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FOIn the past couple of decades, devel-

oping countries have experimented 

with new ways of designing safety 

nets to protect their most vulner-

able people. They have tried giving 

cash, providing food, handing over vouchers allowing re-

cipients to buy food, and attaching conditions. But what 

works best to improve people’s well-being and enhance 

their food and nutrition security? IFPRI researchers and 

others have tried to answer this question in different 

countries and contexts, and the feature article in this 

issue of Insights looks at their work. The merits of these 

different approaches to safety nets, it turns out, vary de-

pending on conditions in each community. 

The rest of this issue of Insights describes other im-

portant IFPRI research, touching on many different ar-

eas related to food policy. As always, we welcome your 

thoughts and comments.

Shenggen Fan, Director General
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Better Nutrition through Song?
HarvestPlus is using star power to help spread the word about biofortified staple foods.

NUTRITION

Five of Rwanda’s top pop musicians—
King James, Miss Jojo, Riderman, 

Tom Close, and Urban Boyz—have 
collaborated on a new song. It’s got a 
catchy tune, a good beat—and a heartfelt 
message about iron-rich beans.

The song was the brainchild of staff 
in the Rwanda office of HarvestPlus, 
a program coordinated by IFPRI and 
the International Center for Tropical 
Agriculture (CIAT) that develops new 
seed varieties rich in key vitamins and 
minerals using conventional breeding 
methods. HarvestPlus has already 
developed varieties of staple crops that 
are commonly eaten in parts of Africa 
and that are biofortified with needed 
nutrients. Now it’s using innovative 
media to promote vitamin A–rich 
cassava in Nigeria and high-iron beans in 
Rwanda. 

Starting with a Better Bean
In Rwanda, where people say that “a 
meal without beans is like no meal at 

all,” nearly 40 percent of children are 
iron deficient. The iron-rich bean variety, 
developed by CIAT and other partners 
under the HarvestPlus program, not 
only contains 15 percent more iron than 
traditional varieties, but also delivers 
significantly higher yields. In Nigeria, 
vitamin A deficiency affects 20 percent 
of pregnant women and 30 percent of 
preschool-aged children. Cassava is a 
staple there, but it’s strikingly low in 
nutrients, so HarvestPlus has developed 
a cassava variety richer in beta-carotene, 
which the human body converts into 
vitamin A. 

It can be challenging, though, to 
introduce new foods to farmers and 
consumers. Sometimes it’s the messenger 
that makes the difference. 

“Popular figures, such as musicians 
and movie stars, have a lot of power to 
spread these messages and to allow us to 
reach people in rural areas,” says Denis 
Okello, a communications specialist at 
HarvestPlus. 

Love Song for a Bean
To support the uptake 
of the “iron beans,” 
the group of Rwandan 
hip-hop, Afropop, 
R&B, and rap musicians  
produced a song and 
music video promoting 
the beans. The song has 
played widely on radio, 
and the musicians took 
their message on the 
road as well, playing a 
series of live concerts 
attended by 30,000 
people.

In Nigeria, Africa’s 
“Hollywood,” 
HarvestPlus worked 
with top film directors 
and movie stars to 

produce a series of four movies—each in 
one of Nigeria’s common languages—
about a young, beautiful agricultural 
extension worker whose commitment 
to promoting the benefits of the more 
nutritious cassava leads to tension with 
her fiancé. The movies, which premiered 
at the Abuja International Film Festival 
in September 2014, will be shown at 
community events across the country.

“These crops are good for farmers too,” 
says Okello. “They have higher yields 
than conventional varieties, and they are 
resistant to disease.” So the messages 
are also targeted to farmers, even telling 
them where they can purchase seeds. As 
the song says, “Why would you miss out 
on these wonderful beans?”  

—Ian Johnson

TO LEARN MORE 
To see the music video of the Rwandan song, go to 
insights.ifpri.info.

RWANDA 
Pop stars deliver a danceable message about nutrition to thousands of fans.

© HarvestPlus
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FARMING

Insect Husbandry
IFPRI researchers are working with farmers in Cambodia to banish harmful insects and promote 
beneficial ones.

Cambodian farmers are so eager 
to keep pests at bay that they 

frequently poison themselves using 
enormous quantities of pesticides, 
many of which are banned elsewhere in 
Southeast Asia. Farmers spray “widely 
and wildly, with little awareness of 
the damage to other insects and the 
environment,” says Wei Zhang, an 
IFPRI research fellow. “They know they 
are poisoning themselves, but they spray 
anyway because for fear of losing yields.”

But pesticides aren’t the only way to 
control pests. Agro-entomologists know 
that getting farmers to rely more heavily 
on natural enemies of pests, like wasps, 
ladybeetles, and spiders, would be better 
for the environment and for human 
health. So a group of IFPRI researchers 
is trying to determine how farmers make 
decisions about managing pests and what 
it would take for them to adopt a more 
ecologically sound approach. 

Enlisting Natural Enemies
For natural enemies to thrive, farmers 
must spray less pesticides and pull some 

land out of crop production to serve as a 
habitat. Creating such habitat and jointly 
managing pesticide use would require 
an unprecedented level of collaboration 
among neighboring farmers.

To learn about farmers’ familiarity with 
“good predators” as well as gather data 
on the farmers’ production, knowledge 
of and inclination toward risk, bundling 
of pesticides, and attitudes toward 
collaboration with neighbors, the IFPRI 
team administered a survey to 448 
randomly selected households across 55 
villages. Only 10 percent of farmers, it 
turned out, knew about the potential 
benefits of enlisting pests’ natural 
enemies or the value of keeping some 
land out of production so those enemies 
could thrive. 

Game Time
With the survey results in hand, the 
IFPRI team set up an experimental 
game, designed by Andrew Bell, until 
recently an IFPRI research fellow and 
now at New York University. The game 
was designed in part to reward players 
who cooperated with their peers for the 

greater good. In groups of four, 448 
farmers played in 112 game sessions. 

Bell and his colleagues found that group 
dynamics played a large role in whether 
farmers were willing to cooperate. In 
addition, farmers were especially taken 
with the computer tablets they used 
during the games. “This was an intensely 
new thing for them, and their curiosity 
about touching the screens mapped into 
how they responded to the different 
rounds of the game,” says Bell. Their 
responses, he says, suggest new ways 
of engaging with such farmers and 
promoting new thinking.

Results of this pilot project will compare 
information collected in Cambodia with 
similar data from China and Vietnam to 
point the way to managing pests more 
effectively.

—Don Lippincott

TO LEARN MORE
To see photos and a video on this project,  
go to insights.ifpri.info.

UNWELCOME GUEST
This green-horned caterpillar, collected in the field, 
feeds on the leaves of rice plants. 
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Into the Spotlight
The grain teff has been consumed as a staple in Ethiopia for centuries but is little known outside the 
country. Now, researchers are training their attention on this understudied crop.

Teff might be the most important 
little grain you’ve never heard of. It 

is a major staple crop in Ethiopia, where 
tens of millions of people eat it every day. 
One-fifth of all land under cultivation in 
Ethiopia—about 2.7 million hectares—is 
used to grow teff, yet farmers’ yields 
remain low. Unlike wheat and rice, the 
crop has not been the subject of decades 
of agricultural research.

Teff is “kind of an orphan crop,” says 
Bart Minten, an IFPRI senior research 
fellow based in Addis Ababa, where 
he serves as director of the Ethiopia 
Strategy Support Program. “Very little 
research has been done on it, so there’s 
very little known about the crop.” 
IFPRI researchers are working with 
partners in Ethiopia to learn more about 
teff to lay the groundwork for more 
productive teff farming. Two working 
papers—“Perceptions, Impacts, and 
Rewards of Row Planting of Teff” and 
“Teff: Nutrient Composition and Health 
Benefits”—have been published so far, 
and a book is in the works. 

A Grain in Demand
One thing we do know: interest in teff is 
increasing, driven by two factors—one 
domestic and one international. First, 
teff is an “economically superior good” 
in Ethiopia, more desirable than other 
grains like sorghum and maize, and 
therefore more expensive. Ethiopia’s 
economy is booming and people are 
increasing in wealth—and as they do, 
they want more teff. 

Second, because teff is gluten-free—as 
well as being high in iron, calcium, and 
fiber—it is generating great interest as a 
potential export crop to Europe and the 
United States, where demand for gluten-
free products continues to grow. But 
before this can happen, the Ethiopian 
government would need to lift its ban on 
teff exports; the government still harbors 
concerns that international demand could 
drive up domestic teff prices and hurt 
Ethiopian consumers. 

Room for Improvement
According to Minten, the time is ripe for 
investing in research and development 
of improved teff varieties. “There has 
not been enough investment in seed 
development,” he says. “It’s grown only 
in Ethiopia and Eritrea, so there’s no 
spillover like you have for maize, wheat, 
or rice, which are grown all over the 
world, so you can get better varieties 
from other countries.” Recent experience 
with the quncho seed, one of the few 
improved teff varieties to be introduced 
in Ethiopia, is encouraging. Quncho has 
spread quickly and given farmers greater 
yields and higher prices at market. 

Better farming techniques could also 
help. Farmers commonly sow seeds by 
broadcasting them, using lots of seed yet 
producing only modest yields. IFPRI’s 
research shows that planting the seeds in 
rows could boost yields, but farmers are 
sometimes reluctant to adopt this more 
labor-intensive approach. Development 
of a mechanical row planter could be a 
real boon, changing farmers’ cost-benefit 
picture and giving them higher returns.

–Ian Johnson

ETHIOPIA
Farmers grow teff the same 
way they have for centuries. 

CROP RESEARCH
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The Road from Bali
Will the new world trade agreement create a fairer and more robust global trading system for 
developing countries?

Recent World Trade Organization 
 (WTO) talks have yielded an 

agreement that could benefit world food 
security, but will it be enough to please 
developing countries? 

The answer, according to IFPRI Visiting 
Senior Research Fellow Eugenio Diaz-
Bonilla, is: Stay 
tuned.

The so-called Bali 
Agreement is 
the WTO’s first 
comprehensive 
multilateral trade 
package since 
the organization 
was launched 
two decades 
ago. Although 
the agreement 
emerged from 
the WTO’s 
Ninth Ministerial 
Conference in 
December 2013, 
it wasn’t finalized 
until November 
2014.

A Mixed Bag
The result is 
a mixed bag 
for developing 
countries. In an 
IFPRI working 
paper called “The 
Bali Agreement, 
at Last,” Diaz-Bonilla and IFPRI Senior 
Research Fellow David Laborde say that, 
on the positive side, the agreement will 
reduce the amount of time traded goods 
spend languishing in customs—which 
could make it easier for developing 
countries to market their perishable 
agricultural products. 

Additionally, it promotes exports from 
the least-developed countries by asking 
importing countries to grant them duty-
free and quota-free access, simplifying 
regulations on the rules of origin of 
traded goods, and easing the process by 
which least-developed countries export 
services.

The Bali Agreement also reinforces the 
WTO as the multilateral anchor of the 
global trade system. “It is always good to 
have a legal framework that disciplines 
the behavior of the bigger players,” says 
Diaz-Bonilla. Without it, he says, “it will 
be power politics.”

Subsidies Remain
On the other hand, Diaz-Bonilla points 
to lost opportunities. Nothing changed, 
for example, on the key issue of rich 
countries’ agricultural export subsidies, 
which many developing countries 
sought to ban completely. Although 

export subsidies can 
make food cheaper 
for food-importing 
countries, they also 
disrupt markets and 
deter investments 
there. Moreover, 
they exacerbate price 
volatility in world 
food markets, to the 
detriment of the least-
developed countries.

What did change 
in Bali was the 
negotiation dynamic. 
Developing countries 
have increased 
their share in 
global agricultural 
production and trade. 
In recent years, 5 
of the top 10 net 
agricultural exporters 
have been developing 
countries. According 
to Diaz-Bonilla, the 
political economy of 
the negotiations is now 
more complex, with 
changing potential 
alliances among WTO 

members that developing countries will 
have to consider carefully when seeking 
agreements that are in their interest.

As for the Bali Agreement, he says, 
“It’s a work in progress. There are still 
things that need to be done, but it was 
another step.” 

—David Cozac

EASING THE WAY 
The WTO agreement should strengthen the multilateral 
trading system and help reduce “power politics.”

TRADE

© Panos/A. D’Amato
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Portrait of Pakistan
A survey of Pakistan, conducted in the face of serious obstacles, puts numbers to rural realities.

Social and economic data are 
notoriously sparse in developing 

countries, and the process of conducting 
the new Pakistan Rural Household Panel 
Survey illustrates one of the reasons 
why. The survey enumerators faced not 
only monsoons, mountainous terrain, 
and temperatures exceeding 45 degrees 
Celsius (113 degrees Fahrenheit), but 
also security risks and the challenge of 
accurately completing a long and at times 
complex questionnaire. 

The survey also shows, though, why 
such a vigorous effort, involving multiple 
partners and painstakingly carried out, is 
worthwhile: it can produce a gold mine of 
data for policymakers. 

The survey was carried out by the 
Pakistan Strategy Support Program 
(PSSP), a policy analysis and capacity-
strengthening program, in which IFPRI 
is a partner, that provides support to 
Pakistan’s government as a way to 
contribute to pro-poor economic growth 
and improved food security. 

Conducted in three rounds between 
2012 and 2014, the survey focused on a 
sample of rural households from three 
provinces: Punjab, Sindh, and Khyber-
Pakhtunkhwa (KPK). Two other rounds 

surveyed a subsample of farm households. 
Enumerators collected massive amounts 
of detailed data on everything from 
sources of income, assets and savings, 
loans and credit, to consumption and 
nutrition, education levels, migration, 
aspirations, participation in social safety 
nets, school facilities, and local prices. 
The data are now available online for use 
by other researchers.

“The information collected through 
these surveys is crucial for researchers 
to investigate the economic problems of 
the country,” says Hina Nazli, a research 
fellow in the PSSP.  

Some Troubling Findings
Many of the findings, described in two 
working papers, highlight the deprivation 
that defines life for people in rural 
Pakistan. The data show that Pakistan’s 
population is relatively young, more 
than half of the population is illiterate, 
school enrollment is extremely low in 
some regions, households spend three-
quarters of their budget on food and 
housing, access to sanitation facilities is 
low, and most households have no means 
of coping with negative shocks such as 
natural disasters. (See infographic on 
pages 24–25.)

The findings are concerning, says Sohail 
Malik, chairman of the firm Innovative 
Development Strategies (IDS), which 
managed many aspects of the survey. “It’s 
a very volatile situation,” he says. “The 
need to have appropriately targeted social 
protection interventions in place is huge 
for this country.” 

Team Effort
Besides producing high-quality data, 
the surveys helped train dozens of 
recent university graduates, giving them 
valuable grass-roots experience. Each 
round of data collection relied on the 
efforts of 150 enumerators. A team of one 
male and one female enumerator would 
visit each household, with the male 
enumerator interviewing the men in the 
household and the female speaking to the 
women. 

Arshad Khurshid of IDS, who was 
heavily involved in managing the 
data, also led the rigorous training of 
enumerators. Part of the challenge, he 
says, was teaching them how to build 
trust with respondents and keep them 
interested in the long questionnaire. “We 
talked about each question and how to 
ask it, as well as how to handle it if a 
respondent refuses answer the question,” 
says Khurshid. 

By giving an accurate picture of 
conditions in rural Pakistan, says Malik, 
the survey should help clarify priorities 
as Pakistan’s policymakers carry out 
development plans in the coming years: 
“I believe that there is no other way than 
through the generation of this kind of 
information to highlight to the world 
what’s happening so that something can 
be done in terms of policy change and 
international attention.”

—Heidi Fritschel

TO LEARN MORE
Read interviews with the survey enumerators at  
insights.ifpri.info.

Explore the data set at thedata.harvard.edu/dvn/
dv/IFPRI.

LOOKING FOR ANSWERS
An enumerator and respondent discuss a survey question. 

DATA

© A. Khurshid
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The Right Stuff
Ethiopian farmers have long relied on just two kinds of fertilizer to boost nutrients in their depleted 
soils. Now, they are finally getting more choices.

You wouldn’t use the 
same ingredients to 

bake bread as you would to 
make soup. The ingredients 
vary depending on your 
recipe. It’s no different for 
soil. Different crops grown 
in different soils require 
different nutrients. In 
Ethiopia, though, farmers 
have had access to only 
two types of fertilizer—
regardless of what crop 
they cultivate or what kind 
of soil they till. So why 
should farmers continue to 
use the same ingredients 
if the recipe differs 
throughout the country?

In a 2010 report called 
“Fertilizer and Soil 
Fertility Potential 
in Ethiopia,” IFPRI 
researchers made two 
suggestions to remedy this 
situation: First, update 
the soil information for 
Ethiopia, given that 
fertilizer recommendations were based 
on surveys from the 1980s or even earlier. 
Second, tailor land-management practices 
to site-specific soil needs. 

Deficient Soils
In 2011, Ethiopia’s Agricultural 
Transformation Agency (ATA) launched 
the Ethiopian Soil Information System 
(EthioSIS). EthioSIS is conducting two 
types of soil sampling, says Sam Gameda, 
IFPRI senior research fellow who served 
as the director of EthioSIS: it provides 
updated information on Ethiopia’s soil 
properties to identify the soils best suited 
to farming, and it examines soil samples 
in Ethiopia’s farm belt to show which 
nutrients are depleted. “Already, our 

samples are telling us that Ethiopia’s soil 
is deficient in as many as six essential 
nutrients,” says Gameda.

Armed with updated information, soil 
scientists working with the ATA have 
created six fertilizer formulas for wheat, 
teff, and maize. The custom blends can be 
adjusted for different regions and crops.  

“Ethiopia has not really changed its 
fertilizer policy, probably in 30 years, 
and was just importing and distributing 
DAP [di-ammonium phosphate] and 
urea,” says Vanessa Adams, director 
of the USAID Agribusiness Market 
Development Project, which funds 
the bulk of the new fertilizer-blending 
facility. Making the switch to blended 

fertilizers represents a big 
change in both operations and 
fertilizer recommendations. 

Why is it important to get 
the fertilizer right? IFPRI 
Senior Research Fellow 
Shahidur Rashid says it’s 
connected to human health: 
“Humans get nutrition from 
food. Food gets nutrition from 
soil. That linkage is critically 
important for food security 
and sustaining the global food 
system.”

Will Profits Follow?
The Becho-Woliso 
Cooperative Union in Oromia 
boasts the first of five planned 
fertilizer-blending plants in 
Ethiopia. The site was chosen 
for several reasons. “The 
area is highly productive,” 
says Dejene Hirpa, general 
manager of the cooperative 
union. Demand for fertilizer 
in the area is high, he says, 
and the facility is close to both 
Addis Ababa, the nation’s 

capital, and Adama, a transportation hub 
in Oromia, making distribution easier. 

The next step is to build additional 
plants, and this is where public-private 
partnerships could come into play. 

“Farmers have to adopt it, and public 
investment has to be worthwhile,” says 
Rashid. “So that’s the next challenge: to 
demonstrate at the pilot level that this is 
profitable both economically and socially, 
and then to scale it up.”

—Sarah McMullan

TO LEARN MORE
Watch a video about this project at  
insights.ifpri.info.

ETHIOPIA
The country’s first fertilizer-blending plant, recently 
opened, is part of a larger plan to promote soil health.

FERTILIZER

© ATA
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Curb Your Enthusiasm
Africa needs its own Green Revolution, not a knockoff of Asia’s.

Some development experts 
claim conditions in Africa 

are ripe for an Asian-style 
Green Revolution. Rapid 
population growth could lead 
to cheap labor and scarcer 
land, they say. In theory, under 
such conditions, adopting 
labor-intensive technologies 
and using more fertilizer could 
boost agricultural output and 
give Africa its own Green 
Revolution along the lines of 
Asia’s. Optimism about this 
possibility has fueled a rise 
in input subsidy programs, 
including investments in 
fertilizer subsidies.

But Is the Optimism Justified?
To find out, IFPRI Research 
Fellow Alejandro Nin-Pratt 
and Linden McBride, an 
economics PhD candidate 
at Cornell, looked at densely 
populated rural areas in Ghana for signs 
that a fertilizer-and-labor-intensive 
approach to boosting cereal production 
was taking hold. Their results, published 
recently in the article “Agricultural 
Intensification in Ghana: Evaluating 
the Optimist’s Case for a Green 
Revolution” in Food Policy, produced no 
such evidence. “Assuming Africa is an 
appropriate setting for another Asian-
style Green Revolution,” they write, “is 
misleading and could result in, yet again, 
a frustrated attempt to attain sustainable 
agricultural growth.”

Steep Price for Labor
Their study throws questions on some 
common assumptions. In resource-rich 
countries, a growing population does 
not translate into abundant cheap labor, 
Nin-Pratt says. As an exporter of cocoa, 
minerals, and oil, Ghana sees an influx 
of foreign currency, which is associated 

with relatively high-priced labor. The 
combination of high labor costs and 
small farms in densely populated areas 
means that farmers have few incentives to 
innovate. Most households in these areas 
either add nonfarm income or specialize 
in cassava, which they can produce with  
little or no fertilizer and which uses 
less labor per unit of output than other 
crops. Because of the high cost of labor, 
they may use labor-saving herbicides and 
mechanization.

Growing What Comes Naturally  
More plentiful land and relatively 
high-priced labor in many African 
countries mean a Green Revolution in 
Africa would not resemble the Asian 
model. Africa’s Green Revolution, 
Nin-Pratt says, will involve labor-saving 
technologies and use more land, perhaps 
through shorter fallow periods or the 

cultivation of virgin land. What’s more, 
an African Green Revolution won’t 
center on cereal production. The best 
production system for growing cereals 
makes up just 20 percent of arable land 
in Africa south of the Sahara. “I cannot 
envision future development and growth 
in African agriculture if tree and root 
crops are not developed,” says Nin-Pratt. 

To do this, Africa needs more research 
to support its tree and root crop 
production systems. While the Asian 
Green Revolution drew on more than 
100 years of developed-country research 
on temperate-climate cereal crops, the 
knowledge base for local African crops is 
far smaller, says Nin-Pratt. “The path for 
development in Africa,” he says, “is going 
to be very different from the one Asian 
countries followed.”

—Sandra Yin

GHANA 
Tree crops like cocoa could be the basis of an African-style Green Revolution.

DEVELOPMENT STRATEGY

© Reuters
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Talking with Peter Timmer
Peter Timmer, professor of development studies, emeritus, at 
Harvard University, is an expert on the world rice market, pro-poor 
growth, structural transformation, and the supermarket revolution 
in developing countries. We talked to him about his new book, 
Food Security and Scarcity: Why Ending Hunger Is So Hard.

Is there a short answer to the question, 
why is ending hunger so hard?
The short answer is, governments have to 
do the right thing: the right kind of policy 
interventions, including interventions in 
market outcomes, and the right kind of 
investments providing the right kind of 
signaling to the private sector. And then 
you need to recognize that 99.9 percent of 
the decisions that affect food security are 
made in markets by private individuals, 
firms, citizens, traders, and consumers. 
That tension—between the fact that 
markets have to do it and the fact that the 
government has to get the environment 
right so markets will do the right thing—
that turns out to be really tricky. 
You talk about the need to combine 
growth that reaches poor people with a 
stable food economy. Why is stability so 
important? 
It’s really about stabilizing the food 
economy so people feel secure. You’re not 
food secure unless you feel food secure. If 
the next time you go into the local market 
you’re afraid that the food won’t be there 
or that the price will go up, you don’t feel 
food secure, even though you’re not in any 
way food insecure. That motivates people 
to make sure they have extra food in the 
pantry, it leads to hoarding behavior, it 
leads to all kinds of risk-averse behavior 
on the production side. Understanding 
those behavioral dimensions of food 
security is critical. 
To what extent is food security an 
income problem?

Once you’ve solved the food availability 
problem, the access part of food security 
is clearly an income problem. You 
need to figure out ways for the poor to 
become productive so that they can be 
food secure on their own dime. That’s 
why inclusive growth is so important. It 
has to start in agriculture because that’s 
where the poor and the smallholders are. 
Basically that involves infrastructure, 
modern inputs, water control—the whole 
agricultural revolution. It doesn’t have 
to be with rice, wheat, or corn, but the 
more complicated the farming system, the 
harder it is to figure out a technological 
base for achieving that agricultural 
transformation. 
In 2008 we had a rice price crisis, and 
you helped set the stage for popping that 
price bubble. How did that work?
Tom Slayton [a consultant on rice 
markets] and I popped that bubble. 
I was on the West Coast and he was 
in Washington, and we were going 
back and forth, getting the US Trade 
Representative to sign off on letting the 
Japanese release rice [from their stocks] 
and then putting pressure on the Japanese 
to do so. The Japanese didn’t want to do it. 
They’d have liked to deliberate for a couple 
of years before doing something as radical 
as that, but we needed this to be done in a 
week or two. The day the prime minister 
said Japan was going to sell 300,000 tons 
of rice to the Philippines, the price fell 
30 percent in Bangkok. It fell another 30 
percent the next day, half what it had been 
the week before. The minute the bubble 
burst, everybody realized they should start 
getting rid of expensive rice stocks or at 
least stop buying. And of course once the 
bubble burst, it’s obvious that it’s a bubble.

The other thing is, the countries learned: 
Let’s be more careful. When the price of 

corn went up in 2010 and 2012, the price 
of rice didn’t budge. Being careful meant 
quietly building up government stocks, so 
when the typhoon hit in the Philippines, 
for example, they didn’t panic.  
How should we be managing other kinds 
of grain stocks? 
If I were the United States, I’d be building 
up some wheat stocks. But that’s not 
going to happen. I think the probability 
of another bad drought is high. We’re on a 
knife edge. You slip on the surplus side of 
the knife edge, prices go way down. You 
slip on the deficit side, prices go way up. 
We’ve got incredible volatility out there. 
The only way to solve that is going to be 
through larger grain stocks. It’s a bigger 
insurance policy. 
You argue that behavioral economists 
offer better insights into policymakers’ 
behavior during a food security 
challenge. Why is that?
Sometimes it seems like policymakers 
are just crazy, but they often understand 
better than economists how consumers 
and farmers form expectations about the 
food market. Once a panic hits, the only 
way to fix it is with real supplies in the 
market. Sleight of hand won’t work.

Managing food price stability is a lot like 
driving a supertanker. You steer from 
behind and make sure you know where 
you’re going in the long run, and you 
make sure you’ve plotted every turn to get 
there. And then when things happen, you 
can be on top of it.  

—Heidi Fritschel

TO LEARN MORE
An extended version of this interview appears online at 
insights.ifpri.info.  

See more about the book Food Security and Scarcity at 
www.upenn.edu/pennpress/book/15306.html. 
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BUILDING 
BIGGER 
DREAMS
CAN WE IMPROVE  
PEOPLE’S WELL-BEING  
BY RAISING THEIR  
ASPIRATIONS? 

MARCIA MACNEIL

P
oor and hungry people face a daily barrage of external problems, but these prob-
lems are often linked with an internal challenge: low aspirations. 

Fatalism can have devastating consequences. People who believe they have no con-
trol over what happens to them are not motivated to seek out, and invest in, oppor-

tunities to improve their lives. The result can be a vicious cycle of poverty and poor planning.

Can aspirations change? And can policies influence citizens’ aspirations in ways that im-
prove their health and economic well-being? Until a few years ago, digging into the moti-
vation behind behaviors was the realm of sociologists and psychologists—not economists 
or political scientists. A group of researchers at IFPRI, however, has been among the first 
development analysts to delve into poor people’s attitudes about their future. 

“WAITING TO DIE SEATED”
IFPRI researchers Alemayehu Seyoum Taffesse and Tanguy Bernard have pioneered 
IFPRI’s work in this new approach, starting in 2007 in Ethiopia, where a sense of fatalism 
and lack of hope color the language used by some disadvantaged people to describe their 
lives. One such expression is “waiting to die, seated.”

In 2012, the researchers conducted an experiment to see if they could raise these famously 
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low levels of aspiration. To one group of randomly selected vil-
lagers, they showed an inspirational documentary about one of 
their peers who took bold action that led to farming or business 
success. Another group of villagers were shown an entertainment 
video, and a control group didn’t watch anything. Six months 
later, those who saw the inspirational video reported higher 
aspirations, saved more, and invested more in their children’s 
education than the other two groups. 

“Just because there is a school doesn’t mean children will be sent 
there,” explains Seyoum Taffesse. “Families have to believe their 
children will achieve and succeed.”

Seyoum Taffesse and Bernard then got to work developing and 
testing a consistent set of survey-based questions that research-
ers can use across communities and contexts to test aspiration 
levels. Demand for this measurement tool has been steady, with 
researchers adding questions on aspirations in contexts including 
India, Myanmar, Nepal, and Pakistan. 

CONDITIONS FOR HIGH ASPIRATIONS 
One of the earliest users of the new aspirations tool was IFPRI 
Research Fellow Katrina Kosec. “IFPRI is on the cutting edge,” 
says Kosec. “Aspirations research is getting a lot of interest 
within the Institute and outside.”

Working in ruraI Pakistan, Kosec and her colleagues found that 
certain community characteristics—even something as simple as 
the upgrading of a mud road—are associated with higher aspira-
tions. Other actions associated with loftier aspirations include 
holding organized meetings to discuss concerns, expanding 
villagers’ links with other localities, and providing training—in 
short, factors that improve individuals’ windows of possibility 
and their voice in their community. 

On the other hand, sudden weather shocks, such as Pakistan’s 
2010 floods, destroy not only victims’ homes and livelihoods 
but also—in the absence of social protection measures—their 
sense of control and hopes for the future as well. Kosec and 
her colleagues argue that policies to protect households from 
unexpected disasters, such as cash transfers or weather insurance, 
could alleviate this double burden that wipes out both individu-
als’ assets today and their desire to invest for tomorrow.

HEARTS, MINDS, AND POLICIES
Research from IFPRI and elsewhere makes a strong case for 
the power of high aspirations to help pull people out of poverty 
and build resilience among the rural poor. But questions remain 
about how best to do it: Documentaries showing success stories? 
Mass media? Indirectly through improved governance and 
infrastructure? What is the most efficient way to raise aspirations 
of the largest number of people—and how can programs such as 
social protection, weather insurance, and compensation for disas-
ter victims be tailored to meet these newly raised expectations?

The IFPRI researchers studying aspirations have more questions 
than answers—but they’re far from finished. 

As for the Ethiopian villagers, Seyoum Taffesse and Bernard are 
planning to go back this spring, three years later, and test how 
strong those aspirations still are—and whether the Ethiopian 
parents who saw their peers’ inspiring stories still believe in that 
future for their children. 

“Opportunities are not static—they are created,” said Seyoum 
Taffessee. “And it’s not enough that they exist; they must be used.” 

TO LEARN MORE
Find links to the research papers at insights.ifpri.info.  

ETHIOPIA
Research shows that raising people’s aspirations can lead them to 
save and invest more in, for example, their children’s education.

© Panos/P. Wiggers
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UNTANGLING THE 
ASIAN ENIGMA
Although South Asia has the highest concentration of undernutrition in the world, 
in the past two decades Bangladesh and Nepal have both achieved striking 
improvements in the nutrition of their citizens. How did they do it?

David Cozac

I
n the late 1990s and 2000s, something extraordinary hap-
pened in two of the world’s poorest countries. As child stunt-
ing—when children are too short for their age, indicating 
poor nutrition—inched downward in richer countries,  

Bangladesh and Nepal managed to cut their sky-high rates of 
stunting by a third. Their success was unexpected and unexplained.

Even more surprising is the fact that Bangladesh and Nepal 
made much faster progress than their South Asian neighbors. 
People in South Asia suffer from higher rates of malnutrition 
than one would expect given their incomes, and researchers are 
still struggling to understand the causes of this “Asian enigma.” 
While India achieved modest improvements in child stunting 
in the 1990s and 2000s and Pakistan and Sri Lanka recorded no 
improvement, Bangladesh and Nepal pushed rates down from 
about 60 percent to about 40 percent—still high, but no longer 
among the world’s highest. 

According to Derek Headey, a senior research fellow at IFPRI, it 
was not just one action that made the difference in either country. 
Poor nutrition is a multidimensional problem that can’t be solved 
by a health or food intervention alone. Many things need to go 
right, and in Bangladesh and Nepal, says Headey, “a bunch of 
things were going right.” 

MORE THAN ECONOMIC GROWTH
How did Bangladesh and Nepal suddenly make great strides in 
key nutrition outcomes? In a series of recent papers, Headey and 
several IFPRI colleagues have tried to identify exactly which fac-
tors contributed most.

For starters, they found that both countries achieved this success 
without enjoying the extraordinary economic growth witnessed 
in, for example, China or Vietnam. To be sure, Bangladesh’s 
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“green revolution” of the 1990s made rice production more 
profitable: farmers used new rice seeds, and the introduction 
of widespread irrigation made the dry season more fecund. In 
Nepal, growth in the agricultural sector—which employs most 
poor people—was robust, at nearly 4 percent a year from 2001 to 
2011. Increased remittances from relatives overseas also played 
an important role in both countries.

But Headey points to other factors that better explain the 
declines in child stunting. “There was significant improvement 
in health, education, and family planning,” he says. “It was broad. 
Without having stunning economic growth rates, they managed 
to achieve broad social change.”

MANY THINGS GOING RIGHT
One change involved building more toilets—and getting people 
to use them. In Bangladesh, the Community-Led Total Sanita-
tion initiative helped dramatically lower rates of open defeca-
tion, which can lead to the spread of parasites and bacteria that 
worsen nutrition and cause stunting. The proportion of villages 
with no toilet fell from almost 25 percent in 1997 to just 4 
percent in 2011. Families also learned better feeding practices 
for their children. The share of children aged 6 to 9 months who 
were introduced to solid foods—which should be universal by 
that age—rose from a paltry 22 percent in 1996/1997 to around 
70 percent by 2004. 

Girls’ education helped too. In the 1990s, few girls went to 
school in Bangladesh, but now, says Headey, girls overall have 
more years of schooling than boys. Girls’ education is associated 
not only with better nutrition, but also with improved infant mor-
tality, maternal mortality, immunization, and family planning.

In Nepal, the researchers identified four factors that led to 
change: Households acquired more assets and thereby improved 
their material well-being. The government invested in effective 
health and nutrition interventions, including increased antenatal 
care and iron supplements for women. Mothers benefited from 
more education. And sanitation improved significantly. Like 
Bangladesh, Nepal adopted Community-Led Total Sanitation, 
reducing rates of open defecation from 75 percent in 2001 to 42 
percent in 2011. 

Remarkably, Nepal achieved these advances in the midst of a 
civil war and political instability. “When you consider that,” 
Headey says, “Nepal is a phenomenal story.”

Ultimately, if Bangladesh and Nepal continue pushing down the 
share of children who are stunted, the result will go beyond simply 
taller children. Good nutrition early in life pays dividends by giving 
people stronger immune systems, increased cognitive ability, higher 
levels of educational achievement, higher productivity and wages, 
and longer life expectancy. “This kind of human capital accumula-
tion,” says Headey, “is one of the foundations of sustained and 
transformative economic development.” 

TO LEARN MORE
Find links to the research papers at insights.ifpri.info.
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B
angladesh was spending millions of dollars in the early 
1990s to subsidize food for poor rural people. It wasn’t 
working. By the time it reached the poor, the flood of 

rice that the government had procured for the program was only 
a trickle. As leader of a team of researchers charged with evaluat-
ing Bangladesh’s rural rationing program, Akhter Ahmed found 
that 70 percent of the subsidized rice went to people who did 
not qualify to receive it. The program was so inefficient that the 
government was spending 6.25 takas for every 1 taka it delivered 
in benefits.  

In response to these findings, the government scrapped the 
program in 1992, but it still needed an alternative safety net for 
millions of extremely poor people. And it needed to dispose of 
the tons of rice it was acquiring through public procurement 
channels. “So much rice was piling up in government warehouses 
because the major outlet was shut down,” says Ahmed. “Rice was 
rotting.” 

So the government asked for help designing a new, more cost-
effective safety net program. Ahmed joined other researchers 
from IFPRI and elsewhere to lay out options, including one 
approach that had never been tried. Why not tie the distribu-
tion of food to families’ enrolling their children in school? The 
resulting Food for Education program, developed jointly by the 
government of Bangladesh, IFPRI, the US Agency for Interna-
tional Development (USAID), and other development partners 

and launched in 1993, was the first conditional food transfer 
program of its kind and became an internationally recognized 
flagship for innovative social safety net programs.

Nearly a quarter century later, Ahmed serves as chief of party of 
IFPRI’s Policy Research and Strategy Support Program in Ban-
gladesh, which is funded by USAID. When policymakers have 
questions about food and agricultural policy options, Ahmed and 
his team dig for answers. 

Right People, Right Place, Right Time
Looking back on his early career, Ahmed says he had the good 
fortune to “meet the right people in the right place at the right 
time.” Born and raised in the capital city, Dhaka, he grew up ad-
miring his father, who worked for the country’s Ministry of Ag-
riculture. Ahmed enrolled in the national agricultural university, 
where he studied agricultural economics. Soon after completing 
graduate studies at the national university, he accepted a position 
with USAID in Dhaka. 

Part of his new job was to take visiting consultants out into the 
field, and it was in this capacity that he first crossed paths with 
two US-based professors who invited him to complete a second 
master’s degree and PhD at Cornell University and Colorado 
State University, respectively. While finishing up his doctoral 
research on the economics of irrigation in Bangladesh, Ahmed 
received a call from an IFPRI researcher for a job interview. 

Akhter Ahmed feeds the evidence into 
Bangladesh’s evidence-based policy process. Pete Shelton

A Place 
at the 
Policy 
Table
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Soon after, Ahmed joined IFPRI 
and was posted in Bangladesh 
where the study on Bangladesh’s 
subsidized food program was his 
first project. 

Getting Help to Those 
Who Need It
Bangladesh’s Food for Education 
program was groundbreaking. A 
study led by Ahmed found that 

not only did it effectively target and reach poor families with 
limited access to food, but it also raised school enrollment and 
attendance, particularly among girls, who often are the first to be 
pulled out of school in times of hardship. These dual impacts—
providing immediate sustenance for the hungry and empowering 
future generations by educating today’s children—have been 
cornerstones of Ahmed’s work on human development.

At the global level, Ahmed has become a leading expert on the 
fate of the so-called “ultra poor”—people living at or below 50 
cents a day. While progress has been made in pulling people 
living on less than a dollar a day out of poverty, for the ultra poor 
progress has lagged. At a 2007 IFPRI-organized conference, 
Ahmed presented a compelling case in favor of scaling up efforts 
to reach the ultra poor through various development assistance 
programs. 

Today, Ahmed reports, the situation is improving. In 2012, he 
designed and led an experimental project called the Transfer 
Modality Research Initiative (TMRI). Implemented by the 
World Food Programme in Bangladesh, the joint project ben-
efited 4,000 ultra-poor women and their 21,000 family mem-
bers over a two-year period. An evaluation showed that when 
programs combine safety net transfers with nutrition education 
for mothers and community leaders, the impact on children’s 
nutrition is remarkable. “I am highly encouraged by the research 

findings,” says Ahmed. “But it gives me even more satisfaction 
when I visit the project villages and see the happiness in those 
beneficiary families.”

In the Situation Room
In 2011, the government of Bangladesh asked Ahmed to draft 
a concept note for a new unit—a kind of “situation room” for 
agricultural policy planning—within the Ministry of Agricul-
ture. The Agricultural Policy Support Unit (APSU) was born the 
following year. The APSU involves both IFPRI staff and govern-
ment officials, who analyze policy issues, offer policy options, 
and evaluate the impacts of policies. “The APSU also serves as a 
data source for other institutions wishing to conduct their own 
research,” says Ahmed. 

APSU analysis has helped shape the ministry’s priorities. Since 
March 2014, the APSU has considered 246 Ministry of Agri-
culture programs and projects and selected 147 of them—with 
a total budget of US$2.04 billion—for implementation over the 
next five years. 

Reviewing the APSU’s work, Minister of Agriculture Matia  
Chowdhury praised its high quality while emphasizing her 
ministry’s commitment to enacting research-driven policies. In 
this sense, says Ahmed, Bangladesh is an outlier: “Successive 
governments have tended to follow evidence-based policy. I’ve 
worked in many other countries, and I’ve not seen this level of 
willingness to use research for policymaking in any of them.” 

Bangladesh’s reliance on research and evidence has already 
helped it cut poverty significantly—between 2000 and 2014, 
the country’s poverty rate fell from 49 to 26 percent. Moving 
forward, Ahmed hopes to leverage the APSU not only to scale 
up important initiatives, but also to undertake projects on, for 
example, empowering women as a way of strengthening linkages 
between agriculture and nutrition. “This would be a remarkable 
achievement,” he says, “and would really add to the evidence base 
of what works by helping those in the greatest need.”

 “I’ve worked in many other 
countries, and I’ve not seen this 

level of willingness to use research 
for policymaking in any of them.”

© IFPRI/M. Mitchell
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Millions of poor people around the world are enrolled in 
safety net programs that hand out cash or food. What’s 
the best way to design these transfer programs? 

Sandra Yin

DOES 
MONEY 
TALK?
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T HE WORLD’S LARGEST FOOD SECURITY ASSISTANCE PROGRAM—THE PUBLIC DISTRIBUTION SYSTEM—

provides subsidized rice and wheat to some 70 percent of India’s population. The country is in the 
midst of a vigorous debate over whether this system should be overhauled to provide poor people 

with cash instead of food. 

Not only is food expensive to store and distribute, but, one argument goes, much of it is lost to corrupt officials and un-
deserving citizens. On the other hand, food transfers can encourage people to consume certain goods or to induce less 
needy people to self-select out of programs targeting the needy. Cash transfers are also susceptible to corruption. And 
poor families may spend the cash on things that don’t improve their well-being or that don’t help the most vulnerable. 

The debate over how best to transfer resources to poor people has been simmering for decades. The question of food 
versus cash comes up in settings that need to respond to chronic food insecurity, such as Ethiopia and Niger, as well as 
in countries that often need to respond to sudden shocks, such as Bangladesh and the Philippines. Similar discussions 
are unfolding in Middle Eastern countries that are in the midst of reforming subsidies.

So what does the evidence say about which form of transfer—cash or food or something else—improves people’s well-
being more and is more cost-effective? In fact, until recently, few studies sought to answer this question. Typically, says 
Paul Niehaus, assistant professor of economics at University of California, San Diego, researchers compare a “treatment” 
group of people who receive a transfer with a “control” group of people who receive nothing. According to Niehaus, “If 
we get some positive effect, we say, ‘Great, it works,’ and we call it a day. But we don’t often get as far as testing two dif-
ferent uses of funds head-to-head in the same setting and asking which does more per dollar.”

Recently, though, IFPRI researchers have conducted a number of studies not just comparing people who receive cash 
with people who don’t, but looking at what happens when people receive cash, food, or vouchers for food. Other re-
search has examined the range of impacts of requiring recipients to meet certain conditions before receiving safety net 
transfers. The new findings provide many answers, but also raise further questions.
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WEIGHING THE ALTERNATIVES
The World Food Programme (WFP) is in the business of giv-
ing aid to people at risk of hunger, so the best way to design 
these transfers is a central concern. Starting in 2009, WFP 
and IFPRI developed a series of randomized control trials 
to find out whether transferring cash or food best improves 
households’ food security in Ecuador, Niger, Uganda, and 
Yemen. In Ecuador, researchers also compared cash and food 
with vouchers redeemable for certain foods. Communities in 
these pilot projects were randomly assigned to receive either 
cash, food, or vouchers. Within each country, researchers 
attempted to standardize the value, number, and frequency 
of transfers households received. A 
large team of IFPRI researchers—
made up of Daniel Gilligan, Melissa 
Hidrobo, John Hoddinott, Amy 
Margolies, Vanessa Moreira, Amber 
Peterman, Shalini Roy, Susanna 
Sandström, and Joanna Upton—
conducted the work and produced a 
report.

In three of the four countries, says 
Gilligan, deputy director of IFPRI’s 
Poverty, Health, and Nutrition Divi-
sion, cash did a better job of improv-
ing household food security because 
it allowed people to diversify their 
diets. Food rations aren’t necessarily 
what people would buy if given the 
cash, he says, and many programs 
that provide in-kind rations hand 
out staples and salt or oil but rarely vegetables. “You can see 
that an equivalent cash transfer might allow people to diver-
sify their diets much more,” he said. 

But this result did not hold everywhere. In northern Ecuador, 
researchers found that people who received cash, food, and 
vouchers all consumed more and better-quality food. But 
people who received food transfers or vouchers had a bigger 
jump in calories than those in the control or cash groups, 
whereas people who got vouchers showed larger increases in 
the diversity of their diets, consuming more vegetables, eggs, 
and milk and dairy. 

Researchers also compared the impact of food and cash 
transfers in Niger on people’s food consumption scores—a 
measure of food security that considers dietary diversity in 
terms of the frequency of consumption and nutrition quality 
of each food group. There, recipients of food transfers had 
larger increases in their food consumption scores than did 
cash recipients. People who received cash used much of the 
money to buy bulk grains, the cheapest calories available. 
This choice reflected not only the extreme poverty of the area, 
where markets for nongrains were limited or absent, but also 
uncertainty about future food prices.

ACCOUNTING FOR 
COSTS 
When the WFP commissioned 
IFPRI researchers to evaluate the 
pilot projects in four countries, it gave 
them an unusual degree of access 
to detailed financial records so they 
could compare the relative costs of 
different programs. The research-
ers were thus able to study not only 
which kinds of transfers made the 
most difference to recipients, but also 
how cost-effective each type was. 

When stacked up against other 
kinds of transfers, food does not 
always perform well. The additional 
cost of transferring food instead 
of cash is, for example, US$8.47 
in Ecuador and US$7.38 in Niger. 

The lower cost of providing a cash transfer means more 
households can receive the benefit (see the box “Spreading 
the Wealth”). In IFPRI’s four-country study, if the six-month 
pilot programs had transferred only cash and no food, another 
44,769 people could have benefited at no additional cost.

Chris Blattman, associate professor of political science and 
international and public affairs at Columbia University, has 
underlined the need to compare the costs of delivering pro-
grams, whether they give training, capital goods, supervision, 
cash, or something else. “If you halved the cost of program 
delivery, you could help twice as many people,” he says. “Mov-

“If you halved the 
cost of program 

delivery, you could 
help twice as many 
people. Moving to 
cash is one way to 

do this.” 
—CHRIS BLATTMAN
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SPREADING THE WEALTH
Which social transfer policymakers choose can affect the costs of a program and 
by extension, the number of people who benefit. In a study of pilot programs 
in four countries commissioned by the WFP, IFPRI researchers compared 
the costs of delivering food and cash transfers (and, in Ecuador, vouchers). A 
monthly transfer—whether food or cash—in Niger was worth US$55.00. The 
cost of delivering that transfer ranged from $2.89 for cash to $10.27 for food. 
For cash, costs relate to contract preparation, debit cards, and bank fees. For 
food, costs are associated with staff, in-country transport, ration preparation, 
and distribution. Because the costs associated with a food transfer are three 
times that of cash, a $2 million budget stretches further with cash transfers. You 
could serve another 651 households, or the equivalent of 4,427 more people. 

IFPRI’s studies for WFP provided evidence that helped the organization be 
more confident in proposing cash and vouchers to its donors, according to  
Annalisa Conte, deputy director of the Policy, Programme, and Innovation 
Division at WFP. Between 2008 when WFP introduced cash and voucher 
transfers and 2014, its spending on these types of transfer rose from about $10 
million to $1.5 billion.

IMPLICATIONS OF CASH VERSUS FOOD TRANSFERS IN NIGER

CASH TRANSFER FOOD TRANSFER

Value of each monthly 
transfer US$55.00 US$55.00 

Cost of delivering the transfer $2.89 $10.27 
Total cost of one transfer $57.89 $65.27 
Number of households served  
by a US$2 million budget 5,758 5,107

Source: A. Margolies and J. Hoddinott, “Costing Alternative Transfer Modalities,” Journal of 
Development Effectiveness 7, no. 1 (2015): 1–16.

NIGER

In Niger, people 
who received cash 
transfers tended to 
buy bulk grains, the 
cheapest source of 
calories available.
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What Happens When You Give People a Windfall
Should poor people have to meet any 
conditions to get a cash or food transfer? 
A simple economic model would say 
that just giving people cash is the best 
way to improve their welfare. Let them 
have cash, and they’ll do what they think 
is in their best interest. “From a purist 
perspective regarding welfare, it’s hard to 
improve on that,” says Daniel Gilligan, 
deputy director of IFPRI’s Poverty, 
Health, and Nutrition Division. 

But policymakers still harbor reserva-
tions about giving people handouts. Some 
worry that poor people will squander the 
money on vices like alcohol and cigarettes 
or that they will sit around doing nothing.

So what happens when you give the 
equivalent of one year’s household bud-
get—no strings attached—to extremely 
poor people in rural Kenya? Since 2011 
the nonprofit GiveDirectly has pro-
vided about US$1,000, unconditionally, 
to more than 12,000 households. The 
money was disbursed in multiple install-
ments from a mobile money agent. 

After buying a blanket, one person was 
finally able to sleep well. Another bought 
a secondhand motorbike to use for busi-
ness. A grandmother paid the school fees 
for her orphaned grandchildren. “My life 
has generally changed as I now eat well 
also,” another recipient told a fieldworker. 
Some of the recipients invested in live-
stock and small businesses. Revenue from 
animal husbandry rose by 48 percent, 
and total revenue from self-employment 
climbed by 38 percent a month. 

“This runs counter to the idea that cash 
transfers get wasted,” said Johannes 

Haushofer, assistant professor of psy-
chology and public affairs at Princeton 
University, who co-wrote the study on 
GiveDirectly’s program. 

Cash grants generally were not frittered 
away on a descent into dissipated living, 
according to the research. The Give-
Directly recipients spent their money 
on basic items like food, better shelter, 
healthcare, and education. With food 
consumption up by 20 percent, the likeli-
hood a respondent went to bed hungry 
in the preceding week dropped by 30 
percent, and the number of days children 
went without food fell by 42 percent.

“To the casual donor in the Western 
world, giving money to the poor and 
letting them do what they want with it 
is really challenging,” says Paul Niehaus, 
cofounder and president of GiveDirectly, 
as well as assistant professor of econom-
ics at the University of California, San 
Diego. “It flies in the face of received 
wisdom.” 

Niehaus wasn’t surprised that people 
were able to take the money, invest it, and 
see their incomes rise. What surprised 
him was that the number-one investment 
people made was a roof upgrade.

Many Kenyans in the program replaced 
thatched roofs with a corrugated tin roof. 
The upgraded roofs were a wise invest-
ment because they were cheaper than 
buying new thatch for the roof every year, 
he says. It helps that the metal roofs last 
longer, do not require yearly upkeep, and 
do not leak. What’s more, rainwater from 
the roof can serve as a water source. 

Among other benefits, the cash infusion 
led to documented improvements in 
psychological well-being. The researchers 
saw evidence of increases in happiness 
and decreases in depression. In some of 
the treatment groups, the researchers also 
saw decreases in cortisol, a major stress 
hormone. 

“We should think about the impact of 
programs not just in terms of economic 
outcomes, but also in terms of welfare on 
the psychological level,” says Haushofer. 
Such indicators, he says, shed light on 
facets of well-being beyond commonly 
measured economic outcomes such as 
consumption, assets, and labor market 
outcomes.

One thing that makes GiveDirectly’s pro-
gram stand out is the size of the transfer, 
says Gilligan: “They’re massive.” People 
tend to use one-time, large person-to-
person transfers differently than they use 
periodic cash grants, he notes. “People’s 
behavior around those two modalities 
could be really different,” he says. 

Findings on GiveDirectly reveal as much. 
Monthly transfers were more likely to 
increase food security, while lump-sum 
transfers led to larger purchases, such as 
metal roofs.

“Part of what I like about GiveDirectly 
is they’re playing with the formula,” says 
Gilligan. “And I think a lot of people 
should be doing that.” 

More experimentation, he says, would 
help us figure out what works best, given 
what we’re trying to achieve.  



2121

© GiveDirectly

To the casual donor in the Western world, 
giving money to the poor and letting them 

do what they want with it … flies in the 
face of received wisdom.

—PAUL NIEHAUS

KENYA

Many GiveDirectly 
recipients spent 
their large 
unconditional 
transfers on new 
tin roofs.
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KENYA

Large cash transfers 
led some recipients to 
purchase assets like 
sewing machines.
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ing to cash is one way to do this.” But simply transferring cash 
is no guarantee of cost-effectiveness. Even when programs do 
give cash, he says, “they do it in a very costly way, because they 
are not accountable for efficiency.” 

After evaluating the WFP pilot projects, IFPRI researchers 
concluded that there is no one “right” kind of transfer. The 
relative effectiveness of different types of transfer depends 
heavily on context. How severe is food insecurity? How well 
do markets for grains and other foods function in that loca-
tion? What are the ultimate objectives of the transfer? These 
are the kinds of questions that policymakers need to answer 
before launching a transfer program.

In Ecuador, for example, the researchers who drilled down 
into the impact estimates and cost data found that in an urban 
setting with well-functioning food markets, vouchers are 
usually the most cost-effective transfer for 
improving any outcome measure. Least 
cost-effective? Food. 

WITH STRINGS  
ATTACHED?
Although some governments and non-
governmental organizations dispense cash 
or food to poor people with no strings 
attached (see the box “What Happens 
When You Give People a Windfall”), 
many governments require recipients to 
fulfill a condition, usually related to their 
children’s health, nutrition, or school 
attendance. Mexico was a pioneer of this 
approach, and its conditional cash transfer 
program—now called Prospera—has 
reached more than 24 million people. 
More than 50 countries have replicated 
the program in Africa, Asia, and Latin 
America. 

Tying a condition to a cash handout is one way governments 
get more for their money by inducing behavior change. Poor 
people are often so focused on meeting today’s needs that 
they tend not to save or invest in the future. Conditions can 

help overcome that tendency by helping to build up people’s 
capacities and health and alleviating poverty in the long run. 
Moreover, conditions can make transfer programs more politi-
cally palatable to taxpayers because it doesn’t look like the 
poor are getting something for nothing. 

At one time, conditional cash transfers were called “as close 
as you can come to a magic bullet in development.” But real-
ity is more nuanced. While conditional transfers have led to 
sometimes substantial jumps in the use of health and educa-
tion services, they do not necessarily affect final outcomes. 
For example, conditional cash transfers raise the likelihood 
that households will take their children for preventive health 
checkups, but that does not always boost nutritional status.  

What’s more, while conditions often achieve specific program 
goals, they can have unintended consequences. In a study of 

Brazil’s Bolsa Família, IFPRI 
researchers noted that a program 
that determined eligibility based 
on income earned in the formal 
sector created an unexpected ef-
fect. Some people switched hours 
of work from the formal to the 
informal sector, possibly because 
they feared losing eligibility for 
the program.  

Another example of an unintend-
ed consequence comes from one 
of the first studies to randomize 
access to conditional and uncon-
ditional cash transfers. The study 
took place in Zomba, Malawi, 
where cash transfers were targeted 
to never-married adolescent girls. 
One group received cash transfers 
only if they attended school, 
another group got the cash 
unconditionally, and a control 

group received no cash. As expected, school-age adolescent 
girls who got the conditional transfer tended to stay in school 
longer than did the girls who got the unconditional transfer. 
But researchers were surprised to find that girls who received 
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Conditions can 
make transfer 

programs more 
politically palat-
able to taxpayers 
because it doesn’t 
look like the poor 
are getting some-
thing for nothing. 
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the unconditional transfer had significantly lower teenage 
pregnancy and marriage rates compared with girls in both the 
conditional group and the control group. 

These reductions were entirely due to what happened when 
girls dropped out of school during the intervention. When 
girls whose households received the unconditional transfer 
left school, the transfer didn’t go away. “They still had these 
protective resources, which seem to have allowed them to make 
different decisions around marriage and pregnancy,” says Sarah 
Baird, coauthor of the study, assistant professor of global health 
and economics at The George Washington University, and an 
IFPRI consultant. In contrast, once the girls in the conditional 
group dropped out of school, the program no longer exerted 
any protective effect. 

“One of the main takeaways was that conditional cash transfers 
are great, but one of the potential costs is that they may leave a 
very vulnerable group out of the program,” said Baird, “because 
if you don’t meet the condition, you don’t get the cash.” Put an-
other way, conditions can exclude the very people the transfers 
are designed to help.

THE NEXT WAVE OF SAFETY NETS
No matter how effective proponents find cash transfers in 
reducing poverty, they can’t do the whole job on their own. “In 
order for people to escape poverty, lots of things need to hap-
pen in the right way,” says John Hoddinott, the H.E. Babcock 
Professor of Food and Nutrition Economics and Policy at Cor-
nell University and a former senior research fellow at IFPRI. 
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UGANDA
A field-worker administers an 
early childhood development 
assessment. Transfers were 
distributed only to households 
in which children attended 
early childhood development 
programs. 

“Conditional cash 
transfers are great, but 

one of the potential costs 
is that they may leave a 
very vulnerable group 
out of the program.” 

—SARAH BAIRD

Cash transfers in many countries allow people to send 
their kids to school. But if the schools are of poor quality, 
the children may not learn much and the long-term ben-
efits of schooling may be minimal. Similarly, there is plenty 
of evidence that cash transfers allow people to buy more 
food. But for cash transfers to help people diversify their 
diets, Hoddinott says, the local markets must carry a wide 
variety of food.

In the next stage of her research, says Baird, to really 
compare conditional transfers, unconditional transfers, 
and noncash transfers, it will be important to evaluate 
interventions at a larger scale and to replicate interventions 
across countries to figure out which approach outperforms 
the other and why. “The answer is not going to be the same 
across countries,” she says. “We’re not going to say uncon-

ditional cash transfers or conditional cash transfers work 
best everywhere. We’ll say unconditional cash transfers 
work best in countries with these kinds of institutions that 
are trying to tackle this type of outcome.”

In the next round of program design, policymakers are 
already considering what types of services to add on top of 
cash transfers to help people not just get by, but transform 
their lives, says Berk Özler, a senior economist at the 
World Bank who cowrote the Malawi study and also stud-
ies cash transfer design. He envisions a world where the 
ultra poor will have a menu of programs and services that 
will help them climb their way out of poverty, graduating 
from one program to another, until they eventually reach 
a stage where they no longer need government assistance. 
“That,” he said, “is the next wave.”
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62% of Pakistanis live in rural areas, where poverty is a major concern.  A new survey of rural Pakistan 
shows the urgency of improving people’s well-being and expanding their opportunities for a better life—and 
makes clear how challenging it will be to do so. 

Pakistan: The Young and the Restless
About the Survey

Baby Boom

Literacy Gender Gap 

School Enrollment

Tight Budgets

Taking a Hit

A Mixed Bag of Village Services

TIME FRAME: 

LOCATION: 

CONDUCTED BY: 

DATA FROM: 

2012–2014 

More than 25% of the rural population in the three provinces is 
under the age of 10.

Most households experienced some type of shock in the two years preceding the 
survey, and most of them had no coping strategies for responding to these shocks.

All three provinces have a large gender gap in literacy rates. 
Given the large share that households spend on basics like 
food and housing, there is little money left for education.

The availability of basic public services says a lot about the level of development in a village. In a survey of 76 
selected villages, availability of services varied tremendously.  Although nearly all villages were electrified, daily 
power outages of 7–18 hours were common. 

Among children aged 5–14, 61% of 
boys and 46% of girls are enrolled in 
school. Poverty and security concerns 
about sending daughters to school 
were cited as the main reasons for not 
enrolling children in school. Only 49% 
of individuals in Pakistan have ever 
attended school. 

Sindh, Punjab, and KPK provinces

Pakistan Strategy Support Program, IFPRI, 
and Innovative Development Strategies (IDS)

2,090 households/13, 376 people

CHILDREN AGED 5–14 WHO ARE 
ENROLLED IN SCHOOL

SOURCES: H. Nazli and S. Hamza Haider, “Pakistan Rural Household Panel Survey 2012 (Round 1): 
Methodology and Community Characteristics,” Pakistan Strategy Support Program Working Paper 7 
(Washington, DC: IFPRI, 2012); H. Nazli, S. Hamza Haider, S. Hausladen, A. Tariq, H. Shafiq, S. Shahzad, A. 
Mehmood, A. Shahzad, and E. Whitney, “Pakistan Rural Household Panel Survey 2012 (Round 1) House-
hold Characteristics,” Pakistan Strategy Support Program Working Paper 8 (Washington, DC: IFPRI, 2012).
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shows the urgency of improving people’s well-being and expanding their opportunities for a better life—and 
makes clear how challenging it will be to do so. 
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Most households experienced some type of shock in the two years preceding the 
survey, and most of them had no coping strategies for responding to these shocks.

All three provinces have a large gender gap in literacy rates. 
Given the large share that households spend on basics like 
food and housing, there is little money left for education.

The availability of basic public services says a lot about the level of development in a village. In a survey of 76 
selected villages, availability of services varied tremendously.  Although nearly all villages were electrified, daily 
power outages of 7–18 hours were common. 

Among children aged 5–14, 61% of 
boys and 46% of girls are enrolled in 
school. Poverty and security concerns 
about sending daughters to school 
were cited as the main reasons for not 
enrolling children in school. Only 49% 
of individuals in Pakistan have ever 
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