
 
FAQ: North Korea Poverty Mapping Project 
On May 4th 2019, The Economist magazine published an article entitled, “When the lights go 
out: Satellite Data Shed New Light on North Korea’s Opaque Economy”. The article presents 
findings from an 18-month research project which developed new methods for estimating 
economic activity and poverty dynamics in environments with little-to-no pre-existing baseline 
data. This short FAQ answers several key questions about the research.  

What are the main findings? 
North Korea’s poverty levels are higher than expected. As of 2018, we estimate that over 60% 
of the population are living in extreme poverty, which is about 10 percentage points above 
previous estimates. Our analysis concluded that there was a sharp increase in poverty between 
2012 to 2016 and that there is growing inequality between regions in North Korea.  

Which research methods were used? 
We used a combination of methods to build our model. For input data, we used satellite data on 
nighttime light emissions and GDP data. Since North Korea provides no official GDP data, we 
used the lower part of the distribution of nighttime lights in rural China as training data for our 
model. To make an inference on inequality, we matched various macroeconomic parameters of 
North Korea to regions in other countries with comparable parameters (age structure, sectoral 
composition, educational attainment).  

What is unique about the methodology? 
The main purpose of this project is to pioneer a method that can fill in the gaps in the data 
collection of regions or populations where the officially collected data are not available or are 
obsolete using satellite data on nighttime light emissions to estimate income and poverty levels. 
This method would also allow organizations to cross-check their data with an alternate and 
objective data source which is free of human or political influence.  

How could this method be applied to other regions? 
Since satellite images are readily available for every part of the world, it would be easy to obtain 
images for other regions who do not provide or cannot produce the conventional data needed 
for income and poverty analysis such as income and consumption surveys, which are 
time-consuming and costly to produce. Geospatial data can also provide more granular 
sub-national estimates for income and poverty analysis. World Data Lab is currently using a 
comparable approach to measure sub-national poverty in Kenya. 



 

Which partners supported the research? 
The research project was led and coordinated by World Data Lab (WDL), who worked in close 
partnership with the Vienna University of Economics and Business (WU) and the International 
Institute for Applied Systems Analysis (IIASA). The NOMIS Foundation provided funding for the 
development and execution of this research project.  


