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Foreword

There have been discussions for many years about the disconnect between academia and policy makers 
regarding suitable approaches to poverty eradication. Academia focused on theoretical models, failing 
to provide sufficiently practical advice to decision makers. Policy makers are working in a bureaucratic 
system that defaults to the status quo, and have often been unable to reach informed policy decisions. 
To fill this gap and facilitate communication between the two groups, the Asian Development Bank 
and Innovations for Poverty Action cohosted in 2012 the Impact and Policy Conference: Evidence 
in Governance, Financial Inclusion, and Entrepreneurship. Researchers were joined by leading 
practitioners and policy makers from Asia and beyond to discuss innovative strategies and their impact 
in helping small businesses grow, increasing government responsiveness, protecting marginalized 
communities, and providing better financial services to the poor. World-renowned researchers shared 
the latest evidence from rigorous evaluations of programs and policies aimed at poverty reduction. The 
range of topics covered during the 3-day conference reflected the energy and creativity currently being 
applied to the world’s most challenging problems. The audience included policy makers interested in 
learning what effective programs and policies are being implemented elsewhere, and how to apply 
them to their own context. Participants learned about innovations and to what extent they can work to 
address real challenges. They also saw how rigorous evaluations could be used as tools to enhance the 
quality of decision making and policy effectiveness. 

The evaluations presented during the conference were often the result of strong and long-lasting 
partnerships between researchers and practitioners or policy makers, who worked together to under-
stand where current policies had failed to meet the needs of the poor, to design creative approaches 
to address those failures, and to evaluate those approaches. This report summarizes each evaluation 
study with highlights of the intervention, the results, and key messages. The report also contains sev-
eral researcher insights, providing additional background details on the intervention, the practitioners 
they partnered with, and in some cases a discussion of related evidence. All of the papers presented 
during the conference are listed at the end of the report to provide readers with an easy reference. We 
hope that the knowledge shared during the conference will reach more practitioners and policy makers 
through this report, and that more partnerships between academia and policy makers will be fostered.

We would like to thank the organizers and those who participated in and contributed to this confer-
ence; it would not have been a great success without their involvement. We hope readers will find the 
report informative, and that it inspires them to lead further investigations of the studies, topics, and 
more broadly, the role of rigorous impact evaluation in informed policy decisions. 

Ayumi Konishi
Director General
East Asia Department
Asian Development Bank

Dean Karlan 
President and Founder of Innovations for Poverty Action 
Professor of Economics, Yale University
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Introduction

Over the last 4 years, the Asian and Pacific region has struggled to maintain past rates of economic 
growth and poverty reduction due to a combination of financial and climate-related shocks, as well as 
a growing population and rising inequality. These challenges, coupled with the goal to enhance devel-
oping member country knowledge of rigorous program evaluation by the Asian Development Bank 
(ADB), were the impetus for the Impact and Policy Conference: Evidence in Governance, Financial 
Inclusion, and Entrepreneurship held from 30 August to 1 September 2012, in Bangkok, Thailand.

Increased efforts to rigorously evaluate its own interventions in recent years led ADB to partner with 
Innovations for Poverty Action and the Abdul Latif Jameel Poverty Action Lab, whose mission is to dis-
cover what works for the world’s poor and why, and to promote evidence-based programs and policies. 
The partners worked collaboratively to deliver a successful 3-day conference with 246 participants in 
attendance from 34 countries. Each day of the conference focused on one of three topic areas that 
were chosen for their relevance to the region: small and medium-sized enterprise (SME) development, 
governance, and financial inclusion.

These topic areas, broad as they may seem, are anchored by two fundamental issues: participation 
and growth. The urgent need for inclusive growth and political participation represents a critical chal-
lenge for Asia and the Pacific. Correspondingly, the three topic areas feature some of the most creative 
responses to understanding and identifying solutions to the challenge of inclusive development.

SMEs are widely believed to serve as engines for innovation, employment, and social mobility. But 
evidence of this has been lacking. Small enterprise owners need access to skills training, capital, and 
markets in order to build thriving enterprises.

The motivation for good governance runs through all aspects of inclusive growth: increasing citizen 
participation in elections and responsiveness of elected officials to citizen preferences, reducing leak-
ages in spending on social services and programs, and managing conflict and reconstruction are critical 
to improving development outcomes. 

Financial inclusion interventions aimed at enhancing the poor’s access to and usage of financial prod-
ucts, services, and tools such as savings accounts, microfinance, and mobile banking can help the poor 
smooth consumption, boost investment and savings, and manage shocks. 

The international development community has observed the most proactive efforts being made in 
these three areas. A variety of innovative approaches have been carried out to achieve the goal of inclu-
sive development. However, it is crucial to understand which approaches are effective, which should 
be funded and scaled up, and which can be retooled and improved. These are big questions, requiring 
lots of reliable evidence. Throughout the conference, presentations underscored the importance of 
rigorous evaluation methods to generate the evidence discussed. Further, the partnership between 
ADB, Innovations for Poverty Action, and the Abdul Latif Jameel Poverty Action Lab to organize this 
conference demonstrates a growing interest in evidence-based policy making. ADB has enhanced 
investment in its own interventions in recent years through its developing member countries, and to 
this end, it is increasing its efforts to implement rigorous impact evaluations and knowledge sharing 
for programs aimed at addressing the region’s biggest challenges. The knowledge gained from impact 
evaluations about policy design and effectiveness will help everybody working in international develop-
ment to design better programs. 
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With this in mind, the conference targeted regional policy makers and industry decision makers to share 
information about the effectiveness of innovative poverty alleviation programs in SME development, 
governance, and financial inclusion as well as highlighting the important role rigorous evaluations play 
in improving evidence-based policy.

In particular, researchers demonstrated the effectiveness and practicality of randomized controlled 
trials in evaluating a wide range of interventions. Randomized controlled trials are often associated with 
high-quality medical research and rely on random assignment of a program or policy in order to mea-
sure the impact on those who receive the program compared with those who did not. Random assign-
ment ensures any differences between the treatment and control groups represent the causal impact 
of the program. Often, researchers are able to go a step further and design evaluations to understand 
why programs work, and for which types of participants (e.g., women, the better-educated, or the very 
poor), creating lessons for other implementers. Even better, by collecting data on the cost of deliver-
ing services, cost-effectiveness comparisons can be made between different approaches to achieving 
similar outcomes, such as business growth or voting rates. Results from these studies equip policy 
makers, practitioners, and development partners with the information they need to make smart deci-
sions about which policies to implement. 

During the course of the conference, more than 30 internationally recognized researchers shared their 
latest evaluation results followed by a question and answer session with conference participants (see 
the appendix for the list of research presented). This format provided the regional policy makers in the 
audience with an opportunity to interact with researchers about what works (and what does not) in 
poverty alleviation programs and why. The remainder of the report summarizes the intervention details 
and results for each of the studies presented at the conference. 



Small and Medium-Sized 
Enterprises

Small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) are widely believed to serve as engines for innovation, 
employment, and social mobility. However, data suggests that very few SMEs in developing countries 
grow into larger businesses. The barriers to SME growth are not well understood. 

In order to gain a better understanding of what the barriers to growth might be, the topics discussed 
during the SME session included the impact of incentivizing loan officers, providing credit scores to 
loan officers, and facilitating access to funding for SME owners; and the importance of providing train-
ing, capital investment, and access to export markets and technology for SMEs. 

Access to Finance

Loan officers play an important role in compiling and reviewing information and deciding whether to 
approve or reject loan applications. This is particularly true in developing countries, where informa-
tion asymmetries between borrowers and lenders present a significant challenge due to lack of credit 
bureau data and scoring models. Given this lack of information, loan officers are often left to make 
decisions based on soft information (i.e., information determined by the personal observations of the 
loan officer, such as site visits to the home and office of the prospective applicant, interviews with 
business partners, and references from employers or trade representatives in the area). The following 
studies touch upon the importance of incentives, credit scores, and relationship building between loan 
officers and clients to improve SME lending. 

A study by Shawn Cole of Harvard Business School, and coauthors Martin Kanz and Leora Klapper, 
investigated how carefully designed incentive schemes can improve loan officers’ screening of applica-
tions. The study, which took place in Gujarat, India with commercial bank loan officers, compared 
three incentive schemes: (i) origination bonus, in which loan officers are rewarded a commission for 
every loan issued; (ii) low-powered incentive, where loan officers receive small rewards for loans that 
perform well and small penalties for loans that perform poorly; and (iii) high-powered incentive, in 
which loan officers receive big rewards for issuing loans that perform well, but big penalties for loans 
that default. The study also evaluated the impact of deferring the loan officers’ compensation and 
making them more liable for the outcome of the loan. The study found that high-powered incentives 
lead to less risk taking and more profitable lending. Specifically, high-powered incentives increased 
detection of bad loans by 11% and profits per originated loan by up to 3% of the median loan size. 
Origination bonuses affected loan officers’ lending behavior and their beliefs about the quality of the 
loan. Loan officers who received an origination bonus issued higher ratings to applications than those 
who received incentives that were tied to the loan’s success. 

In addition to incentives for loan officers, credit scores play an invaluable role in the loan application 
process. Daniel Paravisini of the London School of Economics, with coauthor Antoinette Schoar, eval-
uated the impact of committee output when credit scores are used as part of the application review 
process for banks specializing in loans to small firms. The study took place in Colombia with BancaMia 
where lower-level committees reviewed applications but sent 11% of cases further up the chain for 
final decision making or to request additional information. The study design had three groups: Group 1 
received a disclosed score at the beginning of the evaluation; in Group 2, the score was withheld until 
the committee chose an interim action, then the score was disclosed and the committee was allowed 
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to revise their action; and the third was the control group, which received no score. The introduc-
tion of credit scoring in bank applications led these committees to make more final decisions on loan 
applications, decreasing their “punting” to 6.8% of cases, with no change in loan size approved or loan 
performance. 

Complementing Cole and Paravisini’s studies that focused on loan officers, Sharon Buteau of the Small 
Enterprise Finance Centre at the Institute for Financial Management and Research presented research, 
conducted by Antoinette Schoar, focusing on the actions of the borrower. The motivation behind this 
study was to understand whether borrowers would feel less comfortable defaulting on a loan when 
they have a relationship with a specific loan officer rather than with an anonymous bank. There were 
four groups that received varying levels of interaction: Group A was assigned an individual relationship 
manager who called every 2 weeks to create an ongoing relationship with the client; Group B received 
a similar interaction level with the exception that the manager changed with each interaction; Group 
C only received a follow-up call if the client had an outstanding balance; and the control group did 
not receive the monitoring treatment. The results show a significant impact on those in Group A and 
Group B, who received more personalized attention. Those groups showed a reduction in the number 
of accounts 30+ days past due and a 22%–25% reduction on the number of multiple delinquencies. 

Human Capital and Job Creation

Finance is often not the only constraint for the poor starting a new enterprise. As Russell Toth of the 
University of Sydney pointed out, skills and knowledge can also be a barrier. Toth’s data for his study 
were based on four survey rounds (1993, 1997, 2001, and 2008) from the Indonesia Family Life 
Survey. Toth discussed occupational transitions in Indonesia between 2000 and 2008 and highlighted 
that of the 41% who were self-employed, 0.9% transitioned to become a business owner and less 
than 0.1% transitioned from unemployed to business owner. Toth emphasized the importance of 
recognizing potential in new entrepreneurs and providing them with an opportunity to acquire skills 
and knowledge specific to running a business. His study showed that an extra year of experience, on 
average, is associated with a 1.5%–3% increase in net profit. 

Conversely, capital and subsidies seem to work better than skills training at generating new jobs and 
making the leap from self-employed to employer. This was the finding of a study presented by David 
McKenzie of the World Bank, and coauthored with Suresh De Mel and Christopher Woodruff, which 
took place in three urban locations in Sri Lanka and offered male small enterprise owners at least one of 
the following (plus a control group): matched savings program, with a 50%–100% match rate, locked for 
9 months; skills training; and/or a monthly incentive of 4,000 Sri Lankan rupees per month (approxi-
mately 50% of unskilled wage) incentive to hire a new worker. In addition to showing that capital and 
subsidies seem to work better than skills training at making the leap from self-employed to employer, 
the study also undertook long-term tracking of progress and constraints to becoming an employer. 
McKenzie also emphasized the importance of time in allowing impacts to materialize; outcomes of an 
intervention may change over time and results could be very different depending on when the impact 
of a program is measured.

Greg Fischer of the London School of Economics, with coauthors Alejandro Drexler and Antoinette 
Schoar, evaluated the trade-off between traditional, principles-based accounting training and simple, 
rule-of-thumb methods. Rule-of-thumb training is a type of heuristic method that teaches a simplified 
system of financial decision making without teaching the underlying accounting motivation. The study 
took place in the Dominican Republic in collaboration with ADOPEM, a microfinance institution that 
lends to individuals and small businesses. The study randomly assigned training opportunities across 
1,200 clients, with two treatments: one that implemented traditional, principles-based account-
ing, and another that used rule-of-thumb methods. The results showed that rule-of-thumb training 
improved financial practices compared with fundamentals-based accounting training, especially for 
those with low levels of education or poor initial financial practices. 
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Researcher Insight: Russell Toth, University of Sydney

How do we move from “proof of concept” to implementable programs in policy research and development? Up until a few 
years ago, evidence from rigorous evaluations of policies for small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) was pretty scant. 
This has quickly changed in recent years, yet the question is still difficult to answer, because many of the existing studies have 
mostly focused on showing that a particular intervention can work under mostly ideal (research) conditions, analogous to 
the basic science in the research and development innovation process. Yet policy makers understandably want to know how 
much they should take from the proof-of-concept studies for their current programming efforts.

David McKenzie has discussed a number of issues involved in drawing policy implications from proof-of-concept studies. He 
focused on the fact that these studies often provide their intervention for free, and how this can lead to different types of participants 
taking up the intervention than would do so in a “scaled-up” version (which could lead us to over- or underestimate the average 
impact of the intervention under real-world conditions). His discussion provides a nice motivation for diagnostic questions that 
policy makers can use to learn from proof of concept: for example, thinking about how participants in the study might be different 
from participants in a real program, or what interventions could be used to overcome information, credit, or other market failures 
that might prevent those who could benefit the most from an intervention from actually taking advantage of it.

He has also focused some writings on how the work in a particular area—programs to augment the “managerial capital” 
of microenterprises and SMEs—is evolving from the proof-of-concept stage, and how researchers might work with policy 
institutions to speed up the process. Recent years have seen an explosion of rigorous evidence on the potential positive 
impacts of context-relevant technical support and consulting for enterprises across the size spectrum. This includes a 17% 
increase in productivity for very large woven cotton firms in India from international consulting services (Bloom, Eifert, 
McKenzie, Mahajan, and Roberts, forthcoming), a 120% increase for one measure of profits for SME firms in Mexico from 
local consultants (Bruhn, Karlan, and Schoar 2012), and a 20% increase in revenue for Peruvian female microenterprise 
owners, with the biggest impacts going to the smallest, poorest firms (Valdivia 2012).

These interventions were typically heavily subsidized for the research programs, though it turns out that for most firms 
the returns achieved would pay for the full cost of the intervention, at least if they persist for long enough. This raises an 
interesting question: are these interventions building up long-run managerial capital within the firms, or are they providing 
shots of technical support that will be needed on an ongoing basis because the benefit depreciates quickly? If the latter, firms 
may be rational in not buying the services at full price in the market, especially if they have some uncertainty about whether 
they will benefit from a particular purchase of support services (which no provider could guarantee).

Fortunately for policy makers, the next wave of research in this area (much still largely in design or field stage) looks to 
have a particularly strong focus on providing such interventions, including customized technical support, at lower cost. 
This includes (i) seeing if recent local business school graduates can cost-effectively fill the consultant role; (ii) trying to 
standardize technical and managerial assistance interventions and provide them through new media and communication 
channels or to groups of firms; and (iii) trying to identify what specific aspects of the programs work and why, to inform new 
programs on the highest-impact areas.

Further reading:

Bloom, Nicke, Benn, Eifert, Aprajit Mahajan, David McKenzie, and John Roberts. Forthcoming. Does Management Matter? Evidence from 
India. Quarterly Journal of Economics.

Bruhn, Miriam, Dean Karlan, and Antoinette Schoar. 2012. The Impact of Consulting Services on Small and Medium Enterprises: Evidence 
from a Randomized Trial in Mexico. Yale Economics Department Working Paper No. 100.

Drexler, Alejandro, Greg Fischer, and Antoinette Schoar. 2012. Keeping it Simple: Financial Literacy and Rules of Thumb. http://personal.
lse.ac.uk/fischerg/Assets/KIS-DFS-May2012.pdf

Valdivia, Martin. 2012. Training of Technical Assistance for Female Entrepreneurship? Evidence from a Field Experiment in Peru. Grupo de Analisis 
para el Desarollo (GRADE).
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Lack of supervisory skills is considered a significant hindrance to productivity in the garment sector 
in Bangladesh. In an ongoing study, Rocco Macchiavello of the University of Warwick and coauthors 
Christopher Woodruff and Andreas Menzel are evaluating the impact of supervisor training for women 
who are currently production line workers to understand if such training will improve gender equity 
in the supervisorial role, and whether training will affect productivity. The results from this study are 
forthcoming. 

Access to Markets and Technology

Access to credit and export markets presents a challenge for growing enterprises. SMEs also find con-
straints in accessing and/or developing new technologies. This session examined policy interventions 
by public and private institutions that work to overcome these barriers. Research from Argentina, India, 
and Peru was presented to provide insight into two key questions for SMEs: What is the link between 
the credit constraints and export activities of firms? What is the impact of government technology 
development funds on firms’ technology adoption?

Mudit Kapoor of the Indian School of Business and Veronica Rappoport of the London School of 
Economics both presented on the role of exports in growing small enterprises. Kapoor, along with 
coauthors Priya Ranjan and Jibonayan Raychaudhuri, evaluated the impact of credit constraints on 
exporting firms in India. In the study, the authors exploited a natural experiment provided by two 
policy changes in India: (i) in 1998, a policy change that made small-scale firms with assets of less 
than 30 million Indian rupees (Rs) [Approximately $500,000] eligible for subsidized direct credit; and 
(ii) a subsequent policy reversal in 2000, wherein small-scale firms were defined as firms with assets 
of less than Rs10 million, which led to some firms losing their eligibility. Firms that were not affected 
by these policy changes were used as the comparison group. The study showed that expansion of 
subsidized credit increased the rate of growth of borrowing and export earnings by 20% in each case. 
Surprisingly, the subsequent policy reversal in 2000 had no impact on the rate of growth of total bor-
rowing and export earnings, indicating that as these firms became more creditworthy they no longer 
needed access to credit. 

Rappoport, with coauthors Daniel Paravisini and Kim Ruhl, evaluated how credit impacts enterprises’ 
export dynamics. The study evaluated firms in Peru and showed that credit can expand a firm’s growth 
and should be thought of as a factor of production. For instance, if credit is more expensive, all firms 
(large and small) produce less. For small firms that are close to their breakeven points, more expensive 
credit may imply abandoning the export market. The researchers found that during the 2008–2009 
economic crisis, the credit crunch did not affect exports of a longer cash cycle (i.e., a firm’s ability 
to finance between port and payment). The study also found that export credit was always available 
during the credit crunch; the effect of the credit crunch on exports was due to a decline in general 
credit to finance working capital for production. 

Finally, Alessandro Maffioli discussed the direct and spillover effects of the Argentinean Technological 
Fund (FONTAR). FONTAR facilitates firm investments in technology and research and development 
(R&D), and includes three main funding mechanisms for supporting firm innovation: matching grants 
for R&D activities such as product development and innovation and applied research; credit targeted at 
technological modernization projects (for example, purchasing technical equipment or quality control 
technologies); and tax credits, which target both R&D and technological modernization projects. The 
study looked at the direct and indirect effects of the program on employment, wages, and export prob-
ability. The study found that the direct effects averaged 22.4% for employment and 7.0% for export 
probability; while the spillover effects were 16.5% for employment and 4.4% for export probability.  
Neither direct nor spillover effects on wages was detected.



Governance and Postconflict 
Resolution

Strengthening governance is an issue of critical importance in development policy. Increasing citizen 
participation in elections and the responsiveness of elected officials to citizen preferences, reducing 
leakages in service delivery, and improving management of conflict and reconstruction are critical in 
improving development outcomes. 

During the Governance and Postconflict Resolution sessions, researchers discussed how access to 
information can help inform constituents’ voting and increase the responsiveness of politicians to the 
electorate; the ways in which targeting of social programs can be improved by involving the community 
in the process; and how an evidence-based approach to policy making can contribute to conflict man-
agement and reconstruction. 

Elections

The presumption of democratic governance is that citizen participation in decision-making pro-
cesses—as voters, politicians, and members of local communities—makes the electorate and polity 
more representative of the society, better aligns policies with citizens’ preferences, and ultimately 
results in better outcomes for the citizenry. While participation is widely considered a primary means 
of empowerment, there is still little empirical evidence on how participation actually influences policy, 
and how any such policy affects the lives of citizens. 

The elections panel discussed how people can exercise greater influence over politicians and policy 
through elections and participatory institutions. Researchers presented evidence on the impact of two 
programs implemented during elections: publicly disseminating information about corruption in Brazil, 
and a preelection awareness campaign in Pakistan.

Both Claudio Ferraz of Pontifícia Universidade Católica do Rio de Janeiro and Xavier Giné of the World 
Bank looked at the impact of disseminating information during election time. Ferraz, with coauthor 
Frederico Finan, conducted a study in Brazil where lotteries were held to select 50 to 60 municipali-
ties to be audited every 2 months. The audits reviewed the use of public resources and described all 
irregularities that were found. These findings were then summarized and posted on the internet and 
disclosed to the mass media. The results showed that releasing audit findings of local governments’ use 
and misuse of public resources before an election decreased the share of votes and the probability of 
reelection for corrupt incumbents. Further, municipalities that used local radio to disseminate results 
of the audits saw reduced reelection rates for corrupt mayors. 

Ferraz’s study highlights the importance of accessible information on influencing voter behavior. Similarly, 
Xavier Giné and Ghazala Mansuri’s study investigated the effect of information about the voting process 
on voter turnout and candidate choice among rural women in Pakistan, and whether voting behavior is 
influenced by the behavior of others. To test these hypotheses, Giné and Mansuri conducted a door-
to-door voter information campaign, varying the intensity of visits, with two treatments: the first treatment 
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Researcher Insight: Xavier Giné, World Bank

Despite improvements in legal rights to female political participation in emerging democracies, women are 
less likely than men to stand for public office and to participate as voters. Even when they do vote, women 
are less likely to exercise independence in candidate choice. Instead, women report voting in accordance 
with the preferences of the caste, clan, or household head in contrast to men of all ages who exercise inde-
pendence in candidate choice.

The Marvi Rural Development Organization, with the help of the Pakistan Poverty Alleviation Fund, con-
ducted a field experiment to test these ideas. The setting for the study was rural Pakistan, where women 
still face significant barriers to effective political participation. An awareness campaign was conducted just 
before the 2008 national elections, after the voter registration period had ended. The villages were divided 
into geographical clusters that were randomly assigned to receive the information or not. Within the group 
that received the information, a subset of households was also randomly assigned to receive a door-to-door 
awareness campaign. 

The campaign was developed as a set of simple visual aids with two different messages: the importance of 
voting, which focused on the relationship between the electoral process and policy; and the significance of 
secret balloting, which explained the actual balloting process. Women received either the first message or 
both messages, allowing a test of whether knowledge about the voting process, including the fact that ballots 
are cast in an environment of secrecy, enhances female participation and independence in candidate choice. 

The experiment found that election turnout increases by about 12% for women who received the messages 
compared with women who did not, with somewhat larger effects for women exposed to both messages. 
More importantly, comparable turnout rates were found for the uninvolved close neighbors of women who 
received the information, indicating large geographical spillovers. 

For every 10 women who received the messaging (roughly 4 households), female turnout increases by about 
9 additional votes. Once this externality is taken into account, the cost of the intervention drops from $16.7 to 
about $2.3 per additional vote. In addition, treated women are significantly more likely to vote for the second-
most-voted-for political party. Further, women in those same clusters who did not receive the information 
behave as if they had, confirming once more the importance of social interactions. Polling station data show 
that an increase of 10% in the share of treated women led to a decrease in the share of female votes for the 
winning party of 6%. These results suggest that the campaign could have influenced the share of votes at the 
constituency level and thus the policy agenda, had it been implemented at a larger scale. 

The results show that the campaign was least effective among women who had not voted in the past. As 
a result, more intensive interventions may be required for such women, including assistance with voter 
registration. In general, while attitudes and social mores change slowly, the results suggest that informa-
tion provision can empower women and provide a relatively cost-effective mechanism for enhancing the 
participation of rural women in the democratic process.
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group was told about the importance of voting, and the second group was told about the importance of 
voting plus the significance of secret balloting (the ability to vote in accordance with one’s own preferences 
without external pressure). The information campaign was developed as a set of simple visual messages 
(an example of one of the visual messages can be seen in the Researcher Insight from Xavier Giné). The 
researchers found that there are indeed significant peer effects; and using administrative data from all 
polling stations that served the study villages, they found that for every 10 treated women, (roughly 
4 households), female turnout increases by 9 additional votes. 

Leakages in Service Delivery

Access to information can lead to greater accountability in governance and better service delivery. 
This is essential as billions of dollars are spent each year to provide basic services and development 
programs aimed at improving the lives of those living in poverty, but very often a large percentage of 
this money does not reach the intended beneficiaries. The effectiveness of such public spending is 
often compromised by leakages and poor oversight. 

During this session researchers explored the ways in which service delivery can be improved and leak-
ages reduced. Specifically, researchers presented findings from a cash transfer program in Indonesia 
and the provision of health products in Uganda. 

In her presentation titled Targeting and Leakages in Transfer Programs, Rema Hanna of the Harvard 
Kennedy School discussed a study, undertaken with coauthors Vivi Alatas, Abhijit Banerjee, Benja-
min Olken, and Julia Tobias, that evaluated three different types of targeting methods used for social 
programs in Indonesia: a proxy means test, which generates a score for applicant households based on 
observable characteristics such as household assets, education, and occupations; a community-based 
ranking system, where a stack of index cards for each household is randomly ordered and a facilitator 
leads a discussion with community members, during which each household is ranked according to the 
community’s perception of their poverty level; and a hybrid version that combines the proxy means 
test and community-based ranking. These three methods were tested using a randomized experiment 
for an unconditional cash transfer program. The findings show the proxy means test performed better 
on average at identifying households living on $2 or less per day, yet the community method selected 
more of the very poor (those living on less than $1 per day). The community method allowed commu-
nities to select households they perceived as being most vulnerable. When taking community satisfac-
tion into account, the community method ranked highest. 

Where there is insufficient internal quality control and regulation, health products can also be 
susceptible to leakages. David Yanagizawa-Drott of the Harvard Kennedy School, with coauthors 
Martina Björkman-Nyqvist and Jakob Svensson, used data from private drug shops in Uganda to 
show that it is hard to distinguish between fake and real antimalarial drugs from their packaging, and 
these products are sold at similar price levels. Many households report that they are aware of the 
problem. Mothers who suspect that fake drugs are sold in drug shops are less likely to treat children 
reported sick from malaria with antimalarial drugs. The study implemented a door-to-door community 
health promoter in Uganda, selling authentic antimalarial medication at about a 20%–25% subsidized 
price. By having the community health promoter selling authentic antimalarials, the results show that 
market forces drove out bad drugs in competing drug shops. The impact of the intervention was a 
20 percentage point reduction in drug shops selling fake drugs, 18% lower prices, and a 39% increase in 
antimalarial medicine use. 
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Researcher Insight: David Yanagizawa-Drott, Harvard Kennedy School

At the Impact and Policy conference in Bangkok, I talked about the prevalence of fake antimalarials, and 
drew upon evidence from my study with Abdul Latif Jameel Poverty Action Lab affiliates Martina Björkman-
Nyqvist and Jakob Svensson to explore a potential solution to the problem.

The prevalence of counterfeit drugs is a global public health concern, with evidence from sub-Saharan Africa 
and Southeast Asia indicating that 35% of medicines in public and private outlets are fake. The problem is 
exacerbated for antimalarials because not only are fake antimalarials visually identical to authentic ones, but 
the quality of the drug is only partially inferable when used. Researchers agree that fake and substandard 
antimalarial drugs could be wrecking the chances of winning the war against malaria in Africa—which is of 
particular concern given that between 596,000 and more than 1,000,000 people die of malaria every year 
(World Health Organization, Murray et al.). However, there is essentially no evidence of how supply and 
demand forces drive drug quality, or knowledge of how to combat the problem. 

For our study, we partnered up with the nongovernment organizations BRAC and Living Goods in Uganda, 
and offered door-to-door selling of authentic antimalarials at a price 20%–25% lower than that prevailing 
in the local market. This allowed us to test our main hypothesis: if consumers have access to one provider 
of authentic medication, they would be able to compare health outcomes across outlets, and would stop 
buying from outlets that sell fake drugs. To avoid reputational loss and less demand, drug outlets would be 
prompted to increase the quality and decrease the price of antimalarials sold. Another question we were 
interested in was the effect of misconceptions about malaria on market outcomes. Misconceptions about 
malaria can lead to the overestimation of antimalarial drug quality, since consumers will not learn about drug 
quality by comparing across health outcomes. This, in turn, implies that drug sellers would not have the 
incentive to improve drug quality, as the reputational forces are weaker when many consumers suffer under 
misconceptions. 

The impact of our intervention was a 20 percentage point reduction in drug shops selling fake drugs, 18% 
lower prices, and a 39% increase in antimalarial medicine use. Furthermore, effects on drug quality were 
lower in villages where a large share of the consumers held false beliefs about what causes malaria. In sum, 
high-quality products, priced competitively, can drive out bad ones even when quality is not directly observ-
able, but the mechanism appears weaker when consumers are less able to infer quality. There are two main 
policy takeaways. First, NGOs intervening in private markets not only can have a direct effect on drug qual-
ity, but can also have effects at the market level. In fact, the intervention provides grounds for thinking that 
NGOs may provide a partial solution to the public health problem of poor-quality drugs. Second, supple-
mental education addressing poor knowledge and misconceptions about malaria transmission may not only 
improve the match between illness and treatment, but may also raise drug quality on the market through 
households’ ability to infer quality.

Further reading:

World Health Organization. 2011. World Malaria Report 2011. Geneva, Switzerland.
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Conflict Management and Reconstruction

Elections and community involvement play an important role in conflict management and reconstruc-
tion. In particular, the following studies highlight how political empowerment can help reduce violence 
against minorities and the importance of community involvement in reintegration programs. 

Lakshmi Iyer of Harvard University compiled three studies, which include coauthors Quy Toan Do, 
Anandi Mani, Prachi Mishra, and Petia Topalova, for her presentation that discussed the connection 
between poverty and increased intrastate conflict, especially violence toward minority groups. Most 
conflicts in the world today are intrastate rather than interstate ones. Poor countries are more likely to 
experience internal conflict, as are poor regions within countries. Political empowerment of targeted 
groups can be an effective way to protect minorities from violence. However, delivering economic 
growth and changing in political institutions remain big challenges in postconflict areas. 

Further, reintegrating ex-combatants, as discussed by Cyrus Samii of New York University, presents 
several challenges. Samii compiled three studies, which include coauthors Michael Gilligan, 
Eric Mvukiyehe, Annette Brown, and Monika Kulma, for his presentation that evaluated reintegration 
programs in Indonesia, Burundi, Liberia, Sierra Leone, and Uganda. Samii et al. found that community-
driven development actually worsened communities’ perceptions of ex-combatants. Furthermore, 
Samii highlighted the importance of separating political and economic goals for reintegration, 
and noted that efforts should focus more on community-level institution building as a part of the 
reintegration process. 

For example, the National Solidarity Program in Afghanistan is a community-level institution-building 
program that is present in more than 29,000 of Afghanistan’s 38,000 villages. Fotini Christia of the 
Massachusetts Institute of Technology, with coauthors Andrew Beath and Ruben Enikolopov, evaluated 
the program, which was implemented in two main stages: election of community development 
councils through secret-ballot election, and project selection. Within each treatment there were 
two subtreatments: electing councils through single-member districts or multimember districts, 
and selecting projects by voting or community consultation meeting. The findings showed that the 
existence of multiple institutional structures led to institutional competition and underperformance. 
Those in the lead received better aid and higher participation, while those not in the lead tended to 
have higher levels of embezzlement and less participation. 

Christia and coauthor Marcus Alexander also evaluated an ethnic reintegration program in Bosnian 
schools, where they tested whether postconflict institutional integration (e.g., an inter-ethnic high 
school rather than a segregated high school) improved inter-ethnic cooperation. High schools in the 
study area were partially integrated, leaving student allocation to segregated or integrated environment 
to chance. A public goods game was used to assess the institutional effect of people’s willingness to 
contribute to a public good. The findings show that, on average, integrated institutions significantly 
increased the contribution to public goods. Additionally, the availability of sanctions in integrated 
institutions drove up contributions significantly, but had no such effect in segregated institutions, 
where the diversity of groups led to lower public goods contribution with greater group diversity. 
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Researcher Insight: Lakshmi Iyer, Harvard Business School

This presentation discusses the relationship between economic conditions, political institutions, and con-
flict. When I talk of conflict, I mean the use of violence to resolve disagreements. There are a wide variety of 
conflicts across the world. Conflict can involve two or more countries, such as in interstate conflict or war, or 
two groups within a country (internal conflict, such as civil war). Some types of conflicts may not involve the 
government, such as organized crime or crimes targeted toward specific sections of society. My presentation 
focuses on internal conflict (which has become much more prevalent than interstate conflict over the past 
50 years), and crimes targeting women and religious minorities.

I present two main findings from academic research on the topic. The first is a very robust relationship 
between economic conditions and internal conflict. Across the world, it is the case that poorer countries are 
much more likely to experience civil war. When I examined Nepal’s civil war in detail, I found the same pat-
tern within the country. Districts of Nepal that had greater poverty before the conflict started experienced 
a much higher number of conflict-related deaths than districts that were better off (Do and Iyer 2010). 
Looking at internal conflict across the districts of India, I find again that poorer districts experience a much 
higher intensity of conflict (Iyer 2011).

The second finding I highlight is that political institutions matter in dealing with conflict. The specific exam-
ple I examined was the introduction of quotas for women in local governments in India. My coauthors and 
I compared crimes against women before and after the implementation of this reform. Because the reform 
was implemented at different times in different states, we are able to control for other simultaneous nation-
wide changes. The findings are striking: recorded crimes against women increased by 26% after women were 
represented politically, and most of this change appears to be driven by an increase in the probability of 
reporting such crimes rather than a real increase in the incidence of crimes against women (Iyer et al. 2012). 
Getting such crimes recorded is the first step toward obtaining justice. Encouragingly, we find that arrests for 
crimes against women also increase after the political reform.

Taken together, these results suggest that internal conflict has strong economic roots, and that political 
representation can be an effective means to protect targeted communities. Rebuilding economic growth 
and political institutions in postconflict environments are thus likely to be instrumental in preventing  
further conflict.



Financial Inclusion

The Financial Inclusion session of the conference focused on innovative interventions that enhance 
the poor’s access to and usage of improved financial products, services, and tools as well as the impact 
of improved usage on the welfare of the poor. By understanding what works and what does not, 
improvements can be made in service options and delivery and thereby help low- and middle-income 
households to manage and grow their financial portfolios and improve their welfare. 

During the Financial Inclusion sessions, researchers presented evidence on the benefits of offering 
microcredit to marginalized clients, the unmet need for formal savings among the poor, and the impor-
tance of financial education in helping the poor make informed financial decisions. Discussions also 
covered the important role technology plays in expanding delivery and increasing the cost-effective-
ness of financial services. 

Impact of Microcredit

The Impact of Microcredit session examined the emerging evidence on how access to credit affects 
the well-being of the poor. This has been both an area of optimism and concern in the practitioner 
and policy community, with recent public discussions of over-indebtedness among the poor and high 
pricing of credit products. 

Rigorous evaluations on the impact of credit, microenterprise growth for female clients, and the effect 
incentives have on migration in addressing a seasonal famine were the focus of this session. 

In a recently released study, Dean Karlan of Innovations for Poverty Action and Yale University and 
coauthors Manuela Angelucci and Jonathan Zinman partnered with Compartamos to implement a 
study in northern Mexico designed to quantify the impact of microloans and evaluate the social and 
economic impact on the client and the village. Taking advantage of Compartamos’ decision to offer 
crédito mujer in the north of Sonora, where it had not previously offered loans, researchers divided the 
study region into 250 geographic clusters and then randomly assigned half to a treatment group and 
the other half to a comparison group. Those in the treatment groups were offered loans ranging from 
$125 to $2,250, with first-time borrowers qualifying for lower amounts. The researchers evaluated the 
impact on microenterprise growth, beneficiary incomes, and credit and savings behavior, in addition 
to health and other factors, on female clients. The study found that access to credit is generally posi-
tive, though not transformative. For instance, credit enables existing business owners to expand their 
businesses through higher revenues, but does not spur the development of new businesses or improve 
profits. The study also found limited evidence that access to credit negatively impacts individuals 
with lower incomes and those with no previous experience with formal credit or in an informal savings 
group, relative to other individuals, particularly for subjective well-being outcomes. 

Britta Augsburg of the Institute for Fiscal Studies, with coauthors Ralph De Haas, Heike Harmgart, 
and Costas Meghir, evaluated the impact of extending microcredit to marginal clients, those whom 
loan officers would not normally approve for credit. The researchers collaborated with EKI, a Bosnian 
microfinance institution, across all branches to identify potential marginal clients over a period of 
several months. The loan officers were then instructed to find clients that they would normally 
reject, but to whom they would consider lending if they were to accept slightly more risk. The 
study found that access to credit for these marginal clients allowed borrowers to start and expand 
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small-scale businesses. Further, those who had more education used their savings in addition to the 
loan, presumably in an effort to complement their loan and expand their business. However, those with 
less education and without savings reduced their consumption and increased labor in their enterprise 
by using young adults from their household. 

Augsburg et al. also evaluated the impact of joint versus individual-liability contracts, all else remain-
ing equal. The target population was poor women from a non-nomadic population in Mongolia. The 
study had two treatments—those who were offered an individual-lending contract and those who were 
offered a group-lending contract—to evaluate which approach had a greater impact on poverty reduc-
tion. The study found that group loans increased the likelihood of a woman owning an enterprise by 
10%, and in both group and individual loans, there was a positive impact on food consumption (more 
so for group loans). Furthermore, the results showed a decrease of informal transfers to family and 
friends for those borrowers with the group-lending contract while there was an increase in informal 
transfers for those borrowers with individual-lending contract. 

Gharad Bryan of the London School of Economics presented a study, coauthored with Shyamal 
Chowdhury and Mushfiq Mobarak, that evaluated migration and risk aversion during a seasonal famine 
in Rangpur, Bangladesh. Specifically, the study evaluated whether seasonal migration is profitable and 
if so, why people do not participate in migration. The study included 100 villages with four groups: 
those who received cash, those who received credit, those who received information, and the control 
group. The results of the study showed that monthly and education expenditures increased as well 
as caloric and protein intake for those groups that received a cash or credit incentive. The study also 
suggests a very large return on the incentive: 4 years later migration continues, even without the incen-
tive, which reveals that migrants find it beneficial to migrate. The study also showed the importance of 
conditionality: when offered unconditional credit, migration yielded a 7% increase, relative to 17% for 
conditional credit (when a participant in the study received an incentive only if they migrated). 

Access to Savings Services

Like microcredit, savings accounts can help the poor smooth consumption. Yet, close to half of the 
world’s adult population are excluded from simple formal financial services, including savings accounts, 
and are left to save through costly, risky, and inefficient mechanisms. 

The studies presented in this session highlighted results from recent impact evaluations that involved 
giving poor communities access to reliable formal and informal savings mechanisms, either through 
individual bank accounts or through membership in village savings and loan groups. Researchers 
tracked outcomes related to adoption and usage, as well as subsequent welfare improvements from 
the savings accumulations. 

Silvia Prina of Case Western Reserve University randomly gave access to simple bank accounts, with 
no fees, at local bank branches to a large sample of female household heads in Nepal. Results show 
that there is untapped demand for savings accounts and that the poor do save. Among households 
offered an account, 84% opened one with a high average usage rate of 0.8 deposits a week. Weekly 
deposits were 8% of weekly income with an average of four withdrawals over the course of the year, 
and the average withdrawal size was slightly more than a week of household income. Access to the 
savings accounts increased monetary assets and total assets without crowding out other kinds of 
assets or savings institutions. Additionally, access to financial services strongly increased households’ 
investments in health and education.

Group savings has been promoted as an option to bring financial services to the rural poor in locations 
where formal options may reluctant to enter. Bram Thuysbaert of Yale University and Innovations for 
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Poverty Action, along with coauthors Lori Beaman and Dean Karlan, examined the impact of village savings 
and loan associations (VSLAs). VSLAs provide safety, self-discipline, and more flexibility than a rotating 
savings and credit association. For instance, VSLAs allow for varied contributions that accrue interest, 
and at the end of a 10–12 month cycle the fund is shared out; VSLAs also have a social fund that provides 
either transfers or interest-free loans to members in need. The study evaluated the Saving for Change 
Program in Mali, commissioned by Oxfam America and Freedom from Hunger, which had  a total sample 
size of more than 6,000 households in 500 rural villages. The researchers looked at financial savings, use 
of credit, and investments. The results showed an increase in savings and use of loans, increased asset 
holdings, and improved food security; and a less marked decrease in household food consumption in the 
intervention areas in the lean season (though there was no increase in total consumption).

Improving Financial Capabilities

While access to reliable financial services is improving across the world, improvements in “financial 
capabilities” (i.e., people’s ability to make informed decisions and use financial products and services 
to build a portfolio suited to their needs and those of their family) has not kept pace. In this session, 
researchers discussed a range of promising financial education approaches that can impact finan-
cial behavior such as savings, budgeting, pension contributions, and financial joint decision making 
between husbands and wives. 

Rigorous evaluations have largely failed to link financial literacy training to positive outcomes, such as sav-
ings. But where does the link between training and saving break down? Is the training not good enough, 
or not long enough? Are behaviors based on concepts such as compound interest too difficult to teach? 
Bilal Zia of the World Bank, and coauthors Fenella Carpena, Shawn Cole and, Jeremy Shapiro, investi-
gated a study that included a high-quality video-based training on financial literacy, financial counseling, 
and financial goal setting. The study had two treatment groups and a control group. Treatment group 1  
watched the financial literacy videos and treatment group 2 included financial literacy videos plus coun-
seling. Additional interventions included half of the treatment group setting financial goals, the other 
half of the treatment, received pay-for-performance where some individuals were provided with greater 
incentives to pay attention to the training program by receiving monetary rewards for their performance 
on a follow-up knowledge test. The control group was provided with health training instead of no training 
at all in order to ensure that both the treatment and the control experienced the same level of “disruption” 
in their everyday lives. The results showed that combining financial literacy, counseling, and goal setting 
had a positive effect on real behavior such as budgeting, bank accounts or other forms of savings, and real 
savings amounts. In addition, the study found that participants in the second treatment group were less 
likely to borrow to pay for unforeseen expenses. 

Financial literacy and good financial behavior may be more effective if taught at a young age. A study 
presented by Menno Pradhan of Free University and the University of Amsterdam, coauthored with 
Jim Berry and Dean Karlan, introduced two financial education programs to young children in Ghana: 
Aflatoun and Honest Money Box. Aflatoun teaches both social and financial education, where chil-
dren learn about child rights, savings, basic financial concepts, and enterprise. Honest Money Box 
provides young children with financial education only. Both programs include a savings club. There 
were 45 schools participating in each of the programs, plus 45 schools in the control group. The results 
showed that both programs were successful in increasing savings rates and risk averseness, and there 
was a greater drive to become financially independent with the Honest Money Box model through 
savings and increased work participation. 

As workers age, it is important for them to save for retirement, yet Changcheng Song of the 
National University of Singapore found that farmers in the People’s Republic of China contribute 
little to their pensions. Song’s study evaluated whether teaching the rural farmers about compound 
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interest would influence pension contributions. The study included two treatment groups: a “calcula-
tion” group and an education group, plus a control group. The calculation group was provided with the 
expected benefit of each contribution level without explaining the concept of compound interest. The 
education group was taught the concept of compound interest and provided with the expected benefit 
of each contribution level. The study showed that most rural households underestimate compound 
interest and teaching compound interest increased the annual contribution as a share of annual per 
capita income by 2.0–2.8 percentage points. The intervention increased participants’ understanding 
of compound interest, which was a leading factor in encouraging households to increase their savings. 

Dean Yang of the University of Michigan and coauthor Ganesh Seshan evaluated the financial literacy 
barriers to savings for migrant workers. Specifically, Yang and Seshan investigated financial education 
and its impact on remittances for migrant workers from Kerala, India. The researchers investigated 
whether physically separated households still make joint decisions about the use of financial flows from 
remittances. The sample consisted of 200 married male migrant workers whose wives had remained in 
India. The treatment group received an invitation to a financial literacy workshop and of those invited, 
41% attended. The researchers found that the treatment for migrant workers with low baseline savings 
had a substantial impact on migrants’ financial outcomes and increased joint decision making with 
wives. A comparison of treatment effects on outcomes reported separately by migrants and wives 
reveals substantial intrahousehold information asymmetries, where migrants’ reports substantially 
overstate impact of treatment on wives’ savings. 

Managing Risk

The lives of the poor are inherently filled with greater risk, both from their uncertain income streams 
and their susceptibility to shocks. Developing the right mechanisms for risk management is critical to 
allowing poor households to accumulate funds and grow their investments over time. 

Xavier Giné of the World Bank, along with coauthors Shawn Cole and James Vickery, evaluated the 
influence risk management has on production decisions in India. The study sample contained 1,500 
households from two drought-prone districts. Half of the farmers received weather insurance poli-
cies that covered all input costs (seed, farmyard manure, fertilizer, and labor) for a hectare of their 
main cash crop. The other half received a coupon for the approximate expected value of the policy 
to be redeemable after the harvest, when payouts are due. The findings showed that the provision of 
insurance influences real investment decisions by inducing a production shift toward higher-return but 
higher-risk cash crops. 

New Payment Channels

Technology can help the poor manage risk by increasing their access to and the cost-effectiveness 
of financial services. Technological advances over the past few decades have revolutionized the way 
transactions can be facilitated across vast geographical distances at low cost. In this session, research-
ers reported on cutting-edge results on the use and impact of mobile-phone-based transaction ser-
vices of electronic stored value (airtime and mobile money) among the poor. 

William Jack of Georgetown University, with coauthor Tavneet Suri, evaluated the impact of reduced 
transaction costs on risk sharing by estimating the effect of mobile money (through M-Pesa) on house-
hold consumption in Kenya. M-Pesa provides services that allow clients to send money or make pay-
ments securely and with low transaction costs using a mobile phone. Clients of M-Pesa make and 
receive payments through agent networks, unlike other money transfer providers that operate through 
storefronts, which have higher transaction costs and can require traveling long distances to reach. The 
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study surveyed 3,000 households across most of Kenya in four rounds between 2008 and 2011. Jack 
and Suri found that the consumption of households who do not use M-Pesa fell by approximately 
7%–10% when they experienced negative shocks. The lower transaction costs allowed households who 
used M-Pesa to smooth consumption through remittances, savings, and information and communica-
tion, with remittances being the dominant mechanism. 

Joshua Blumenstock of the University of Washington and coauthors Marcel Fafchamps and Nathan 
Eagle evaluated the role and importance of phone-based transfers in Rwanda during disasters. In the 
study Blumenstock presented, the researchers used data collected during major shocks, such as earth-
quakes or natural disasters, and found that individuals transfer money to those who were affected by 
the shocks. Further, these transfers were largely based on reciprocity: people sent money to those in 
areas affected by natural disasters in hopes of future support should they need it. 

Researcher Insight: Joshua Blumenstock, University of Washington

While there has been a great deal of optimism in the development community about the poten-
tial for mobile phones to transform the lives of the world’s poor, actual evidence is scant. How-
ever, a handful of new studies are providing evidence that many individuals are using new forms 
of “mobile money” to send assistance to friends and family in times of need. Mobile money is a 
form of phone-based electronic currency akin to PayPal in the United States that has recently 
become quite popular in several developing countries.

In a recent paper I wrote with Nathan Eagle and Marcel Fafchamps, we took a huge dataset 
that contained records of every single phone-based transaction in Rwanda, and used the data 
to explore patterns of giving and communication. One trend that immediately jumped out of 
the data was the fact that immediately after major shocks like earthquakes and natural disasters, 
individuals send significant amounts of “mobile money” to people affected by the shocks. 

Perhaps more importantly, when we analyzed the social network dynamics captured in the bil-
lions of phone calls and transfers in our dataset, we found that the pattern of activity was most 
consistent with a model of risk sharing where people give to each other based largely on quid 
pro quo. In other words, John helps Jane when Jane is in trouble because John expects Jane 
to reciprocate in John’s time of need. In places like Rwanda where banks are rare and people 
typically do not have much in the way of savings, such risk sharing can make a major difference 
in keeping individuals insured against income volatility and protected against the “poverty traps” 
that prevent poor people from moving out of poverty.

This is good news for those advocating for the expansion of mobile networks and mobile services 
in developing countries. To the extent that mobile money facilitates risk sharing, these results 
indicate that the technology can be a positive force for economic development. However, not 
everything is positive. We observe that it is chiefly the wealthy mobile phone owners and the 
ones with the strongest social networks who receive most of the risk-sharing transfers. Taken 
together, the results indicate that the mobile network can improve the welfare of some; but 
without intervention, the benefits  may not reach those with the greatest need.



Conclusion and Summary

As the Asia and Pacific region works through recent challenges—financial and climate-related shocks, 
growing population, and inequality—the rigorous methodologies and interventions detailed through-
out the conference can shed light on what factors to keep in mind when designing programs or deciding 
where to invest resources. The conference presentations touched on several broad themes that can 
help shape how researchers and policy makers move forward:

Small and medium-sized enterprise development.  SMEs are seen as engines of growth, yet SMEs 
in developing countries are faced with barriers that hinder their success. During the SME sessions, 
researchers and practitioners learned about promising interventions that address the bottlenecks to 
growth, such as the importance of incentives for loan officers and credit scoring in bolstering loans; and 
how training and capital, when infused at the right time, can help prepare entrepreneurs for the next 
step in growing their businesses.

Governance. Weak governance has the potential to undermine all other aspects of development. 
Nonetheless, the governance sessions offered much cause for optimism, showing how a range of pro-
grams, from very simple information interventions to broad-based economic and political reform, can 
improve electoral outcomes and reduce conflict.

Financial inclusion: A core challenge of inclusive growth is reaching people of all income strata across 
vast landscapes. Presentations during the financial inclusion sessions highlighted a variety of programs 
that can begin to address this fundamental challenge, including financial literacy for individuals from 
school-aged children preparing for their future to adults preparing for retirement; financial products 
directed at marginalized clients that are often considered not bankable; and new technologies that 
allow clients to safely, easily, and affordably access funds from mobile phones, which has dramatically 
changed the banking landscape. 

Rigorous evaluation of these programs tells us whether the interventions were successful, and often 
provides insight into why they work, and for whom. By sharing the details of their studies’ methodology, 
results, and implications for policy making, researchers provided the framework for policy makers to 
use program assessment to improve policy, practice, and decision making. 

The Impact and Policy Conference provided a forum for sharing study findings and learning from 
implementation challenges. It also helped to build a community that embraces knowledge, expertise, 
and peer learning. It is hoped that this community will deepen the culture of evidence-based policy 
throughout Asia and the Pacific, where innovation, experimentation, and rigorous evidence are prized 
in moving the region forward for all sectors of society.
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