
J-PAL affiliate Kelsey Jack’s interest 
in studying the intersection of 
development and environmental 
economics goes back to her childhood. 
While on a family trip at age fourteen, 
Kelsey saw the hillsides of Madagascar 
burning. She was witnessing the 
practice of slash-and-burn agriculture, 
which involves cutting down and 
burning vegetation in order to create 
land for farming. 

This experience was pivotal for Kelsey, and the juxtaposition of 
competing needs has stuck with her to this day. “On one hand, 
preserving these natural environments that are so unique felt 
essential, but at the same time, these households needed to feed 
their families. It was the first time I had encountered a situation 
where I didn’t have a clear sense of what was right and what was 
wrong,” Kelsey explained.

Kelsey went on to work for two years in the Lao People's 
Democratic Republic, gaining hands-on experience working in 
contexts facing these challenges. Hands-on experience has been 
a theme in Kelsey’s career. Throughout her extensive experience 
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Kelsey Jack is an associate professor at the University of California, Santa Barbara and serves as a member 
of the Executive Committee of J-PAL’s Board of Directors and co-chair of J-PAL’s Environment, Energy, 
and Climate Change sector and King Climate Action Initiative. Through her research, Kelsey is leading a 
movement of climate-focused research within development economics and poverty alleviation.

“One of my biggest goals is to attract 
researchers who are not necessarily 
thinking about the relevance of climate 
to their area of study, whether it’s 
education, health, or labor markets.”

conducting field research, Kelsey has found her informal 
conversations with people help shape her research. 

On a research project in Zambia, farmers explained to Kelsey 
that because they only receive harvest income once a year, many 
households rely on family labor off the farm for income between 
harvests to help cover consumption needs. This problem was 
not fully explored by existing economics research, and Kelsey 
and her coauthors transformed these anecdotes into a multi-year 
randomized evaluation.

“A lot of the inspiration for projects ultimately comes through 
these more informal interactions, whether with farmers or 
with policymakers,” Kelsey said. (See “Research to Policy: Helping 
Farmers with Off-Season Expenses” on p2).
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Challenge: In low-income countries, rural 
households are dependent on small-scale farming 
for income. However, this income only arrives once 
or twice a year, resulting in what is known as the 
“harvest season” and the “hungry season.” Kelsey 
and her co-authors of this study had all heard 
farmers in Zambia describe the challenges that 
come from seasonal liquidity constraints, which 
harm both hungry season consumption and 
labor markets. 

Research: In order to test the benefits of easing 
seasonal liquidity constraints, Kelsey and her 
coauthors conducted a two-year-long randomized 
evaluation with 3,139 small-scale farmers in 
rural Zambia. Eligible households were randomly 
selected to receive cash or food loans during the 
hungry season, with repayments not due until after 
the harvest season.

Results: Overall, the study largely validated the 
story of Zambian farmers. Results demonstrated 
that the loans during the hungry season increased 
seasonal consumption, on-farm labor inputs, and 
agricultural outputs. The program saw strong take-up, 
of 98 percent, and high repayment, of almost 90 
percent. However, the study also found that it was 
relatively expensive to offer even small amounts of 
credit in rural areas, due to transaction costs.

Scaling: Although a scaling evaluation that 
addressed these high-transaction costs was 
cut short due to the COVID-19 pandemic, 
Kelsey is optimistic that this research has scale- 
up potential and numerous policy implications. 
The research team is currently in communication 
with the government of Zambia about the 
implications of this research, which she says 
could go beyond loans and be applied to any 
method of creating a steady rate of income 
or consumption during the hungry season. 
Currently, they are working on scaling up savings 
and financial planning as more light-touch and 
financially sustainable interventions. 

Kelsey has conducted research with J-PAL for several years, dating 
back to her time as a post-doctoral researcher with J-PAL and UC 
Berkeley’s Center for Effective Global Action’s joint Agricultural  
Technology Adoption Initiative. Kelsey views her experience at J-PAL 
as having come full circle. In addition to her current roles at J-PAL 
as a member of the Executive Committee of the Board and co-chair 
of the Energy, Environment, and Climate Change sector, Kelsey is 
also co-chair of J-PAL’s King Climate Action Initiative (K-CAI). 

Launched in 2020, K-CAI is dedicated to generating evidence 
and catalyzing the scale-up of high-impact policy solutions at the 
nexus of climate change and poverty alleviation. Kelsey says the 
$25 million initiative is long overdue and is hopeful for the impact 
it will have on the industry at-large. She explained, “It’s a space 
where there’s such a pressing need for more rigorous evidence.” 

By devoting funding to research at the intersection of development 
and environmental economics, Kelsey hopes K-CAI will steer 
development economists to consider how climate change will affect 
their area of study. “One of my biggest goals is to attract researchers 
who are not necessarily thinking about the relevance of climate to 
their area of study, whether it’s education, health, or labor markets,” 
she said. Likewise, she hopes environmental researchers will be 
encouraged to evaluate how climate change will disproportionately 
affect poorer populations and low-income countries. 

Kelsey noted there is also great potential for K-CAI to help create 
a movement of evidence-informed climate policy. Here, Kelsey 
advocates for a shift in thinking among policymakers. “We really 
need to open up people’s minds to the idea that you can have 
rigorous evidence and that it’s the right input to decision making.”

Kelsey’s work is motivated by seeking to understand trade-offs 
and alleviating the barriers households face in aligning their 
short-term and long-term interests. She explains, “For policy 
interventions to be effective, you need to understand the decisions 
that people are making.”  This question is key as Kelsey guides a 
growing body of rigorous evidence and scalable climate solutions 
through her own research and as co-chair of K-CAI at J-PAL. 

Kelsey has been a J-PAL affiliate since 2013. She was a post-doctoral 
researcher with J-PAL from 2010-2011. For more information about 
J-PAL and to read about Kelsey’s research, visit povertyactionlab.org/
person/jack.
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