough to make a dent in poverty given Brazil’s disappointing economic performance. Per-

sistent fiscal stress and rising interest rates prompted by double-digit inflation foreshadow weak

growth rates over the next few years. Unemployment remain high (around 11%), and average

wages are at their lowest level since 2012.3 Moreover, even if economic conditions improve, it

is unclear whether the poor would benefit immediately because labor demand for low-income,

unskilled workers has been weak in Brazil since the mid-2010s recession.

In short, Brazil is no closer to eradicating poverty now than it was nearly a decade ago.

Meeting the goals set by the 2030 Agenda will require a significant turnaround in current

economic conditions or, alternatively, bold attempts at redistribution. At this point, neither

option looks probable, though it is too early to rule them out completely.
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