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Billions of dollars are spent each year on efforts to alleviate poverty in the
developing world. Yet there have been remarkably few systematic attempts to
examine what actually works. All too often, nongovernmental organizations and
foreign aid agencies give away money based on intuition, or on whatever
interventions are en vogue at the time. That’s a recipe for aid programs that fail

as often as they succeed.

To improve the success rate, three MIT professors founded the Abdul Latif
Jameel Poverty Action Lab. Since 2003, its researchers have used randomized
trials to figure out which interventions help the poor the most. Their global
network of researchers has made some surprising discoveries: Giving mothers in
India a bag of dried beans when they bring their children in for immunizations
doubles the rate of children who get all their shots. Telling teenage girls in Kenya
to abstain from sex doesn’t lower their HIV infection rate, but telling them to
avoid sex with older men — who are much more likely to carry the disease —
significantly reduces their chances of infection. In the Philippines, a significant
number of women are willing to sign up for special savings accounts that don’t
allow them to withdraw money for a year. When the year was up, those who
opted for the special accounts had 80 percent more money saved than that those
who didn’t.

That’s the promise at the heart of so many of these studies: the identification of
small, inexpensive ways to alter human behavior to produce dramatic, positive

results. It is a testament to the lab’s usefulness that the World Bank has
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instituted randomized trials of its own.

In addition to its contributions to anti-poverty efforts, the Poverty Action Lab
also promises to improve understanding of economic behavior in much of the
world. Poverty Action Lab researcher Johannes Haushofer has opened what he
believes to be the first such laboratory in the developing world, in Nairobi, where
he is studying the financial decisions of ordinary Kenyans. “Maybe we will
discover that it doesn’t matter, that people everywhere will always make the
same trade-offs,” said Abhijit Banerjee, one of the Poverty Action Lab’s original
founders. “But we don’t know that yet.” That willingness to test assumptions is

the essence of scientific inquiry and the engine of progress all over the world.
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