
Extreme poverty is complex and multi-dimensional, characterized by both economic and psychosocial challenges
that keep people persistently living in poverty. The World Bank estimates that over 700 million people still live in
extreme poverty, with climate change, health and economic shocks threatening to push million more into extreme
poverty.  Ultra-poor graduation programs recognize that the poorest households often face multiple, interconnected
constraints and deprivations—lack of assets, skills, confidence, and social capital—that cannot be overcome with a
single intervention, but that require a holistic, time-bound approach that provides complementary resources and
support to create sustainable pathways out of poverty. 
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Life skills training: Equipping individuals with
knowledge and skills to boost confidence and
promote positive behavior changes.
Coaching and linkages to support services,
markets, and community: Dedicated coaches
connect participants to essential services like
healthcare and education, ensuring long-term
progress. 

What are Ultra-Poor Graduation (UPG) programs? 

The Ultra-Poor Graduation (UPG) approach
Pioneered by BRAC in 2002, the ultra-
poor graduation program (UPG) supports
ultra-poor individuals, mainly women in
rural areas, to escape extreme poverty. It
offers a comprehensive package of
interventions aimed at breaking the
poverty cycle and fostering lasting
economic independence.

The challenge of extreme poverty
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Graduation programs, while
often tailored to local
contexts, generally include
four key intervention pillars
proven to create pathways
out of extreme poverty.
These elements are
implemented in a specific
sequence over 12-36
months, culminating in a
"graduation" timeline
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and exit strategy for achieving self-sufficiency. Coaching serves as a critical delivery mechanism through which
participants receive personalized guidance, skill development, and psychosocial support.  

Consumption support: Immediate financial or food
aid during transitions, often existing government cash
transfers for vulnerable groups. 
Productive asset transfers and training: Providing
livestock or capital transfers along with training to
foster income generation. 
Financial support and savings: Access to formal
and informal savings facilities, financial services, and
financial literacy training.

Key components of the Graduation approach

Source: CGAP



The evidence is there
Innovations for Poverty Action (IPA) has supported the research and development of the graduation approach to
become one of the most rigorously evaluated anti-poverty interventions, with randomized evaluations in
Bangladesh, Ethiopia, Ghana, Honduras, India, Pakistan, Peru, Uganda, Yemen, and many more. The 2015 IPA
and the Abdul Latif Jameel Poverty Action Lab (J-PAL) study published in Science showed six adaptations of
BRAC’s UPG program were effective in increasing income, consumption, and assets for ultra-poor households
(Banerjee et al. 2015):

Significant impacts on all ten key outcomes.  Income and revenues were significantly higher in the treatment
group in every country and household consumption was significantly higher in every country except Honduras.  
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Sustained positive effects on consumption, household assets, and food security three years post productive
asset transfer.
Positive benefit/cost ratios in five out of six countries, averaging 166%.

Bangladesh: Researchers evaluated outcomes 11 years after the program and found that families were more likely
to achieve lasting poverty alleviation when they could invest in larger productive assets, such as cows, compared to
smaller ones like goats (Balboni et al. 2020).

India: Researchers tracked households over a decade and found positive effects on income and food security, and
both physical and mental health increased during the first seven years and continued until year ten. Participant
households were better positioned to capitalize on opportunities for more profitable wage employment, particularly
through migration (Banerjee et al. 2020B).

Ethiopia: Researchers evaluated the program seven years after the intervention and found consumption and asset
levels remained elevated compared to households that did not receive the graduation program, though the gap
narrowed, and there was no significant impact on income or food security (Banerjee et al. 2020A).

Social Protection Overview May 2025

The strength of the global evidence
has influenced widespread adoption of
the approach, with programs
operating in over 50 countries to
date, benefiting more than 14 million
people.  IPA has supported scaling
and testing graduation across many
additional contexts and has created a
Research Agenda for the Next Wave
of Graduation Programs. This work
includes evaluating components of the
approach to increase cost-
effectiveness, enhance impacts, reach
new populations, and position the
model for scale. 
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A vision for the next generation of UPG

2 Total per capita consumption, Food security index, Asset index, Financial inclusion index, Total time spent working, Incomes and revenues index, Physical health
index, Mental health index, Political involvement index, Women's empowerment index.
3 In Honduras, program participants experienced widespread livestock deaths which limited the impact of  the productive asset transfer at a critical time.
4 Abdul Latif  Jameel Poverty Action Lab (J-PAL). 2023. "Building stable livelihoods for low-income households." J-PAL Policy Insights. October 2023.
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Evidence persists in the long term as well

Further research is needed to fill critical evidence gaps, strengthen the programs,
and maximize their benefits. Several critical questions remain:

How can this be done more cheaply? 

How do we design for scale?
What add-ons can boost impacts?

Who benefits the most / how to improve UPG for others? 
Can digital delivery reduce costs and improve quality?

What new target populations could benefit?

Global UPG Adoption*

*Not exhaustive

https://www.science.org/doi/10.1126/science.1260799
https://poverty-action.org/sites/default/files/publications/IPA%20Graduation%20Research%20Agenda.pdf
https://poverty-action.org/sites/default/files/publications/IPA%20Graduation%20Research%20Agenda.pdf
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0304387821001401
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0304387821001401
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0304387821001401
https://www.nber.org/papers/w29407
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=3951450
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41586-022-04647-8
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41586-022-04647-8
https://www.povertyactionlab.org/policy-insight/building-stable-livelihoods-low-income-households

