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People taking part in a poverty-reduction trial in Niger receive cash and record-keeping booklets.
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HOW TOREDUCE
DIREPOVERTY

Randomized trials are changing how governments and
aid organizations study — and deliver — measures to
tackleinequality and poverty. By Jeff Tollefson

n 2012, the government of Niger began
giving some of its poorest citizens free
money. Over the next few years, around
100,000 participating households
received 24 monthly payments of roughly
US$16 — which more than doubled their
typical spending power.

The programme was based on dec-
ades of evidence from carefully controlled
trials, suggesting that simple cash infusions
can transform lives. And Niger is not alone:
cash transfers have become a popular tool as
governments try to alleviate poverty.

Several yearsin, the effort in Niger would
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also serve as a crucial testing ground for a
new generation of expanded assistance pro-
grammes that offer people various types of
personal, social and economic support in
addition to hard cash. In areportissued last
year', the World Bank identified more than
200 such programmesin 75 countries, which
collectively reach nearly 92 million people.
But that’s just a fraction of the number of
people living in extreme poverty. More than
650 million people across the globe get by on
less than US$1.90 per day, with severeimpacts
on public health and social and political sta-
bility in many areas. Many countries have
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also witnessed deepening inequality, a trend
that has only increased since the COVID-19
pandemic began (see page 638).

AsinNiger, many of the latest anti-poverty
programmes are grounded inscience. Starting
in the 1990s, researchers began to run rand-
omized controlled trials — assigning partici-
pantsto either receive an intervention or not
—to test the effectiveness of various forms of
help, ranging from subsidies for textbooks to
direct distribution of money. Now, govern-
ments and aid organizations are starting to
scale up the most promising strategies. They
are also asking new questions about how to
tackleinequality —and how to make sure pro-
grammes benefit those who need them most.

Some of the latest work comes from the
Sahel region of Africa, where as much as 80%
of the population lives in extreme poverty.
Researchers fromseveral leading non-govern-
mental research organizations teamed up with
the World Bank to work out ways to get more
bang for each buck. Initial results from these
trials, involving more than 50,000 households
inNiger, Senegal, Mauritania and BurkinaFaso,
are showing the benefits of add-ons to cash
transfers, such as business training and coach-
ing to promote self confidence®. And the World
Bank is already working with governments in
eight countries across the global south toscale
up —and study — similar schemes, says Arianna
Legovini, an economist who heads the bank’s
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DevelopmentImpact Evaluation programme,
headquartered in Washington DC.

Researchers recognize that meticulously
planned and carefully delivered trials are not
real life; nor are they easy to replicate across
countriesand cultures. One of the biggest chal-
lenges today, for instance, is to work out how
to scale up pilot programmes to larger popu-
lations. Nonetheless, patterns are emerging:
cash grants can be cheap and effective; ear-
ly-childhood intervention can work; empow-
ering women can have lasting impacts. Like
many of her fellow scientists, Legoviniis hope-
fulabout the challenge of moving fromscience
to public policy. “We’re not there yet,” Legovini
says, “but I think we’re getting better.”

Cash benefits

One of the primary lessons from rigorous
research into poverty reduction should not,
perhaps, come as a surprise: giving people
money makes them less poor. “It’s almost
arithmetic,” says David Evans, an economist
with the Center for Global Development in
Washington DC.

And yet, it took years of research to allay
fears that poor people, given free money,
would decline legitimate work and squander
their new-found resources on temptations
suchasalcohol and tobacco®. Not only did the
‘labour/leisure trade-off” fail to materialize,
but once economists started running trials,
the opposite effect prevailed time and again:
free money translated into free time, and poor
people tended to use that time productively.

In one trial* conducted in 2011-13, econ-
omists tested a simple cash-transfer pro-
gramme in Kenya. Two groups of roughly
250 participants received the equivalent of
around $400, either as a lump sum or bro-
ken up into 9 equal payments; among those,
137 households received an extra $1,100 over
the course of 7 months. The monthly instal-
ments tended to promote food security,
whereas lump-sum payments were more likely
tobe spentondurable goods suchasfurniture.
In all cases, however, economic activity and
psychological well-being improved. Subse-
quent work in Kenya’, involving the infusion
of about US$1,000 to more than10,500 poor
households across 653 randomized villages,
suggested that the resulting increase in eco-
nomic activity also benefited those who did
notreceive the payments.

“People are strapped, they are struggling,
and when they get more money, that frees
themuptodomore, notless,”says DeanKarlan,
co-director of the Global Poverty Research Lab
atNorthwestern University in Evanston, lllinois,
and aprincipal investigator on the Sahel trials.
“Pretty consistently, that’s what we see.”

Some programmes come with conditions
intended to promote education or public
health, but the easiest and cheapest toadmin-
isteristhe unconditional cash transfer. “That’s

our benchmark,” says Legovini. “If you can’t do
better than that, why bother?”

What economists have found is that often,
they can do better. In 2015, Karlan was part
of a team that published a landmark study®
documenting persistent gains, in terms of
income as well as physical and mental health,
from a programme that offered more than
just money. Piloted in six countries on three
continents, the intervention provided a pro-
ductive asset such as goats or chickens, as well
as temporary monetary support and longer-
termeducational resources such as entrepre-
neurial training and life-skills coaching. This
multi-pronged ‘graduation’ approach has
become the gold standard, but economists
are still tinkering with the model.

In the latest iteration in the Sahel?, Karlan
and his colleagues varied the interventions
across more than 300 villages in which par-
ticipants were already receiving small cash
infusions through the government grant
programme. Beginning in 2016, everybody
participatinginthe treatment groups received
business training, including an entrepreneur-
ial course designed for illiterate people and
regular sessions facilitated by local coaches.
They also formed their own savings-and-loan
association, designed to promote cash savings
and give out loans in times of need.

In addition to the training, one group
received a cash grant worth around US$310.
And instead of cash, another group received
exercises designed to promote interpersonal
communication, community empowerment
and other life skills. This second group also
watched and discussed with other villagers
afilm about a couple who overcome various
personal and economic challenges with the
support of their family and community. The
last treatment group received both the cash
infusion and the extra psychosocial support.

Although communities that received the
full treatment performedbest, the results sug-
gest that psychosocial interventions were as
important as the cashinfusion. Indeed, if cost
effectiveness is the only consideration, the
psychosocial intervention without the extra
cash grant outperformed the other interven-
tions. For Karlan, the message is clear. “We
need to start thinking harder about some of
these other aspects of poverty,” he says. “It’s
notjust about the money.”

Scale matters

Scientists have learnt this lesson before.In a
classic experiment’ that pre-dates the current
wave, paediatrician Sally Grantham-McGre-
gortested in-home interventions designed to
bolster nutrition, mother-child interactions
and cognitive development among more than
125malnourishedJamaican children, who were
aged 9-24 months at the start of the 2-year
study in1987. Two decades later, children in
the treatment group earnt 25% more than
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their untreated peers; after three decades®,
the income disparity increased to 37%.

“When I started, I was told it was non-
sense: you couldn’t work with these mothers,
because they were noteducated enough,” says
Grantham-McGregor, who ran the experiment
at the University of West Indies in Kingston
before moving to University College London.
“Now it’s accepted that you can work with
them, and you can have animpact.”

But Grantham-McGregor’s experience also
demonstrates the fundamental challenges in
running, interpreting and scaling up such
experiments. Although she is amazed at the
long-term effects of her study, she readily
acknowledges that there is no way to deter-
mine what caused that impact: did the inter-
ventions work because they boosted the
children’s cognitive development, or changed
the mothers’ behaviour, or both?

“People are strapped,
they are struggling, and
whentheyget more
money, that frees them
up todomore, notless.”

Andthenthere’sthe challenge of expansion.
When scientists tried to replicate the Jamai-
can experiment with around 700 childrenin
Colombiaand some 70,000 in Peru, theinter-
ventions had significantly smaller effects’. The
lesson, Evans says, is both simple and daunt-
ing: scaling up interventions that depend on
complex humaninteractions won’t be easy.

“The fundamental technologyis very simple
for cash-transfer programmes,” says Evans.
“But with parent training, people are goingin
andbuildingrelationships and helping parents
becomebetter parents. Thatis more difficult.”

To the extent that they rely on personal
and social interventions, Evans warns that
more-complex programmes such as the
one in Niger could face similar challenges as
governments try expanding theminthe future.

Although replicating the Jamaican experi-
ence has proved difficult, Grantham-McGregor
says there is little doubt that early inter-
ventions can change the lives of disadvan-
taged children. Her former colleagues at the
University of the West Indies have developed
online materials for the programme, dubbed
Reach Up, that have been used by government
agencies in several countries. But, she says,
it’s crucial to targetinterventions to the most
disadvantaged people. “If you are interested
inequity, if you can’treachthemall, for God’s
sake reach the poorest children.”

Missing targets
The need to ensure an even reachison alot
of researchers’ minds. As broader concerns
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A villager who took part in a universal-income study feeds chickens at her home in Kenya.

about racism, equity and inclusion have
entered the spotlightinrecent years, many sci-
entists have taken asecond look at randomized
trials focused onissues such as poverty and
public health. They have realized that these
trials can systematically exclude those who
need help the most.

Lawrence Mbuagbaw, a health researcher
at McMaster University in Hamilton, Canada,
first encountered this problem in his home
country of Cameroon a decade ago, when he
was studying whether text messages could
help to ensure that people with HIV took
their medication on time. The messaging
system worked, but phone ownership was
skewed towards the wealthy — and in those
families that shared a phone, towards men®,
Mbuagbaw came to realize that public-health
research often reflects inequity — whether in
the form of persistent technological divides,
language barriers or cultural and geographic
divisions —instead of tackling it.

In Cameroon, Mbuagbaw says, most of the
researchis conducted in French — a minority
language there —andinasingle regionaround
the capital. “All of our health policy isbased on
researchconductedinoneprovince,” he says.

And even in wealthy countries such as the
United States, where most of the clinical
research is conducted, many trials are run
from hospitals in wealthy urban centres and
consequently miss poor and often minority
populations. If equity is a goal in such cases,
Mbuagbaw says, then capturing amorerepre-
sentative population might require giving out
travel subsidies or meal vouchers.

Other researchers share these concerns
and are working on guidelines for designing
and reporting better data from randomized
trials. “Fundamentally, clinical trials are done
for peoplewholook very like me: middle-aged,
affluent, fairly well-educated white males who
are straight,” says Shaun Treweek, a health
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researcher at the University of Aberdeen,
UK. Herattles off examples: COVID-19 vaccine
trials that excluded pregnant people, trials
focusing on cognitive behavioural therapies
for depressioninwhich 93% of the participants
are white, trials of all sorts that exclude older
people or are limited to English speakers for
no apparent reason.

Treweek and his colleagues, through an initi-
ative called Trial Forge, have been developing a
framework for clinical-trial design that aims to
boost the participation of people from minor-
ity ethnicgroups and other under-represented
populations. The framework was launchedin
October 2020 and, shortly thereafter, the UK
National Institute for Health Research (NIHR)
adopted it as formal guidance. The message
is clear, Treweek says: if you don’t address
questions about potential bias and diversity
inyour grant applications, “you are probably
deadin the water”.

Scientists won’t always have the statis-
tical power to assess how an intervention
affects different groups of people, Mbuag-
baw acknowledges. But at a minimum, they
can help other researchers to do so. They can
collectand report dataonrace and ethnicity,
gender, education and socio-economic status
among their participants, he says, enabling
other researchers to pool data from many
studiesin asystematic review.

Similar concerns have been raised about
global development: research into poverty
interventions is often absent in the poorest
countries, owing to conflict and political
instability. And where there are trials, it’s
not always clear that the interventions being
tested actually benefit those mostin need.

Insome cases, it’sthe better-off peopleina
given treatment group who benefit the most,
says Annette Brown, principal economist at
FHI 360, acompany based in Durham, North
Carolina, that works on global-development
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issues. She cites a trial" that began in Tanza-
niain 2010, in which people were given cash
grants that depended on school attendance;
researchers found that students from house-
holds that were better off were more likely
to complete primary school than were their
poorer peers.

And all too often, randomized trials of
poverty interventions do not actually report
information about the current wealth of the
recipients or whether the interventions actu-
ally reduced poverty, says Markus Goldstein,
aneconomist with the World Bank in Washing-
tonDC.Atrial of an agriculturalintervention,
forinstance, might focus ontechnology adop-
tion whileignoring one of the mostimportant
questions: did its adoption promote wealth?

“Wecoulddoabetterjob of describing, at the
very least, the levels of poverty of the people
inour studies,” says Goldstein. Karlan says no
trial is perfect, and one focused on ultra-poor
people could also miss the broader population
of poor people. “Youjust have tobe clear about
theresearchyou are doing,” he says.

The challenges facing researchers and
governments trying to tackle poverty and
inequality willonly increase. As effortsto scale
up promisinginterventions continue, Legovini
says, scientists must also seek to understand
thelong-termimpacts on poor people, as well
asthebroader economicimpact on communi-
ties. Thegood newsis that scienceisnolonger
an afterthought in the development world.
After starting the World Bank’s Development
Impact Evaluation programme with no staffin
2009, Legovininow has asmallarmy of roughly
250 people, including consultants.

Moving forward, she hopes the same scien-
tifictools willexpand to cover other develop-
ment programmes, including those targeted
at infrastructure, climate and governance.
It won’t happen quickly, but Legovini thinks
science can help policymakers to make bet-
ter decisionsacross the board. “Development
is complex, and we need to be committed to
working in different settings and building
knowledge and understanding of how to get
things right.”

Jeff Tollefson writes for Nature from New York.
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