
 

 

 
Rethinking Economic Inclusion for the Poorest  

in the COVID-19 Context  
Webinar Q&A Responses from Panelists 

 
Panelists:  

● Shagun Sabarwal, Director of Policy, Training and Communications, J-PAL South Asia 
● Rahma Ali, Senior Research Associate, J-PAL Middle East and North Africa 
● Alex Avila, Assistant Secretary, Department of Labor and Employment, Government of 

the Philippines 
● Dalitso Kalimba, Deputy Director, Department of Economic Planning and Development, 

Government of Malawi 
● Vincent Gahamanyi, Social Policy Specialist, UNICEF 

 
Moderator: Lauren Whitehead, Director of Technical Assistance, BRAC Ultra-Poor Graduation 
Initiative 
 

● Q1: It is commonly argued that social protection falls under the government's responsibility 
towards its citizens and we need to advance towards properly institutionalised systems. 
Considering the experience of BRAC, what should be the role of NGOs in social protection 
and system's building and should there be a handover strategy for the NGO programmes 
to the state? - Juan Gonzalo Jaramillo Mejia 
 

○ Lauren: We fully agree that governments both at the national and local levels have 
to be the key players in building and implementing rigorous and well-targeted 
social protection and economic inclusion programs for their populations. This is a 
key reason why BRAC’s Ultra-Poor Graduation Initiative has focused on capacity-
building and knowledge exchange with our government partners to support their 
efforts to improve program targeting and design, effective service delivery, and 
monitoring and evaluation of programs. NGOs serve a critical role in reaching last 
mile populations, developing inclusive approaches for diverse segments of the 
population, and applying technical sectoral expertise (such as economic inclusion) 
to supplement government programs (such as social protection/assistance) and to 
introduce innovation at lower risk than a government may be able to take on at 
scale. 
 
With governments, we see NGOs can play a crucial role in ensuring the efficacy 
of social protection and economic inclusion programs by (1) partnering with 
governments on specific areas of service delivery and (2) capacitating 
governments through technical assistance on areas such as strengthened 
targeting and reaching the poorest, contextualized market assessments for 
market-driven livelihoods, case management and coaching, monitoring and 



 

evaluation, and improving financial inclusion and social empowerment of extreme 
poor populations. In addition, NGOs can also implement program pilots adapted 
to specific needs of local populations to demonstrate that programs work and 
achieve the desired outcomes in a particular context before these are scaled up 
by governments. These are just a few examples.  

 
● Q2: What are the main issues to take into account regarding the need to avoid limiting 

social protection policies to financial inclusion, and what are the more successful 
strategies to overcome the negative impacts of limited financial infrastructure and limited 
administration /management capacity in low income countries? -Tina Abreu  
 

○ Vincent: There is need for the DP community to continue the dialog with the 
government to ensure social protection programmes creates linkages with the 
other sectors more especially the economic sector to all social protection 
beneficiaries access diversified opportunities to increase their chances to building 
sustainable livelihoods. 

 
● Q3: I would be interested to hear your thoughts on the role of the private/corporate sector 

in the Graduation approach programs. - Victoria Collins 
 

○ Lauren: We have found a number of entry points for the private sector in 
Graduation programs including through provision of market assessment support, 
particularly of relevant value chains, including upstream buyers and downstream 
suppliers to ensure the extreme poor have access to forward and backward market 
linkages. Private sector partners have frequently been engaged for these market 
studies and value chain linkages (such as local vendors and employers) as well as 
for training of participants in relevant disciplines. Employment linkages are perhaps 
one of the most promising areas of integration with the private sector as 
Graduation programs provide a targeted population, resources for training and 
upskilling, as well as case management support to ensure that participants are 
able to maintain momentum and progress in their new employment. These are all 
attractive features for a potential employer partner for example, which some 
programs have explored. This is an area where further integration would be 
essential including investment in market systems development by governments in 
areas where Graduation programs are targeting large segments of the population. 

 
● Q4: My first question to you, what is the extent of the trend of reverse migration from urban 

to rural areas, and don't you see this as a temporary trend as jobs in the urban areas are 
more likely to resume and/or new jobs created as compared to rural areas that may not 
see new emergence of jobs - the very reason for migration. - Gabriel Fernandez 
 

○ Lauren: As you may have heard from the panelists, we have learned of reports of 
massive reverse migration in a number of geographies where we work across Asia 
and Africa, even with partners in the Western hemisphere, largely driven by the 



 

fears of density in urban areas and spread of the pandemic for health reasons as 
well as the loss of jobs which has propelled many. Given the prolonged nature of 
the pandemic even as we rush to vaccine, economists have predicted that there is 
high likelihood that the wave of job loss triggered by the pandemic is likely to last 
for at least the next few years as employers struggle to recover from the 
tremendous losses of this period.  
 
This seems to indicate that this downward trend, depressing job opportunities, is 
likely to continue for some time only gradually returning to pre-pandemic levels. 
(For example estimates cite possibly four years to return to pre-pandemic levels in 
India.) This is especially true for the highly precarious informal jobs that the 
extreme poor tend to occupy. So while some volume of urban jobs is likely to return 
eventually, the slow pace of that return will necessitate that government social 
protection programs extend reach to this ‘new poor’ population in the interim.  

 
● Q5: Given the depth of poverty especially for Africa should we still be talking of 

"graduation" instead of "transition", as we have observed occurrence of shocks tends to 
push  the poor back into increased poverty? This is important as for many African 
governments once a household is considered "graduated" they cease to benefit for social 
assistance support they may require to truly build their resilience. - Gabriel Fernandez 
 

○ Shagun: This is a great question. The word “graduation” doesn’t imply that 
participants of the program do not need further support in the form of social 
protection. All it implies is that they graduate out of extreme poverty to be able to 
better access the existing social protection programs being supplied by the 
Governments which they had hitherto not been able to. So even in the times of 
current crisis those we have successfully “graduated” will continue to need 
increased assistance to cope with the income shocks brought about by the current 
pandemic but they should have better access to the current schemes and 
programs being rolled out by the Government. 

○ Rahma: This is a very legitimate concern. With no doubt, the scientific evidence 
showed a positive impact of the program, as many randomized evaluations in 
several countries have shown that. It's also important to highlight that households 
that graduate from the program do not cease to receive government support. In 
fact, the social empowerment component of the program is designed to connect 
the households with government services and to enroll them in social protection 
programs.  

○ Vincent: I do believe that graduation of social protection beneficiaries is possible 
even in African context if we put in place effective social assistance programmes 
that targets the right beneficiaries with timely delivery of benefits and since we all 
know that social protection benefits are set at a minimum survival level most 
especially in Africa their graduation would be next to impossible in case they have 
one source of income with the continuous occurrence of shocks like COVID-19. 
This is why economic interventions that complement the limited resources from 



 

cash transfers opens the door for other livelihood investment opportunities as a 
resilience measure to shocks and hence fostering graduation. However, what we 
have to put into consideration is the fact that graduation does not happen 
overnight. It’s something that requires patience and consolidated efforts from 
different stakeholders.  

 
● Q6: It has been 6 months or so since the full blown pandemic; from your Indian/Egyptian 

context and experience, what’s the one social protection intervention component that has 
worked best so far? Any reason it has worked better than others? - Christopher Waithanji 
 

○ Shagun: In my opinion the Government of India was able to quickly scale-up food 
assistance programs and use the stock of food grains to enable mass distribution 
of food rations.   

○ Rahma: It is difficult to isolate the impact of one intervention of the graduation 
package. All four components of the graduation approach are necessary to lift the 
household out of extreme poverty. The impact evaluation will not directly answer 
this question. However, it will assess the impacts of the standard program as a 
package by comparing treated households against control households. It will also 
explore the impacts of other variations of the program: one that is targeted to 
women only and the other offered at half the cost of the standard program.  
 

 


