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Understanding the role that aspirations play in promoting growth requires an understanding of where aspirations come from and how 
they can be raised through policy. A recent IFPRI report, “Aspirations in Rural Pakistan: An Empirical Analysis,” uses the 2012 Pakistan 
Rural Household Panel Survey (RHPS) data to study the aspirations of over 3,500 men and women in rural Pakistan. The analysis explores 
aspirations of four types: income, wealth, education, and social status. The report concludes that particular groups—especially women, 
the uneducated, and agricultural wage laborers—have especially low aspirations. Higher aspirations are associated with a number of 
behaviors and productive investments that may fuel growth, such as higher crop yields, more intensive input use, and greater use of 
credit. The analysis suggests three major areas in which policy might raise aspirations in rural Pakistan. These include policies that: (a) 
improve perceptions of access to justice and increase the involvement of citizens in decision-making; (b) improve community infrastruc-
ture and other amenities; and (c) efficiently target social protection programs—especially in the aftermath of economic shocks like Paki-
stan’s 2010 floods. 

ith the world’s fifth-largest population of 15-25 year olds, 
Pakistan`s future relies heavily on whether or not its 
young population aspires to improve their lot and make 

forward-looking decisions. In a society disillusioned by myriad prob-
lems and shocks, such as the country’s deteriorating security situa-
tion, two major floods in the last 3 years, and an increasing likeli-
hood of extreme weather events due to climate change, keeping as-
piration levels high will be critical in helping Pakistan’s poor youth 
emerge from poverty. It is highly improbable for anyone to move out 
of poverty without aspiring to do so. Thus, a sufficient condition for 
the perpetuation of poverty is a general failure of the poor to aspire. 

A recent IFPRI report, “Aspirations in Rural Pakistan: An Empiri-
cal Analysis” (by Katrina Kosec, Stephanie Hausladen, and Madeeha 
Hameed) examines four questions:  1) How high are average aspira-
tion levels in rural Pakistan, and how do they vary across different 
types of individuals and households; 2) What are potential benefits 
of raising aspiration levels; 3) What external and internal factors, in-
cluding cognitive processes, help shape aspirations; and 4) What 
policies or community institutions can raise aspirations? 

MEASURING ASPIRATIONS 

In this study, aspirations are defined as the level of income, assets, 
social status, and education an individual aspires to, relative to av-
erage levels in his district. Using respondents’ answers to questions 
about their aspirations, an index was constructed to capture how 
much an individual aspires to achieve, measured relative to the dis-
trict average aspiration levels.  In short, this measure tells us if some-
one has an above or below average aspirations level when com-
pared with someone else in their district, with the 50th percentile 
being the district average. 

WHO HAS LOW ASPIRATIONS? 

The study finds that women have lower aspirations than men, the 
uneducated have lower aspirations than those with some education, 

the middle-aged (25-45) have lower aspirations than the young (age 
18-25), and agricultural wage laborers have lower aspirations than 
rural non-farm workers (Fig.1). Furthermore, various internal factors 
are strongly correlated with higher aspiration levels, including a 
sense of control over one’s own life, high self-esteem, more religi-
osity, higher trust, less envy, and less of a sense that poverty is due 
to external factors beyond one’s control. 

Figure 1—Relative Aspiration Levels (50th percentile shows aver-
age aspiration level) 

                                                                                                     

 

 

DO ASPIRATIONS MATTER? 

Aspirations significantly impact peoples’ lives and decision-making 
processes in rural Pakistan. In particular, the empirical analysis sug-
gests that aspiration levels have real behavioral and economic ef-
fects on the poor. Effectively, when comparing two individuals that 
are otherwise similar (from the same district, ethnicity, gender, mar-
ital status, age group, education level, and household size) but who 
differ with respect to their aspirations, higher levels are found to be 
associated with the use of more agricultural inputs, higher crop 
yields, less pre- and post-harvest losses, more savings, more cash 
loans (likely indicating greater access to and use of credit), and a 
greater propensity to operate a non-agricultural enterprise (Fig. 2).  
Interestingly, the benefits of higher aspirations on increased cotton 
yields and lower pre and post-harvest wheat losses are significantly 
higher among tenants than among landowners—suggesting that 
raising the aspirations of non-landowners and the poor in particular 
may be especially important. 
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Figure 2- Effects of increasing aspiration levels from low    
(25th percentile) to median (50th percentile) 

 

 

Figure 2 shows that higher aspirations levels are associated with 
improved financial and economic decision- making and higher 
agrarian inputs and outputs. (All improvements are improvements 
over the mean of the variable.) 

HOW DOES ONE RAISE ASPIRATIONS? 

Our research shows that good communities raise aspirations. In 
particular, aspirations in rural Pakistan are raised by: holding orga-
nized meetings of village residents to discuss issues and events; im-
proving perceptions of access to justice; upgrading road surfaces 
(from mud to other types); expanding communication and 
transport links with other localities; and providing training through 
NGOs. Nonetheless, large numbers of rural Pakistanis feel they lack 
access to basic services and institutions that might influence aspira-
tions. Women and the poor feel that they especially lack access to 
security, justice, and social safety nets—powerful tools for raising 
aspirations. Most respondents also live in communities lacking im-
portant infrastructure that has been shown in other contexts to 

boost economic growth. By building better communities and insti-
tutions, aspirations in rural Pakistan—especially those of women 
and the poor—might be raised, and poverty therefore reduced. 

Figure 3—Percentile increase calculations are based on improve-
ment for a person who initially has the median aspira-
tion level. 

External factors impacting aspirations 
Improvement in 
aspiration levels 

Have organized village meetings 8 percentiles 

Improvement in the perception of access to jus-
tice (from 25th to 50th percentile) 

1 percentile 

Railway station is walking distance 9 percentiles 

Village has non-mud external roads 7 percentiles 

Has relatives in another district 6 percentiles 

Has relatives in another province 8 percentiles 

WHAT LOWERS ASPIRATIONS? 

Exogenous income and productivity shocks negatively affect aspira-
tion levels. Taking into account long-term weather patterns, a re-
lated IFPRI research paper by Katrina Kosec and Cecilia Mo (2013) 
finds that aspirations were significantly lowered in areas most heav-
ily hit by unexpected flooding during the 2010 monsoon season. This 
suggests that even temporary productivity shocks can have lasting 
impacts on productive outcomes via lower aspirations. However, in-
itial evidence suggests that the negative aspirational impacts of the 
floods can be offset by the availability of social protection programs 
like the Benazir Income Support Program (BISP). 

FUTURE POLICY RESEARCH ON ASPIRATIONS 

Further exploration of what program and policies are most success-
ful and cost-effective in raising aspiration levels is warranted. While 
this research uncovers important associations between individual 
and community characteristics and aspirations, it does not pinpoint 
the direction of causality. The results are suggestive, but further re-
search is needed to understand the causal mechanisms at work. A 
particularly promising area of future research would involve experi-
ments that shed light on the potential causal effects of different in-
stitutional arrangements on aspiration levels. For instance, one 
might raise aspiration levels by encouraging community-building 
measures, such as regular village meetings or better grievance reso-
lutions mechanisms, or by offering alternative outlooks on life by 
giving exposure to positive role model. 

 

IMPACT ON 
FINANCIAL 
AND 
ECONOMIC 
DECISIONS

19% increase in monthly savings

13% increases is cash loans obtained annually

5% increase in the rate of ownership of a non-
agrcultural  enterprise

IMPACT ON 
AGRARIAN 
OUTPUTS

IMPACT ON 
AGRARIAN 
INPUTS

2% increase in cotton yield per acre
(5 % for Tenants  & 2 % for Landowners)

17%  decline in pre-&post harvest wheat losses
(67 % for Tenants  & 6 % for Landowners)

2% increase in per acre annual expenditure 
on fertilizers

2% increase in per acre annual expenditure 
on pesticides and weedicides

 

INTERNATIONAL FOOD POLICY RESEARCH INSTITUTE 
2033 K Street, NW • Washington, DC 20006-1002 USA 
T: +1.202.862.5600 • F: +1.202.467.4439 
Skype: ifprihomeoffice • Email: ifpri@cgiar.org 

This publication has been prepared as an output of the Pakistan Strategy Support Program. It has not been peer reviewed. Any opinions stated herein are those of the author(s) 
and do not necessarily reflect the policies of the International Food Policy Research Institute (www.ifpri.org), its partners, or its collaborators. 

Copyright © 2014 International Food Policy Research Institute. All rights reserved. To obtain permission to republish, contact ifpri-copyright@cgiar.org 


