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We offer new empirical facts and insights into the determinants, dynamics, and con-
sequences of extreme poverty in an advanced market economy, based on a novel ad-
ministrative data set from France’s largest food assistance charity that is unique in its
comprehensive coverage of low-income households — in particular of homeless individ-
uals. We document several novel facts. First, extreme poverty is largely a transient
phenomenon (1.5 years on average), but a very large fraction of households is at risk
of falling into food and housing insecurity (8% of the population transited through our
sample in the past 7 years). Second, children and teens are vastly over-represented in
food and housing insecurity relative to their share in the overall French population (20%
of our sample are below age 9, vs. 10% in the population). Third, flows into and out of
extreme poverty are asymmetric: inflows are highly sensitive to local macroeconomic
conditions and policies (in particular, a 10% increase in the unemployment rate or in
private housing rents lead to a roughly 10% increase in homelessness) while outflows
only depend on individual characteristics, with an especially strong duration depen-
dence (spending 3 years in homelessness reduces the exit rate by 30 percent). Fourth,
housing is a luxury good, with marginal propensities to consume and price elasticities
equal to zero below a subsistence threshold. Fifth, the high inflation period starting in
2022 played a central role in accounting for the fast rising rates of extreme poverty in
the last four years.
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