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1. Background 
“We partner to end extreme poverty” begins USAID’s mission statement. Since being launched in 2014, 
this statement has motivated the Agency to redouble its efforts to help countries improve the prospects 
for the extreme poor. For USAID’s Bureau for Policy, Planning, and Learning (PPL), this has meant ad-
vancing the analytic and policy agenda, including through a series of events with think tanks, the 2014 
Frontiers in Development Forum, and the development of USAID’s Vision for Ending Extreme Poverty. 
These efforts raised crucial empirical and programmatic questions for the Agency: where will the ex-
treme poor live in coming decades? How will the challenges they face compare to those faced by the 
extreme poor in recent decades? How have donors contributed to reducing extreme poor so far? How 
can we as Agency better support countries in this audacious goal going forward? 

As a way of addressing these and other questions, and connecting existing evidence to USAID’s pro-
gramming, PPL hosted a summit on “Programming to End Extreme Poverty: Evidence and Experience to 
Guide the Way Forward,” on May 28-29, 2015, in Washington, D.C. PPL benefitted from colleagues 
across the Agency in shaping the agenda, including many Foreign Service Officers who know well the 
challenges of programming on the ground. PPL also commissioned a series of short expert essays to 
help drive and inform the discussions during the summit. The summit gathered about 170 participants 
from USAID and experts from universities, think tanks, and other partner organizations.  

This brief presents key insights from the summit, potential next steps to advancing the Agency’s work to 
address extreme poverty, and a synthesis of the summit. An appendix provides the agenda, summary of 
expert essays, list of participants, and summaries of panels and discussions. For presentation slides and 
expert essays, please see the event website.1  

  

                                                      

1 The summit website is at http://usaidlearninglab.org/events/programming-end-extreme-poverty-evidence-and-
experience-guide-way-forward 

http://usaidlearninglab.org/events/programming-end-extreme-poverty-evidence-and-experience-guide-way-forward
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2. Key insights 
 

1) Ending extreme poverty is about more than reducing the number of people living 
on less than $1.25 a day. Nearly one billion people rely on a daily income of less than $1.25 
to make ends meet. Yet twice as many people—up to two billion—live just above that poverty 
line, highly vulnerable to the shocks and stresses of life in poverty. Sickness, death in the family, 
and unemployment, along with manmade and natural disasters, are especially harsh on the poor. 
Ending extreme poverty therefore means not only the extreme poor moving out of poverty, but 
the near-poor having the means to weather shocks and stresses that can so quickly erode their 
livelihoods.  

2) Ending extreme poverty is fundamentally a political challenge. While inclusive econom-
ic growth is the main driver of poverty reduction, the pattern of that growth and who it benefits 
rest heavily on governments doing the right things for their countries. Moreover, with extreme 
poverty increasingly concentrated in fragile states, further progress in reducing extreme poverty 
will depend very much on improved governance in these states.   

3) Donors should build on recent progress in the understanding of poverty. Recent dec-
ades have seen a wealth of new data, innovative analysis on the dynamics of poverty and poverty 
reduction, and rigorous evaluations of donor programs. These efforts sharpen our understand-
ing on who are the poor, where they live, what keeps them in poverty, what may help them 
move out of poverty, and how donors can potentially support people and governments move in 
the right direction.   

4) The complexity of the challenge elevates the importance of partnerships. USAID will 
continue exploring ways to work even more closely with citizens and governments in countries, 
advancing their efforts to foster development and reduce extreme poverty. In challenging politi-
cal environments, USAID may find increased leverage from its efforts by working more closely 
with the State Department. The Agency may also have untapped potential to further help coun-
tries reduce extreme poverty by improving internal partnerships through cross-sectoral pro-
gramming—progress in global health may depend on progress in education; progress in food se-
curity may depend on land tenure; progress across any social sector may depend on better gov-
ernance.  

5) And finally, USAID can only be more responsive to the needs and opportunities on 
the ground by becoming a more flexible and agile organization. How USAID helps 
countries end extreme poverty does not come down to a program, an intervention, or an initia-
tive. It is more about how USAID works on the ground, including its ability to have much-
needed budget flexibility, better integrate its programming, and create space for working politi-
cally and learning from and adapting its programming. 
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3. Next steps 
Discussions during the summit and responses to the post-summit survey pointed to several next steps 
to continue the conversation, including: 

1. Further clarify what the Agency is doing and will do differently as a result of our 
commitment to ending extreme poverty, including in terms of focusing, integrating, 
and measuring progress. Central to this discussion is clarifying whether/how the Agency will 
focus its efforts in a given set of countries, identifying institutional and other constraints that 
may keep missions from programming more effectively to address extreme poverty, and decid-
ing how the Agency will measure its progress on this front. PPL will convene a working group 
with staff across offices and bureaus to address these questions. 

2. Further delineate what the Agency’s commitment to extreme poverty means for 
its different sectors. This would be up to each office and bureau. BFS, GH, and E3/Education 
may want to continue the discussions they started during the sectoral breakouts. Other offices 
may want to consider framing their own processes. PPL could support offices and bureaus how-
ever possible, from contributing to unit-specific discussions on extreme poverty to co-
developing and implementing a learning agenda, for instance.  

3. Develop resources and tools that may help missions identify opportunities to refine 
their programming towards extreme poverty. At minimum, PPL could propose and man-
age a learning agenda to help address some of the questions raised during the summit. As exam-
ples, the summit raised questions about the comparative impacts of broad versus targeted pro-
gramming, how to address “pockets” of poverty in middle income countries, how to support 
and measure capacity development, the value-added of multi-sectoral programming, and how to 
support service delivery in fragile states. Beyond a learning agenda, PPL could work with other 
units in developing assessments or other tools that may support missions’ efforts to better ad-
dress extreme poverty. 
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4. Overview  
The summit was structured to inform and inspire participants to think critically about how USAID can 
better address the challenge of ending extreme poverty. Introductory remarks set the scene, followed 
by a session on what we know about trends, challenges, and donors’ contributions to reducing ex-
treme poverty. From there the discussion turned inwards to USAID. Panels focused on how to assess 
the progress of USAID programming by reflecting on the experience of Feed the Future. Breakout 
sessions focused on what we do, examining the implications of focusing on extreme poverty for our 
programming on food security, health, and education. Finally, the discussion turned to changes that may 
be required in how we work as a donor to effectively address extreme poverty going forward, espe-
cially in the context of fragile states. The summit culminated in panel discussions with mission directors 
and leadership from several bureaus, who shared the many ways the Agency addresses extreme poverty 
and what it would take to make this work more effective. 

Day 1  

SETTING THE SCENE: The moment of opportunity 
The opening remarks set the tone for the summit. Ambassador Alfonso Lenhardt (USAID/AA) acknowl-
edged how the Agency has embraced improved ways of working and challenged us to continue raising 
the bar. Alex Thier (USAID/PPL) then turned to USAID’s Vision for Ending Extreme Poverty, stressing 
that it is not an agenda that changes everything the Agency does, but rather an effort to help the Agency 
focus its efforts towards greater impact.  Steve O’Connell (USAID/E3) explained how our Vision centers 
on promoting economic growth, including by proactively connecting the poor to growth and helping 
them build resilience to shocks. Noam Unger (USAID/PPL) reviewed the goals for the summit, encour-
aging participants to think outside the box as we advance our Mission. 

WHAT WE KNOW: Trends and challenges on ending extreme poverty 
The first panel examined how the challenge of ending extreme poverty in coming decades compares to 
how poverty was reduced in the past. Panelists answered the question from three different angles. Law-
rence Chandy (Brookings) reviewed how progress in poverty research has helped us better understand 
the drivers of poverty reduction at the macro level and within households. Martin Ravallion 
(Georgetown University) focused on approaches to conceptualizing and measuring poverty. He stressed 
that progress has been different depending on which measure you use. And Andrew Shepherd (Over-
seas Development Institute) cautioned that emerging threats, such as climate-related natural disasters, 
pose new challenges for populations that are already vulnerable.  

The second panel considered how donors may have contributed to progress on the Millennium Devel-
opment Goals (MDGs), especially the goal to cut poverty in half. Shanta Devarajan (World Bank) argued 
that aid had little to do with progress on the MDGs since most of the increase in ODA went to Africa, 
while most progress was in Asia. That being said, he suggested ODA may have helped train African 
technocrats who shepherded policies that fostered economic growth across the continent. He also sug-
gested that the MDGs had served to refocus the donor community on poverty reduction. Rachel Glen-
nerster (MIT/J-PAL) presented a particular donor intervention with proven impacts: the graduation 
model, a comprehensive approach that provides households with assets, training, temporary cash or 
food transfers, and access to savings and healthcare. She emphasized the results as much as the process, 
as an example of how donors can advance our collective understanding of “what works” in develop-
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ment. Andrew Shepherd (Overseas Development Institute), drawing from the work of the Chronic 
Poverty Advisory Network, stressed the vulnerability of the extreme poor, noting how they need ways 
to improve their livelihoods and manage the risk of backsliding.  

HOW TO ASSESS PROGRESS: Insights from Feed the Future 
The lunchtime plenary turned to the question of how to measure the progress of programming designed 
to reduce extreme poverty. Steve O’Connell (USAID/E3) moderated a session with Richard Greene 
(USAID/BFS), who shared Feed the Future’s (FTF) approach to monitoring and assessing progress. 
Greene stressed the advantages of using several poverty indicators (including depth of poverty and 
women’s empowerment) and zones of influence, the latter to capture the indirect benefits of FTF pro-
gramming, such as policy reforms or improved access to inputs and markets, all of which benefit more 
than just the farmers with whom FTF directly engages. 
 
WHAT WE DO: Implications for sectoral programming 
The conversation then explored the implications of a focus on extreme poverty for three particular sec-
tors—food security, global health, and education. External experts were asked to reflect on ways 
USAID could address extreme poverty across each of these sectors, followed by comments from 
USAID and discussion with participants.  
 
On food security, Thomas Reardon (Michigan State University) encouraged donor programming to 
reflect how the poor have been increasingly engaging in food markets as producers (buying more seeds 
and fertilizers), consumers (buying a greater share of the foods they consume), and workers (especially 
in nonfarm services). Isabelle Tsakok (Columbia University), drawing from her historical research on 
agricultural transformation, stressed that programming should be cognizant of the countries’ own politi-
cal economy given the centrality of public sector policies and investments for agricultural development. 
Reflecting on both presentations, Jim Oehmke (USAID/BFS) emphasized the need for multi-stakeholder 
engagement aligned with country development processes, including government, donors, the private sec-
tor and civil society. 

 
On global health, Derick W. Brinkerhoff (RTI International) reflected on strategic decisions for do-
nors, including deciding between trickle down and vertical programs, and between immediate impacts 
on the poor versus long term transformation. He and Olusoji Adeyi (World Bank) both stressed that 
health programming should think outside of health budgets (such as expanding opportunities for girls’ 
education given the impact of schooling on health outcomes) and respond to the political economy of 
health spending in each country. Allayla Nandakumar (USAID/GH) underscored the importance of im-
proving health systems and working with a variety of stakeholders who have influence over the funding 
and functioning of health services. 
 
On education, Quentin Wodon (World Bank) explained how education is a profound anti-poverty in-
vestment and outlined the barriers the very poor face in accessing education. He suggested that donors 
support education as part of a broader strategy that accounts for household and societal behaviors that 
shape decisions on schooling , especially of girls. Luis Crouch (Research Triangle Institute), in turn, 
stressed the importance of ensuring not only access to education, but access to quality education, 
providing examples of where quality education has been provided to poor children.   
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HOW WE WORK: Responding to the politics of poverty 
The conversation then turned to questions of politics and political economy, particularly in fragile states. 
Leni Wild (Overseas Development Institute) stressed the uneven progress on poverty, noting how 
“more of the same” will not get us to policy reforms crucial to extending benefits for the very poor. 
What will it take for us to program differently? According to Neil Levine (USAID/DHCA), the problem 
is as much about bureaucratic constraints as it is about the Agency’s mindset. The Agency could do bet-
ter by being more demand-driven, politically savvy, and cross-cutting with its programming. Joseph 
Hewitt (USAID/DCHA) emphasized the connection between fragility and poverty and that reducing ex-
treme poverty in many places rests on improved state legitimacy. Dyan Mazurana (Tufts University) 
urged participants to question and test commonly held assumptions underlying our programming. She 
shared recent findings on the commonly held assumption that supporting public sector service delivery 
improves state legitimacy. The results are far from direct—people’s perception of state legitimacy de-
pends more on how services are delivered than on who delivers them. 
 
Day 2 
The second day of the summit was structured as an internal conversation for staff from USAID and oth-
er USG agencies on what a focus on extreme poverty means in practice USAID missions and bureaus. 
Mission directors and leadership from bureaus were asked to reflect on how their respective missions 
and bureaus are addressing extreme poverty and what support or tools they would need to further ad-
vance this work. 

Reflections from missions 
Rebecca Black (USAID/Cambodia), Beth Dunford (USAID/Nepal), John Groarke (USAID/Haiti), and 
Christophe Tocco (USAID/DRC) described the many ways their respective missions are addressing di-
mensions of poverty. Going forward, they stressed the enduring organizational and political challenges to 
advancing our mission statement. Beyond the well-known bureaucratic constraints of funding streams, 
rules and regulations, they described contextual challenges: the vulnerability of millions of Cambodians 
who are no longer extreme poor but near-poor; the lingering poverty across Haiti despite decades of 
massive aid influx; the high prevalence of extreme poverty in the DRC. And they shared the political 
challenges. Rebecca Black questioned whether we would lose political support by narrowing our focus 
on the extreme poor in a country like Cambodia in which the near poor are a much larger share of the 
population. And John Groarke challenged the Agency to acknowledge the political nature of extreme 
poverty in places like Haiti, where no amount of technical support will resolve a problem that is political 
in nature. 

Reflections from bureaus 
The summit closed with reflections from Manpreet Anand (Asia), Tom Delaney (Africa), Richard Greene 
(BFS), Sarah Ann Lynch (LAC), and Alex Their (PPL). After briefly describing how their respective bu-
reaus address extreme poverty, they reflected on what it would it take to further operationalize this 
agenda. Panelists described the need to effectively embed the New Model across our work; allow the 
program cycle to be flexible and context-specific; focus our efforts in a small set of countries; improve 
how we partner with other stakeholders, including within the Agency; and improve how we communi-
cate with stakeholders. Alex Thier (PPL) called on participants to “lead and embed ourselves in a 
movement that will bring about this change,” including through actions and decisions that will make a 
difference long past the next round of elections.   
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Appendix A. Agenda  
 
Thursday, May 28 

8:30-9:00 Registration 
 
9:00-9:10 Welcome 

Ambassador Alfonso Lenhardt, USAID Acting Administrator 
 
9:10-9:30 USAID’s Vision for Ending Extreme Poverty 

Alex Thier, Assistant to the Administrator, USAID/PPL 
Steve O’Connell, Chief Economist, USAID 

 
9:30-9:45 Goals for the day 

Noam Unger, Director of the Office of Policy, USAID/PPL 
 
WHAT WE KNOW 

9:45-11:00 Is past prologue? This session will help set the stage for the summit by 1) synthesizing 
the trends on extreme poverty reduction in past decades and projections going forward, 
and 2) highlighting what the evolving geography of poverty implies for donors in terms 
of opportunities and challenges.  Presenters followed by discussion. 
Noam Unger, USAID/PPL (Moderator) 
Laurence Chandy, Brookings Institution 
Martin Ravallion, Georgetown University 
Andrew Shepherd, Overseas Development Institute 

 
11:00-11:15 Break 
 
11:15-12:30 Can donors take credit for progress on the MDGs? This session will review what the 

evidence suggests about contributions donors may have made to MDG#1 or other 
MDGs in Sub-Saharan Africa. The aim is to identify insights from this experience, and 
from the challenges of measuring attribution, what donors should keep in mind as they 
strive to do their part in addressing extreme poverty. Presenters followed by discussion. 
Alex Thier, USAID/PPL (Moderator) 
Shanta Devarajan, World Bank 
Rachel Glennerster, MIT/JPAL  
Andrew Shepherd, Overseas Development Institute 

 
12:30-1:30 Lunch: How can we assess our progress? 

Regardless of how we refine our programming to address extreme poverty in the com-
ing years, we need to assess our progress. This session will use Feed the Future’s ap-
proach to monitoring and assessing progress on consumption poverty as a way to frame 
a plenary discussion on how the Agency, as a whole, can monitor its efforts to reduce 
extreme poverty.  
Steve O’Connell, Chief Economist, USAID (Moderator) 
Richard Greene, USAID/BFS  
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WHAT WE DO 

1:30-3:00 As USAID commits to addressing extreme poverty, what should we focus on through 
our sector programming? This session will examine this question from the perspective 
of a few program areas through parallel breakout sessions. The goal is not to arrive at an 
official position, or to justify everything we do in terms of extreme poverty, but rather 
to clearly articulate how our programming already addresses dimensions of extreme 
poverty and how could it potentially further this agenda going forward. 

 
Food security (Horizon Ballroom) 

Jerry Wolgin, USAID/AFR (Moderator) 
Thomas Reardon, Michigan State University  
Isabelle Tsakok, Columbia University  
Jim Oehmke, USAID/BFS  

 
Global health (Continental B) 

Olusoji Adeyi, World Bank 
Derick W. Brinkerhoff, RTI International (Research Triangle Institute) 
Allayla Nandakumar, USAID/GH 

 
Education (Continental C) 

Quentin Wodon, World Bank 
Luis Crouch, RTI International (Research Triangle Institute) 
Suezan Lee, USAID/E3/ED 

 
HOW WE WORK 

3:00-4:30 How should we approach our programming so that it is most likely to benefit the very 
poor? Achieving lasting reductions in extreme poverty requires sustained commitment 
to inclusive economic growth and improved service delivery to the poor.  And achieving 
pro-poor policy requires an alignment between the political and economic interests of 
the powerful with the needs and aspirations of the poor—and often powerless.  How 
then can donor programs best support pro-poor political coalitions, inclusive economic 
and social policy, and effective delivery of the services most needed by the poor?  And 
what adjustments are needed to alleviate poverty in fragile states where the poor are 
most numerous but politics is unstable, governance often lacks legitimacy, and service 
delivery is weak.  Through a moderated discussion, first with a panel of experts, and 
then with the audience, we hope to begin answering these crucial questions.   
Larry Garber, National Defense University (Moderator) 
Dyan Mazurana, The Fletcher School at Tufts University  
Leni Wild, Overseas Development Institute 
Joseph Hewitt, USAID/DCHA 
Neil Levine, USAID/DCHA 

 
4:30-4:45 Closing remarks 
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Friday, May 29  (USAID and other USG only) 

9:00-9:15 Welcome and recap 
  Alex Thier, Assistant to the Administrator, PPL 
 
SO WHAT? 

9:15-10:30 Reflections from Mission Directors 
 At the end of the day, how USAID addresses the drivers of extreme poverty will depend 

largely on the different contexts in which it operates. In this panel, Mission Directors will 
share what they may already be doing towards extreme poverty and draw out what 
missions would need from Washington (in terms of tools, approaches, and resources) in 
order to further address the various dimensions of extreme poverty.  
Susan Reichle, Counselor (Moderator) 

 Rebecca Black, Mission Director, Cambodia 
Beth Dunford, Mission Director, Nepal 
John Groarke, Mission Director, Haiti 
Christophe Tocco, Deputy Mission Director, DRC 

 
10:30-11:30 Closing plenary:  Reflections from bureaus 

Agency leadership will express how they envision their respective bureaus/offices con-
tributing to an extreme poverty agenda 
Alex Thier, Assistant to the Administrator, PPL (Moderator) 
Manpreet Anand, Deputy Assistant Administrator, Asia  
Richard Greene, Acting Assistant to the Administrator, BFS 
Tom Delaney, Acting Assistant Administrator, Africa  
Sarah-Ann Lynch, Senior Deputy Assistant Administrator, LAC  
David Yang, Deputy Assistant Administrator, DCHA 
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Appendix B. Summary of expert essays  
PPL commissioned a series of short essays to help inform the summit. The essays are summarized below 
and are available at the event website. 
 
“What is Poverty Reduction?” 
Owen Barder, Senior Fellow and Director for Europe, Center for Global Development 
Designing government-funded interventions aimed at reducing poverty involves identifying tradeoffs, pri-
oritizing objectives and strategically allocating resources. Tradeoffs arise when agencies decide whether 
to focus interventions at the causes or the effects of poverty, whether to address breadth or depth of 
poverty, and whether to invest in achieving short-term results versus longer term reform programs or 
capacity building. The development community emphasizes the elimination of poverty as a simple, one-
dimensional goal, which risks papering over important tradeoffs and choices, resulting in less efficient or 
less effective development programs. Aid projects could be more effective if they were managed as part 
of a portfolio which works collectively towards multiple objectives of poverty reduction. Designing sin-
gle interventions aimed at specific poverty reduction targets in the context of a strategic, comprehensive 
poverty reduction plan would allow donors to identify and explicitly address these tradeoffs and in-
crease the effectiveness of the overall portfolio.  
 
“When It Comes to Reducing Extreme Poverty, is Past Prologue?”   
Laurence Chandy, Fellow, Brookings Institution 
The brief begins by summarizing the past 20 years of empirical research on poverty reduction, which 
gives us a rich, though not complete, account of the drivers of poverty reduction over this period. It 
then outlines three contemporary debates on what form programming should take to support poverty 
reduction. Finally, it explores how the composition of people living in extreme poverty is changing, high-
lights where our understanding on how to bring about poverty reduction is weakest, and examines new 
opportunities for supporting poverty reduction in the future. 
 
“Progress on the Millennium Development Goals: What’s Aid Got to Do with It?” 
Shanta Devarajan, Chief Economist, World Bank Middle East and North Africa Region 
Since the signing of the Millennium Declaration in 2000, official development assistance has risen signifi-
cantly, reaching of peak of US$135 billion in 2014. Beginning in the mid-1990s, developing countries be-
gan making substantial progress on the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), including reducing by 
half the percentage of people living on US$1.25. While it is tempting to draw a causal link between these 
two trends and suggest that the progress in reaching the MDGs was due to the increase in aid, econo-
metric analysis does not support this conclusion.  In fact, the causality may have been the reverse, with 
the MDGs triggering an increase in aid. But the MDGs also forced a change in perspective and the im-
plementation of a goal-monitoring progress initiative. Moreover, aid broadly defined did have an influ-
ence on MDG progress, through its effects on policy reform and the latter’s effect on growth and 
through rigorously evaluated service delivery innovations. 
 
“What Role Have Donors Had and Will Continue to Have in Reducing Extreme Poverty? 
Rachel Glennerster, PhD, Poverty Action Lab (J-PAL), Massachusetts Institute of Technology  
High rates of growth, especially in China and India, have helped reduce the numbers of people in ex-
treme poverty but these gains from macro trends need to be complemented by programs targeting 

http://usaidlearninglab.org/events/programming-end-extreme-poverty-evidence-and-experience-guide-way-forward
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those who remain in extreme poverty. Donor organizations are well-placed to support this by investing 
in creating knowledge about what are the most effective ways to combat extreme poverty (a global pub-
lic good) and by supporting the scaling and replication of innovative programs that have been found to 
be effective. A successful example of this strategy is the Graduation Program, a comprehensive approach 
to reducing extreme poverty that emerged in the early 2000s in Bangladesh. The program, which was 
subjected to randomized, donor-supported evaluations, was found to have very positive effects across 
many different contexts, and is now being successful scaled up in 20 countries.  
 
“If Donors Are Committed to Addressing Extreme Poverty, What Should They Focus on 
Through Their Support to Food Security?” 
Isabelle Tsakok, PhD, Economist, Consultant on Agriculture and Rural Development 
How donors can best address extreme poverty depends largely on the socio-political context. There 
are three broad cases. First, in conflict-ridden, unstable countries, speedy and dependable humanitarian 
food aid is the best and only possible response. Second, in fragile, conflict-prone countries, combine 
short term food aid with stabilizing prices of basic staples; and lay the foundations for sustainable food 
security. Build safety nets before any crisis strikes, and work with government and other development 
partners (local and foreign) to restructure the enabling environment for inclusive economy-wide growth. 
And third, in low income but politically stable countries, use the opportunity of increasing urbanization 
and the “supermarket revolution” to integrate smallholders in expanding markets, domestic and foreign. 
Through all of its work, donors should promote conditions for successful agricultural transformation 
that is environmentally sustainable, profitable to smallholders, and cost-reducing to net food consumers.  
 
“Food Security Strategies of the Rural Poor in Africa and Asia in an Era of Rapid Urbaniza-
tion: Policy and Program Implications” 
Thomas Reardon, Duncan Boughton, Steve Haggblade, David Tschirley, Michael Dolislager, and Chaoran Hu; 
Michigan State University 
Rural-urban food supply chains now dominate food markets in Asia and Africa. Diets have changed from 
staples-dominated, unprocessed, home-produced, to diversified, and extensively processed. Agriculture 
production has been monetized and commercialized. Value chains have grown geographically longer as 
urbanization has occurred, wholesale markets have proliferated, roads have been built and paved, elec-
trical grids laid, and cellphones use has grown dramatically. In light of these changes, governments and 
donor organizations should focus on interventions that improve the policy environment for private in-
vestment and reduce transaction costs for rural producers and consumers, develop the capacity of the 
rural poor to respond to emerging market opportunities, and help the rural poor build their stock of 
productive assets.  
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Appendix D. Synthesis of panels & breakouts 
 

1. IS PAST PROLOGUE WHEN IT COMES TO ENDING EXTREME POVERTY?  
This session summarized the trends on extreme poverty reduction and projections and challenges going 
forward. Panelists answered the main question from three different angles, focusing on progress in our 
understanding of poverty, poverty measurement and poverty mapping.  
Moderator: Noam Unger, USAID/PPL  
 
Lawrence Chandy, Brookings Institution   
Recent decades have been auspicious ones for research and analysis on poverty. Country experiences, 
along with new data and research methods have led to important insights: in comparing the relative con-
tribution of growth and redistribution to poverty reduction, growth is consistently the main driver; in 
assessing particular patterns of growth that may be more effective in reducing poverty, agricultural 
growth tends to have the greatest impact; in decomposing the increases in income for the poor, both 
labor and non-labor income are important; and in assessing traits of households that escape poverty, 
correlates include assets and endowments (both tangible and education), access to infrastructure, and 
geographic mobility. Current debates, in turn, focus on whether the main constraints to improved wel-
fare are individual characteristics or public goods; whether interventions should be targeted or broad; 
and how to balance getting people above the poverty line with preventing those above the poverty line 
from backsliding. Going forward, reducing poverty will increasingly depend on securing peace, creating 
jobs, and building resilience, areas in which there are major gaps in our understanding of interventions 
that may work. 
 
Martin Ravallion, Georgetown University  
Consider three different approaches to understanding and measuring poverty, each with its own implica-
tions for how to measure and support progress: first, the standard approach (favored by donors), identi-
fies an international absolute poverty line and counts the number of people below that line. Under this 
approach, the global headcount has fallen steadily as a share of the global population. Second, the rela-
tive poverty approach (often favored by developing countries and others in the development communi-
ty), measures poverty relative to a poverty line for each country. Compared to the standard approach, 
progress on relative poverty has been slower. And third, the consumption floor approach measures 
progress against the lowest observed level of consumption in a country. Compared to the standard and 
relative approaches to measuring poverty, progress against the consumption floor measure has been 
dismal, with the poorest no better off. Looking to the future, under an optimistic scenario of a contin-
ued four percent growth in global per capita income, we can expect one billion people to move out of 
extreme poverty. But there will remain concentrations of poverty in states reliant on natural resources 
and affected by conflict. Even success on ending extreme poverty will leave many people behind on rela-
tive poverty and will leave the poorest not much better off than now. 
 
Andrew Shepherd, Overseas Development Institute   
The past may not be prologue to the future, as reflected in ODI’s report, The geography of poverty, disas-
ters and climate extremes in 2030. The report looks at the interactions between poverty trends, climate 
extremes and countries’ capacities to manage disaster. It argues that natural disasters can impoverish 



    PROGRAMMING TO END EXTREME POVERTY | EVENT BRIEF  17 

households on a scale similar to that of health shocks. The actual impact on households will largely de-
pend on households’ ability to cope with shocks. Since the poorest have a harder time bouncing back 
from shocks, the report stresses Disaster Risk Management (DRM), particularly DRM that shifts from 
protecting lives and assets to also protecting livelihoods. The report also recommends tailoring and fo-
cusing DRM to vulnerable regions within countries instead of country-wide approaches. 
 
Discussion 
Is the challenge of reducing extreme poverty mainly in the poorest countries?   
− LC: If we look at yesterday’s poor countries, progress is good. If we look at today’s poor countries, 

progress hasn’t been as good, largely because many of these are fragile states.  
− AS: There is still much poverty in today’s lower middle income countries (LMICs), though they need 

less assistance because they have higher incomes and a lower share of the population in poverty. In-
stead of tilting so much towards low income countries, however, donors should treat poverty the 
same way as they treat humanitarian crises, independent of income levels. In LMICs, the political will 
to address poverty may be missing, which is reason for donors to stay engaged. How you engage as a 
donor is more of an issue in these cases.  

− MR: Prioritizing low income countries makes sense, though it is harder to reduce poverty through 
targeted programs in poorer places.  
 

How is policy for reducing relative poverty different from policy for reducing absolute poverty? 
− MR: Growth is the key for reducing absolute poverty; but for relative poverty and for raising the 

consumption floor, there needs to be more emphasis on redistribution and social protection. 
 
Suppose that in 2030 we’ve succeeded in ending poverty everywhere. Are the prospects for redistribution greater 
than in the past? 
− LC: Where a growth agenda isn’t viable, can we have success through redistribution? We believe we 

can have an impact through household interventions, but more challenging in environments which 
aren’t supportive. There may be greater resilience in the future through increased connectivity.  
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2. CAN DONORS TAKE CREDIT FOR PROGRESS ON THE MDGS?  
This session examined how donors may have contributed to progress on the Millennium Development 
Goals (MDGs). Panelists shared their insights on this question and on the challenges of measuring attrib-
ution that donors should keep in mind as they strive to do their part in addressing extreme poverty.  
Moderator: Alex Thier, USAID/PPL 
 
Shanta Devarajan, World Bank 
What does aid have to do with it? Probably not much—increases in ODA in recent decades were 
strongly correlated with MDG progress, though most of the increase in ODA went to Africa, while 
most progress was in Asia. That being said, ODA may have contributed indirectly to improvements 
we’ve seen in Africa. Countries across Africa instituted home-grown policies that fostered growth and 
these reforms were designed by Africans working in Africa, but educated abroad, often financed through 
ODA. ODA can take some credit for this progress.   
 
Rachel Glennerster, MIT/J-PAL  
The remarkable progress on MDG 1 nonetheless left behind the poorest. In this context, conditional 
cash transfers may be one possible solution. Consider the graduation model, an approach that provides 
households with assets, training, temporary cash or food transfers, and access to savings and healthcare. 
Evidence suggests the graduation model works, particularly among the poorest. In contexts as diverse as 
Peru, Honduras, Pakistan, Ethiopia, India, and Ghana, evaluations suggest that the graduation model in-
creases incomes (from self-employment), consumption (especially food security), and revenue from live-
stock, while improving psycho-social well-being. These outcomes generally make the approach cost-
effective, despite its expensive implementation. As a result, twenty countries are now replicating the 
graduation approach. This experience also exemplifies what donors can do: invest in learning and then 
support the scale-up of efforts proven to be effective.  
 
Andrew Shepherd, Overseas Development Institute  
The Chronic Poverty Advisory Network (CPAN) has focused on understanding the causes of extreme 
poverty for over a decade. Among other insights, CPAN has found that dependency ratios (ratio be-
tween working and non-working population) affect whether you can escape poverty and not backslide; 
agriculture is often part of the story, but usually not the whole story; technology cannot be a quick fix 
without the right policies and enabling environment; and land reform can be instrumental in preventing 
impoverishment. Aid has not contributed much to lowering chronic poverty for many reasons, including 
the scattered nature of social protection programs, an ideological resistance to pro-poor growth, limited 
policy attention on the informal economy, weak evaluations, a focus on job numbers instead of job quali-
ty, and the many competing demands driving aid decisions.  
 
Discussion 
How do we make the case to countries that there are some things donors do well?  
− SD: Countries are not going to adopt a program just because USAID said so based on experiences 

in other countries, even if USAID puts the money behind it. What makes the difference is whether 
there is political consensus within a country that the given program is a priority. What we can do is 
provide information that will inform domestic debates.  
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Do donors learn? Have donors embraced the findings from RCTs in their programming?  
− RG: In the last 10 years, donor agencies and country partner governments have embraced the im-

portance of evidence and the ability to sift through research findings to figure out what works. A 
continuing problem, however, is that people often just want to learn from their own experience ra-
ther than the experience of others. We are also learning some general lessons about how people 
behave which have implications for programming. The 2015 World Development Report shows, for in-
stance, how charging for preventative health can significantly reduce take-up.  
 

We no longer support tertiary education and training because it is difficult to show results and change takes a 
long time to play out. Do we have any evidence that this sort of investment in human capital contributes to 
growth and poverty reduction?  
− SD: We have very limited evidence, but consider the potential results chain. There has been strong 

growth in Africa, much of it because of better policies. There has also been an increase in the 
amount of technically trained technocrats in government decision making roles. We can take some 
credit for helping to finance much of this education and training.  

 
There was the same story about technocracy in LAC as there now is in Africa. Can we take a longer look at the 
results timeframe?  
− RG: There are exciting RCTs about how improved governance can improve service delivery. We 

have seen, for instance, that those candidates who are engaged in debate are less corrupt as politi-
cians.  

− SD: The causal chain between improved technical capacity to growth is long, but the timeframe is 
not that long for a traditional investment project such as infrastructure. That is about what it takes 
to train a PhD and get them hired in a ministry. We should be able to compare investments in infra-
structure and human capital.  

 
Regarding bundled interventions, which pieces have the greatest impact? Are we able to throw away the rest and 
save money or does it need to be an integrated intervention?  
− RG: There is some evidence of complementarities just coming out, but it’s not the case for all inter-

ventions, such as deworming.  
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3. HOW CAN WE ASSESS OUR PROGRESS? 
Regardless of how we refine our programming to address extreme poverty, we need to assess our pro-
gress. This session used Feed the Future’s approach to monitoring and assessing progress on consump-
tion poverty as a way to frame a broader plenary discussion on the topic.  
Moderator: Steve O’Connell (Moderator) 
 
Richard Greene, USAID/BFS  
Feed the Future (FTF) is a poverty program based on the premise that agriculture is critical for devel-
opment. It seeks to revolutionize agricultural productivity by providing technology and skills to pull peo-
ple out of poverty, while also helping households strengthen resilience. FTF holds itself accountable by 
establishing a target of reducing poverty by 20 percent within five years across its zones of influence, 
with goals being tailored to each specific country. To measure progress, FTF uses the $1.25/day head-
count ratio as a goal level indicator. In 2014, it also adopted an indicator on resilience. Other indicators 
include daily per capita expenditures, the Women’s Empowerment in Agriculture Index, household hun-
ger scale, and anthropometric measures (stunting, wasting, underweight), all of which align well with in-
dicators used by other international organizations.  
 
Discussion 
Why use a zone of influence approach instead of assessing farm-level impacts? In trying to evaluate high level 
impacts such as poverty rates or malnutrition in a zone, how do we construct a counter-factual given that the 
zones are so big?  
− FTF uses zones of influence as a way to capture the many indirect benefits of our efforts that extend 

beyond individual farmers and even the landless, such as support to policy reforms, capacity building, 
and donor collaboration. As for a counter-factual, it is very difficult to establish.  
 

What are the politics of the zones that will contribute to local ownership to ensure lasting impacts?  
− FTF chose all of its zones of influence in partnership with the country governments and vetted its 

strategies with civil society and private sector in those countries. 
 
How does FTF help farmers build resilience beyond just improving yields?  
− FTF helps farmer build resilience in several ways, including through the adoption of drought tolerant 

maize, shorter duration rice, and better agricultural conservation practices, along with financial in-
struments, including for risk management.  

 
At USAID, we tend to look at absolute measures of poverty, but the earlier panel discussed the importance of 
relative measures of poverty. How would focusing on a relative measure of poverty make a difference to FTF?  
− An important indicator is the depth of poverty—this means looking at changes and not just crossing 

the poverty line. This is the indicator of choice for our resilience work.  
 
Does FTF choose its zones of influence based on high poverty or high growth potential?  
− We are especially focused on helping the poor move out of poverty rather than simply trying to 

boost economic growth. All the FTF zones of influence have high poverty, but we also want them to 
have high potential. We work closely with Food for Peace to introduce the very poorest to simple 
technologies and value chains, with the idea of gradually introducing them to larger markets.  
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4. AS USAID COMMITS TO ADDRESSING EXTREME POVERTY, WHAT SHOULD WE 

FOCUS ON THROUGH OUR SECTOR PROGRAMMING?  
This session examined this question from the perspective of our programming on food security, health, 
and education through parallel breakout sessions. The goal was to engage with external experts in ex-
ploring how our programming could further address different dimensions of extreme poverty.   

FOOD SECURITY 
Moderator: Jerry Wolgin, USAID/Africa 

Thomas Reardon, Michigan State University 
Donor programming should reflect the ways the poor have been engaging in food markets. Recent re-
search across Eastern and Southern Africa and Asia, for instance, show the poor as increasingly depend-
ent on agricultural and food value chains for their food security. Findings suggest that the poor are in-
creasingly moving away from producing their own food to buying it in the market; increasing their con-
sumption of processed food; using more fertilizer and pesticides for agriculture; relying heavily on cash 
income, especially from non-farm services supporting small-scale commercial agriculture; and increasing-
ly relying on urban food markets. These trends have two particular implications for donors: strengthen-
ing non-farm activities and savings can help the poor weather price and income shocks they face as con-
sumers and producers; and investments in agricultural productivity are important to develop value 
chains but also to create demand for nonfarm labor.  
 
Isabelle Tsakok, Columbia University 
Donors should partner with governments and country leaders willing and able to commit their own re-
sources towards the delivery of public goods and services that benefit the extreme poor. Historical 
comparison of agricultural transformation across countries (as reflected in Tsakok’s 2011 Success in Agri-
cultural Transformation: What It Means and What Makes It Happen) suggests that government and its polit-
ical economy is the most important institution for reducing extreme poverty. In many places, improving 
food security requires transformative economic change, like the Marshall Plan. This kind of transforma-
tive change only happens when governments are committed to development. Is USAID an agency that 
can learn, adapt, and move forward?  
 
Jim Oehmke, USAID/BFS 
Reardon and Tsakok converged on the importance of improving agricultural productivity and advancing 
policy reforms to strengthen the agricultural sector. The most serious divergence was that of perspec-
tive—Tsakok focused on the role of governments, Reardon focused on how to build a rural non-farm 
sector, but neither can be successful by itself. Donors need multi-stakeholder engagement aligned with 
country development processes, including government, donors, the private sector and civil society. 
 
Discussion 
What is the importance of land and what is the role of donors in this space?  
− IT: Land is fundamental for agricultural transformation and was key to some major successes. The 

US effectively helped Japan and others advance land reform, though it was less effective in the Philip-
pines. There remains total confusion around property rights in Africa—no one knows who owns 
what, creating total uncertainty about returns on investment. Governments need to be responsive. 
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Regarding the rural non-farm economy, this often gets translated to non-agriculture, but aren’t many of these 
jobs related to agriculture?  
− TR: Across the countries studied, the rural non-farm jobs were generally linked to agrifood value 

chain activities, such as agricultural services, transportation, warehousing, processing, and retailing. 
The cities are driving these markets, yet secondary cities are accessible to rural areas. Countries 
should consider ways of harnessing this demand to stimulate supply from rural areas.  

 
GLOBAL HEALTH 
Moderator:  Allayla Nandakumar, USAID/GH 
 
Derick W. Brinkerhoff, RTI International  
Poor health is a major poverty trap: poor people are more likely to have poor health and poor health 
leads to poverty. This happens as health shocks undermine households’ ability to manage risk that may 
keep them from backsliding. The public sector can address health shocks through prevention (such as 
vaccinations) and mitigation (such as universal health coverage and social safety nets). Countries face 
several challenges in deciding on health investments: the trade-offs between spending on infectious dis-
ease versus on economic growth, the problems of privatization (including the disproportional costs of 
unregulated providers on the poor), the constrained capacity of health systems to provide equitable ac-
cess to quality service, the misunderstanding of household behaviors that affect their uptake of services, 
and the lack of agency of the poor. Challenges for donors include deciding on trickle down or vertical 
programs, striving for immediate impacts on the poor or long term transformation, recognizing when 
investment pay-offs may be higher outside the health sector, knowing how to track progress, and under-
standing and responding to the political economy of health spending. 

Olusoji Adeyi, World Bank 
The World Bank’s dual focus of ending extreme poverty and boosting shared prosperity is ambitious 
and humble—ambitious because ending extreme poverty is a complex problem, humble because solu-
tions are not necessarily transferrable from one setting to another. In practice, this means concentrating 
on the context-specific drivers of poverty and poverty-alleviating factors. Approaches need to be locally-
owned, scalable, and sustainable (politically, institutionally, and economically). In that direction, we need 
the data to properly track household outcomes and public expenditures. We should help expand oppor-
tunities for education among girls because many of the differences in health outcomes are very deeply 
embedded. We should work more closely with colleagues that work on social protection and we should  
advance work underway to understand the narrative of the countries in which we work (including intra-
country variations) Finally, we should support public financial management and  should be willing to learn 
from errors and pursue incremental change. 

Allayla Nandakumar, USAID/GH 
In most countries, 80 percent of doctors’ visits are with private providers and there are consistent ine-
qualities in use of health care services between the rich and the poor. We therefore need a long term 
point of view and systems approach to better understand how health systems affect extreme poverty. 
Part of the challenge is that improving health requires working with a variety of stakeholders. Ministers 
of Finance, for instance, are often the ones deciding on budgets—they want to know how investments in 
health (such as HIV/AIDS, for instance) can affect the economy and particular sectors. How much of the 
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burden of disease on which USAID focuses on is borne by the extreme poor? Do we actually know 
what health interventions are most effective in lifting people out of poverty? To what extent do we think 
our portfolio in health explicitly targets the extreme poor? And how can we be smarter integrating 
health programming to reduce poverty reduction? 

Discussion 
Other than PEPFAR, is it true that health programming is more progressive in general? 
− AN: Neglected tropical diseases, such as malaria, disproportionally affect the poor. Whether PEPFAR 

is targeting well is another question, but PEPFAR does seem to be contributing to economic growth, 
including by increasing employment among males. Part of the problem is that we make a structural 
mistake—instead of bringing the poor into the existing system, we are creating a dichotomy. In 
Egypt, for instance, the elite have their own health care system and then there is an underfunded 
free health care delivery system for the poor. 

Are there countries that are proactively reaching the poorest through their health systems? 
− OA: Countries having different degrees of success: Ethiopia has good child health improvements, not 

good child mortality; Argentina has taken great strides in basic child/maternal health; and Turkey has 
universal health coverage. Each case is different, reflecting what is socially acceptable in each con-
text.  

How should donors program in ways that promote country ownership?  
− OA: There are at least five things donors can do in the right direction: work with country counter-

parts to shape the balance of the country social compact, use possible realm of influence to expand 
tax revenue base through technical support, help build strong public health infrastructure networks, 
use the systems of the countries themselves, and focus on outcomes and systemic changes instead 
of inputs and inspections.   

 
Indicators are important, but measuring systemic changes is much harder than counting the number of people 
helped, so how do we take that into account?  
− DB: One of the challenges is coming up with theories of change that connect systemic changes to 

specific indicators and outcomes. 
 
EDUCATION 
Moderator: Suezan Lee, USAID/E3/EDU 

Quentin Wodon, LEAD Economist at the World Bank  
Education is the one investment that has the largest impact for people coming out of extreme poverty. 
Education can help reduce poverty by improving potential earnings and productivity, but the poor face 
major risks for getting an education: they are more like to never enroll or enroll late, not learn while in 
school, and drop out. In fact, someone from the top quintile is 25 times more likely to complete sec-
ondary school than someone from the bottom quintile. Gender is especially relevant at the secondary 
school level, when pregnancies and child marriage are leading causes of drop outs among poor girls. 
These trends point to the need for multi-sectoral interventions, with education a part of a broader 
strategy. 
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Luis Crouch, Research Triangle Institute  
Donors tend to focus on access to education, but the quality of that education is just as important. On 
this front, research suggests that efforts to improve the quality of education should : 1) use simple and 
easily communicable standards (such as “read by the 2nd grade”); 2) keep curriculum simple and prag-
matic instead of overly theoretical and ambitious (RCTs support this point); 3) focus on the early grades 
since there are massive rates of repetition, especially among the poor; 4) focus on the interventions that 
matter, ideally those that combine elements of pedagogy and accountability; 5) improve teaching in 
mother tongues since language barriers may be the greatest disadvantage for poor students; 6) note that 
finance matters, but by itself does not lead to better outcomes; and 7), though untethered to evidence, 
consider a systems approach to improving educational performance by addressing incentives, perfor-
mance, support, and monitoring as part of the same system. How does USAID respond to each of these 
challenges? 
 
Discussion 
Wodon explained that costs and disabilities are the main impediments keeping poor children from ever enrolling 
in schools. The cost issue is well known. What disabilities are we talking about?  
− These are often simple, treatable disabilities, such as poor vision that could resolved with eyeglasses 

or hearing loss associated with buildup of ear wax. If kids are not in school until their late teens, it is 
generally because of cognitive impairment, making it harder for them to learn.  

 
One of USAID’s three education goals is around equitable access in conflict and crisis. Is there analysis that looks 
at these dimensions in countries experiencing conflict? 
− What applies to normal situations for the poor would also apply to situations of conflict.  With un-

skilled teachers for instance, having very specific, guided curriculums can be very helpful.   
− In situations of conflict, states collapse so faith-inspired schools step in. Whatever funding the state 

may provide tends to fund teachers only. Teachers and students in these setting are also subject to 
violence.  
 

In situations where schools feel no accountability, claiming students cannot learn, is it possible to put pressure on 
schools for improved performance? 
− Consider evidence showing that kids are capable of learning even when they come from disadvan-

taged backgrounds. Then it becomes inexcusable to say that there are some children who cannot be 
taught.   

 
Does education help prevent child marriage? 
− In Africa and Asia, about half of the girls are married as children. Education and child marriage inter-

act both ways: girls with more schooling are less likely to marry young, while girls who marry are 
less likely to continue in school. 
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5. HOW SHOULD WE APPROACH OUR PROGRAMMING SO THAT IT IS MOST 
LIKELY TO BENEFIT THE VERY POOR? 

Achieving lasting reductions in extreme poverty requires sustained commitment to inclusive economic 
growth and improved service delivery to the poor. This session examined how donors can support ef-
fective delivery of the services to the poor, including in fragile states.   
Moderator: Larry Garber, National Defense University  
 
Leni Wild, Overseas Development Institute 
What are the most important points from the Doing Development Differently manifesto?2  
In the face of uneven progress, we cannot have more of the same. Progress has been faster where it has 
been easier to achieve progress—enrollment instead of learning and access to water instead of sanita-
tion. Elites must be motivated to pursue more equitable policies, but our track record on promoting 
reforms is not encouraging. We have learned that many of the challenges are too complex and politically 
too challenging to be addressed by ready-made interventions. Only through learning by doing will we 
discover what works in different contexts. The ideas of flexibility and adaptation are not new, of course, 
but they remain far from the norm. What will it take for us to get there?  
 
Neil Levine, USAID/DHCA 
What are the obstacles to more adaptive programming? 
Beyond the usual bureaucratic constraints, we are constrained by our mindset. In the sphere of Democ-
racy, Human Rights, and Governance (DRG), poverty means exclusion, injustice, and vulnerability to 
trafficking and other human rights abuses. Working in these settings requires a different way of working: 
we need to meet countries where they are rather than where we want them to be; we need a broader 
lens, including the use of political economy which allows us to understand the context in ways we can-
not easily do from Washington; and we need to move beyond the stove-piping of our assistance. For the 
first time, we have an endorsement of an action plan for DRG integration across all sectors. Now we 
need the mindset and incentives to support this approach.  
 
Joseph Hewitt, USAID/DCHA 
What is the relationship between fragility and extreme poverty? 
Fragility refers to contentious relationships between state and society, including those that create griev-
ances that can become mobilized for armed conflict. Fragility and extreme poverty are connected, 
therefore, as fragility enables conditions for armed conflict, armed conflict is violent, and violence per-
petuates poverty by diverting investments and destroying assets that draw down sources of resilience. 
Tackling fragility is therefore part of reducing extreme poverty. Even before conflicts break out, situa-
tions of fragility contribute to poverty—inclusive growth cannot happen when marginalized populations 
lack opportunities for economic wellbeing and institutions are exclusive and unaccountable.  
 
 
 
 

                                                      

2 For information on the Doing Development Differently manifesto, see doingdevelopmentdifferently.com. 



    PROGRAMMING TO END EXTREME POVERTY | EVENT BRIEF  26 

Dyan Mazurana, Tufts University 
How do we make institutions more effective? 
We tend to assume that supporting state provision of public services is a way of improving state legiti-
macy and therefore countering fragility. Research through the Security Livelihoods Consortium, howev-
er, found no linear relationship between service delivery and perceptions of governance. Instead, what 
matters most is how the services are delivered. The more the services have mechanisms around ac-
countability, the more they are consultative, the more they have grievance mechanisms (even if people 
do not use them), and the more they are transparent, the higher the perceived legitimacy of the services 
and of the state. The study also found that citizens have very low perceptions of local and central gov-
ernments in representing their priorities. So think about what kinds of regime we support when they 
don’t reflect their people. And this leaves us with question: do we really know who the poorest of the 
poor are and are we reaching them?  
 
Discussion 
How can programming benefit the poorest while also enabling more effective institutions?  
− LW: What matters for legitimacy is how services are delivered, rather than whether they are deliv-

ered. To support those processes as an external actor, focus on understanding local models instead 
of imposing our own; focus on discrete problems instead of institution-level ones; work through lo-
cal conveners that can mobilize stakeholders and navigate political constraints and incentives; spread 
your risks; and program entrepreneurially. 

 
Does “Doing Development Differently” matter or is it just about providing the services regardless of who does it?  
− DM: Very poor service provision will have a negative impact on people’s perception of local and cen-

tral governments, but better provision does not. So you may want to wait if you cannot provide 
those services well (at least if you’re striving for legitimacy as an outcome). Bad services have bad 
outcomes, and how they are delivered matters. The more inclusive the process, the better will be 
citizens’ perceptions of local and central governments. 

How do we find champions? 
− NL: Don’t think of champions as individuals. Think instead of coalitions of reformers. 
  
How do we balance this work with managing big macro policy reforms?  
− NL: We need to balance longer term goals with quick wins that will create much needed confidence 

in reforms. We also cannot want the reforms more than the local stakeholders. Our challenge is to 
support the momentum for reform from behind the scenes, never as the face of the reform. Finding 
small bets that are effectively working here is helpful to prove the concept. 

What should be the priorities and what is the appropriate sequencing? 
− JH: As reflected in the findings by the Secure Livelihoods Consortium, citizens aren’t customers; 

they are citizens, with expectations beyond just receiving services. On sequencing, this could mean 
that as we deliver services, people become more empowered, and they’ll expect to have more polit-
ical voice. But this approach won’t dig you out of fragility and extreme poverty. People will expect 
government and market institutions to be participatory and effective, responsive to their needs. We 
need to better understand the feedback loop between service delivery, empowerment of citizens, 
their expectations, and outcomes to inform our sequencing. 
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Note that in poor countries, the problem of violence is broader than just state-sanctioned violence.  
− DM: Absolutely. We know, for instance, the very high costs of gender-based violence in the US ($8 

bn in 2014) and the UK ($14bn) in terms of court fees, health, and lost days of work. Gender-based 
violence is even more staggering in poor countries and in settings of conflict. Most of this violence is 
not domestic violence, but stems from the community or male relatives.  

We can only do this if missions have greater flexibility to try new approaches to development rather than being 
stuck with fixed programs regardless of the problem.  
− LW: There are many examples of programming already working this way, but generally under the 

radar. Staff should have more space to do this type of work. At DFID, for example, an external re-
view highlighting programming failures led to the creation of a Doing Development Better Agenda. 
Among other changes, they now favor more adaptive project designs instead of rigid log frames and 
are more focused on accountability, including field staff following up on projects they may have 
started at a previous post. Staff and contractors are now asking themselves whether they will be 
rewarded for these new ways of working. A cultural shift needs to happen.  

How do we better support civil society through our emergency response?  
− JH: Once a conflict or crisis starts, it’s too late to strengthen the capacity of civil society to engage 

their government. We are too limited in crisis situations as a development actor to do the kinds of 
things that would be necessary. There are a different set of levers upstream that need to be pulled, 
and they are not development levers.  
 

Why is it critical that the DRG budget be expanded?  
− NL: Effective governance and institutions are key in reducing extreme poverty, yet we do not suffi-

ciently fund this part of our Mission Statement. Funding will eventually return, but we cannot afford 
losing our mechanisms and people in the meantime. Congress thinks in terms of countries and is-
sues; it needs to think about development and institutions to carry it out.  
 

Western countries went through the same process of development and were able to get the politics right. Do we 
have the information to replicate that process in the countries in which we’re working? What were the important 
aspects of switching that political economy so that ignoring the poor was no longer an option?  
− LW: Countries need to reach a tipping point where elites broaden their interests to include all of 

society. Turning points are difficult to predict, however. We should try to crowd in some domestic 
reformers when opportunities arise since driving from the outside without a domestic constituency 
would be difficult. 

− JH: It’s an interesting time because there is consensus among donors and some self-identified fragile 
states on the five goals for peace and state-building through the New Deal framework. It’s still an 
evolving process, but perhaps part of creating a bandwagon effect to create demonstrable proof.  

− NL: There should be more stakeholders in the system, broadening the base of who enjoys benefits 
of services and growth. But sometimes the system itself is exclusionary. We are also not set up to 
address issues of security.   
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6. REFLECTIONS FROM MISSION DIRECTORS 
At the end of the day, how USAID addresses the drivers of extreme poverty will depend largely on the 
different contexts in which it operates. In this panel, Mission Directors shared what they may already be 
doing towards extreme poverty and discussed what missions would need from Washington to further 
address the various dimensions of extreme poverty.  
Moderator: Susan Reichle, USAID/FO 
 
Rebecca Black, Cambodia Mission Director 
Seventy percent of Cambodia’s population is under the age of 35 so sustained poverty reduction de-
pends a lot on what happens with children and youth. The country had one of the greatest reductions in 
poverty, beginning in 2000 with the peace accord, a stable government, growth in rice production and 
garment manufacturing, and remittances from migrants. The problem however, is that people have not 
moved far above the poverty line, so backsliding is a serious concern. The mission focuses on poverty 
throughout its portfolio, including by helping civil society demand rights for the poor, communities di-
versify sources of livelihood, the government develop a health equity fund for the poor, and families ac-
cess basic education. That being said, the mission faces several challenges, including: 1) the continued 
concerns with governance; 2) the uncertainties that come as Cambodia eventually graduates from LIC 
status and loses much of its preferred financing (will the government keep working with the poor?);  3) 
the overlooked issues of the very poor—alcohol, mental illness, dysfunctional families—which we need 
to find some way of addressing; and 4) balancing our focus on extreme poverty in a country where the 
near poor and the poor are as vulnerable as the extreme poor (if we focus on extreme poverty, do we 
lose valuable political will?) 
 
Beth Dunford, Nepal Mission Director 
Nutrition needs to be a critical component of any poverty reduction strategy, as good nutrition allows 
everyone to reach their full potential. Nepal has achieved one of the fastest declines in stunting, but over 
one-third of the country’s population remains stunted. The mission took the recommendations from the 
2013 Lancet series on nutrition and translated them into an integrated program to improve health and 
nutritional status of pregnant and lactating women and children under two. The SUAHARA program is 
implemented by Save the Children, HKI, the Government of Nepal, and other partners. It applies the 
latest evidence-based interventions in health, nutrition, family planning, water sanitation and hygiene, 
backyard poultry and home gardens, using innovative GPS technology to reach isolated groups which 
tend to be marginalized. Initial findings suggest the approach has effectively been improving the nutri-
tional status and incomes among marginalized groups. The tracking technology has also helped in post-
earthquake response efforts. This experience shows that we can sustain poverty reduction at scale and 
over the long-run. 
 
John Groarke, Haiti Mission Director 
Even before the earthquake, Haiti was the poorest country in the Western Hemisphere. The country 
has appalling indicators across the board—poor education and health, out-migration, subsistence agricul-
ture, lack of basic services and infrastructure, child trafficking, and low government revenues, depending 
heavily on donors for many public goods and services. USAID has been Haiti’s largest bilateral donor, 
including programs to provide healthcare to half the population, a large FTF program, support to infra-
structure, and a human rights program. Why has the country evolved so little despite decades of sup-
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port from USAID and others? It’s because we are addressing the symptoms, not the problem. And the 
problem is not extreme poverty—it’s governance. Everybody is satisfied with the way things are, but too 
much of what we’re doing is philanthropy, not development. This needs to change, otherwise our suc-
cessors will be sitting here in 2030 asking why Haiti hasn’t eradicated extreme poverty. The government 
needs to do its part, including by pursuing political and economic reforms to promote the private sec-
tor. Donors, in turn, need to end some bad habits and view these problems as political ones. 
 
Christophe Tocco, DRC Deputy Mission Director 
Eighty-five percent of Congolese are extreme poor, with most well below the international poverty line. 
The county has among the world’s worst rates of fertility, gender inequality, and hunger, and is tied for 
last place in the Human Development Index. Despite this scenario, the country has eradicated polio, 
dealt effectively with Ebola, reduced child mortality, and has kept up high growth rates. It also has some 
key ministries that are great partners and want to make change. Everything we in this context is essen-
tially about extreme poverty. It would help to be more explicit about measurement and clarify the dif-
ference between our programs’ direct impact on consumption poverty and indirect impacts on other 
dimensions. The mission has also been strategically partnering with NGOs and philanthropists, the pri-
vate sector and other donors. We could further advance our work by easing funding rules and regula-
tions that hamper cross-sectoral programming; having flexibility in funding (such as supporting education 
beyond the primary grades); the ability to use different funds for infrastructure; and increasing our focus 
on land tenure. The more difficult problem is addressing the root causes of poverty, and the most diffi-
cult is improving institutions, which is also the longest way to address extreme poverty. In this direction, 
we could better connect diplomacy and development, including by working more closely with the State 
Department. 
 
Discussion 
What did you hear from other mission directors that is most needed?  
− BD: We need more flexible funding and an increased focus on governance.  
 
Is this a shared priority with country counterparts? Is there country ownership?  
− CT: The MDGs have been really useful by tying the donor community to the government. 
− RB: The problem with alignment to the extreme poverty agenda is related to politics and appealing 

to voters. We need to find other ways of engaging—it’s around economic growth, labor, and other 
issues that appeal to voters. 

− JG: Haiti is run by a small elite who say they’re concerned with poverty, but it’s usually infused with 
politics. We can’t cut off food vouchers, but we have more leverage in other areas and could use 
conditionality. It’s really hard to measure progress on issues like justice reform, so if you don’t have 
buy-in from the government it’s really hard to do this work. 

 
Donors are spending too little on legitimate politics, security, and justice. How do we unlock more creativity and 
resources for these issues?  
− BD: On governance, Nepal doesn’t have a lot of resources, but the Mission has used different fund-

ing streams to address it—there are lots of creative ways to do this.   
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7. REFLECTIONS FROM BUREAUS 
In this closing session, Agency leadership expressed how they envision their respective bureaus and of-
fices contributing to an extreme poverty agenda. 
Moderator: Alex Thier, Assistant to the Administrator, USAID/PPL 

 
Richard Greene, Acting Assistant to the Administrator, BFS 
Feed the Future is a poverty initiative. We measure it, are accountable for it, and define geographic are-
as with population surveys every 2-3 years. We are also interested in women as they are disadvantaged 
in terms of inputs, credit, time, and resources, and having them more involved in markets would help to 
further reduce poverty. FTF also assesses intra-household allocations of income and poverty and depth 
of poverty, which reflects resilience. We want to reduce the depth of poverty by integrating various 
funding streams.  
 
Tom Delaney, Acting Assistant Administrator, Africa  
An effort to reduce extreme poverty is very much about Africa. As India and China continue to make 
progress, Nigeria will soon have the highest number of extreme poor. Some of the initiatives that the 
Agency has launched—without “extreme poverty” in the title—include FTF, Power Africa, Trade Africa, 
PEPFAR, and the President’s Malaria Initiative have a poverty focus and are concentrated in Africa. A few 
key conclusions from the summit for the Africa region: poverty is multi-dimensional but we are heavily 
focused on global health; the international poverty line is not good enough when we’re addressing many 
different aspect of poverty; economic growth is important, and this is especially so for Africa; it’s not 
just about those living below $1.25—many in Africa are in much deeper poverty and can’t easily be 
pulled above the line. Even when they get above the poverty line, these populations remain vulnerable to 
stresses (famines, disease, natural disaster, conflict, and instability) when they get above the line.  
 
Sarah Ann Lynch, Senior Deputy Assistant Administrator, LAC 
There are 400 million people living in extreme poverty in Africa, but only about 30 million in LAC, but 
that is still 5 percent of the population. If you raise the bar to $2.50, there are many more people. Prior-
ities on extreme poverty in LAC are multi-dimensional outcomes (such as access to education, health, 
financial services, and so on), inclusivity (including women, youth, indigenous, and Afro-Latinos), and vul-
nerability and fragility. In terms of approaches, our focus is on governance and economic growth. Con-
sider, for instance, the difference in governance and institutions between Dominican Republic and Haiti. 
In terms of opportunities, it doesn’t need to be just USAID, especially with some portfolios shrinking. 
South to South and trilateral cooperation is increasingly important, such as working internationally with 
Brazil.  
 
Manpreet Anand, Deputy Assistant Administrator, Asia  
We saw huge drops in extreme poverty in Asia, but the region still comprises more than half of the 
world’s extreme poor and has a large contingent living just above the $1.25/day line. The job is far from 
done. The lens through which you address extreme poverty has to be multi-dimensional. Need to think 
in three ways about the enabling environment that can spawn inclusive growth: aligning sectoral pro-
grams to get to those that are most vulnerable; designing interventions with the multiplier effect by inte-
grating and sequencing; and investing in the New Model of Development (how to scale S&T, engage pri-
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vate sector and nontraditional partners). We think we should double down on this approach as it can 
have huge development gains.  
 
David Yang, Deputy Assistant to the Administrator, DCHA 
DCHA’s theory of change is well synced up with the vision’s theory of change, based on a foundation of 
governance and institutions. Beyond saving lives in situations of man-made and natural disasters, DCHA 
promotes peace, resilience, and human rights and governance as overarching goals. For peace, we’ve 
pioneered a new international approach with New Deal, with goals that clearly align with USAID’s vision 
paper: legitimate politics, security, justice, economic foundations, and domestic revenue generation for 
public service delivery. For resilience, our goal is to empower people to mitigate the impact of and re-
cover from shocks. For democracy and governance, much is done because it represents US ideals, but 
it’s also a means to an end of inclusive economic growth—markets don’t just emerge from thin air, but 
from property rights and legal regulations that underpin capital or labor markets. Looking to the future, 
it’s all about science, technology, innovations and partnerships. And partnerships start with us. Connect-
ing DRG to sectors will only happen if we improve partnerships within the Agency.  
 
Discussion 
How can we improve connections between our assessments and gendered analysis?  
− RG: We know that access to inputs, training, and so forth is not equal for women. FTF is capturing 

these gaps through the Women’s Agriculture Empowerment Index and is using these data to guide 
our programming.  

− DY: Gender is at the root of the resilience agenda.  
 
Given the importance of land tenure for rural development, how are we making progress in securing land rights 
across our programming? 
− RG: Land tenure is a contentious issue in promoting food security. Countries need system to allow 

land to be acquired legally and equitably, including by women. FTF has seen progress on land rights 
in Burkina Faso and a few other countries. Progress generally takes many years and has to involve 
government leadership and engagement with many other stakeholders.   

− AT: Land tenure is one of those ‘poster children’ for need for integrated programming. Improving  
land tenure means engaging with institutions that govern land use to communities that actually use 
that land. Need an integrated approach that brings institutional development, agriculture, and rights 
to the same table. 

 
How do we operationalize an extreme poverty agenda?  What are the challenges?  
− MA: Keep in mind that this isn’t new, but more so how we are communicating what we do. We 

need to reassure staff that existing programs are focused on extreme poverty, whether we call it 
that or not. In Asia, work may be about changing mindsets to embed the New Model. On the pro-
gram cycle, we need to guard against a program cycle that treats this as overly prescriptive and in-
stead be flexible and context-specific. Missions should be held accountable for describing the con-
text, rather than aligning to a strategy.  

− RG: To make progress, we need to have a small, select group of countries and clear goals, measure 
depth of poverty, and hold ourselves accountable with perhaps small zones of influence. This way 
we can perhaps overcome other problems related to integration.  
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− TD: In terms of programmatic integration, there is more enthusiasm for multi-dimensional poverty 
than for consumption poverty. Look at resilience and how we are not just focused on crossing a line 
but also sustaining progress. If we are looking to move the needle, we should focus on a few places 
where we can make an impact. We should also have a breadth of engagement that we integrate into 
all aspects of our programming.  

− SAL: What stood out today is the importance of governance. Sub-set of that is looking at the issue of 
conditionality, especially as we move more resources to Central America. Challenges for LAC in-
clude income inequality and closing the income gap. We know what we want to achieve—part of 
the challenge is communicating it to partners, the Hill, and the American people.    

− DY: With one and half years left in the current Administration, we should work as hard as possible 
to join up our discussions with the multilateral discussions. Key for DCHA is the Sustainable Devel-
opment Goal on peace. Others are well ahead of us in using political economy analysis and other 
tools. We should use the New Deal as our “north star” and as a way to demonstrate progress so 
that the next Administration values and supports our efforts on inclusive growth. 

− AT: We as USAID, because of our role in the USG, because of our role internationally, we both have 
to lead and embed ourselves in a movement that will bring about this change.  And that is about 
what we do daily, what we talk about daily, who we hire, how we communicate, what our plans and 
programs say. That ultimately comes down to people in this room to carry forward long past any 
next round of elections. 
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