
USING BEHAVIORAL ECONOMICS TO REDUCE POVERTY
AND OPPRESSION

BY K H  A D*

Abstract: Until recently, economics conceived of poverty solely as a lack of material
resources. This view likely captures the reality of poverty experienced bymany people around
the globe. However, two waves of behavioral economics demonstrate that the narrowing of
people’s external environments may change people themselves: poverty lowers the quality of
decision-making and poverty and oppressionmay depress the capacity to aspire. Poverty and
a history of oppression also change how individuals are perceived. To overcome these effects
may require helping people acquire new mental models. This essay discusses key findings
from behavioral economics, the implications for agency, and some interventions with prom-
ising outcomes. We hope to inspire scholars and policymakers to think more deeply about the
nature of poverty and oppression and to consider policies that target the psychological and
sociological factors that create cycles of poverty.

KEY WORDS: psychology of scarcity, culture, agency, cognition, role models, par-
ticipatory theater, mental models

I. I

There can be much more to poverty than meets the eye. In standard
economics, poverty is only a lack of material resources. This view captures
the reality for many people around the globe. However, for other people,
poverty is a deeper problem. Twowaves of behavioral economics,with very
different foci, demonstrated that poverty affects cognition and preferences
in ways that lead individuals to make decisions that can perpetuate their
poverty. Addressing these causes of poverty sometimes requires giving
people more than material resources and economic opportunities. To bring
their opportunities into clearer focus, individuals may need new mental
models of how the world works. To address the causes of poverty and
oppression may also require creating a cognitive foundation for shifts in
social constructs and social norms. This essay discusses key findings from
the two waves of behavioral economics on the effects of poverty and
oppression, what these effects mean for our understanding of agency, and
some interventions that can help break cycles of poverty.We hope to inspire
scholars and policymakers to thinkmore deeply about the nature of poverty
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and oppression and to consider how policies that affect psychological and
sociological factors can serve as levers for increasing well-being.

In standard economics, people have stable preferences, a stable sense of
who they are, and a far-sighted view of their opportunities. The decision
maker isHomo economicus, that is, a rational actorwho has no trouble saving
a proportion of his income for future needs andwhowisely invests in health
care, education, and capital to reap rewards in the future. He never suc-
cumbs to temptation and does not suffer from any psychological states that
compromise his future.

Behavioral economics has amore realistic view of human nature. The first
wave of behavioral economics focuses on universal biases and bounded
rationality. It shows that poverty creates a psychology of scarcity that leads
to short-sighted decision-making.1 People in a context of scarcity—includ-
ing people who are not poor but who are experimentally induced to expe-
rience scarcity—often take the most convenient actions to satisfy urgent
needs, such as excessive borrowing at high interest rates, and thereby
amplify their resource scarcity in the long run.2 They are so distracted
by fears of not being able to meet urgent needs that they have low
productivity.3

The second wave of behavioral economics recognizes deeper departures
from standard economics that draw on sociology and the new field of
cultural psychology, which emerged in the 1990s. The second wave recog-
nizes that choice sets are circumscribed by social constructs, which are
concepts that exist because people agree that they exist and through which
people make sense of the world. Social structures and social interactions
shape these concepts.4 Social constructs may be passed down over centu-
ries. For example, modern Italians whose ancestors lived in self-governing
city-states in the Middle Ages have today greater trust in people outside
their family, more nonprofit organizations, higher participation in refer-
enda, and greater self-efficacy than do people living in regions that did not
experience self-government in the Middle Ages.5 These groups have differ-
ent conceptions of the role that a citizen can play in society.

1 Sendhil Mullainathan and Eldar Shafir. Scarcity: Why Having Too Little Means So Much
(New York: Henry Holt and Company, 2013); Johannes Haushofer and Ernst Fehr, “On the
Psychology of Poverty,” Science 344, no. 6186 (May 23, 2014): 862–67; Frank Schilbach, Heather
Schofield, and SendhilMullainathan, “ThePsychological Lives of the Poor,”American Economic
Review 106, no. 5 (2016): 435–40.

2 Anuj Shah, Sendhil Mullainathan, and Eldar Shafir, “Some Consequences of Having Too
Little,” Science 338, no. 6107 (2012): 682–85.

3 Supreet Kaur et al., “Do Financial Concerns Make Workers Less Productive?” (NBER
Working Paper 28338, National Bureau of Economic Research, Cambridge, MA, 2021).

4 See, e.g., Michael Tomasello, The Cultural Origins of Human Cognition (Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press, 1999), 165; and Jerome Bruner, Acts of Meaning (Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press, 1990).

5 Robert D. Putnam with Robert Leonardi and Raffaella Y. Nanetti,Making Democracy Work
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1993); Luigi Guiso, Paola Sapienza, and Luigi
Zingales, “Does Culture Affect Economic Outcomes?” Journal of Economic Perspectives 20,
no. 2 (2006): 23–48.
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Experience gives people taken-for-granted knowledge structures that
influence perception and cognition and give them scripts for how to behave
in many situations. Such knowledge structures are called mental models or
schemas.6 People have mental models for almost everything they have
experienced or been exposure to—for example, whether they should be
honest or corrupt, how adults ought to interact with children, how to
partition people into categories, and what people in those categories are
like. Social norms are embedded in mental models.

The concept of mental models goes back at least to Immanuel Kant, who
argues that people bring concepts to everything they see and that percep-
tions without concepts are blind.7 Kenneth Craik argues in The Nature of
Explanation, that reasoning based on mental models better explains a great
deal of behavior thandoes reasoning based on traditional economic theory.8

Human thinking, Craik asserts, is essentially the manipulation of internal
models of the world to predict the immediate future, which is critical to our
ability to navigate the world.Mental models help explain, for instance, why
jurors who learn all the same facts of a case may arrive at different conclu-
sions about “what happened” in a situation and why.

The power of mental models is captured by a story Nelson Mandela told
of a time when he took an Ethiopian Airways flight home to South Africa:
“As Iwas boarding the plane I saw that the pilot was black. I had never seen
a black pilot before, and the instant I did I had to quell my panic: How could
a black man fly an airplane?”9 Mandela, a black man himself, had absorbed
from his cultural surroundings the idea that “pilot” is a category of white
persons. Black skin signaled a lack of category-fit, even for someone who
ought to be able tomentally override the influence of this social construct. In
the sameway, individualswho grewup never seeingwomen in positions of
authority or public responsibility have a different idea of what gender
means than those who grew up in a society where gender equality was
practiced. Poor people who grew up in impoverished neighborhoods may
lack amental model in which it is possible that they or their children escape
poverty.

Being social creatures, humans engage in vast amounts of social learn-
ing.10 A key aspect of social learning is the unconscious adoption of cultural

6 Ann Swidler, “Culture in Action: Symbols and Strategies,”American Sociological Review 51,
no. 2 (1986): 273–86; Douglass C.North, “Economic Performance Through Time,”TheAmerican
Economic Review 84, no. 3 (1994): 359–68; Paul DiMaggio, “Culture and Cognition,” Annual
Review of Sociology 23, no. 1 (1997): 263–87.

7 For an overview, see Michael Rohlf, “Immanuel Kant,” in The Stanford Encyclopedia of
Philosophy, ed. Edward N. Zalta (2020), https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/fall2020/
entries/kant/.

8 Kenneth Craik, The Nature of Explanation (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press,
1967).

9 Nelson Mandela, A Long Walk to Freedom: The Autobiography of Nelson Mandela (New York:
Little, Brown, and Company, 1994), 292.

10 Albert Bandura, “Self-Efficacy: Toward a Unifying Theory of Behavioral Change,” Psy-
chological Review 84, no. 2 (1977): 191–215.
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mental models, as in the examples given above. Mental models layer cul-
tural meanings, associations, and presumed causal relationships on top of
objective phenomena. Mental models are epistemological resources that
mediate our experience of objective reality11 and, thus, have important
consequences for economic behavior.12 A commonmetaphor is that people
see the world through “cultural lenses.”

We are sometimes askedwhether—for the sake of parsimony and stream-
lined communication—these ideas could be incorporated into standard eco-
nomic concepts of preferences and beliefs. The answer is: “No, not really.”
Unlike preferences in the standard economic model, a cultural lens is
dynamic rather than fixed. This feature of humans has been demonstrated
in a wide range of empirical work in economics, primarily in finance, by
UlrikeMalmendier. She captures this feature of humans in the term she uses
for economic agents:Homo experiens13; in otherwords, themeaningswe give
to things depend on what we have experienced. Furthermore, culture can
lead to preference reversals. Culture is fragmented; it is not an entity. The
cultural mental models that influence a person at a particular moment may
depend on seemingly inconsequential aspects of context.14

On the surface, the concept of “beliefs” is a better candidate than prefer-
ences for capturing the influence of culturalmentalmodels on howwe think
and act. However, this conceptualization also misses the mark. It does not
capture the degree to which cultural ideas can (1) “get under the skin” and
become part of a person’s identity; (2) be widely shared, sometimes exclu-
sively within a particular community; (3) be dependent on cues that bring a
mental model to the top of one’s mind; and (4) include inconsistencies, of
which normally an individual will not be aware. These features have major
implications for truly understanding and addressing through policy the
cultural ideas that perpetuate poverty and oppression.

Rational actors update their beliefs when they receive new information;
real humans often do not. My belief that my car is fine and does not need
servicing would be easily corrected by a mechanic who showedme a faulty
part that needed replacing. However, my belief that Donald Trumpwon the
U.S. presidential election in 2020 or that women do not belong in school
might not change in the face of seemingly unambiguous evidence to the
contrary. In standard economics, beliefs are subjective probabilities about

11 Bruner, Acts of Meaning.
12 North, “Economic Performance Through Time”; Karla Hoff and Joseph E. Stiglitz, “Striv-

ing for Balance in Economics: Towards a Theory of the Social Determination of Behavior,”
Journal of Economic Behavior & Organization 126 (2016): 25–57; Benjamin A. Brooks, Karla Hoff,
and Priyanka Pandey, “Cultural Impediments to Learning to Cooperate: An Experimental
Study of High- and Low-Caste Men in Rural India,” Proceedings of the National Academy of
Sciences 115, no. 45 (2018): 11385–92; Allison Demeritt and Karla Hoff, “The Making of Behav-
ioral Development Economics,” History of Political Economy 50 (2018): 303–22.

13 Ulrike Malmendier, “Experience Effects in Finance: Foundations, Applications, and
Future Directions,” Review of Finance 25, no. 5 (2021): 1339–63.

14 DiMaggio, “Culture and Cognition”; Ann Swidler, Talk of Love: How Culture Matters
(Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press, 2001).
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the state of the world that individuals rationally update when new informa-
tion becomes available. In behavioral economics, in contrast, confirmatory
bias, motivated reasoning, and perceptions mediated by cultural mental
models impede updating.15 For these reasons, we see mental models as
different from beliefs as they are conceptualized in economics. Nothing
would prevent us from using the phrase “shared beliefs” to capture widely
held and deeply influential beliefs that are a part of cultural lenses, but we
think that this language downplays the degree towhich these beliefs become
naturalized and taken for granted within a community, especially when the
community holds monolithic as opposed to pluralistic beliefs. Changing
shared beliefs often requires something besides information delivered in a
dryway.As our exampleswill show, changing cultural beliefs often requires
emotionally engaging experiences and common knowledge that people in
the relevant community have changed their beliefs.

Does this approach have analytic traction? It depends on the objective.
Our objective is not to identify every possible belief ormentalmodel in order
to specify a more complete utility function. Instead, our objective is to
identify one mental model, or a small number of them, that influence
poverty or oppression in a particular context as a starting point for thinking
about policies that could increase agency by expanding individuals’ reper-
toires of mental models.

Behavioral economics points to newways to address poverty and oppres-
sion. The firstwave of behavioral economics suggests policies that go beyond
the provision of resources to simplify choice problems and “nudge” stressed,
fast-thinking, and present-biased individuals to make better decisions. We
discuss a multifaceted program that helped people become healthier, hap-
pier, and less poor by providing assets as well as easy access to savings,
on-the-job training, and encouragement.

The secondwaveof behavioral economics suggests policies that gobeyond
the psychology of scarcity to understand sociocultural factors related to
poverty and powerlessness. This line ofwork indicates that peoplemay need
more than additionalmaterial resources or a nudge to build a better life. They
—and the society in which they live—may also (or instead) need new epis-
temological resources, including new ideas about how the world works and
what the place in it should be of people who have earlier been categorized as
outsiders. It is not easy for people to change long-standing attitudes. Eviatar
Zerubavel notes that people develop irrational and difficult-to-control com-
mitments to cultural mental models.16 Yet, recent experiments show that
interventions can change long-standing attitudes and that role models are
a powerful mechanism by which to do it.

15 Matthew Rabin and Joel Schrag, “First Impressions Matter: A Model of Confirmatory
Bias,” The Quarterly Journal of Economics 114, no. 1 (1999): 37–82.

16 Eviatar Zerubavel, Social Mindscapes: An Invitation to Cognitive Sociology (Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press, 1998).
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The main argument of our essay is that mental models acquired in con-
texts of poverty and oppression—and mental models not acquired by indi-
viduals who are chronically in such contexts—are a causal factor in the
persistence of poverty and oppression. People tend to essentialize cultural
categories and their meanings instead of realizing how much depends on
circumstance and can be changed.

In Sections II and III, we summarize findings from the psychology of
scarcity and from an impact evaluation in seven countries of a randomized
intervention that addressed economic, informational, and psychological
needs of the “ultra poor.” Section IV examines implications of behavioral
economics for agency. Section V discusses three interventions that led indi-
viduals to adopt newmental models.17 These examples show that “cultural
tool kits” influence individual behavior, institutions, and social equilibrium
and that policy interventions can change the tool kits.

II. T P  S

The brain changes in response to an external environment of poverty.
Some of the changes have beneficial effects, such as people becoming more
focused on their most immediate and pressing problems. Poor people leav-
ing a supermarket who are asked the prices of specific items that they
purchased are much more likely to answer the questions correctly than
people with higher income.18 Poverty also tends to narrow one’s focus,
though, in harmful ways. In Kenya, many poor households do not invest
in fertilizer, despite the very high rates of return theywould getwere they to
do so;when it is time to apply fertilizer to their fields, other needs seemmore
urgent.19 Ametaphor in psychology that captures this double-edged sword
is “tunneling,” which describes a process of attentional narrowing. Imme-
diate problems enter the tunnel and get a lot of attention; other important
issues do not get into the tunnel and are not addressed. The cognitive
burden that people experience when they are under acute scarcity—
whether of money, time, opportunities to search for information, or some-
thing else—makes them less forward-thinking and less controlled: “scarcity
captures the mind.”20 A grisly example is of a firefighter in Sussex, England
who rushed from a party to an emergency call, didn’t put on his seatbelt,

17 We discuss many other examples in our forthcoming book: Karla Hoff, Allison Demeritt,
and Joseph E. Stiglitz, The Other Invisible Hand: How Cultural Cognition Shapes Societies andWell-
Being.

18 “The Psychology of Poverty” (Institute for Research On Poverty, University of Wiscon-
sin, Madison, 2011), https://www.irp.wisc.edu/wp/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/
foc281e.pdf.

19 Esther Duflo, Michael Kremer, and Jonathan Robinson, “Nudging Farmers to Use Fertil-
izer: Theory and Experimental Evidence from Kenya,” American Economic Review 101, no. 6
(2011): 2350–90.

20 Mullainathan and Shafir, Scarcity, 7.
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and in a collision was thrown to his death from his car.21 Sendhil Mullai-
nathan and Eldar Shafir report that firefighters en route to a fire often use an
onboard computer display to study the layout of the building they are going
to, a practice that makes vehicle collisions a leading cause of firefighter
deaths: “Firefighters, it turns out, do not merely focus on getting to the fire
prepared and on time; they tunnel on it.”22

Sugar cane farmers in India have only one harvest a year and typically
receive most of their income at the time of harvest. They find it difficult to
smooth their consumption. The same farmerswho experience scarcity in the
months before harvest experience abundance in the months right after
harvest. Just before the harvest, most sugar cane farmers in India hold loans
(99 percent versus 13 percent after the harvest) and have pawned some of
their belongings (78 percent versus 4 percent after the harvest).23 Over the
course of many months, Anandi Mani and colleagues studied the same
464 farmers when they were relatively poor (one month before harvest)
and relatively rich (one month after harvest). Pre- and post-harvest, the
researchers gave two tests of cognition to the farmers. One test was Raven’s
Progressive Matrices, a common component of IQ tests. It assesses the
ability to think logically and solve novel problems (“fluid intelligence”). It
does not require any formal education. Each question on the test presents a
sequence of shapes with one shape missing and multiple-choice answers.
The correct answer is the alternative that best fits in the missing space.

The second test was a version of the Stroop test. It measures the ability to
carry out goal-directed behavior despite misleading, irrelevant information
(“executive control”). In this task, the individual sees strings of items, such
as 2 2 2 2, and has to quickly say how many items are in the string (the
answer is 4).

Post-harvest, the farmers got 25 percent more items correct on Raven’s
Matrices than theydidpre-harvest. On the Stroop task, post-harvest farmers
took 10 percent less time to respond and made 13 percent fewer errors than
they did pre-harvest. Thus, a person who looks intelligent and controlled
post-harvest might look rather slow and impulsive pre-harvest. The impact
of scarcity on cognitive functioning was about the same as the impact of
losing a night’s sleep. The authors eliminate two alternative explanations of
the lower quality of thinking pre-harvest: food deprivation and overwork.

21 Thomas Burrows, “Firefighter Paul KeenorWho Rushed to Answer 999 Call Diedwithout
Seatbelt,”DailyMail, February 10, 2016, https://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-3440460/
Firefighter-23-rushed-party-answer-999-call-died-fell-car-not-wearing-seatbelt.html.

22 Mullainathan and Shafir, Scarcity, 28.
23 Anandi Mani et al., “Poverty Impedes Cognitive Function,” Science 341, no. 6149 (2013):

976–80. Sugar cane farming in India has a feature that helps researchers isolate the effects of
scarcity. There is no fixed time of year that the sugar cane is harvested and factories arrange for
farmers to harvest their crops at many different dates to ensure that the cane does not sit too
long between being harvested andprocessed into sugar. Thismakes it less likely that the results
of the analysis of cognitive performance before and after harvest are attributable to confound-
ing factors, such as financial pressures created by festivals.
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The farmerswere not so poor that they cut back onnutrition pre-harvest and
they were not working more in the pre-harvest period of the survey than in
the post-harvest period. The pre-harvest surveys occurred sufficiently
many weeks before the actual harvest that preparation for the harvest
had not yet started in earnest.

As Johannes Haushofer and Ernst Fehr explain, the feeling of having less
than one needs has measurable biological consequences, too, which have
other consequences for behavior.24 For farmers in Kenya, but not for non-
farmers, periods of drought trigger high levels of self-reported worry.
Drought elevates the stress hormone cortisol, as measured with salivary
samples ten days after a period of drought. Evidence that fear of a negative-
income shock drives the increase in cortisol levels is that large cash transfers
($1,500) reduce cortisol levels.

To assess the impact of elevated levels of cortisol on behavior, pharma-
cological elevation of cortisol was induced in a randomized experiment
with young adults in the Netherlands by giving subjects hydrocortisone
pills for eight consecutive days, while another group (the control group)
took a placebo pill over the same period. Hydrocortisone raises cortisol
levels in the brain. The eight-day period of taking daily hydrocortisone pills
made individuals more short-sighted, as measured experimentally by
whether they chose a smaller, earlier payment rather than a larger, delayed
payment. As Haushofer and Fehr emphasize, it may be that the stress
hormone changes the allocation of attention, biasing it toward salient cues.
That is, immediate consumption is more salient than delayed consumption.
Both increased risk aversion and impatience lead to behaviors that make it
more difficult to escape poverty.

As of this writing, a question that has not been addressed is the following:
If one put the sugar cane farmers in India into the lab experiment with
hydrocortisone pills, would the cognitive performance difference between
the pre- and post-harvest farmers correspond to the difference in behavior
caused by some dosage of hydrocortisone? If not, then poverty affects
decision-makers for reasons beyond the jump in their cortisol level.

Has the reduction in productivity caused by financial strain been mea-
sured in the real world? Yes. It has been measured in a field experience in a
poor region of rural India. Supreet Kaur and colleagues set up a firm in rural
India that hired 408 male workers under two-week contracts in the lean
season, when there is little agricultural work available.25 The firm trained
the workers to produce disposable plates for restaurants by stitching
together leaves from the sal tree. This work is physically and cognitively
demanding.

24 For a review, see Haushofer and Fehr, “On the Psychology of Poverty.”
25 Supree Kaur et al., “Do Financial Concerns Make Workers Less Productive?” (NBER

Working Paper 28338, National Bureau of Economic Research, Cambridge, MA, 2021).
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Most of the workers were very poor. Seventy percent lived in mud
houses. Over half had debts at stores that sold basic consumption goods.
The median debt of the workers was $120. Workers were asked at baseline,
“How worried are you about your finances,” with 75 percent responding
that they were “very worried” and an additional 18 percent that they were
“quite worried.”

Workerswere paid a piece rate per completed plate that satisfied a quality
standard: no holes in the plate, a minimum size, a round shape. All workers
were paid at the end of the first day to enhance their trust in the firm. It was
explained to theworkers that after the first day, therewould be twodifferent
payment schedules. The “late-pay” group would receive no further pay-
ments for theirworkuntil the end of the contract onday thirteen. The “early-
pay” groupwould receive their earnings for the first week on day eight, and
then the rest of their earnings on day thirteen.

Compared to the late-pay group, those in the early-pay groupwere more
productive. On average, their hourly output increased by 5 percent. For the
workerswith the leastwealth, productivitywashigher byalmost 10percent.
The impact of early pay persisted for several days. The evidence rules out as
mechanisms an improvement in nutrition and shows that an important
mechanismwas the allocation of attention. Compared to the late-pay group,
the early-pay group better planned the selection of leaves and the placement
of stitches: they used fewer leaves and stitches per plate and took out fewer
stitches that they decided were in the wrong place. In this remarkable field
experiment, the workers who were under less financial strain produced
more plates, made fewer errors per plate, and had higher earnings.

Evidence that early payment reduced financial stress is that those in the
early-pay group used much of the early payment to pay off loans. Com-
pared to the late-pay group, the people in the early-pay group were three
times more likely to pay off their loans, an increase of forty percentage
points. If you think that a person is poor (only) because of his fixed traits,
think again: poverty itself impairs the quality of decision-making and
lowers productivity.

Strikingly similar results have been established in lab experiments for the
effect of powerlessness. An extremely low rank in a hierarchy alters cogni-
tion.26 Low-rank individuals attend more vigilantly than high-rank indi-
viduals to their immediate environment, which impairs their ability to
distinguish between goal-relevant and goal-irrelevant features, perform
difficult tasks, and plan: “Low-power individuals focus on the details at
the expense of the ‘bigger picture’.”27 Just as sugar cane farmers in India
performed worse in the Stroop task pre-harvest than the same farmers did

26 Pamela K. Smith and Yaacov Trope, “You Focus on the Forest When You’re in Charge of
the Trees: Power Priming andAbstract Information Processing,” Journal of Personality and Social
Psychology 90, no. 4 (2006): 578–96.

27 PamelaK. Smith et al., “LackingPower Impairs Executive Functions,”Psychological Science
19, no. 5 (2008): 446.
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post-harvest, so did people randomly assigned to be a subordinate in a
computer-based task perform worse than people randomly assigned to be
a superior, as well worse than people in the control group (the latter two
groups performed equally well).

A self-affirmation intervention designed tomitigate the stigma of poverty
also demonstrates the impact of a feeling of powerlessness on the quality of
judgment. Clients at an urban soup kitchen in New Jersey who were ran-
domly assigned to describe an experience that made them feel proud or
successful exhibited better executive control, higher fluid intelligence, and a
greater willingness to consider applying for a government benefit program
than did clients assigned to the (non-affirmed) control group.28 The inter-
vention did not affect wealthy individuals recruited to perform the same
cognitive tasks.

The literature on the psychology of scarcity raises practical questions that
researchers are investigating at the time of this writing. For example, can a
financial product be designed that smooths out a farmer’s sugar cane har-
vest payment, yielding him a fixed monthly income over the year? Does
aligning the timing of cash transfers to periods when farmers are relatively
better off enhance the efficiency with which they use the funds (which runs
counter to intuition)? Do antipoverty programs help the poor with self-
control? How can policy be designed to “graduate” the extremely poor
frompoverty? This last question is the subject of a body ofwork-in-progress
that we discuss in the next section.

III. A M P  G P  U
P

The “ultra poor” are the approximately one billion peoplewho live on less
than $1.25 a day measured at the 2015 purchasing power parity exchange
rate. All over the world, a substantial fraction of the income group imme-
diately above the ultra-poor class are small entrepreneurs who raise capital,
invest in their projects, and are the residual claimants of the revenues. A
large nongovernmental organization (NGO) in Bangladesh, Building
Resources Across Communities (BRAC), pioneered amultifaceted program
to help the poorest households establish sustainable self-employment activ-
ities. One name for the program is Targeting the Ultra Poor (TUP). This
program, which has promising results, tackles both the low capacity of the
ultra poor to earn income and the psychological impact of entrenched
poverty on agency, including impairment of the ability to set long-term
goals, devise plans, and carry them out.29 Researchers have implemented

28 Crystal C. Hall, Jiaying Zhao, and Eldar Shafir, “Self-Affirmation among the Poor: Cog-
nitive and Behavioral Implications,” Psychological Science 25, no. 2 (2014): 619–25.

29 Oriana Bandiera et al., “Labor Markets and Poverty in Village Economies,” The Quarterly
Journal of Economics 132, no. 2 (2017): 811–70.

194 KARLA HOFF AND ALLISON DEMERITT

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0265052523000420 Published online by Cam
bridge U

niversity Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0265052523000420


comparable randomized studies of the TUP program in six additional
countries across three continents—Ethiopia, Ghana, Honduras, India,
Pakistan, and Peru—as well as a similar program in post-war Uganda.30

Most of the beneficiaries of these programs were illiterate women. Before
the six-country program began, most of the beneficiaries had supported
themselves by casual labor and begging. Their children worked rather than
went to school. Before the program in Uganda began, most of the benefi-
ciaries lived in refugee camps. At the time of the program, people were
“rebuilding their livelihoods from almost nothing.”31

We will describe the TUP program primarily as it worked in India.
There were five facets of support. A beneficiary household had a choice
of productive assets from a short list. In many countries, people chose
livestock to raise, whether it was six goats, one cow, or a group of guinea
pigs. Before the asset was transferred, households received training on
running a business and how to care for the asset they chose. For the
eighteen-month duration of the program, a field officer made weekly
visits to each household for coaching. A field officer would ask whether
the household wanted to deposit anything into savings accounts, so that
participants could convert their earnings into future investments. These
visits were meant to ensure that the household was carrying out the
tasks necessary to grow their livelihood into a stable income-generating
activity and to help them believe that they could get on a path out of ultra
poverty. Households received unconditional cash support ($6–$9 per
week, for three to ten months, depending on the asset chosen) and
eighteen months of basic health services and health education.
Figure 1 illustrates for India the facets of TUP and the duration of
each facet.

In India, the programwas costly but cost-effective. Using consumption as
the measure of benefit, the benefit-cost ratio of TUP in India ten years after
the transfer of the productive assets was close to 400 percent.

The researchers constructed an index of freedom from stress as a
weighted average of three measures: lack of emotional distress, self-
perception of life, and the absence of a prolonged period of worry in the
past year. The results were positive for India and for all other countries that
implemented TUP programs. The researchers concluded that the beneficia-
ries were richer, happier, and healthier. However, as of ten years after the
transfer of the productive assets, the beneficiaries in India had just barely
escaped poverty. Their average daily consumption per capita had risen
from $1.35 (at baseline) to $3.53, which was slightly above the World Bank
moderate poverty line.

30 Christopher Blattman et al., “The Returns to Microenterprise Support among the Ultra-
poor: A Field Experiment in Postwar Uganda,”American Economic Journal: Applied Economics 8,
no. 2 (2016): 35–64.

31 Blattman et al., “The Returns to Microenterprise Support,” 42.
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IV. C A

In standard economics, an individual has fixed preferences and acts on
them in amethodical and calculatingway.Given his preferences, his actions
depend on his costs and benefits aswell as hismaterial and time constraints:

Equation 1: Actions = f incentives,material and time constraintsð Þ
To put this in terms of textbook economics, an individual chooses his

actions as the best possible point on his opportunity set and his (exogenous)
preferences are summarized by a set of indifference curves. The firstwave of
behavioral economics shows that this view is often misleading. For exam-
ple,merely directing someone’s attention to something can have substantial
results. In low-income countries, adopting minimal components of a
healthy and productive life—such as using chlorinated or piped water,32

having cash on hand in case of emergency health needs,33 and immunizing

-5 0 5 10 15 20

Monthly visits to advise on health

Monthly visits to encourage saving

Weekly coaching visits

Weekly consumption support

Training to maintain the asset

TUP in India: 5 Facets of Support

Figure 1. Targeting the Ultra Poor for Intervention in West Bengal, India.

Note: The x-axis shows the timing of the five facets of support, measured inmonths,
using as a baseline (time zero) the date of the transfer of productive assets (at some
point in 2007–2008). The duration of weekly consumption support ($7.60 in 2007 in
purchasing power parity term) depended on the asset that the household selected.
For the most common choice, six goats, the weekly consumption support lasted
seven months, as shown in the figure. For the nextmost commonly chosen asset, one
cow, the weekly consumption support lasted nine months (not shown in the figure).

32 Amrita Ahuja, Michael Kremer, and Alix Peterson Zwane, “Providing Safe Water:
Evidence from Randomized Evaluations,” Annual Review of Resource Economics 2, no. 1
(2010): 237–56.

33 PascalineDupas and Jonathan Robinson, “WhyDon’t the Poor SaveMore? Evidence from
Health Savings Experiments,” American Economic Review 103, no. 4 (2013): 1138–71.
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children against deadly diseases34—depends on small differences in the
institutional environment or details of context, such as whether chlorine
dispensers are visible at thewater source orwhether the household has been
given a box with a lock and key that reminds them to save. The reason
people in high-income countries by and large drink safe water, get their
children immunized, and purchase health insurance is not due to their
superior decision-making skills, but rather, the “subtle paternalism” in
those societies that guides people into “choosing” the better option. You’d
have to go out of yourway to drink dirtywater in a countrywhere every tap
pours forth fresh, sanitized water, whereas gathering clean, safe water in
developing countries requires acting against the status quo. Esther Duflo
points out that real agency happening on the ground is constrained not only
by institutions and laws, but by the practical ability tomake choices and the
“power of inertia.”35 Context matters. We represent the perspective of the
first wave of behavioral economics this way:

Equation 2: Actions = g incentives,material and time constraints; contextð Þ
The secondwave of behavioral economics takes into account not only that

attention and self-control are limited, but also that the repertoire of mental
models through which individuals see the world depends on their experi-
ences and exposure. For individuals living in entrenchedpoverty, theremay
be little correspondence between their subjective judgments of feasible
actions to improve their lives, and the actual set of feasible actions. In the
United States, there are stories of public school teachers who thought it was
impossible to successfully educate kids from the most poverty-stricken
neighborhoods. However, seeing teachers with whom they could identify
educate impoverished children to a high standard with limited resources,
changed their beliefs and behavior in a way that simply telling them that
they could do a better job never would. To take another example, a farmer
may think that he is doing the best he canwith hismeager resources until he
learns via a documentary film about villagers like himselfwhoprospered by
making various small investments. Once he has seen people just like him
make different choices and achieve higher sustained income levels, he will
be more likely to make novel investments himself and to invest more in the
education of his children.36

34 Abhijit Vinayak Banerjee, Esther Duflo, and Rachell Glennerster, “Improving Immunisa-
tion Coverage in Rural India: Clustered Randomised Controlled Evaluation of Immunisation
Campaigns with and without Incentives,” British Medical Journal (2010), https://www.bmj.
com/content/bmj/340/bmj.c2220.full.pdf.

35 Esther Duflo, “Women Empowerment and Economic Development,” Journal of Economic
Literature 50, no. 4 (2012): 15; FlorianHeiss et al., “Inattention and SwitchingCosts as Sources of
Inertia in Medicare Part D,” American Economic Review 111, no. 9 (2021): 2737–81.

36 Bernard Tanguy et al., “The Future in Mind: Aspirations and Long-term Outcomes in
Rural Ethiopia” (unpublished manuscript, 2023); Bernard Tanguy et al., “Parental Aspirations
for Children’s Education: Is There a ‘Girl Effect’? Experimental Evidence fromRural Ethiopia,”
American Economic Review 109 (2019): 127–32.
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The lesson of these examples—and of many other studies in the second
wave of behavioral economics—is that behavior is constrained by individ-
uals’ ability (or lack thereof) to imagine more prosperous and rewarding
lives. Actions are affected not only by contextual features that would
scarcely matter to a rational actor, but also by cultural mental models that
influence perception, self-image, aspirations, and meanings. The sequence
of eventswe have inmind is one inwhich sociocultural environments shape
the person and his cognitive tool kits (see Figure 2).

In areas of entrenched poverty or oppression, individuals may have little
experience or exposure to lives better than their own. This leads them to
have mental models that constrain what they imagine and aspire to. In
contrast, in materially and culturally rich contexts, individuals have broad
experiences and exposure and numerous, more flexible, or better adapted
mental models, which all work to broaden their imagination and increase
their agency.We represent the perspective of the secondwave of behavioral
economics this way:

Equation 3: Actions¼ hðincentives; material and time constraints;

context; cultural mental modelsÞ
Karla Hoff and Joseph Stiglitz show that the bidirectional causal relation-

ship between cultural mental models and societal outcomes gives rise to
multiple equilibria.37 There are many different ways of partitioning the
world; different networks of mental models can sustain different systems
of classification. For example, if onlymen are believed to be capable of being
good political leaders, then most people in the community will vote against
women who seek elected positions of public responsibility, the community
will never be exposed to good female leaders, and it can sustain the belief
that women cannot be good leaders. Indeed, few women would seek such

Sociocultural environment

↓

Experience and exposure

↓

Repertoire of cultural mental models

↓

Conceptualization of possible actions and

judgments of their likely consequences

↓

Behavior

Figure 2. The Enculturated Actor.

37 Hoff and Stiglitz, “Striving for Balance in Economics.”
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positions. However, there may be another equilibrium in which a large
proportion of political leaders are women. This equilibrium may sustain a
belief that women can be good leaders, which motivates people to vote for
some female candidates. In the 2021 election for German chancellor to
succeed Angela Merkel, one of the male candidates used the feminine form
of theword “chancellor” to increase the association between himself and the
popular female leader: “‘He can be chancellor,’ read some of Scholz’s cam-
paign posters, using the feminine form of chancellor in German—kanzlerin
—sending the message that he was channeling his inner Merkel.”38 Merkel
had become a prototype for the category of good political leader.

The divergence between what an individual believes is possible or prob-
able and what is objectively possible or probable creates an “agency gap.”
Idiosyncratic reasons might explain why an individual does not see the
world objectively, but we are not concerned with those here. Instead, our
focus is on agency gaps created bywidely sharedmentalmodels that people
have because they live under conditions, such as poverty or oppression, that
undermine their agency. An impoverished repertoire of mental models
might stem from geographical segregation of the poor. It might also stem
from social stigma, for example, membership in an ethnic group or gender
that is labeled as inferior and unable to mix freely with others. How to
expand individuals’ experiences and exposure and thereby spur individ-
uals to form and to draw on more adaptive mental models is the subject of
the remainder of this essay.

V. M  C N M M
 C A G

More thandrydata is often required to changehowpeople think andwhat
they believe. What is critical may not be the provision of information, but its
delivery in a form that is easily absorbed by individuals who think with particular
mental models. Role models can sometimes close the gap between what an
individual believes he or she can do andwhat is truly possible. A role model
can create for a person a visualized representation or narrative that changes
his behavior. In a region of India with a high level of anemia, a field exper-
iment publicized information that regular consumption of iron-fortified salt
wouldmake people stronger and healthier. The information had no effect on
a household’s consumption of the fortified salt unless a member of the
household had watched a short film that featured expectant parents

38 Morris Loveday andWilliam Glucort, “Boring? That May Not Be a Bad Thing in the Race
to SucceedGermany’s AngelaMerkel,”Washington Post, https://www.washingtonpost.com/
world/europe/germany-election-merkel-chancellor/2021/09/17/2c9c2abe-157d-11ec-a019-
cb193b28aa73_story.html.
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consuming the salt as a way to help them have a strong son.39 The narrative,
not the information alone, changed how people thought. Figure 3 puts in
italics the influence of role models.

We present below three interventions that made it possible for individ-
uals or whole communities to form more adaptive and functional mental
models of key social actors: “goodparent,” “good leader,” “goodhusband,”
and “good wife.”

A. Intervention 1: A short-term conditional cash transfer with long-term impacts

If parents cannot imagine breaking the cycle of poverty, they will invest
too little in their children. A lack of cognitive stimulation and healthful
nutrition for children contributes to the intergenerational transmission of
poverty. KarenMacours, Norbert Schady, and Renos Vakis teamed upwith
the government of Nicaragua to design a pilot program—Atención a Crisis
—to boost parents’ incentives, material means, and aspirations for their
children.40 The program targeted all four variables on the right-hand side
of Equation (3). The government implemented the program in 2006 in fifty-
six randomly chosen communities in a drought-plagued area where nearly
all households were poor. Households that were below a poverty line were
invited to participate in the program.An additional set of poor communities
was followed as the control group.

To increase the incentives and the means of households to invest in their
children, the program gave a substantial bimonthly cash transfer to the

Sociocultural environment (enhanced with new role models)

Experience and exposure (experience or exposure to novel
situations creates new associations and meanings)

Repertoire of mental models (expanded to accommodate new
ideas of how the world works and what life could be like)

Perceived possible actions and likely consequences

(expanded perception, changes in beliefs)

Behavior (enhanced agency due to new beliefs,
goals, vicarious learning, motivation)

Figure 3. The Effect of Role Models on the Enculturated Actor.

39 Abhijit Banerjee, Sharon Barnhardt, and Esther Duflo, “Movies, Margins, andMarketing:
Encouraging theAdoption of Iron-Fortified Salt,” in Insights in the Economics of Aging, ed.David
Wise (Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press, 2017), 285.

40 KarenMacours, Norbert Schady, and Renos Vakis, “Cash Transfers, Behavioral Changes,
and Cognitive Development in Early Childhood: Evidence from a Randomized Experiment,”
American Economic Journal: Applied Economics 4, no. 2 (2012): 247–73.
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main caregiver in each participating household, conditional on three things:
(i) school attendance of the primary-school-age children in the household;
(ii) regular visits of the children to health clinics; and (iii) parents’ attendance
at meetings in which ways to promote children’s nutrition, health, and
education were discussed.

In addition, to raise aspirations, the program gave a $200 lump-sumgrant
to the main female caregiver in a randomly selected one-third of the house-
holds, conditional on investing the money in a nonagricultural business.
(The reason for the random transfer was to be able to isolate the impact of
this grant in this field experiment.)With this grant, a seamstress, for example,
might buy a sewing machine. The grant was large in relative terms: it was
equal to one-third of average annual household income of the beneficiaries.

We now turn to the feature of the program that bears directly on mental
models. To provide role models, the program held a separate assembly for
each group of at most thirty women who lived near each other. At the
meetings, the participants elected people from their immediate neighbor-
hood to the position of program promoter. Each promoter was assigned a
group of ten beneficiaries who lived close to her. The promoter’s job was to
encourage the groupmembers to invest in their children.Within the groups,
there were also women who held leadership positions in the community
unrelated to Atención a Crisis. The two sets overlap, since many health
coordinators and teachers volunteered to be program promoters. We will
refer to these two overlapping sets of women as “leaders.”

Interviews showed that the promoters “took ownership” of the pro-
gram’s goals. As instructed by program representatives, the promoters
met frequently with small groups of beneficiary women to talk about
investing in children’s nutrition and education:

During payment days, for instance, promotoras [promoters] would
often organize with the beneficiaries in their group to collectively
buy food products andmaterial for their children. Among other things,
this allowed beneficiaries to directly observe investments by their pro-
motoras. Qualitative evidence further confirms that beneficiaries were
very aware of investments by others, with plenty of stories about
children in the village going to school well fed, with new clothes and
material [paper and pens or pencils].41

We will call “funded leaders” those leaders who had received the largest
package (the conditional cash transfer plus the $200 investment grant). We
will call “unfunded leaders” those leaders who received only the one-year-
long cash transfer. Compared to unfunded leaders, funded leaders had

41 Karen Macours and Renos Vakis, “Sustaining Impacts When Transfers End: Women
Leaders, Aspirations, and Investments in Children,” in The Economics of Poverty Traps
ed. Christopher Barrett, Michael Carter, and Jean-Paul Chavas (Chicago, IL: University of
Chicago Press, 2018), 4.
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higher aspirations for their children and played a more active leadership
role in Atención a Crisis.

Substantial variation occurred across assemblies in the number of funded
leaders. Lopping off the outliers at the bottom and top ten percentiles of the
distribution, the share of the leaders in each assemblywho received the $200
grant ranged from zero to two-thirds. This random variation makes it pos-
sible to evaluate the effect that funded leaders had on the other participants.
In assemblies where all of the promoters received the investment grant, the
program effects were remarkably durable. Two years after the transfer
program ended, the impact of being in a group with funded leaders was
as large or larger than the impact during the program’s implementation. For
example, the share of animal proteins and fruits and vegetables in house-
holds’ total food expenditures was higher, households were more likely to
have a toy for the children to play with, and parents were more likely to tell
stories or sing to their children and read to them each week. In contrast,
Atención aCrisis hadnopositive impacts two years out for beneficiarieswho
were not exposed to any leader with the $200 grant.

What can explain this? Not incentives and transfers. Recall that the con-
ditional cash transfer ended after one year and that among all nonleader
beneficiaries the same proportion—one-third—had received the investment
grant. The survey responses of the participants suggest that the driving force
was the role model effect of the leaders. The leaders who had received the grant
and invested it (as required) in a nonagricultural business had higher aspi-
rations for their children. This opened an “aspirations window” for benefi-
ciaries in their network.42 The leaders amplified the impact of the program
during its one year of operation and made its impact persist.

Underlying the changes in behavior were changes in aspirations. One
additional funded leader in the assembly that a participant attended
increased by nearly 50 percent the expectations of the participants in her
assembly that their children would move into a professional or skilled
salary job. The role models made salient to the women the value of using
a portion of their meager incomes to give their children a greater chance to
lead better lives than their parents.

B. Intervention 2: Participatory theater

Many communities in developing countries are extremely patriarchal.
Women are taught from childhood that, as adults, they should confine
themselves to household tasks and a limited set of “female” occupations.
Wives are expected to defer to their husbands’ and in-laws’ wishes in all

42 Arjun Appadurai, “The Capacity to Aspire: Culture and the Terms of Recognition,” in
Culture and Public Action, ed. Vijayendra Rao and Michael Walton (Stanford, CA: Stanford
University Press, 2004), 59–84; Debraj Ray, “Aspirations, Poverty, and Economic Change,” in
Understanding Poverty, ed. Abhijit Vinayak Benerjee, Roland Benabou, and Dilip Mookherjee
(New York: Oxford University Press, 2006), 409–22.
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matters.43 The Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development
(OECD) has a standardized survey on domestic violence that is implemen-
ted in over 100 countries on nationally representative samples. Inmore than
half of low-income countries, the majority of women believe that, under
some conditions, wife beating is justified. As one Ethiopian woman com-
mented, “It is sometimes necessary for husbands to beat their wives when
they commit mistakes to correct them … it is also a sign of strong
manhood.”44 Social acceptance of domestic violence undermines the
enforcement of laws against it.45

Individuals have an incentive to follow the prescriptive norms of their
community, since violations are sanctioned. As a result, change in behavior
that is regulated by social norms has to occur at the community or societal
level as well as at the individual level. Changing widely held attitudes is
difficult. Even to question social norms about women’s place is sanctioned
in some communities.46 As of this writing, only two field experiments have
been conducted on mass media entertainment that embeds in stories edu-
cational messages about the cruelty of domestic violence. In both cases,
viewing the “edutainment” had little effect on the social acceptability of
domestic violence.47 Sociologists emphasize that to induce change in rou-
tinized behaviors, a high level of engagement is necessary. Pierre Bourdieu
argues that individuals must not only think differently, but also practice
acting differently.48

To create amore active approach, Augusto Boal invented forum theater.49

He chose this name because forum theater involves discussion between the
audience and the actors. Boal was influenced by Paulo Freire, who argues
that to learn how to stop oppression, an individual must cocreate the knowl-
edge and develop the self-assertiveness to act on it.50 Forum theater tries to
achieve this.

A performance of forum theater has several stages. It begins with an
uninterrupted enactment of a play. The cruelty of oppression is made

43 AnaMaríaMuñoz Boudet et al.,OnNorms and Agency: Conversations about Gender Equality
with Women and Men in 20 Countries (Washington, DC: World Bank, 2013).

44 Deepa Narayan et al., Voices of the Poor: Crying Out for Change (Washington, DC: World
Bank, 2000).

45 Mala Htun and Francesca R. Jensenius, “Fighting Violence Against Women,” Daedalus
149, no. 1 (2020): 144–59.

46 See, e.g., Steve Derné, “Hindu Men Talk about Controlling Women: Cultural Ideas as a
Tool of the Powerful,” Sociological Perspectives 37, no. 2 (1994): 203.

47 Abhijit Banerjee, Eliana La Ferrara, and Victor Orozco, “Entertainment, Education, and
Attitudes Toward Domestic Violence,” American Economics Association Papers and Proceedings
109 (2019): 133–37; Donald P. Green, AnnaM.Wilke, and Jasper Cooper, “Countering Violence
Against Women by Encouraging Disclosure: A Mass Media Experiment in Rural Uganda,”
Comparative Political Studies 53, no. 14 (2020): 2283–320.

48 Pierre Bourdieu, Outline of a Theory of Practice (New York: Cambridge University Press,
1977).

49 Augusto Boal, Theatre of the Oppressed, trans. Charles and Maria-Odilia Leal McBride
(New York: Urizen, 1979).

50 Paolo Freire, Pedagogy of the Oppressed (New York: Herder and Herder, 1970).
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evident in a story of abuse that starkly captures patterns of behavior familiar
to the audience. After the uninterrupted performance, a facilitator called the
Joker comes onstage and askswhether everyone in the audience agreeswith
the actions that were taken onstage. He explains that the play will begin
again and any member of the audience can shout “Stop” to interrupt the
performance, go onstage, take the role of a protagonist fromwhatever point
in the play that they want the scene to be taken forward, and change the
words and actions of the character they have chosen to play. The play begins
again. A sequence of volunteers (“spect-actors”) tries out strategies to avert
the oppression. In Bourdieu’s terms, they are “practicing how to feel and act
differently.” In some cases, men play the role of a female protagonist, just as
in a number of village folk forms, men have long played women’s roles.51

A performance is both a play and its analysis in the form of interactions
between actors and the audience.

We give one example of a play performed in forum theater. In The Brick
Factory, the factory owner promises his workers overtime pay to persuade
them to stay late to complete a large sales order.52However,when they have
completed the order, he refuses to give theworkers overtimepay.As he says
to the workers, he doesn’t need to: “There are so many workers like you
roaming around for work.” Later that evening, the owner comes to the
home of one of the workers, Phulmoni, to demand sex. When she refuses
to continue the sexual relationship she has had with him in exchange for
lending money to her husband, the factory owner threatens to have her
husband jailed if the loans are not repaid that very evening. She gives in to
the factory owner’s demand for sex. Returning home, her husband dis-
covers her in the arms of the factory owner. In the next scene, the villagers
find her guilty of adultery and cane her as punishment. At the end of the
play, two actors speak to the audience:

First Person: “Hunger caused Phulmoni to go to work to the city.
Taking advantage of her poverty, the owner forced himself on her.
Phulmoni was judged guilty.”

Second Person: “But the owner is the guilty one. Who will punish
him?”

The play ends with an unresolved problem that the spect-actors try to
address; in that sense, forum theater plays are intentionally incomplete. The
stage is used as a safe space where some power relations are relaxed and
imaginative interactions are encouraged and performed.53 The interactions
onstage reveal to everyone present that ordinary villagers have the capacity

51 ArnabBanerji, “Rehearsals for aRevolution: ThePolitical Theater ofUtpalDutt,”Southeast
Review of Asian Studies 34 (2012): 222–30.

52 SanjoyGanguly, “The Brick Factory,” in SanjoyGanguly,WhereWe Stand: Five Plays from the
Repertoire of Jana Sanskriti (Kolkata, India: CAMP, 2009), 111–23.

53 Dia Mohan, “Reimagining Community: Scripting Power and Changing the Subject
through Jana Sanaskriti’s Political Theater in Rural North India,” Journal of Contemporary
Ethnography vol. 33, no. 2 (2004): 178–217.
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to exercise “scripting power.” This has consequences. Awoman playing the
spect-actor who does not defer to the actor who plays her husband will not
be able to easily accept in silence abuse from her real husband. Experiments
in psychology show that the experience of possessing power in one context
increases the tendency to take action in another context.54

Forum theater highlights internal inconsistencies in a community’s cul-
tural representations. In The Brick Factory, the representation of men as
rightful leaders to whomwomenmust defer is inconsistent with the behav-
ior of powerful men who cause innocent people to be deeply wronged. The
factory owner in the drama reveals himself to be a bad person in his every
action; Phulmoni shows in her every action that she is selfless and generous.
Changing a cultural representation can cause people to reorganize their
own sense of self and to conceptualize alternative, realizable futures. Indi-
viduals become better able to resist experiences of devaluation. The new
representations can be engines of societal transformation. The audience
plays a crucial role in this process. Ralph Yarrow calls forum theater “per-
forming agency.”55 A forum theater performance is a workshop for nego-
tiation over representations and the social norms embedded in them in
which the audience participates.

Forum theater has been performed all over theworld, but no randomized
controlled trial to evaluate its impact has been done as of the time of this
writing. The only large-scale evaluation of forum theater assesses the impact
on domestic violence of Jana Sanskriti (JS), one of the largest forum theater
groups in the world.56 JS is a network of one core team and thirteen
community-based theater troupes, with a total of about 500 actors in vil-
lages in West Bengal, India. JS has been performing forum theater in rural
West Bengal for thirty years. In recent years (2002–2013), in the villages in
which it is active, JS gave amedian of twoperformances per year on issues of
patriarchy or alcohol abuse, which contribute to domestic violence.

The impact of these performances was assessed on the basis of individual
surveys of wives and their husbands in ninety-two villages. In villages not
exposed to JS, 32 percent of the women reported that their husbands had
physically abused them, and the majority of men (58 percent) believed it
was legitimate for them to beat or hit their wives under some conditions.
Controlling for observable differences between the villages with and

54 Nathanael J. Fast et al., “Illusory Control: A Generative Force Behind Power’s Far-
Reaching Effects,” Psychological Science 20, no. 4 (2009): 502–8; Smith et al., “Lacking Power
Impairs Executive Functions.”

55 Ralph Yarrow, “Performing Agency: Body Learning, Forum Theatre, and Interactivity as
Democratic Strategy,” Studies in South Asian Film &Media 4, no. 2 (2012): 211–26. “Performing
agency” spurs individuals to construct new mental models, a process that Tomasello calls
“representational redescription”; Tomasello, The Cultural Origins of Human Cognition, chap. 6.

56 Karla Hoff, Jyotsna Jalan, and Sattwik Santra, “Participatory Theater Empowers Women:
Evidence from India” (Policy Research Working Paper 9680, World Bank, 2021), https://
documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/278011622551682622/pdf/Participatory-Theater-
Empowers-Women-Evidence-from-India.pdf.

205USING BEHAVIORAL ECONOMICS TO REDUCE POVERTY AND OPPRESSION

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0265052523000420 Published online by Cam
bridge U

niversity Press

https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/278011622551682622/pdf/Participatory-Theater-Empowers-Women-Evidence-from-India.pdf
https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/278011622551682622/pdf/Participatory-Theater-Empowers-Women-Evidence-from-India.pdf
https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/278011622551682622/pdf/Participatory-Theater-Empowers-Women-Evidence-from-India.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0265052523000420


without performances of JS, exposure to JS substantially reduced domestic
violence and the proportion of husbands who believed that it was accept-
able. Village exposure to JS also increased the ratio of female-to-male liter-
acy rates.

Normally, cultural representations are tools of the powerful. A key feature
of forum theater is that it gives ordinary people a medium in which they can
collectively influence cultural representations. Changes in such representa-
tions and the beliefs that underlie them will change behavior. A society can
get trapped in an equilibrium in which beliefs give rise to behaviors that
sustain those beliefs. In the cash-transfer program in Nicaragua (discussed
above), funded group leaders raised women’s aspirations for their children.
The leaders changedbeliefs,which changedbehaviors,whichmayultimately
sustain those beliefs. In forum theater, a collectiveprocess of constructing role
models in fictional dramas raised women’s aspirations and changed behav-
iors. The change in behavior will give rise to real-life role models.

C. Intervention 3: Political reservations for women

Wenow turn to political reservations forwomen.More than 100 countries
have introduced affirmative action policies forwomen in public office. As of
this writing, the impact of these policies has been evaluated only in India. A
village government in India consists of an elected council and an elected
chief, called the pradhan, who heads the village council. A 1993 constitu-
tional amendment in India provided that in a randomly chosen one-third of
villages, only women could run for pradhan. It also reserved for women in
every village one-third of the seats on the village council.

Lori Beaman and collaborators examine how the reservations for women
have changed beliefs and behavior—in particular, the attitudes and
achievements of teenage girls, attitudes toward female leaders, and cultural
mental models of women and political leaders.57 The researchers adminis-
tered a survey in almost 500 villages to randomly selected people ages 11–15
and their parents. In the villages that had had a female leader for two
election cycles (a period of seven years immediately preceding the survey),
teenage girls had higher aspirations. They were less likely to want to be
housewives, less likely to want their in-laws to determine their occupation,
more likely to want to marry after the age of eighteen, and more likely to
want a job that requires a high level of education. After seven years’ expo-
sure to female pradhans, parents’ aspirations for their daughters’ education
and occupation also increased and fathers were more likely to say, “I want
my daughter to be pradhan.58 These changes in attitudes occurred despite

57 Lori Beaman et al., “PowerfulWomen: Does Exposure Reduce Bias?”TheQuarterly Journal
of Economics 124, no. 4 (2009): 1497–1540; Htun and Jensenius, “Fighting Violence Against
Women.”

58 A similar change occurred in a field experiment inwhich professional call center recruiters
were hired to help the few female high school graduates in remote villages in India to find jobs
in business-process outsourcing jobs (typically, call centers where, for example, people in the
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the absence of any change in school quality (measured by test scores) or in
private-sector labor opportunities for females (measured by the jobs held by
young adults).

The increase in teenage girls’ aspirations is reflected in outcomes. In the
never-reserved villages, the gender gap in ever attending school and know-
ing how to read andwritewas erased or reversed in villageswith two cycles
of reservation. Teenagers’ gender gap in favor of boys in education and time
spent on household chores was slightly reduced.

Seven years’ exposure to female pradhans also changedmen’s perception
of female leaders. In one experiment, villagers listened to recorded political
speeches (adapted fromactual villagemeetings) and ranked the speeches on
a scale of effectiveness. The gender of the speaker was randomized. In the
villageswithout political reservations forwomen as pradhan, bothmen and
women ranked speeches by females lower than speeches by males, as did
respondents in villages with only five years of exposure to a female prad-
han. After seven years’ exposure, though, men were not biased against
female leaders.

The researchers also implemented a psychological test of implicit bias
against female leaders. The Implicit Association Test (IAT) asked respon-
dents to sort a series of terms into the left or right side of a computer screen.
Sometimes, the screen would be as shown in Figure 4A, with categories
paired in a way congruent with gender stereotypes. Sometimes, the pairing
would be incongruent, as in Figure 4B.

The terms to categorize were common first names for girls and boys and
names of various leadership activities and domestic tasks. For each term,
there was an obvious right answer. The difference in accuracy and speed
between the tests in the stereotype-congruent condition and the stereotype-
incongruent condition is a measure of the strength of the stereotype. Some-
one who categorizes words much faster when working with the pairings in
Figure 4A than in Figure 4B has more implicit bias than someone who
categorizes words with approximately equal speed in the two conditions.
By this measure, exposure to female leaders through the political

U.S. make airline reservations). See Robert Jensen, “Do Labor Market Opportunities Affect
Young Women’s Work and Family Decisions? Experimental Evidence from India,” The Quar-
terly Journal of Economics 127, no. 2 (2012): 753–92. The women who got call center jobs became
prototypes of women with financial independence. The prototypes influenced, among young
women in the same village, the age of marriage, years of education, fertility rates, and aspira-
tions. The prototypes also changed how parents perceived and cared for their daughters. In
particular, parents fed their young daughters better and kept them healthier, as measured by
the body-mass index of girls ages 5–15. See an overview in Karla Hoff, “Do Social Factors
Determine ‘Who We Are’ as Well as the Choice Sets We Have?” World Bank Blogs, June
22, 2016, https://blogs.worldbank.org/developmenttalk/do-social-factors-determine-who-
we-are-well-choice-sets-we-have. In this experiment, unlike in the case of political reservations,
we cannot completely rule out the possibility that it was an increase in the expected return to
education rather than a role model effect that drove the changes in aspirations and behavior.
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reservations weakened implicit bias; it increased the ability of men to asso-
ciate women with leadership activities.59

The critical test of the impact of the reservations is women’s electability in
free elections for pradhan. In the free elections that followed two rounds of
elections reserved forwomen, womenweremore likely to run for office and
more likely to be elected. Exposure to female leaders for two election cycles
had changed individuals’ understandings of what a good leadermight look
like and what a female leader could do. People have vivid images and
scenarios in their minds to represent categories. Sociologists and anthropol-
ogists find that the images and scenarios are a fundamental element orga-
nizing individuals’ understandings of themselves and the world.60 The
political reservations for women in villages in India changed these images
and scenarios.

VI. C

Behavioral economics sheds light on how to reduce poverty and oppres-
sion. The first wave of behavioral economics shows that scarcity and pow-
erlessness impair the quality of thinking. Nudges can boost agency and
reduce the likelihood that individuals make decisions that they will later
regret. The program called Targeting the Ultra Poor (TUP), which reduced
extreme scarcity, set in motion processes of improved decision-making,
investment, and productivity that increased the well-being and incomes
of ultra-poor households in the long run.

Female

Domestic tasks

Male

Leadership activities

Figure 4A. The Gender and Domestic Tasks/Leadership IAT: The
Stereotype-Congruent Screen.

Female

Leadership activities

Male

Domestic tasks

Figure 4B. The Gender and Domestic Tasks/Leadership IAT: The
Stereotype-Incongruent Screen.

59 A third measure by which to evaluate the impact of the political reservations for women
was villagers’ evaluation of the pradhan of their own villages. In the case of individuals who
were exposed to a female pradhan in only one election cycle, evaluations of the female
pradhans were less favorable than of the male pradhans in the control villages. However, in
the case of individuals exposed in two consecutive elections to a female pradhan under political
reservations, evaluations of the female pradhans were no less favorable than evaluations of
male pradhans.

60 Swidler, Talk of Love, 36.
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The second wave of behavioral economics shows that individuals see the
world through cultural lenses. The development of many of the concepts
withwhich individuals think is a social and cultural process. The experience
of prolonged poverty and oppression may give people a misleading set of
cultural mental models regarding who they are, what influence they have
over their life prospects, and thus what aspirations they can realistically
strive for. Their epistemological resources may be a binding constraint. In
this sense, there ismuchmore to poverty and oppression thanmeets the eye.

Fortunately, interventions have had some success in expanding the men-
tal models of the poor and oppressed. We summarized three examples of
successful interventions. First, in Nicaragua, Atención a Crisis gave parents
new mental models regarding what the future could be like for their chil-
dren. The increased investment of parents in their children may break the
cycle of poverty, since the intervention helps childrenwho, as adults, will be
role models for others. Macours and Vakis hope to study the impact of the
program in the long run.

Second, forum theater in rural India allowed individuals to “see” domes-
tic violence in a new light. This allowed them to negotiate what behavior
was acceptable and what behavior was cruel and unjust. Participants in
forum theater, including the audience, could collectively construct new
representations of a good husband and a good wife.

Third, an amendment to the Constitution of India reserving for women
leadership positions in village government created prototypes of women as
leaders that changed the cultural mental models of women. As a result,
teenage girls aspired to more education, later marriage, and greater control
over their occupations as adults.

All three of these interventions recognize the need for policy to expand
individuals’ cognitive tool kits. The interventions are success stories: they
boosted agency, reduced poverty, and reduced the oppression of women in
their households.

Economics, Columbia University

Sociology, University of Washington
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