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Motivation

I The previous generation: Poverty is mostly found in “low-income countries”
I Over 90% live in “low-income countries” in 1987

I The present generation: Poverty is a more nuanced phenomena
I Much less poverty—in both the share and absolute number
I Over 60% live in “middle-income countries” in 2013
I Many live in urban settings within fast-growing but increasing unequal economies

I Exposure to violence and conflict
I The urban poor tend to live in neighborhoods with elevated levels of violence
I Disproportionate exposure to violence may drive persistent poverty
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In this paper we...

I Question: Neighborhood violence and crime → psychological well-being?
I Psychological well-being measured using the CES-D depression scale

I Use nationally representative panel data from South Africa
I A middle-income country with high levels of violence and urban poverty

I We find that more exposure to violence increases both...
I Depressive symptoms (full CES-D scale)
I Likelihood for being at risk for clinical depression (CES-D scale ≥ 11)

I Increases the likelihood of being at risk of depression by 25%

I The poor are more likely to live in areas with high levels of violence
I Taken together, exposure to violence can hinder the escape from poverty
I The interaction of living in poverty and exposure to violence predicts future poverty
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Data Sources

I National Income Dynamics Study (NIDS) of South Africa
I First wave fielded in 2008
I Nationally representative sample of about 27,000 individuals in 6,500 households
I Interviewed again in 2010, 2012, 2014, and 2017
I Includes a psychological well-being module

I 10-item Center for the Epidemiological Studies of Depression (CES-D) scale

I Includes questions on frequency of violence and crime, at the household level

I South African Police Service’s (SAPS) crime database
I Records reported crimes in each police precinct

I Armed Conflict Location and Event Data (ACLED) Project
I We use ACLED data from South Africa from 2007 through 2017
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A Brief Introduction to South Africa

I Highest level of income and wealth inequality in the world (World Bank 2018)
I Mean monthly household income per capita in 2017 was roughly $430
I The median is more than half the mean, highly skewed income distribution

I High levels of poverty
I 1-in-2 live in poverty and 1-in-5 live in “extreme poverty” (Leibbrandt et al. 2012)
I In the NIDS panel

I 87% report food expenditures below the poverty line in at least one wave
I 48% in three out of five waves
I 11% in all five waves
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Histogram of CES-D Scores

I Mean = 6.8 (4.4)

I More than half of the sample
across all five waves have a
CES-D score of 11 or greater



Depressive Symptoms by Wealth Decile

I Depressive symptoms
decrease with wealth

I Highest wealth decile nearly
half as likely compared to the
lowest wealth decile



Depressive Symptoms by Violence Index Decile

I Depressive symptoms
increase with perceived
violence

I Lowest violence decile nearly
half as likely compared to the
highest violence decile



Estimation Approach

I Estimate the following linear regression:

pwihdt = αVhdt +X
′
hdtβ + Y ′hdtγ +Z′ihdtδ + ρi + θt + τd + εihdt (1)

I pwihdt a measure of individual-level psychological well-being
I Vhdt a measure of household-level violence
I Xhdt are household level controls (e.g., household size and number of children)
I Yhdt are household level controls that proxy for economic well-being
I Zihdt are individual level controls (e.g., income, sex, ethnicity, age, education)
I ρi, θt, and τd are individual, survey, and district fixed effects
I εihdt is the error term

I We also estimate an augmented specification with pwihd(t−1) and Yihd(t−1)
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Perceived Violence and Psychological Well-being

Panel A: CES-D Score

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5)

Violence Indext 0.58*** 0.54*** 0.53*** 0.48*** 0.42***
(0.05) (0.04) (0.05) (0.05) (0.07)

Violence Indext−1 0.13*** 0.09*** 0.23***
(0.05) (0.04) (0.05)

Panel B: Dummy variable: CES-D≥11

(6) (7) (8) (9) (10)

Violence Indext 0.039*** 0.037*** 0.034*** 0.033*** 0.031***
(0.004) (0.003) (0.004) (0.004) (0.006)

Violence Indext−1 0.006 0.003 0.015***
(0.004) (0.003) (0.005)

Indiv & HH Characteristics X X X X
Income Controls X X X X
Lagged Income Controls X X X
Lagged CES-D Score X X X
Urban Dummy X X
District Fixed Effect X X
Individual Fixed Effect X
N 64,784 64,784 31,829 31,829 31,829

Note: Cluster robust standard errors in parentheses. in parentheses.

* p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01



Estimates by Psychological Well-being Quantile

I Quantile regression approach

I Perceived violence has a
larger effect for those at the
higher end of the CES-D
score

I Those already experiencing
depressive symptoms are
more susceptible to larger
adverse effects



Estimates by Urban-Rural

I Estimate separate regressions
by urban rural status

I The largest effects are in
urban areas



Conclusion

I The poor in South Africa live in neighborhoods with higher levels of violence
I The poor also perceive higher levels of violence than the rich
I Objective measures of violence and crime predict subjective perceptions

I Violence is strongly linked with depressive symptoms and clinical depression
I Strongest in urban areas and among those with already high depressive symptoms
I This result is robust to a number of estimation and identification strategies

I Excluding the HH respondent, matching, IV, and coefficient stability tests

I The interaction of high levels of violence and poverty predict future poverty
I Exposure to violence is a possible mechanism leading to persistent poverty
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Thank you!
What are your questions or comments?

Email: jeffrey.bloem@usda.gov
www.ers.usda.gov
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