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Background 

What is the Strategic Impact Evaluation and Learning (SIEL) 

programme?  

The Strategic Impact Evaluation and Learning (SIEL) programme of the United 

Kingdom's Foreign, Commonwealth and Development Office (FCDO) is a six-year 

learning partnership between FCDO’s Evaluation Unit (EvU), Innovations for Poverty 

Action (IPA), and the Abdul Latif Jameel Poverty Action Lab (J-PAL). Launched in 2024, 

SIEL is here to support your efforts to understand what programmes and policies are 

most effective in driving impact. SIEL provides funding, resources, and technical 

capacity to help you make FCDO's global programmes more effective by generating 

evidence-based insights through impact evaluations.i All FCDO staff are eligible to apply 

for impact evaluation funding and support through SIEL via biannual calls for 

Expressions of Interest. 

What is a learning agenda? 

SIEL Learning Agendas identify key evidence gaps in a subset of FCDO’s strategic 

priority areas to help generate evidence on FCDO programmes through SIEL’s 

centralised funding process.ii The Growth Learning Agenda is intended to guide 

future evaluation of FCDO programmes and to target research to understudied areas 

with high potential to inform FCDO’s work moving forward. The agenda is not an 

exhaustive list of evidence gaps but provides examples of the kinds of policy-relevant 

research questions that could be explored through SIEL and other FCDO-funded 

programmes. 

How was the learning agenda created? 

This agenda was produced through close consultations with FCDO staff and external 

partners. It was informed by FCDO resources, including multiple FCDO Best Buys 

Reports, FCDO Areas of Research Interest (ARIs) 2023, and spending reviews. It also 

 

i Impact evaluations estimate programme effectiveness by comparing outcomes of those who participated in a 

programme (individuals, communities, schools) against those who did not participate. For a brief overview of different 

impact evaluation methods, see the related J-PAL research resource. For an introduction to randomised controlled 

trials (RCTs), a form of impact evaluation, see here. 

ii SIEL will focus on four strategic areas: humanitarian assistance, growth, climate and nature, and conflict and 

fragility. This learning agenda can also be used to guide evidence-generating activity beyond impact evaluation in 

those areas. 

https://www.povertyactionlab.org/sites/default/files/research-resources/impact-evaluation-methods-table.pdf
https://www.povertyactionlab.org/resource/introduction-randomized-evaluations
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draws on resources from J-PAL, IPA, Private Enterprise Development in Low-Income 

Countries (PEDL), the International Growth Centre (IGC), Structural Transformation and 

Economic Growth (STEG), and Gender, Growth and Labour Markets in Low-Income 

Countries (G²LM). 

Who is the learning agenda for? 

This learning agenda is intended to spur interest in impact evaluation among FCDO 

staff and their partners working on economic development programmes (e.g., advisers, 

programme managers, key implementing partners). Whether you’re looking to inform 

your programme design with robust evidence, enhance your evaluation skills, or 

collaborate with top researchers, SIEL offers the tools and support you need to drive 

meaningful change. SIEL is open to those seeking to evaluate initiatives at the design 

stage or initiatives which have already been completed and robustly evaluated, where 

there is interest in the long-term impact. 

SIEL can help you generate the evidence you need 

To fill the priority evidence gaps identified in the growth learning agenda, SIEL is 

partnering with FCDO teams to provide funding and training for a range of evaluation 

methodologies, from large-scale impact evaluations to smaller, nimble studies that 

can quickly test new ideas. If you are designing an intervention in one of these areas 

and would like to find out the best way to deliver it, generate evidence about its 

impact, or would like to test the long-run impact of a past programme, reach out to 

our Help Desk at siel@poverty-action.org or visit SIEL’s website. 

We are eager to help you think through evaluation opportunities and funding, 

evidence use, training, and more. 

 

  

https://pedl.cepr.org/
https://pedl.cepr.org/
https://www.theigc.org/
https://steg.cepr.org/node/2
https://steg.cepr.org/node/2
https://g2lm-lic.iza.org/
https://g2lm-lic.iza.org/
mailto:siel@poverty-action.org
https://poverty-action.org/siel
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The importance of identifying effective strategies for 

promoting growth 

With global economic growth projected to stagnate at just 2.7 percent through 2026, 

countries worldwide face mounting challenges, from stalling poverty reduction to 

increasing market instability.1 Not only does this slowdown hinder global poverty 

reduction and improvements in human well-being, but it also directly impacts UK growth 

by reducing trade opportunities, constraining markets, and heightening economic 

uncertainty. Rising protectionism, external debt, lingering effects of Covid-19, and 

reductions in aid budgets have compounded these challenges.2 3 4 These dynamics risk 

perpetuating cycles of poverty and inequality, underscoring the need for targeted, 

inclusive economic growth strategies. Moreover, investing in strategies to stimulate 

inclusive growth abroad can yield reciprocal benefits for the United Kingdom, fostering 

stronger trade relationships and creating opportunities that support domestic economic 

growth. 

Many factors shape economic growth, including economic stability, strong institutions, 

investment, and technological progress.5 6 7 Impact evaluations can help pinpoint which 

policies most effectively drive these outcomes, bridging critical evidence gaps and 

ensuring that growth strategies are rooted in empirical insights. As highlighted in the 

FCDO's latest Development Update, there is an urgent need for a comprehensive 

learning agenda that can guide the design and implementation of growth-oriented 

policies and programmes.8 By building a stronger evidence base on successful 

approaches to firm expansion, job creation, productivity enhancement, economic 

diversification, trade, market access, investment, and public-private partnerships, we 

can better navigate the complex challenges of economic growth globally and support 

lasting poverty reduction. This agenda focuses on areas where impact evaluations can 

provide actionable insights for both international and domestic policy while 

acknowledging that some macro-level growth questions require broader research. 

Critical evidence gaps remain 

Despite significant investments in promoting economic growth, large evidence gaps 

persist across key areas that hinder effective policymaking and programme 

implementation. These gaps span five key categories: 1) trade and market access for 

firms and workers; 2) government, regulation, and political economy; 3) access to 

capital; 4) entrepreneurship, business, and workforce development; and 5) green and 

sustainable growth. The following sections outline illustrative questions for each of these 

categories, providing a road map for addressing these critical evidence gaps. 



  

 
4 

1. Trade and market access for firms and workers 

Trade and market access are vital drivers of economic growth, particularly for firms and 

workers, playing a critical role in fostering resilience in an interconnected global 

economy. While export credit programmes, professional networks, and digital platforms 

show promise in expanding market reach, there are critical gaps in understanding their 

effectiveness across different industries and local contexts. Important questions remain 

on the impact of support mechanisms for smaller firms and effects on workers, 

communities, and entrepreneurs from disadvantaged backgrounds. In addition, the 

connection between exports and economic growth presents opportunities to explore 

reciprocal benefits for the United Kingdom, where fostering inclusive trade policies could 

strengthen trade relationships and boost domestic economic growth. 

1.1 How can trade and export strategies enhance firm competitiveness and growth in 

global markets? 

● How do regional economic integration (e.g., trade agreements or regional 

common markets) and strengthened supply chain linkages within and across 

countries affect export performance, market diversification, and competitiveness 

as well as broader regional economic growth and household income levels? 

● How does foreign direct investment influence access to credit at the household, 

community, and firm level, and how do these dynamics vary across different 

demographic groups? 

● How do targeted export support programmes for UK firms—like digital tools, 

buyer matchmaking, and trade promotion services—affect firms’ ability to enter 

and sustain access to new international markets, particularly in high-growth 

sectors like green tech or digital services? 

● What are the effects of financial incentives for exporters—matching grants or 

performance-based subsidies—on firm profitability, productivity, and movement 

into higher value-added goods and services? 

● How do capacity-building initiatives—such as export readiness training or 

mentorship—shape firms’ long-term competitiveness and integration into global 

value chains? 

● How do investments in physical infrastructure—such as transport networks, 

logistics hubs, and digital connectivity—affect firms’ ability to integrate into 

regional and global supply chains, expand export markets, and increase 

productivity? 
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1.2 How can improved market access drive growth, innovation, and competitiveness? 

● What strategies can be employed to reduce barriers to entering high-value 

markets, such as simplifying export processes, improving logistics, or supporting 

certification for quality standards? 

● How do online marketing, product innovation services, and mobile trading 

platforms influence firms' ability to enter and compete in new markets, improve 

market efficiency, and enhance revenues?iii 

● How does greater competition from market integration create both opportunities 

and challenges for smaller or less-established businesses? 

● How does building connections and learning from peers help women and other 

underrepresented business owners grow their businesses, increase profits, and 

enter new markets? 

● Under what conditions does improved trade and market access influence worker 

well-being in terms of wages, health, and job satisfaction? 

 

Emerging insights snapshot: Lessons from recent impact evaluationsiv 

Market access: There is relatively strong evidence that improving market access 

helps firms grow by boosting revenues and profits through new sales 

opportunities, connections with diverse buyers, and enhanced information 

sharing and learning.9 10 11 Mobile-based marketplaces reduce search costs and 

boost trade, though larger firms are often better positioned to capitalise on these 

platforms due to scale advantages.12 13 Addressing informational barriers, such as 

linking firms to formal buyers or providing targeted sellership training, improves 

access to contracts, long-term operational success, and employment outcomes.14 15 
16 Similarly, linking firms to multinational corporations can enhance productivity, 

working conditions, employment growth, and access to higher-value buyers over 

time.17 18 

Trade and exports: There is a growing body of evidence that export support 

programmes enhance firm competitiveness, ease financial constraints, and 

facilitate entry into new markets.19 20 21 22 15 In Egypt, for example, exporting to 

foreign buyers enhanced firm efficiency and product quality through a 'learning-by-

 
iii Product innovation services refer to resources or support that help businesses create, design, or improve products 

to better meet market demands (e.g., prototyping tools, market testing). 

iv The evidence cited in these emerging insights tables is not meant to be an exhaustive review of the literature on 

these topics but rather a snapshot of recent lessons from primarily experimental and quasi-experimental literature to 

showcase where the evidence base is growing and the types of evidence impact evaluations can help generate. They 

are ordered roughly based on strength and breadth of the evidence, with areas where the evidence base is strongest 

or most extensive coming first. These insights should not be viewed in isolation from the broader academic literature 

on these topics. 
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exporting' effect.v 23 Financial support, such as subsidised loans and matching 

grants, can address exporters' financial challenges and support market 

diversification, though long-term impacts on economic growth and firm performance 

are still under study.21 22 The effectiveness of these initiatives often depends on a 

firm’s ability to learn and apply new knowledge, with larger or more productive firms 

benefiting more from export seminars and consulting services.15 24  

 

2. Government, regulation, and political economy 

Fostering sustainable growth requires a focus on government policies, regulatory 

frameworks, and firm-government relationships to support economic transformation. 

This involves transitioning economies towards higher-value industries and services by 

improving labour market efficiency, building productive business hubs, and 

strengthening governance. Addressing political economy challenges—such as 

corruption, tax compliance, and regulatory effectiveness—is critical for creating 

environments that foster equitable growth and innovation. Targeted strategies, such as 

public-private partnerships and business clusters, alongside broader objectives like 

improved governance, hold significant potential to drive innovation and competitiveness, 

with important implications for economic growth both abroad and domestically. However, 

key questions remain on how to design and implement these interventions effectively to 

achieve inclusive, lasting impacts. 

2.1 How can industrial policies and partnerships drive innovation, boost productivity, 

and enhance competitiveness across sectors? 

● What are the long-term impacts of industrial policy interventions designed to 

stimulate firm innovation and growth within business hubs on economic 

outcomes such as productivity, employment, and market competitiveness? 

● How can industrial policies that promote partnerships between firms and external 

service providers be optimised to encourage sustained innovation and 

productivity? What roles do market exploration, knowledge exchange, and 

funding incentives play in enhancing firm competitiveness? 

● How can public-private partnerships support the development and sustainability 

of business hubs? 

 
v ‘Learning by exporting’ refers to the process by which firms improve their efficiency, capabilities, and product quality 

as a result of participating in international markets. This often occurs as a result of exposure to more competitive 

environments, advanced technologies, and higher-quality standards demanded by foreign buyers. 
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● What design features of business hubs, such as regular networking 

opportunities, shared infrastructure, or targeted support for specific sectors, 

increase their likelihood of success? 

● What systemic barriers, such as trust deficits or high search costs, prevent 

managers from self-organising into effective business networks, and how can 

government policies or regulatory frameworks address these challenges to foster 

collaboration and innovation? 

2.2 How can governance, regulatory, and tax reforms enhance growth, equity, and 

compliance in markets? 

● What strategies and tools, such as audits, regulatory reforms, incentives, and e-

governance tools, can promote business growth and compliance while also 

minimising corruption? 

● How do regulatory reforms and formalisation incentives impact firm registration, 

growth, and long-term economic outcomes? 

● What are the most effective strategies to increase tax compliance among firms 

while minimising the risk of unintended negative behaviours? How can tax 

policies boost compliance in contexts with high levels of informality? 

● Does greater political participation and democratisation of decision-making 

processes influence growth? What are the channels of influence?  

● How can businesses communicate their needs to government, and does 

improving these channels lead to better policies and broader market benefits, or 

does it primarily favour larger, established firms? 

2.3 How can research and innovation policies drive equitable growth and technological 

advancement? 

● How can UK funding programmes for research and innovation be designed to 

better support inventions that drive economic growth and deliver inclusive 

benefits? 

● What types of partnerships between governments and private companies can 

best speed up the spread of useful technologies and make businesses more 

productive? 

● Do tax breaks or small grants for research and development help businesses 

grow and create jobs, and what strategies can ensure resources are effectively 

allocated to avoid funding projects with limited results? 
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Emerging insights snapshot: Lessons from recent impact evaluations 

Governance and political economy: Anti-corruption reforms, such as government 

audits to expose corrupt practices, can increase real economic activity, 

improve firm performance, and rebuild trust in public institutions, leading to 

more firms participating in government contracts, though the evidence base remains 

limited.25 26 27 Simplified regulations and formalisation incentives can boost business 

registration and efficiency in some cases, though the effects can be temporary or 

industry specific.28 29 Tax compliance initiatives using consumer and bureaucratic 

incentives, third-party reporting, and digital tools can enhance firm compliance and 

tax collection efficiency, provided that governments have the administrative capacity 

to implement such measures.30 31 32 33 34 35 36 37 Stronger and more representative 

political institutions—by providing secure property rights, effective service delivery, 

low corruption, and accountability to citizens—can boost investment, support 

migration, and drive economic growth.38 39 40 41 

Encourage the growth of business hubs: While research on the effects of 

business networks and peer interactions is evolving, evidence indicates that these 

networks can increase revenue, profit, and the diffusion of key business 

practices like VAT registration and access to financial services.42 43 These networks 

facilitate knowledge sharing and partnerships, helping firms adapt to regulatory 

changes, improve performance, and foster growth among interconnected firms over 

the long term.42 43 A study in the United States found that productive cluster 

agglomerations led to increased productivity, contributing to firm growth and 

innovation.vi 44 

 

3. Access to capital 

Access to resources and capital is a cornerstone of economic development, especially 

for small and medium enterprises (SMEs).vii Innovations in firm financing and digital 

financial services are transforming access to credit, supporting entrepreneurial growth, 

and enabling better financial resilience. Yet, several gaps remain in understanding how 

 
vi Productive cluster agglomerations are groups of businesses and organisations located close together that benefit 

from sharing knowledge, resources, and ideas to boost growth and innovation. 

vii Gates Foundation. 2024. “Women and Equitable Growth in a Resource-Constrained World: Unleashing Capital for 

Women Entrepreneurs in Africa.” 

https://docs.gatesfoundation.org/documents/bill_and_melinda_gates_foundation_women_and_equitable_growth_unl

eashing_capital.pdf.  

https://docs.gatesfoundation.org/documents/bill_and_melinda_gates_foundation_women_and_equitable_growth_unleashing_capital.pdf
https://docs.gatesfoundation.org/documents/bill_and_melinda_gates_foundation_women_and_equitable_growth_unleashing_capital.pdf
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different financing models, digital services, and targeted support impact long-term 

outcomes. 

3.1 How can financing innovations optimise growth outcomes? 

● How does credit support for large firms, SMEs, and microenterprises compare in 

key economic outcomes, such as job creation, firm growth, and productivity? 

● What are the indirect and market-level effects of expanding credit access, such 

as impacts on competitor performance, market-level revenue, shutdown rates, 

and consumer welfare? 

● What strategies, such as AI-driven risk assessments, can support innovative 

credit products, such as equity-like contracts or tailored loan products, to better 

support firms with high growth potential?viii 

● How can financing models that use movable assets as collateral, such as rent-to-

own or lease agreements, improve credit access and support firm growth for 

women and other marginalised entrepreneurs facing collateral and mobility 

constraints? 

● How do bigger loans and targeted credit programmes affect whether businesses 

stay open or close, how resources are used, and the value they generate for 

consumers and other businesses? 

● How can the expansion of angel investors and venture capital help close 

financing gaps for high-potential businesses? 

3.2 How can digital financial service access catalyse inclusive growth? 

● What barriers prevent the widespread adoption of digital financial services 

among low-income populations, and how can targeted interventions unlock their 

potential to drive entrepreneurship, business expansion, and job creation? 

● How can improving the interoperability of digital financial services enhance 

market efficiency, support small business growth, and enable greater financial 

inclusion across different sectors? 

● What role do digital financial services play in shaping labour market transitions, 

including rural-to-urban migration, job mobility, and the expansion of higher-value 

economic activities? 

● What are the long-term effects of digital financial services adoption on household 

financial resilience, business investment, and broader economic growth? 

 
viii Equity-like contracts are financial agreements where repayment depends on how well a business performs, rather 

than fixed monthly payments. 



  

 
10 

● How can data from digital financial systems, like open banking, be leveraged to 

expand credit access for small businesses, improve financial product innovation, 

and support enterprise growth?ix 

 

Emerging insights snapshot: Lessons from recent impact evaluations 

Digital financial service access: A strong body of evidence suggests that 

expanding access to digital finance reduces information asymmetry, improves 

remittance flows, lowers transaction costs, and enhances economic 

outcomes. x 45 46 47 48 In Kenya, access to mobile money services like M-PESA lifted 

households out of poverty by enabling better financial resilience, increasing savings, 

and facilitating productive investments, such as transitioning labour market 

outcomes—particularly for women who moved from agriculture to business.xi 47 49 

Digital public infrastructure, including payment systems, can streamline social 

welfare transfers by reducing leakages, improving efficiency, and enabling secure, 

transparent delivery of benefits.xii 50 51 52 53 54 55  

Innovations in financing: A moderate growing body of evidence suggests that 

large capital injections, such as hire-purchase contracts or enterprise loans, 

can increase business size, profits, and household consumption.xiii 56 57 

However, misallocation of loans can result in entrepreneurs taking too much risk, 

underscoring the importance of aligning credit allocation strategies with firm 

characteristics and entrepreneurial potential.57 58 In-kind grants, particularly for 

women-owned businesses, tend to lead to higher profits and business ownership 

compared to cash grants, suggesting that providing resources directly can be more 

effective in supporting long-term business growth.59 60 61 Access to new loan 

products may improve consumer satisfaction but can also create competitive 

pressures among firms, leading to varied market-level outcomes.62 

 
ix Open banking refers to a system where banks and financial institutions share customer data (with the customer’s 

consent) securely with third-party providers. This enables the development of personalized financial products and 

services, improving access to tailored loans and other financial solutions. 

x Information asymmetry in this context refers to the imbalance of financial- or business-related information between 

firms and financial institutions, where lenders lack sufficient data to accurately assess the creditworthiness or 

financial health of businesses, leading to inefficiencies in credit allocation and market participation. 

xi An important example of FCDO investments fostering socially valuable private sector decisions is the £1 million 

investment in M-PESA’s development and regulatory support, a catalyst in the mobile money revolution. See 

https://www.cgdev.org/blog/what-would-taking-economic-growth-seriously-look-fcdo. 

xii Digital public infrastructure refers to digital systems like ID platforms, payment services, and data tools that make it 

easier for people to access services and for governments to deliver them efficiently and transparently. 

xiii Hire-purchase contracts are financing arrangements where businesses acquire assets through an initial payment 

and periodic installments, with ownership transferring upon full payment. 

https://www.cgdev.org/blog/what-would-taking-economic-growth-seriously-look-fcdo
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4. Entrepreneurship, business, and workforce development 

Supporting business and workforce development is essential for fostering sustainable 

economic growth by enhancing firm performance (e.g., sales, profit, and productivity) 

and creating higher quality jobs. Governments and development agencies have 

invested in consulting approaches and workforce development programmes as potential 

strategies to improve business practices, drive technology adoption, and increase 

productivity.xiv xv However, important questions remain about the long-term effectiveness 

of training and how targeted support can best identify and accelerate the growth of high-

potential entrepreneurs. Additionally, the role of firm-specific factors in determining the 

adoption and impact of new practices and technologies requires further exploration.  

4.1 How can firms with high-growth potential be identified and supported to drive 

economic development? 

● What factors and characteristics most accurately predict enterprise growth and 

business performance across enterprises, and how can predictive models, 

including AI tools, enhance assessments? 

● What are the most effective methods for identifying high-potential sectors or 

industries for industrial policy, and how do different targeting approaches 

compare in their effectiveness? 

● How can market factors like competition, market size, and access to resources 

be improved to help businesses start, grow, and adapt by addressing barriers 

and inefficiencies? 

● How can policymakers and investors best allocate resources to individuals, 

businesses, and sectors that would benefit most from grants, particularly those at 

high risk of failure without financial support? 

● How can governments and investors encourage the creation of new businesses 

with strong growth potential, and what role do business support programmes like 

incubators, accelerators, and start-up hubs play in this process? 

 
xiv Consulting approaches are advisory services provided to businesses to improve their operations, strategy, or 

management practices. These can include one-on-one mentorship, expert advice, or group workshops aimed at 

enhancing firm performance and productivity. 

xv Workforce development programmes are designed to equip workers with the skills needed by employers, including 

vocational training, apprenticeships, and skill development workshops. These initiatives often aim to align worker 

skills with market demands and improve job placement outcomes. 
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4.2 How can removing barriers to technology adoption and market participation drive 

inclusive growth? 

● What are the most effective strategies to reduce information, transaction, and 

labour market barriers that prevent individuals and businesses from adopting 

new technologies? 

● How do organisational barriers, such as misaligned employer and employee 

incentives or limited management capacity, hinder the adoption of new 

technologies, and how may these be overcome? 

● How does tax formalisation shape firm behaviours in adopting electronic payment 

systems and other formal financial technologies and thereby affect firm growth 

and performance? 

● What are the broader economic implications of introducing advanced 

technologies, such as AI-driven automation, on employment rates, wages, and 

productivity across various industries? 

4.3 How can consulting, technological support, and soft skills drive sustainable economic 

growth and improve market development across businesses of different sizes? 

● How do group-based and individualised consulting approaches compare in their 

impact on entrepreneurial skills, productivity, and employment outcomes? 

● What role does entrepreneurial mindset and soft skills training play in enhancing 

business practices and outcomes? 

● How do market-level factors such as competition, availability of flexible funding, 

and advisory services in local areas shape the demand for and the effectiveness 

of training, consulting, and mentoring programmes? 

● How can technology and AI be leveraged to enhance the delivery, accessibility, 

and retention of training programmes and consulting approaches? 

4.4 What are the key elements of productive workforce development for a changing 

labour market? 

● How can vocational training programmes balance teaching skills that are both 

specific and transferable so that the workforce remains adaptable across 

occupations? 

● How can AI tools improve training and upskilling for job seekers and workers by 

enhancing accessibility and customisation? 

● Do employer-linked training programmes lead to better long-term employment 

outcomes than standalone programmes, not only in short-term job placement but 

also in career progression, job quality, or entrepreneurial success? 

● How can training and soft skills programmes for women, youth, and individuals 

with disabilities improve labour market participation and career growth in 

traditionally male-dominated industries? 
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● What strategies are most effective in helping highly educated, tech-oriented 

individuals find jobs that fully use their skills and expertise in evolving labour 

markets? 

 

Emerging insights snapshot: Lessons from recent impact evaluations 

Business and market development: There is relatively strong evidence that 

improving business practices through high-quality management and consulting 

interventions can enhance firm performance and increase sales, profits, and 

productivity while fostering long-term growth and resilience.63 64 65 66 67 

Research suggests that structured management practices—such as data-driven 

decision-making, goal setting, and performance monitoring—are particularly 

effective in improving firm outcomes.xvi Marketing and finance training specifically 

supports this growth by helping businesses drive sales, hiring, and cost efficiency.68 
69 Long-term improvements in management practices can drive sustained gains in 

productivity, profitability, and job creation, with evidence showing lasting increases in 

firm size and wages even five years later.68 

Reducing information barriers between job seekers and employers: Strong 

evidence finds programmes that address job search barriers improve 

employment outcomes by helping job seekers increase their search efforts, 

navigate geographic and financial obstacles, and better communicate their 

qualifications to employers.70 71 72 73 74 75 76 77 Providing credible signals of job 

seekers’ skills, like reference letters or certifications, has improved job placement, 

earnings, gender equity, and employment outcomes by reducing information gaps 

between employers and applicants.78 79 80 81 82 83 Addressing additional structural 

barriers—such as lack of childcare or rigid work schedules—can further expand 

access to job opportunities, particularly for women, by enabling them to seek higher-

paying roles or transition to better jobs.84 85 86 87 88 89 90 

Firm adoption of technology: Emerging evidence suggests technology adoption 

can drive productivity, efficiency, environmental sustainability, and market 

competitiveness within firms, but its success often depends on addressing 

workplace challenges, aligning incentives, and adapting to local market conditions91 
92 93 94 95 96 97 Firms are more likely to adopt and sustain new technologies when 

coordination barriers are addressed and when local demand conditions—such as 

customer demographics—support adoption.94 95 Across different contexts, specific 

 
xvi The World Management Survey measures key management practices like target setting, performance tracking, 

and talent management. Firms with stronger management tend to be more productive, profitable, and resilient to 

economic shocks. 
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technologies have demonstrated measurable benefits: point-of-sale terminals in 

Mexico have boosted sales; digitising payroll deposits in Bangladesh reduced 

administration costs while promoting financial literacy; and e-payment systems in 

Kenya have strengthened resilience to financial shocks.96 98 99 Finally, differences in 

technology complexity across businesses can explain productivity differences.97 

Productive workforce development: Evidence on vocational and skills training is 

mixed. Given the high cost of vocational and skills training programmes and 

their often modest and inconsistent impacts on employment and earnings, 

they are considered a low-return investment.100 However, programmes that 

feature soft skills training, job referrals, and targeted support in high-demand sectors 

have shown promising results in boosting employment and income outcomes over 

time.101 102 103 104 105 The effectiveness of vocational training depends heavily on 

aligning participants’ expectations with realistic labour market opportunities, which 

helps sustain engagement and achieve long-term success.79 106 107 Programmes 

that combine classroom-based technical instruction with practical experience, such 

as apprenticeships or internships, have generally been successful in equipping job 

seekers with new skills and modestly increasing employment and earnings, though 

their impacts vary in the short and long term.108 102 109 

Targeting firms: Business plan evaluations and entrepreneur characteristics like 

gender, age, and business sector have shown some ability to predict business 

growth, though poor selection can lead to negative outcomes.110 57 However, 

targeted interventions like grants and competitions can identify and support 

high-potential firms.111 100 112 Emerging evidence underscores how using 

community knowledge can help identify promising microentrepreneurs and direct 

financial support to those with the highest potential, especially when steps are taken 

to ensure honest feedback.113 

 

5. Green and sustainable growth 

Sustainable urban development requires integrating urban services, infrastructure, 

formal sector job creation, and green practices to address the challenges of rapid 

urbanisation. Supporting migration, expanding formal labour markets, and implementing 

climate-resilient growth strategies are key components, but critical questions remain on 

how to effectively coordinate these efforts for inclusive outcomes.  
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5.1 What targeted strategies and policies can effectively promote green growth and 

facilitate climate change adaptation? 

● How do public-private partnerships facilitate the transition to green growth, 

particularly in sectors like agriculture and manufacturing? 

● How can green loans and innovation support help businesses adapt to import 

taxes on high-carbon products while reducing emissions and supporting growth? 

● How can low-cost solutions help industries reduce pollution and emissions while 

maintaining productivity and growth? How can market-based systems, like 

emissions trading, help reduce pollution while keeping costs manageable for 

businesses in growing economies? 

● How can clean energy access drive efficiency improvements and business 

productivity? 

● How do climate adaptation measures in workplaces, such as protection from 

extreme heat, impact worker productivity and firm resilience in climate-vulnerable 

areas? Similarly, what are the benefits of pollution reduction to worker well-being 

and productivity? 

● How can training programmes and incentives encourage firms to adopt green 

technologies and cleaner production practices, leading to reduced emissions and 

improved efficiency? 

5.2 What strategies can maximise the benefits of rural-to-urban migration while fostering 

inclusive and productive urban development? 

● How can digital financial services improve financial connections between urban 

migrants and rural households to reduce rural poverty and support productive 

urbanisation?xvii 

● How do transportation and migration subsidies contribute to poverty alleviation 

and participation in labour markets? 

● What are the long-term economic and social effects of migration support 

programmes (such as the Graduation approach and other ‘big push’ 

interventions) on both migrants and their households in rural and urban areas? 

● What are the indirect effects of seasonal and internal migration, such as changes 

in local labour markets, household labour allocation, and gender roles, in rural 

areas? 

 
xvii Productive urbanisation refers to urban growth that creates formal jobs, improves infrastructure and services, and 

supports economic opportunities for both new migrants and existing residents. 
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5.3 How can agricultural markets and labour dynamics drive profitability, efficiency, and 

economic shifts? 

● What are the most effective strategies to increase farmers' profitability and 

market participation across different scales of agricultural production? 

● How do shifts from subsistence farming to commercial agriculture affect rural 

labour markets, wages, and the allocation of household labour, especially for 

women? 

● What bundles, policies, or financial tools can help farmers manage risk, improve 

climate resilience, and invest in technology? 

● How can contract farming, producer cooperatives, and other institutional 

arrangements enhance access to markets, shared productive assets, and value-

added agricultural processing? 

● How do investments in mechanisation and technology adoption impact farm 

productivity, labour reallocation, and economic diversification? 

 

Emerging insights snapshot: Lessons from recent impact evaluations 

Rural-to-urban migration: There is compelling evidence that rural-to-urban 

migration can lead workers to more productive industries and higher-paying 

jobs, while also reducing seasonal hardships and enabling rural households 

to diversify income sources.114 45 115 116 48 49 117 Interventions like transport 

subsidies and cash incentives can encourage migration, alleviating labour market 

pressures during agricultural downturns and increasing rural incomes.114 116 

Migration can also lead to better employment prospects, higher wages, and 

improved remittance flows, resulting in broader positive effects, such as increased 

rural wages and consumption.73 46 47 48 49 Liquidity constraints and information 

barriers often limit migration, but mechanisms like job information systems and 

migrant support networks can help reduce these barriers, improve migration 

outcomes, and enhance household resilience to economic shocks.118 115 

Agricultural profitability: There is strong evidence that when farmers have better 

access to resources and selling opportunities—through transport 

infrastructure, contracts, buyer-seller connections, and crop storage and 

credit—they invest more in their farms, have higher yields, and trade more 

easily, leading them to produce higher-value crops and earn higher 

incomes.119 120 121 122 123 124 125 126 Despite growing consumer demand for high-

quality agricultural goods, weak market coordination and inconsistent price 

incentives limit producers' ability to invest in quality improvements and potentially 

restrict productivity gains.127 128 129 130 131 
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Climate adaptation: A promising but still limited body of evidence suggests that 

financial tools like anticipatory cash transfers and emergency loans help 

communities and businesses recover faster from extreme weather events by 

reducing food insecurity, asset loss, and economic downturns.132 133 134 135 Early 

warning systems and accurate weather forecasts improve disaster preparedness, 

lowering medical costs and helping businesses mitigate revenue losses during 

extreme conditions.136 137 

Green growth: Emerging evidence suggests that market-based solutions, as well 

as cleaner production technologies and practices, can reduce emissions while 

enhancing firm productivity, competitiveness, and long-term growth, making 

them a great buy.xviii 138 139 140 Regulatory frameworks and market-based incentive 

structures, such as emissions trading schemes and improved environmental audit 

structures, encourage firms to adopt low-carbon technologies and sustainable 

practices, reducing compliance costs and enhancing efficiency.141 139 Targeted 

interventions in energy-intensive industries, like brick manufacturing, show that 

technical training and operational improvements can cut emissions, reduce fuel use, 

and boost efficiency at scale.138 140 142 

 

SIEL can help you generate the evidence you need 

To fill these priority evidence gaps, SIEL is partnering with FCDO teams to provide 

funding and training for a range of evaluation methodologies, from large-scale RCTs 

to smaller, nimble studies that can quickly test new ideas. If you are designing an 

intervention in one of these areas and would like to find out the best way to deliver it, 

generate evidence about its impact, or would like to test the long-run impact of a past 

programme, reach out to our Help Desk at siel@poverty-action.org or visit SIEL’s 

website. 

We are eager to help you think through effective ways of delivering your 

programming, evaluation opportunities and funding, evidence use, training, and 

more. 

 

 
xviii Market-based solutions use pricing, competition, and incentives to encourage sustainable practices. Examples 

include emissions trading, pollution taxes, and subsidies for cleaner technology, which help reduce emissions while 

keeping businesses competitive. 

mailto:siel@poverty-action.org
https://poverty-action.org/siel
https://poverty-action.org/siel
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Learning Agenda Annex 1: About SIEL 

What is SIEL? 

The Strategic Impact Evaluation and Learning (SIEL) programme is a new FCDO 

initiative. Led by the Evaluation Unit, in partnership with Innovations for Poverty Action 

(IPA) and the Abdul Latif Jameel Poverty Action Lab (J-PAL), SIEL will support the 

delivery of FCDO’s priorities by developing learning on “what works, what doesn’t, for 

whom, and why” in development and foreign policy. 

SIEL will build a strong evidence base in strategic priority areas, ensuring that FCDO 

interventions are effective and provide good value for money. By focusing on rigorous 

impact evaluations (objective tests of whether changes have occurred due to the 

intervention), including randomised controlled trials (RCTs), and providing adaptive 

management support, SIEL will help FCDO to make informed decisions that maximise 

positive outcomes in four strategic areas: growth, humanitarian assistance, climate and 

nature, and conflict and fragility. 

 

What SIEL offers:  

SIEL provides a range of opportunities and resources to support your work and 

professional development. Please reach out to siel@poverty-action.org to learn more 

about accessing the following services: 

Funding and support for evaluations 

● Rigorous evaluations: Access funding for high-quality impact evaluations, 

including RCTs, long-term follow-ups, and nimble evaluations. 

● Pilot studies: Receive support for pilot projects that explore new ideas or 

evaluate interventions on a smaller scale before full implementation. 

● Adaptive management support: Get ongoing support to adapt and improve 

your programmes based on real-time evidence and findings. 

● Matchmaking with experts: Connect with leading researchers from IPA and J-

PAL to collaborate on impactful evaluations tailored to your programme’s needs. 

Training and capacity strengthening 

● SIEL will offer training on managing, commissioning, and understanding impact 

evaluations. The training sessions, open to all staff, are designed to help you 

understand how to use evidence to support delivery of your priorities.  

https://poverty-action.org/
https://www.povertyactionlab.org/
mailto:siel@poverty-action.org


  

 
19 

Identifying, sharing, and using evidence 

● SIEL learning agendas will identify key evidence gaps in the four strategic priority 

areas described above to spark rigorous impact evaluations of FCDO 

interventions. The agendas intend to guide future evaluation of FCDO 

interventions and target evaluations to understudied areas with high potential to 

inform FCDO’s work moving forward. 

● Research uptake: Once evaluations are complete, SIEL will support the wide 

dissemination of findings across FCDO and beyond. All staff will have access to 

key insights from all evaluations undertaken, including through webinars, 

presentations, and other resources. This will help strengthen knowledge 

management and organisational learning and deliver more impactful and 

sustainable programmes and policies. 

Get involved 

● SIEL could be relevant to you if any of these apply: 

○ You are looking to start a new initiative or generate evidence about a past 

initiative. 

○ You would like to learn ‘what works’, improve your programme and/or 

enhance your evaluation skills. 

○ You are working in one of the priority areas for SIEL: growth, humanitarian 

assistance, climate and nature, and conflict and fragility. 

● SIEL offers:  

○ A partnership approach to answer the questions you need to answer, with 

the support of world-class researchers. 

○ Training and support from leading organisations in the impact evaluation 

field. 

● Visit our SIEL website for more information and reach out to our Help Desk at 

siel@poverty-action.org with any questions. 

  

https://poverty-action.org/siel
mailto:siel@poverty-action.org
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