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With more than one-fifth of Bangladesh’s population living in extreme poverty, sur-
mounting it still remains a substantial predicament for development practitioners.
To combat this issue, BRAC initiated the multifaceted Challenging the Frontiers of
Poverty Reduction programme with a grant-based approach, reinforcing its efficacy
with background services such as health and social development. Using propensity
score matching, this paper analyses a three-round panel dataset (2002–2005–2008) to
evaluate the impacts of the programme. We find that Challenging the Frontiers of
Poverty Reduction is successfully able to increase the per-capita income, the productive
asset bases and the overall food security of its participants in the long run.

Keywords: Bangladesh; sustainability; asset transfer; poverty; development

1. Introduction

Located in the heart of South Asia, Bangladesh has achieved miracles in terms of poverty
alleviation. However, not out of the woods yet, the country still has a long way to go and
grounds to cover. Of the 153 million people in Bangladesh (United Nations Development
Programme 2010), 40 per cent live in poverty using the upper poverty headcount, while
25.1 per cent of the population live below the lower poverty headcount using the same
method (BBS 2007). Lipton (1986) defined ultra poor as receiving less than 80 per cent
of the minimum caloric intake while spending more than 80 per cent of income on food.
By that account, close to 20 per cent of the population of Bangladesh live in ultra poverty.1

Due to the widespread nature of poverty across the country, there has been a great influx
of poverty reduction programmes in Bangladesh.

Bangladesh has a comprehensive portfolio of safety net interventions such as con-
ditional and unconditional cash/food transfers, and sometimes a combination of both
in exchange for employment through employment generation programmes. According
to Ahmed et al. (2007) there are around 27 such safety-net programmes run by the
Government of Bangladesh.2 However, many of these public interventions often fail to
reach the ultra poor (Hashemi 2001). As evidence states, people who live far below the
poverty line – that is, the ultra poor – are likely to require a combination of vigorous inter-
ventions to cross a certain threshold to emerge from poverty within a generation (Hulme
et al. 2001). Braun (1995, p. 9) states that ‘higher casual wages plus access to several years
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of post-primary education plus access to meaningful transfers such as pensions and child
allowances plus land redistribution’. These programmes along with similar food-for-work
programmes should not be considered as alternatives but as compliments to other such
initiatives (Ahmad et al. 1991).

Another popular alternative to directed employment generation programmes is the
microfinance option for the poor. However, despite the fact that microfinance intends to
target the poor, in practice it often fails to reach those living in ultra poverty (Hashemi
2001, Hulme and Mosley 1997, Wood and Sharif 1997, Rahman and Razzaque 2000).
A classical catch-22, a circular constraint binds the extreme poor. On one hand, they can-
not access institutional credit because of their insufficient asset base (that is, the lack of
credit worthiness); and, on the other, they cannot accumulate assets because of the insuffi-
cient capital base. Furthermore, due to their immediate consumption needs, they also tend
to save less, thereby increasing their vulnerabilities to shocks and disasters.

Income Generation for Vulnerable Group Development is another safety-net pro-
gramme that was implemented in Bangladesh by BRAC3 during the 1990s for the ultra
poor who were not able to participate in mainstream microfinance. The programme aimed
at transferring staple food items such as wheat. However, it was realised that the Income
Generation for Vulnerable Group Development programme was inadequate for reaching
certain groups of the poor, especially those suffering from ultra poverty (Hashemi 2001,
Webb et al. 2002, Matin and Hulme 2003).

In light of its learning from Income Generation for Vulnerable Group Development
and over three decades of past field-level experience, BRAC addressed this issue through
an innovative programme called Challenging the Frontiers of Poverty Reduction (CFPR).
Programmatic details such as the exclusion and inclusion criteria, typical costs per ben-
eficiary of operating such programmes, background services, and so forth, are provided
in Appendix 1. Numerous studies have reported various positive impacts of CFPR on the
participants (Haseen 2007, Ahmed et al. 2009). But these studies showed only short-run
impact of the programme. Krishna et al. (2010) showed longer-term impact of the pro-
gramme but this study has some methodological limitations. Despite the non-randomised
evaluation design of the programme and in many instances the comparison group being bet-
ter off than the intervention group at baseline, their study used the difference-in-difference
technique for assessing programme impacts.

In this paper, we analyse the core impacts of CFPR on the lives and the livelihoods of
its participants in both the short run and the long.4 It must be mentioned here that in terms
of the short run we refer to the period 2002–2005; and for the long or longer run, we refer
to the period 2002–2008. In this study we mainly assess the livelihood impacts in terms
of income, assets and food security of the participant households. Using panel data and
propensity score matching, this study shows that impact on the per-capita income, asset
and food security is substantial and has sustained over the longer term. As mentioned in
Appendix 1, after two years of the programme cycle the participant households are eligi-
ble for BRAC microfinance. As we shall mention in the following section, for the impact
assessment we use sample households who received programme support in 2002 (that is,
completed the programme cycle at the end of 2003) and we use three rounds of survey
data (2002–2005–2008). This implies that our assessments would capture both the effect
of the grant-based support packages as well as their subsequent participation in BRAC
microfinance. It also needs to be mentioned here that while participating in microfinance is
an added benefit to the participants if they choose to do so after the completion of the pro-
gramme, it is not mandatory. Shams et al. (2011) showed that by the 2005 mark, 49 per cent
of our sample households (that is, those who were provided support in 2002 and completed
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the cycle at the end of 2003) participated in BRAC microfinance, although the proportion
increased to some extent by 2008.

The paper is structured as follows: Section 2 provides a detailed description of the data
and the methodology used for the paper, Section 3 provides the results and discussion, and
Section 4 concludes.

2. Methods

2.1. Data

The CFPR programme was launched in 2002 in the three poorest districts (Rangpur,
Kurigram and Nilphamari) of Bangladesh. As part of the evaluation of the programme, a
baseline survey was carried out during June–August 2002 in these three districts. As men-
tioned in Appendix 1, the participant households were selected through a participatory
wealth-ranking process. Usually households in the poorest category of wealth rankings
were considered the ‘ultra poor’, although sometimes households in the poorest two cate-
gories were also considered. Among the ultra poor, the group of households that meet the
selection criteria received programme supports. These beneficiaries were called ‘selected
ultra poor’ (SUP) and the rest of the ultra poor were called ‘not selected ultra poor’ (NSUP).
The baseline survey represented both the SUP and NSUP households. The NSUP house-
holds were surveyed to construct the comparison group for impact assessment. For the
rest of the paper, SUP and NSUP households are used interchangeably with treatment and
comparison households.

The sample size for baseline survey was 5626 households, of which 2633 were SUP
and 2993 were NSUP households. This was followed by a second-round survey in 2005.
In the 2005 follow-up survey, 2474 SUP and 2754 NSUP households were successfully
re-surveyed. The third-round survey was conducted in 2008 where a total of 4549 house-
holds were successfully re-visited, and among them 2251 were SUP and 2298 were NSUP
households. The attrition rate was thus 7 per cent during 2002–2005 and 19 per cent dur-
ing 2002–2008. The present study is based mainly on 2002, 2005, and 2008 panel data
consisting of 2251 SUP and 2298 NSUP households. To verify whether the households
surveyed in the baseline suffering from attrition contained any inherent biases (that is,
non-random attrition) that could potentially skew the results in one way or another, we have
analysed the baseline data for those who were not available for re-interviewing during the
follow-up surveys against those who were (Appendix 2). Results from Appendix 2 give
us a strong indication that most of the variables tested were not statistically different
within the groups. As for those variables that were found to be statistically different
from each other, the magnitude of difference was found to be quite small, thereby giv-
ing indication that our impact estimates are likely to be free from potential biases due to
attrition.

For food expenditure and calorie intake analysis, we have used a subsample from the
above-mentioned baseline survey. From the full baseline representation, a subsample of
400 households (200 SUP and 200 NSUP households) was selected for collecting data
on food consumption. These households were surveyed in 2002, 2004, and 2006. In the
2006 survey, 160 SUP and 138 NSUP households were successfully re-visited. Therefore,
food expenditure was analysed using a panel of 160 SUP and 138 NSUP households. The
food expenditure data was collected using a three-day recall method.

The surveys were conducted by the Research and Evaluation Division of BRAC. The
survey questionnaire was administered to the main female member of the household.
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2.2. Analytical technique

As mentioned earlier, the comparison group for impact assessment of the CFPR constituted
those households who were identified as ultra poor during the community wealth-ranking
exercise, but failed to pass the final selection process. Expectedly, the NSUP households
were different from the SUP households in terms of various socio-economic characteris-
tics and in many instances were better off than their SUP counterparts (Appendix 3). For
example, per-capita income of the SUP was BDT 2493 (US$35.74), while for NSUP it
was BDT 2785 (US$39.93).5 For any impact assessment, we need to consider the coun-
terfactuals of what would have happened to the intervened households if the intervention
did not take place. As such, we would require constructing a comparison group that is
similar to the treatment group. However, the NSUP households are unlikely to control for
such counterfactuals as they are better off than the treatment group. This implies that use
of a simplified difference-in-difference technique to investigate the efficacy of the CFPR
may not be appropriate. The strong evidence base suggests that when it comes to non-
randomised datasets, traditional difference-in-difference methodologies do not necessarily
address the potential systematic differences that may be inherent within the dataset (Rubin
1997, Yanovitzky et al. 2005, Trojano et al. 2009). An alternative method is the propensity
score matching technique that constructs a comparative comparison group who are likely
to be similar to the treated, contingent on their participation probability densities.

2.3. Propensity score matching

Under the propensity score matching method, a control or comparison group is constructed
based on observable characteristics by ‘matching’ the treatment households with compar-
ison households. Our use of propensity score matching to assess the impacts of the CFPR
programme involves a number of steps. First, using a probit model, the propensity scores
for participation in the programme were estimated. Second, we tested the balancing prop-
erties of the data by testing that treatment and comparison groups had the same distribution
(mean) of propensity scores and of control variables within groupings (roughly quintiles)
of the propensity score. Control variables not satisfying this test were subsequently dropped
or replaced with alternative variables and the specification was rechecked.

Third, according to Heckman et al. (1997, 1998), the quality of the match can be
improved by ensuring that matches are formed only where the propensity score densities
have ‘common support’, or where the distribution of the density of the propensity scores
overlap between treatment and comparison groups. However, the common support can be
improved by dropping treatment observations with propensity score ‘greater than the max-
imum’ or ‘less than the minimum’ of the comparison group propensity scores. Similarly,
comparison group observations with a propensity score ‘below the minimum’ or ‘above
the maximum’ of the treatment observations can be dropped.6

One limitation of this approach is that treatment observations near these cut-off points
face a potential comparison group with propensity scores that are either all lower or all
higher than that of the treatment observation (Heckman et al. 1997). To account for this
problem, we modify this ‘min/max’ approach to identifying a region of common support
following Ahmed et al. (2009). A probit model is first estimated for programme partici-
pation and then we identify the lower and upper cut-off points of common support in the
comparison or treatment groups. Subsequently some of the primarily comparison obser-
vations were dropped from the left of the distribution while treatment observations were
dropped mainly from the right. Then we added back the 5 per cent of observations from
each tail that had been dropped that were closest in terms of propensity score.
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Furthermore, we trimmed the treatment observations from the interior of the propensity
score distribution that had the lowest density of comparison groups (that is, lowest common
support) to improve the quality of the match, where we have dropped 2 per cent of the
treatment observations. On this common support sample, the probit model was then re-
estimated to obtain a new set of propensity scores to be used in creating the match.

We then match the treatment and comparison observations through local linear match-
ing with a tricube kernel using Stata’s PSMATCH2 command (Leuven and Sianesi 2003).
Heckman et al. (1997) and Smith and Todd (2005) argue in favour of local linear match-
ing over other matching techniques. Local linear matching performs well in samples with
low densities of the propensity score in the interior of the propensity score distribution.
Standard errors of the impact estimates are estimated by bootstrap using 100 replications
for each estimate.

We estimated two probit models for matching the households. The first model uses the
full sample (pertains to the majority of the analysis; that is, the livelihood factors) while
the second uses the subsample (pertains to the food security and calorie intakes). To match
the households we included a wide range of variables that include household’s physical,
financial and human assets, demographic characteristics of the household head and main
female (that is, respondent) of the households. These variables also include the specific
indicators used to select the ultra poor households, except one indicator – school-going-
aged children engaged in paid work, because in some of the surveyed households there
were no school-going-aged children. While it may be such that the exclusion and inclu-
sion criteria may alienate the SUP and the NSUP into non-overlapping groups, this may
not necessary be the case. This is because, firstly, the matching does not include one of
the eligibility criteria of programme participation (that is, children’s engagement in paid
work). Secondly, eligibility does not always necessarily ensure programme participation.
The reason for this being the case is that although some households were finally selected by
the programme, they had refused the support on various social and religious grounds. Our
comparison group (that is, NSUP) includes this group of households. Appendix 4 provides
differences of the variables used in the propensity score matching regressions between the
participant and non-participant households. It can be seen that non-participant households
in some instances are likely to be better off than the participant households. For exam-
ple, the mean amount of land holding was 6.14 decimal for non-participant households
while that of the participant households was 2.4 decimal. Probit regression results for the
propensity scores can be seen in Appendices 5 and 6.

3. Results and discussion

3.1. Impact on income and assets

The results, as mentioned earlier, encompass the information from the CFPR beneficiaries
who had completed the programme intervention at the end of 2003. This means that results
for 2002–2005 would show the short-term effects (that is, a year after programme comple-
tion) while the results from 2002 to 2008 will show the longer-term impact. Furthermore
we also analysed the differences between the short-run and long-run effects to give us an
indication of how the transformation of the growth is happening. In essence, the changes in
the level of the treatment effect between the time periods of 2002–2005 and 2002–2008, if
statistically significant, will tell us that the short-run impact is different from the long-
run impact (the direction contingent on its sign). Results from Table 1 show that the
difference-in-difference in per-capita income between 2005 and 2002 was BDT 794 and
BDT 1654 between 2008 and 2002. Both the amounts were found to be highly significant
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(p < 0.01 for both). The level of the change in the treatment effects between the short
run and the long run was found to be BDT 860 (significant at 1% level). This iterates that
the programme participants have been able to sustain this acceleration in their per-capita
income trajectory.

Similar results were found for most of the assets we analysed. One thing that must
be kept in mind is that some of these assets (particularly the livestock and poultry) were
provided to the participants as direct transfers due to programme participation, which may
explain the positive treatment effect between 2002 and 2005. However, any effect beyond
2005 could be directly assumed to be a net impact of the CFPR, thereby also shedding a
positive light on the sustainability aspect of the programme. Results show that the short-
term impacts on the number of livestock and poultry holdings (cow/bull, goat/sheep and
chicken/ducks) are positive and significant (p < 0.01 for each) during 2002–2005. Longer-
term impacts were also found to be positive and statistically significant. More importantly,
the treatment effect for ducks/hen has been found to be higher in the long run compared
with the short run, indicating that the participant households have managed to multiply
these asset holdings since the time they received them from the programme. As for the
impact on the number of cow/bulls and goats/sheep in the long run, the level of impact has
remained consistent with the shorter run, enumerated by the fact that differences between
the treatment effects were not found to be statistically significant. However, this does not
necessarily mean that participants had not multiplied these assets after 2005 because it may
be such that they actually did and sold those to have cash for household expenditure or even
to buy other types of assets.

While livestock and poultry and any produce in general are unique in that they can be
used for both family consumption and income generation, assets such as rickshaws/vans
are solely income-generating assets. Short-term results of such assets were found to be
statistically significant (p < 0.01). We speculate that the treatment households had been
able to generate enough income through CFPR’s assistance to be able to purchase a com-
paratively expensive productive asset such as a rickshaw or a van to diversify their income
sources.

One of the background components of the CFPR is that when the programme staff
meet on a regular basis with the participant women, time is often dedicated to formulating
a viable and secure financial future. This is especially important as the ultra poor have suf-
fered from such abject poverty until they joined the CFPR that they have been conditioned
repeatedly to be helpless when it comes to their own well-being; often they find it difficult
to think past immediate needs such as where they may get the next meal. Planting seedling
for generating big trees is one such item that the CFPR staff encourage as a means for long-
term investment, and often provides seedlings to plant around the homestead to get them
started off. A small investment often leads to significant long-term financial gains. Results
show that although the difference-in-difference for the number of big trees was statistically
insignificant between 2002 and 2005, it was significant (p < 0.01) during 2002–2008,
indicating a positive programmatic effect in the long run.

Analysis of various forms of land holdings has pertinent implications in terms of
programmatic effects. Access to cultivable land is paramount in a country like Bangladesh
– it is significantly and positively related to poverty in the rural areas of the country. Buying
and selling of land is quite limited in Bangladesh and a number of factors (such as remit-
tance inflow)7 contribute to an ever-inflating price of land in the country. In light of this,
treatment households’ being able to acquire land can be considered a remarkable achieve-
ment of the programme. Results show that in terms of the amount of homestead land owned,
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although the difference-in-difference was found to be insignificant in the short run, the
long-run effect was found to be significant at the 1% level.

Expansion of the amount of homestead land of the treated households signals a steady
income stream. Empirical evidence shows that the incremental increase in income leads
to purchase of necessary products and services such as food, household repair, children’s
schooling, and so forth. The purchase of homestead land usually falls later in the requisites,
indicating a secure income stream (Krishna 2007).

We also analysed the amount of cultivable land holdings and the amount of mortgaged-
in/shared-in land. Results, following the trend of the homestead land, show that although
treatment effect on the amount of cultivable land was statistically insignificant in the
short run, it was positive and statistically significant during the longer run. But the
effect on mortgaged-in/rented-in land was found to positive and significant both in the
short run and the long run. More importantly, long-run impact was found to be higher
than the short-run impact, an indication of sustainability of longer-term impact of the
programme.

The ultimate goal of the CFPR programme is to lift its participants out of ultra poverty
so that they may be able to take advantage of the mainstream poverty alleviation schemes
such as microfinance. As mentioned earlier, the ultra poor are often excluded from these
activities due to structural constraints from both the demand and supply sides. In an attempt
to facilitate this transition to an upper rung in the poverty ladder, programme participants
are offered BRAC’s microfinance services after two years of programme participation.
The idea is that after the two years of participation, the households would have a produc-
tive asset base and the confidence and ideas to better use the credit. BRAC’s microfinance
component designs special loans for the CFRP participants with some flexibilities such
as smaller loans and smaller groups with more intense supervision than typical Village
Organizations8 to be able to cater more carefully to the needs of those just coming out
of ultra poverty. These loans allow them to utilise the training on their income generat-
ing assets, and confidence they have gained by joining the programme. Analysis of the
informal loans (that is, from moneylenders, relatives, friends, shops) shows that the pro-
gramme had negative impact on this, both in the short and the long run. This is a very
encouraging trend given that informal loans are often from local money lenders with
very high interest rates. Mallick (2009) showed that the interest rate for a moneylender
loan is 103 per cent. As for the formal loans – that is, from various microfinance insti-
tutions and banks – the treatment effects were found to be positive, both in the short
and the long run, but the effect was found to be gradually reducing. At a glance it may
appear that the lower amount of financial market participation is in contrast to the pro-
gramme objectives. However, evidence suggests that the relationship between the demand
for microfinance loans and the working capital (typically personal saving for this case)
are in fact quite elastic, meaning that an incremental increase in income or savings will
lead to the fall of demand for borrowed money (Salazar et al. 2010). As a result, our
results may be interpretable as that, given the initial boost in income and savings and
its sustained nature in the longer term, the participants will be progressively borrowing
less. However, further research should be undertaken to ascertain the veracity of these
findings.

Radios and beds are often considered to be luxury items, especially given the context of
the ultra poor in rural Bangladesh. Ownership of such goods suggests that these households
have been able to move past the initial vulnerable stages of abject poverty and now are
comfortable enough financially (Bandiera et al. 2009). Analysis shows that the difference-
in-differences for both the items were statistically significant over both the short and long
run. More importantly, long-run impacts were found to be higher for both items.
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Table 2. Double-difference propensity score matching results on per-capita calorie intake and food
expenditure.

Average treatment effect
Changes in treatment effect

between 2005 and 2008

Outcome variable 2005 over 2002 (1) 2008 over 2002 (2) (3) = (2) – (1)

Per-capita food
expenditure
(2002 price, Tk.)

2.98∗∗1.507 3.55∗∗∗1.132 0.577 (1.578)

Per-capita calorie
intake (kcal)

259.6∗∗ (131.2) 356.9∗∗ (152.5) 97.294 (145.8)

Note: ∗∗∗significant at 1%, ∗∗ significant at 5%. Figures in parenthesis are standard errors.

3.2. Impact on food security

Per-capita calorie intake is one of most popular measures of poverty and vulnerability. In a
country like Bangladesh, consumption below 1805 kcal is considered to be hard core poor
(BBS 2007). The baseline information of the participant and non-participant households
showed that their per-capita calorie intakes were 1730 kcal and 1818 kcal, respectively.
Considering this level of energy consumption, an increase would suggest that the initial
degree of vulnerability in terms of food security has been addressed by the programme.
Impact estimates show that the participant households increased their energy consumption
as a result of programme support, and they were able to sustain the increased consumption
for at least two years after their end of programme participation (Table 2). Analysing per-
capita food expenditure we find similar results – impact on per-capita food expenditure in
the short run sustained in the long run. One can thus speculate that an increase in energy
consumption would help the household members’ nutritional status, which would further
increase their productivity and thus longer-term gains.

4. Conclusion

In an effort to combat extreme poverty in Bangladesh, BRAC initiated the CFPR
programme. The ultimate objective of this programme is to improve the lives of its bene-
ficiaries by creating sustainable pathways out of ultra poverty through a holistic approach.
CFPR is a grant-based approach, striving to achieve its objectives through the transference
of income-generating assets, thorough training on how to utilise these assets optimally,
confidence-building training and the provision of health and social development supports.
The core objective of this paper is to assess the longitudinal impacts of the CFPR pro-
gramme. More specifically, we looked at the programme’s impacts on indicators such
as income, assets holdings and vulnerability in terms of food security of the participant
households.

Using three rounds of panel data and analysing it using a propensity score matching
technique, we found that the difference in per-capita income between the programme par-
ticipants and comparison groups have been increasing at an accelerating pace, insinuating
that the beneficiaries were able to effectively use the training and assets, and outpace their
non-participating counterparts in terms of per-capita income. Similarly, we found signif-
icant impacts on productive assets such as livestock and poultry holding. This is partly
attributable to programme outputs through the grant endowment. But what is impressive to
note is that four years on after the end of the programme support, the targeted households
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were found to possess a substantial productive asset base. It was noticed that other income-
generating assets such as cultivable land holdings and rickshaws/vans, which were not
part of the programme’s transfers, also experienced positive impacts. For other assets such
as homestead land holdings, which not only provide shelter for the beneficiary families
but also income-earning opportunities through vegetable gardening and planting trees, the
programmatic effect was found to be positive. Similar outcomes were also documented for
luxury items such as radios and beds.

As for the level of participation in both formal and informal financial markets, an
important finding is that, over time, the amount of average informal loans of the partic-
ipant households appears to be decreasing due to the intervention. We also found, however,
that the programme had an impact in increasing amount of loans from formal financial
institutions but this is decreasing overtime. We speculate this may be due to the fact that
the programme beneficiaries now have enough of a financial standing to finance their own
businesses. However, further investigation needs to be undertaken to determine its root
causes. Similarly for vulnerability in terms of the level of calorie intake and per-capita
food expenditure, the CFPR participants had cleared both in the short run and as well as
over the long run.

Significant investments are being made in fighting poverty all over the world but
sustainably addressing the problems of the ultra poor remains a key concern. Public expen-
ditures for the poor are not insignificant. For example, the Government of Bangladesh
spends about 5 per cent of its public expenditure for the poor. But numerous accounts sug-
gest that these programmes often suffer from substantial leakages either through corruption
or mismanagement, rendering them toothless. However, a judicious and evidence-based use
of such small amounts of money may bring greater benefits. What is necessary for sustain-
able reduction in extreme poverty is to design the mechanism for the delivery of the funds
so that the outcome is maximised. This paper finds that the CFPR approach as implemented
by BRAC is clearly an effective strategy to fight ultra poverty in a sustainable manner.
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Notes
1. According to HIES (2005), approximately 19.50 per cent of Bangladesh’s population lives on

under 1805 kcal per day.
2. According to World Bank (2006), poverty eradication in Bangladesh only through investment in

social assistance would require about 35 per cent of public expenditure. However, the actual rate
of investment in social protection in 2004 was only about 5 per cent of public expenditure.

3. BRAC, formerly known as Bangladesh Rural Advancement Committee, is one of the largest
non-governmental organisations in the world.

4. A recent study (Das and Misha 2010) looked into the sustainability of livelihood impacts of
the CFPR. However, there is methodological limitation; a simple difference-in-difference tech-
nique was used despite the comparison being better off than the treatment group in many
socio-economic aspects.

5. Conversion rates from USD to BDT.
6. The distribution of propensity scores for the comparison group often lies to the left of the dis-

tribution for the treatment group for targeted programmes, such as the CFPR programme. As a
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result, the highest propensity scores tend to come from treatment observations, while the lowest
are dominated by comparison observations. Such a pattern indicates effective targeting.

7. One example is remittance inflow, which provides pressure on land prices. Bangladesh received
over $9192.16 million in the form of remittances in 2009 (Bank of Bangladesh).

8. Village Organizations are associations of women created by BRAC to strengthen the capacity
of the poor for sustainable development and create a link between the rural people and BRAC.
There are 220,000 Village Organizations in Bangladesh that reach 6.37 million BRAC members
(Barua and Sulaiman 2006).
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Appendix 1. Challenging the frontiers of poverty reduction (programme background
and description)

The CFPR programme is/has been especially designed to meet the needs of the
ultra poor households who are too poor to access or adequately use the conventional
development interventions such as microfinance. Main objective of the CFPR is to
strengthen the livelihoods of the ultra poor through asset transfer, enterprise develop-
ment training, special health services, social capital development services and subsistence
allowance.

Selection process

The selection process is the key to the success of the programme as the costs of leakages
are extremely high. The selection process of the beneficiaries of the CFPR takes place
as part of a three-stage process. Initially, based on the poverty mapping conducted by the
World Food Programme, the poorest districts and subdistricts are identified. Based on expe-
rience from other BRAC programmes in those localities, further geographical selection is
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carried out within each subdistrict, which helps the CFPR team to identify the poorest
sections of the locality. The second stage involves a community wealth-ranking exercise
to identify the ultra poor within the community itself known as the Participatory Rural
Appraisal, developed by Robert Chambers (1994). A particular emphasis is placed on cap-
turing the ‘invisible’ households; that is, those households that do not show up on different
surveys including the preliminary household identification process. In the wealth-ranking
exercise, households are clustered into several groups and the bottom two groups (often
bottom group) of wealth ranks are then surveyed by a small questionnaire to check their
eligibility against five inclusion and three exclusion criteria.1 In fact, a study found that
almost 3 per cent of the finally selected households for the CFPR were from the ‘invisible’
households (Sulaiman 2009).2 A targeting effectiveness study CFPR using a poverty index
created by the Consultative Group to Assist the Poor showed that more than 80 per cent of
those selected fell within the bottom two deciles of the index (Sulaiman and Matin 2008).

Training and assets transfer

The Enterprise Development Training is designed keeping in mind that the members are
able to develop transferable skills that they can maximise while managing any form of
income-generating enterprises that BRAC provides (Raza 2008). There are nine options
among which the choices must be made through discussion by the member and the field
staff.3

The training mainly falls into two parts; that is, in-class and hands-on training. The
in-class training lasts from three to six days, contingent on the type of enterprise assets the
members receive. As a part of the compensation package, they receive food and transporta-
tion costs. Following the initial training period is when they receive their assets along with
corrugated roofs to house their cows and or goats and a free cage for the birds.

Subsistence allowance

A weekly stipend was also provided to the CFPR participants in an effort to create a holis-
tic support package for the extreme poor of approximately BDT 70 (US$1.00). The reason
why the CFPR provides this allowance is to help smooth consumption during the time ben-
eficiaries spend taking care of the assets provided by the programme as opposed to earning
income. Additionally, providing a subsistence allowance also acts as a deterrent against
selling the IGAs for meeting immediate consumption needs. This stipend is provided to
them for eight to 12 months depending on the type of IGA (income-generating assets) they
have received; that is, until the assets begin to yield an income.

Background services

Health support

BRAC’s healthcare programme aims to realise sustained health impacts by reducing mater-
nal, infant and child mortality and fertility, and by improving health and nutrition in
children, adolescents and women. The CFPR accomplishes these goals through two sets
of strategies. The first strategy incorporates education and information dissemination. The
programme staff educate individuals and communities about important healthcare and
nutritional issues. The second strategy comprises the provision of healthcare services. The
CFPR offers reproductive and family planning services; pregnancy and basic curative care;
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and treatment of tuberculosis. Furthermore, also as a core part of the programme, hygiene-
related items such as sanitary latrines and tube-wells are supplied, the uses of which are
strongly encouraged.

Social development

To effectively address the holistic approach of the CFPR, the Social Development
Programme (SDP) aims to build and secure the human and socio-political asset base of
the rural poor, especially of women, as well as to enable them to improve their well-being,
reduce vulnerabilities, take advantage of new opportunities, exercise their rights and play a
more active role in public life. One of the avenues through which the SDP tries to accom-
plish their targets is through building rural institutions to ensure stronger accountability of
the local government to the poor, especially to women.

One important component of the SDP is the Gram Daridro Bimochon Committee
[Village Poverty Reduction Committee]. This committee re-invents the use of the services
of the rural elite to support the beneficiaries of the programme. Although discarded in the
early 1970s, the idea of using the local elites to ensure the success of the beneficiaries by
acting as social protection agents was reintroduced as a part of the CFPR to assist the ben-
eficiaries with issues such as providing social security for the participant members among
a myriad of other things.4

Access to information on the rights and entitlements of the poor is essential for building
confidence, gaining greater control over their lives and ensuring accountability of local
government services and resources. This target is met through the use of popular theatre to
disseminate information to the communities through entertainment.

Human rights and legal services

One of the important components of the Human Rights and Legal Services includes legal-
aid classes to boost awareness on topics such as constitutional laws, family and inheritance
laws for Hindus and Muslims to empower the poor and marginalised through community
mobilisation and capacity-building. Additionally the Human Rights and Legal Services
also works to provide support to the CFPR beneficiaries through assistance in conflict
resolution, legal representation and also to compel the legal system to reduce violence
against women and children.

Graduation

After 24 months of the programme, the participants begin preparing for their graduation
from the programme through confidence-building training. Their initial dependence on the
CFPR staff is methodically weaned off as they move towards their graduation. At the 24th
month mark, the participants are considered graduates as they have by then completed the
requisite training and have enough of an asset base to move up the poverty ladder. At this
juncture, several benchmarks are expected to be met. These benchmarks include intangi-
ble assets such as more confidence in their own abilities to make a sustainable living for
themselves with a higher capital base that would translate into higher income and greater
food security. Side by side, it is expected that they will also be able to afford at least basic
health services, have access to clean drinking water and better sanitation, and also be bet-
ter educated and more aware in their social surroundings for both the participant women
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and their children in terms of their rights. Eventually, it is hoped that all these factors in
combination will lead to economically and ultimately socially empowered women.

Costs

The cost per beneficiary comes to approximately US$292 for the duration of two years, dur-
ing which the programme participants receive income-generating assets and background
support services as described previously. Additionally, the costs of administration for such
a thorough programme are immense due to the high level of involvement by the programme
staff. One of the components here is to understand that although it is said that the US$292 is
per participant, it is in fact for the entire household that is being reached. What this means
is that the assets, both social and capital, are provided for the entire household, who reaps
the benefits provided from components such as social protection, health benefits for the
mother and children and education. However, the comprehensive package was found to be
highly cost-effective, having a benefit–cost ratio at 5.07 (Sinha et al. 2008).5

Notes
1. The five inclusion criteria for the CFPR programme include: (i) the household owns less than

10 decimals of land; (ii) the household is dependent upon female domestic work or begging;
(iii) no male adult active members in the household; (iv) children of school going age have to
take paid work; and (v) no productive assets in the household. Three exclusion criteria were used:
(i) household does not have an active female member; (ii) any of the household members is par-
ticipating microfinance; and (iii) household is enjoying any intervention from other development
programmes.

2. There are a number of reasons that contribute to these households being invisible. Firstly, these
household members sometimes reside in other households’ backyards. Although the community
may assume them to be part of the resident household, for all practical purposes they have an
independent ‘economy’. Secondly, for those who are floaters with no specified place to sleep at
night, the community does not usually consider them to be a household at all. And because these
two groups do not qualify as households in surveys, they become excluded from a myriad of
interventions de facto.

3. Goat-rearing, cow-rearing, livestock (a combination of cow-rearing and goat-rearing), Black
Bengal goat-rearing (special farm), cow and poultry combination, vegetable cultivation, horti-
culture nursery, non-farm activities and lastly poultry for egg production.

4. They also assist them in resolving their problems and taking necessary actions against exploita-
tion or oppression, providing assistance with financing or accessing medical care as necessary,
encouraging and facilitating the school admission and attendance of ultra poor children and help-
ing the participant members address households’ water and sanitation problems by assisting with
installing tube wells and latrines.

5. This information was collected during an interview with Ms Rabeya Yasmin, Associate Director,
CFPR Programme, BRAC for the purposes of this paper.

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

E
ra

sm
us

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
],

 [
W

am
eq

 A
 R

az
a]

 a
t 0

4:
22

 2
0 

Ju
ne

 2
01

2 



272 W.A. Raza et al.

Appendix 2. Baseline comparison between attrition and non-attrition households

Attrition (during
2002–2008)

Available HH in
2008

Difference

Has cash savings (% of respondent
women)

13.20 14.50 −1.3

Roof-made house (% of HHs) 34.91 37.26 −2.35
Use sanitary latrine (% of HHs) 3.99 3.32 0.67
Present value of the living room

(BDT) (mean)
1184.07 1216.92 −32.85

Face always food deficit (%) 58.22 51.46 6.76∗∗∗
Mean cultivable land (acre) 1.72 1.68 0.041
Own cow (% of HHs) 5.20 6.81 −1.62∗
Own poultry (% of HHs) 35.10 39.48 −4.38∗∗∗
Household size (mean) 3.21 3.78 −0.57
Age of the household head (mean) 44.00 43.03 0.97∗∗∗
Female-headed households (%) 44.85 32.42 12.42∗∗∗
Years of education of the household

head
0.49 0.53 −0.04

Sample size 1077 4549

Note: HH, household. ∗∗∗Significant at 1 per cent, ∗significant at 10 per cent.
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Appendix 3. Baseline (2002) value of the outcome variables of interest

Outcome variable (mean) Participants Non-participants Difference

Number of cows/bulls 0.04 0.19 −0.14∗∗∗
Number of goats/sheep 0.10 0.13 −0.03∗∗
Number of ducks/hens 0.85 1.44 −0.59∗∗∗
Per-capita income (Tk.) 2493 2785 −291.83∗∗∗
Own cultivable land (decimals) 0.71 2.23 −1.52∗∗∗
Homestead land (decimals) 2.27 2.98 −0.70∗∗∗
Mortgaged-in/rented-in land (decimal) 2.00 3.61 −1.61∗∗∗
Number of radios 0.01 0.02 −0.01∗∗∗
Number of big trees 0.56 1.29 −0.74∗∗∗
Number of beds 0.76 1.01 −0.25∗∗∗
Number of rickshaws/vans 0.02 0.05 −0.03∗∗∗
Market value of the house (Tk.) 864.2 1562.4 −698.2∗∗∗
Formal outstanding loan (Tk.) 22.5 472.0 −449.5∗∗∗
Informal outstanding loan (Tk.) 272.9 495.8 −222.9∗∗∗
Per-capita calorie intake (Kcal) 1730 1818 −87.70
Per-capita food expenditure (Tk.) 8.58 9.07 −0.49

∗∗∗Significant at 1 per cent, ∗∗significant at 5 per cent.

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

E
ra

sm
us

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
],

 [
W

am
eq

 A
 R

az
a]

 a
t 0

4:
22

 2
0 

Ju
ne

 2
01

2 



274 W.A. Raza et al.

Appendix 4. Difference between participant and non-participant variables used for
propensity score matching, 2002

Control Treatment Difference

Female-headed household (%) 25.1 39.9 −14.8∗∗∗
Household size (mean) 3.905 3.655 0.249∗∗∗
Owned tube-well (%) 3.74 1.64 2.09∗∗∗
Own land (in decimals) (mean) 6.143 2.367 3.776∗∗∗
Received government benefit (%) 17.36 18.7 −1.33
Has outstanding loan from non-governmental organisation

(%)
10.4 0.6 9.7∗∗∗

Main occupation of the main female member of the
household is housemaid or begging (%)

11.6 18.97 −7.35∗∗∗

Number of active female members (mean) 2.001 1.972 0.0288
Number of active male members (mean) 0.9334 0.7307 0.2026∗∗∗
Owned cow/bull (%) 0.1053 0.0306 0.0746∗∗∗
Owned goat/sheep (%) 9.31 6.13 3.18∗∗∗
Owned duck/hen (%) 46.17 32.65 3.51∗∗∗
Owned rickshaw/van (%) 3.87 1.37 2.4∗∗∗
Owned radio/television (%) 2.00 0.80 1.2∗∗∗
Owned ornaments (%) 0.91 0.71 0.20
Owned shop (%) 0.26 0.09 0.172
Main house roof made of straw (%) 32.89 41.71 −8.81∗∗∗
Helped by non-relative neighbour (%) 14.9 16.4 1.5
Average schooling of the household members (years)

(mean)
1.0146 0.6585 0.3560∗∗∗

Maximum years of schooling in the households (mean) 2.5422 1.705 0.8371∗∗∗
Whether faced any crisis/incidence (%) 73.02 81.83 −08.81∗∗∗
Faced chronic food deficit in last one year (%) 69.66 51.62 18.04∗∗∗
Can take help from state law (%) 46.86 45.8 01.06
Improved economic status in the last one year (%) 13.2 12.4 0.7∗∗∗

∗∗∗Significant at 1 per cent level.
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Appendix 5. Determinants of participation, probit regression results (using full
sample)

Coefficient z-value

Female-headed household (yes = 1, no = 0) 0.302 5.46∗∗∗
Household size 0.091 4.15∗∗∗
Owned tube-well (yes = 1, no = 0) −0.322 −2.42∗∗
Own land (in decimals) −0.019 −6.45∗∗∗
Received government benefit (yes = 1, no = 0) 0.104 1.99∗∗
Has outstanding loan from non-governmental organisation

(yes = 1, no = 0)
−1.429 −10.73∗∗∗

Main occupation of the main female member of the household is
housemaid or begging (yes = 1, no = 0)

0.043 0.73

Number of active female members 0.006 0.23
Number of active male members −0.181 −3.87∗∗∗
Owned cow/bull (yes = 1, no = 0) −0.518 −5.77∗∗∗
Owned goat/sheep (yes = 1, no = 0) −0.053 −0.68
Owned duck/hen (yes = 1, no = 0) −0.159 −3.75∗∗∗
Owned rickshaw/van (yes = 1, no = 0) −0.337 −2.44∗∗
Owned radio/television (yes = 1, no = 0) −0.176 −0.96
Owned ornaments (yes = 1, no = 0) 0.003 0.01
Owned shop (yes = 1, no = 0) −0.657 −1.16
Main house roof made of straw (yes = 1, no = 0) 0.178 4.32∗∗∗
Helped by non-relative neighbour (yes = 1, no = 0) 0.061 1.11
Average schooling of the household members (years) 0.008 0.2
Maximum years of schooling in the household (years) −0.057 −2.82∗∗∗
Whether faced any crisis/incidence (yes = 1, no = 0) 0.182 3.7∗∗∗
Faced chronic food deficit in last one year (yes = 1, no = 0) −0.338 −7.96∗∗∗
Can take help from state law (yes = 1, no = 0) 0.098 2.42∗∗
Improved economic status in the last one year (yes = 1, no = 0) 0.314 4.99
Constant −0.089 −1.03
Number of observations 4549
Pseudo R-square 0.12

∗∗∗Significant at 1 per cent, ∗∗significant at 5 per cent.
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Appendix 6. Determinants of participation, probit regression results (used for food
security analysis)

Coefficient z-value

Female-headed household (yes = 1, no = 0) 0.289 1.42
Household size 0.106 1.18
Owned tube-well (yes = 1, no = 0) −0.772 −1.11
Own land (in decimals) −0.081 −2.72∗∗∗
Received government benefit (yes = 1, no = 0) 0.172 0.92
Has outstanding loan from non-governmental organisation (yes =

1, no = 0)
−0.337 −0.44

Main occupation of the main female member of the household is
housemaid or begging (yes = 1, no = 0)

0.356 1.87∗

Number of active female members −0.124 −1.1
Number of active male members −0.138 −0.86
Owned cow/bull (yes = 1, no = 0) −0.550 −0.97
Owned duck/hen (yes = 1, no = 0) −0.112 −0.47
Owned ornaments (yes = 1, no = 0) −0.558 −0.82
Main house’ roof made of straw (yes = 1, no = 0) −0.140 −0.85
Average schooling in the households (years) −0.228 −1.1
Maximum years of schooling in the households (years) 0.133 1.48
Faced chronic food deficit in last one year (yes = 1, no = 0) −0.242 −1.48
Can take help from state law (yes = 1, no = 0) −0.017 −0.1
Constant 0.133 0.43
Number of observations 298
Pseudo R-square 0.07

∗∗∗Significant at 1 per cent, ∗significant at 10 per cent.
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