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Moderator

Lauren Whitehead

Director of Technical Assistance, BRAC Ultra-Poor
Graduation Initiative

Lauren manages a talented technical team to design and deliver high quality
technical assistance, advisory services, and policy advocacy to governments and an
array of partners including development banks, UN agencies, bilateral and
multilateral institutions, and international NGOs. Lauren's expertise includes the
intersection of social protection and economic inclusion for extreme poor
populations and other vulnerable groups. With her team, Lauren oversees
partnerships with a range of governments including the Governments of the
Philippines, Rwanda, Lesotho, Tanzania, Kenya, Guinea, Zambia, Tunisia, and state
governments in India. Previously Lauren worked with the UN's Refugee Agency
(UNHCR) and several organizations in Southeast Asia, Latin America, and Sub-
Saharan Africa including various non-profits, the Inter-American Development
Bank, and Asian Development Bank. She holds a Master's degree from Georgetown
University and a Bachelor's degree from Princeton University.
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Presenter

Shagun Sabarwal

Director of Policy, Training and Communications, J-PAL 
South Asia

She leads J-PAL South Asia’s engagements with governments, donors, and civil
society organizations to initiate new research, disseminate policy lessons, and scale
up evidence-based programs. As Director of CLEAR South Asia, she promotes the
center’s mission to strengthen the monitoring, evaluation, learning systems, and
data use of decision-makers in the region through capacity building and advisory
services. She is currently leading J-PAL South Asia’s role as a knowledge partner to
the Government of Bihar for the scale-up of the Graduation approach, and is a
principal investigator for a process evaluation and a randomized evaluation on the
adaptation of the Graduation approach by governments.

Prior to joining J-PAL, Shagun was an Evaluation Specialist with 3ie and a
Postdoctoral Fellow at Population Council. She completed her doctorate in public
health from Harvard University.
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Presenter

Rahma Ali

Senior Research Associate, J-PAL Middle East and North 
Africa

Rahma Ali is a Senior Research Associate at Abdul Latif Jameel Poverty Action Lab
(J-PAL) Middle East and North Africa Office where she works on research projects
to answer policy questions on employment, gender and poverty alleviation in
Egypt. She is currently leading the impact assessment of Egypt’s pilot of Ultra Poor
Graduation Program, Bab Amal, in collaboration with Sawiris Foundation for Social
Development. Prior to joining J-PAL in 2017, she worked at the World Bank to
assess the impact of vocational and on-the-job training on labor market outcomes
in partnership with the Egyptian government Micro, Small and Medium Enterprise
Development Agency.

Rahma holds a master of science in statistics with a concentration in
environmental and spatial statistics from Cairo University.
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Discussant

Alex Avila

Assistant Secretary, Department of Labor and
Employment, Government of the Philippines

Mr. Avila is Assistant Secretary for Labor Relations, Social Protection and Policy
Support of the Department of Labor and Employment, Government of the
Philippines. He co-chairs the Management Team which supervises the pilot
implementation of the Graduation Approach in the Philippines in six municipalities
in the province of Negros Occidental. This project is part of ADB’s technical
assistance aimed at promoting innovations for development. As former director of
the Department of Labor and Employment regional offices in Calabarzon and
Metro Manila, Mr. Avila has had direct experience in the implementation of the
Department’s livelihood program targeting vulnerable and marginalized segments
of the population.
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Discussant

Dalitso Kalimba

Deputy Director, Department of Economic Planning and
Development, Government of Malawi

Dalitso Kalimba is Deputy Director in the Poverty Reduction and Social Protection
Division of the Department of Economic Planning and Development in the
Government of Malawi. He is, among other things, responsible for designing and
coordination of interventions that aim at enhancing productivity among social
support beneficiaries and other poor households for sustainable poverty reduction
outcomes. He has been instrumental in the design of Government of Malawi’s
emergency urban cash intervention which has been developed in response to the
covid-19 pandemic. Dalitso holds a Master’s Degree in Development and Project
Planning from the University of Bradford, UK. Prior to joining the social protection
sector in 2016, he worked in the Public Sector Investment Programme (PSIP) for six
years. Dalitso is passionate about developing social protection interventions that
ensure value for money in moving people out of poverty.
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Vincent Gahamanyi

Social Policy Specialist, UNICEF

Vincent Gahamanyi is the Social Protection Specialist, UNICEF Rwanda. He holds a
Masters’ degree in Strategic Management from Jomo Kenyatta University, a
Bachelor’s degree in Social Sciences from the National University of Rwanda and
two advanced Diplomas, one in integrated rural regional development planning
from Israel and another in project planning and management. He has 20 years of
work experience, 8 years in community development and 12 years in social
protection. Before joining UNICEF in 2016, as a Social Protection Specialist, Vincent
held positions as Director of VUP, projects analyst, monitoring and evaluation
officer, and programme officer overseeing government projects, where he was in
charge of the national development budget.
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Impact of COVID-19 on Populations in Extreme Poverty

● COVID-19 is expected push at least 70 million 

more people into extreme poverty in 2020.

● The crisis has exacerbated existing issues

faced by people living in extreme poverty 

disproportionately in rural and urban areas. 

● Rural areas have also seen a swell of reverse 

migration from urban centers due to the health 

consequences and loss of jobs in cities.  

The COVID-19 crisis demonstrates need for a reinvigorated policy response to support the most 

vulnerable to build economic resilience and prepare for future shocks.

Sources:
-Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations. April 28, 2020. COVID-19 and Rural Poverty: Supporting and Protecting the Rural Poor in Times of 
Pandemic.http://www.fao.org/3/ca8824en/CA8824EN.pdf.
-World Resources Institute. April  14, 2020. Tackling Inequality in Cities is Essential for Fighting COVID-19. https://www.wri.org/blog/2020/04/coronavirus-inequality-cities
-The World Bank.  Projected Poverty Impacts of COVID-19 (coronavirus), June 8, 2020, https://www.worldbank.org/en/topic/poverty/brief/projected-poverty-impacts-of-COVID-19



The Graduation Approach

The Graduation approach aims to build 

ex-ante economic resilience for 

households through: 

● Introducing market-driven sustainable 

livelihoods and market linkages;

● Enhancing technical capabilities and 

skillsets;

● Diversifying assets to adapt to market 

changes; 

● Increasing savings and financial 

resilience to adapt to adverse events.

Life skills training, social empowerment, and 



Economic Resilience During COVID-19

● Targeted household segmentation to identify varying 
vulnerabilities during the crisis;

● Trained frontline staff prepared and empowered to respond 

attentively through case management;

● Iterative monitoring with in-built flexibility to adapt;

● Localized market studies to analyze impacts and enable 

rapid adjustments of livelihoods strategies;

● Partnerships with local financial service providers to protect 
savings and accumulated investment;

● Established linkages with local government and community 

resources to connect households to ongoing support. 

Graduation is also an effective pathway to economic recovery from COVID-19 due to:



Evidence of Economic Resilience in Bangladesh

● A survey conducted by BRAC’s Institute of Governance and 
Development in April 2020 found that 93% of low-income households 
in Bangladesh had experienced a decline in income during the 
pandemic and 14% did not have food at home.

● Despite challenges, UPG participants, however, have been able to 
keep their assets and maintain their livelihoods. A situation analysis 
conducted in May-June 2020 reported that:

○ 95% of participants were still engaged in income-
generating activities

○ Most participants maintained productive assets
■ 20% had more than three productive assets
■ 70% had three productive assets
■ Only 10% had less than three productive assets

● When program activities resumed in July 2020, 96% of participants 
resumed regular saving, with 90% receiving maximum matched 
savings (100 BDT).

Key Takeaways During COVID-
19:

● 93% experienced a 
marked decline in income

● 95% continued to engage 
in income-generating 
activities

● 96% resumed regular 
saving

Source: BRAC, June 30, 2020. COVID 19 Emergency Response: Ultra Poor Graduation 
Programme.



Evidence of Economic Resilience in the Philippines

● A Rapid Diagnostic Assessment conducted in June 2020 found that 
67% of Graduation participants were able to continue operating 
their livelihoods during the quarantine period.

● 89% of participants kept their assets, and about half of those sold 
their assets to reinvest in the same or another livelihood.

● Households showed increased financial resilience: 

○ 75% accessed savings at home (only 29% had 
any savings at the start of the Graduation 
program)

○ Only 20% took out a loan during the 
quarantine period.

Key Takeaways During COVID-
19:

● 67% continued operating 
livelihoods during 
lockdown

● 89% kept their assets 

during the quarantine

● 75% continued to access 

savings at home

Source: BRAC UPGI, July  2020. Strengthening Resilience during COVID-19: Adapting 
the Graduation Approach in the Philippines. http://bracultrapoorgraduation.org/wp-
content/uploads/2020/07/PH-COVID-bulletin-3.pdf



Ensuring economic inclusion in India’s 
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Covid-19 is a prolonged public health crisis 

...with a heavy cost to the 

economy 

FY21 GDP growth rate in India expected 

to be -6.8%; at least 4 years to return to 

pre-pandemic levels of growth 

Increased fiscal stress on states; states 

are likely to lose INR 3 trillion in tax 

revenue 

...leaving many in dire 

economic stress 

Furthered economic challenges for 

those previously vulnerable 

Newer groups facing income shocks Coronatracker.com; Ministry of Health and 

Family Welfare; SBI Ecowrap
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Specific groups in India: migrants 

• India has 100 million internal migrants; experts estimate that between 11-

30 million migrants returned home in the mass exodus following the 

lockdown 

• Jan Sahas survey of migrants during first phase of lockdown painted a 

grim picture 
– 42% of the workers mentioned that they had no ration left even for the day
– 90%  labourers had lost their source of income 
– 2/3rd did not know about emergency welfare measures; 1/3rd did not know 

how to access them 

• Shortage of labour in migrant recipient states (Punjab, AP) in agriculture 
and industries will disrupt supply chains and push up production costs. 

Down to Earth; Periodic Labour Force Survey; CMIE; Jan Sahas
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Existing social protection system in India

• In the pre-covid times both at the central and state levels, Governments 

in India had made huge investments in laying the foundation of social 

protection system in India

• There was increased spending, focus on getting larger number of people 

into the system

• Several new programs had been launched accompanied by 

technological innovations.

• Government-to-person payments received strong push via drives for 
bank account openings and transition to digital payments through the 

Direct Benefit Transfer (DBT) initiative. 

20
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In response, Govt of India announced a $ 266 billion 

relief package 

• The government utilized existing program platforms to expand program 

access and benefits. This speaks to the importance of investments in 

social protection institutions.

• Immediate response to the crisis highlighted the importance of schemes 
such as the Graduation appraoch to bring the most vulnerable people 

within the Government’s social protection system.
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Scaling the Graduation approach in Bihar  



Satat Jeevikoparjan Yojana (SJY)

Govt of Bihar launched the SJY scheme in 2018 with the goal of reach 100,000 

HH
• 100,000 ultra-poor HH have been identified in July 2020

• Approx. 39,000 have received their productive assets

• In July 2019, MOU signed between:

• JEEViKA as implementation partner and lead of Project Management Unit 
(PMU) 

• Bandhan Konnagar as Technical Assistance Partner

• J-PAL SA as knowledge and learning Partner 

When the crisis hit the Government of Bihar used SJY database to

•Send INR 2,000 stipend for SJY participants

•IVR Covid-19 information calls to SJY and SHG participants  



Telephonic Covid-19 survey with SJY and SHG households (May –

June) 

SAMPLE OVERVIEW

1. Sampled a total of 3,325 households across 

five districts: 

• 1,325 SJY households

• 2,000 SHG members

2. Conversion rate: Completed surveys with 

• 41% of SJY households

• 23% of SHG members

3. Final sample of 1010 respondents: 

• 546 SJY households (54% of final sample)

• 464 SHG members (46%)

OBJECTIVES

1. Assess reach of Jeevika’sactivities

2. Assess how C-19 has affected SJY beneficiaries 
and SHG members:  

• Economic shock

• Food security

• Coping strategies 

• Knowledge and access to different social 

protection schemes

3. Assess how C-19 has affected SJY beneficiaries 
with enterprises

24



Health knowledge
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Health knowledge: raising awareness about C-19 among SJY 

participants remains important
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A higher proportion of SHG members knew about different  

Covid-19 symptoms than SJY beneficiaries
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39% of SJY participants and 28% of 

SHG members were unable to recall 
even one symptom.
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Coping with economic shocks
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More than half the respondents relied on less expensive food or cut the size of meals 

as a coping strategy
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Key questions for India 
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These challenges…

• Social protection in India is skewed towards rural areas leaving urban 

households vulnerable 

• 85% of labour force in India is informal which is a barrier to effective 

distribution of benefits; lack of records of workers in the informal system

• Most benefits tied to a person’s place of residence  

Portability of benefits: being remedied in the context of the food distribution post 

the pandemic

• Most importantly, reaching those without identification cards and those 
who were previously not availing benefits but need them now will be an 

ongoing challenge 
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Targeting
• Targeting is a challenge as there are newly vulnerable who may not be in any program 

databases. Even existing databases have some exclusion error.

• Flexible and dynamic systems of inclusion to also include those not “traditionally poor” but 

suffering income shocks currently. 

• Universal transfers can reduce exclusion errors and be delivered transparently, quickly and 

remotely. Will allow people to spend money, increase consumer demand and pave the way 

for revival of the economy

New areas of social protection 
• Urban corollary of large rural safety nets that can be scaled-up quickly during crisis

• Housing is one of the key social protection mechanisms

○ Government has expanded an existing urban housing scheme to include rental 

housing by converting government-funded houses or constructing new ones

○ Need for longer-term innovations

Digitization 
• The importance of having alternate authentication methods and a beneficiary centric 

design 
Alatas et al 2012; Alatas et al 2016; Blumenstock et al 

2015Muralidharan et al, 2016; ;Muralidharan et al, 2020

Point to the need for evidence based insights on design 
features  
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Thank you! 



Status of the Ultra-poor in Rural Egypt 

during the COVID-19 Pandemic

Rahma Ali

Senior Research Associate, J-PAL



I. About J-PAL MENA



What do we do at J-PAL?



Regional offices and hundreds of local partnerships 
ensure J-PAL is locally grounded

J-PAL Southeast Asia

University of Indonesia 

Jakarta, Indonesia

J-PAL Africa

University of Cape Town

Cape Town, South Africa

J-PAL Latin America
and the Caribbean

Pontifica Universidad 
Catolica de Chile 

Santiago, Chile

J-PAL Europe

Paris School of Economics 

Paris, France

J-PAL South Asia

Institute for Financial 

Management & Research 

Chennai & New Delhi, India

J-PAL Middle East 
and North Africa

American University in Cairo

Cairo, Egypt

J-PAL Global

Massachusetts Institute 

of Technology (MIT)

Cambridge, USA

J-PAL North America

Massachusetts Institute 

of Technology (MIT)

Cambridge, USA



II. The graduation approach pilot



Bab Amal Program

• Adapt the graduation approach to build sustainable 
livelihoods and resilience among 2,400 ultra-poor 
households in Upper Egypt

• Impact evaluation: Measure the impact of the 
standard graduation program interventions on ultra-
poor households, a women-targeted variation and a 
reduced cost variation 

• Interventions offered on rolling basis starting 
November 2019

Source: BRAC
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III. COVID-19 Rapid Assessment



• Partial lockdown started in mid March 2020 and eased gradually in
late June 2020

• Shops and commercial centers remained open until 6 PM

• Nationwide curfew from 8 pm to 6 am

• 73.5% of Egyptian families see declining income

• 55.7% reported working fewer hours

COVID-19 pandemic in Egypt
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Method and Sample

• Due to worldwide lockdown and 
suspension of fieldwork, data was 
collected via phone

• Start date: May 2020

• Assiut: 423 Households

• Sohag: 415 Households

• All sample households had their 
livelihood assets for a period ranging 
between 3 and 10 months

BAB AMAL TARGET LOCATIONS

Rifai et. Al (2005)
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Asset type

• Livestock is the asset of choice for many 
households in the sample
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Asset type

Livestock 80%

Non-livestock 20%



Livestock asset households struggled to generate 
revenue
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• Only 26% of the sample generated 

revenues from assets

• Non-livestock asset households 

were more likely to generate 

revenue

• For 80% of livestock asset group, 

they don't have anything to sell 

because offspring have not yet 

matured

• For non-livestock asset households:

no supply and little demand

HOUSEHOLD GENERATED REVENUES IN PAST 14 DAYS



Borrowed money and savings spent on food

Livestock households borrowed/spent 
from their savings a little more than non-

livestock households

Mostly used savings to buy food followed by mitigating 
health shocks
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Decrease in food consumption
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HOUSEHOLD DECREASED FOOD CONSUMPTION OR BUYING IN

THE PAST 14 DAYS
• Livestock households are more 

likely to suffer from decreased 
food consumption

• The most prevalent reason for 
the decrease in consumption is 

decrease in income



Increase in unemployment
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NON-WORKING ADULTS

• The most reported changes to 
employment are reduction in 
work time and income
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IV. Concluding thoughts



Asset type is correlated with generating revenue and 
food consumption

• Households with non-livestock asset are more likely to 
generate revenue than households with livestock asset

• Non-livestock, fast revenue generating, assets are 
sought during the pandemic (qualitatively)

• Livestock asset households reduced food consumption 
more than non-livestock asset households

• Results are based on a relatively short term exposure 
to the program interventions

Asset delivery in Sohag.

Photo: SFSD (2019)
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Photo: SFSD (2019)

Female labor market participation decreased during 
the pandemic

• Socially and economically vulnerable at baseline, 
COVID-19 pandemic impacted females much more 
than males in terms of reducing work time

• With increased unemployment for males, households 
with female main beneficiary reported challenges due 
to frictions among couples

Asset delivery in Sohag.
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Thank you
rali@povertyactionlab.org



Advancing Graduation as a Pathway to Economic Recovery 

1. Solidify government commitment to allocate resources for 

holistic social assistance that incorporates economic resilience-

building.

2. Support governments with varying levels of existing social 

protection infrastructure using tailor-made approaches.

3. Leverage momentum in social protection to concretize 

strengthened social protection systems and inter-ministerial 

collaboration that outlasts the pandemic. 

4. Reassess Graduation program designs to account for adaptive 

livelihoods and disrupted markets.

5. Advocate with multilateral partners on technical support and 

financing for shock-responsive social protection that integrates

economic inclusion at the outset.
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available after the session! 


