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international trade and development, I’m
constantly grappling with the extent to which
public policy and private markets can both
support and undermine positive social change
for the poorest people. I’ve noticed that many
people working to reduce poverty begin by
positing that excessive governmental
intervention is the problem. It is only logical to
argue against inefficiency and corruption, but
the policy space to tackle poverty is also
constrained by factors such as inadequate
supply of essential public goods, human rights
violations, the unwillingness of mainstream
markets to engage in certain socially
challenging activities and (most importantly)
the implicit assumption that markets can only
provide the distributional effects that reduce
poverty when individual choices are free. The
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most common form of development
intervention is a set of subsidies to assist
resource poor households. Direct cash transfers,
conditional on schooling, work performance,
and health, are the most common tool to
improve efficiency in poor households. This
policy may be an attempt to prevent trading off
consumption today for more schooling or health
in future. However, the implications of cash
transfers are not always clear-cut. Sometimes,
additional income leads to more investments in
health or education while in other cases it might
lead to increased alcohol consumption and
decreased savings. In addition, we’re not always
able to count on that cash is spent in ways that
actually improve income. There are very few
country-level examples of international aid that
can unequivocally be documented to reduce
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poverty, but it is clear that cash transfers to the
very
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