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It is now widely argued that international aid and development efforts have not been as 

effective at widespread poverty alleviation as those of us concerned about global poverty 

would like.  While a growing chorus of development critics argues for the need to rethink our 

approach to poverty alleviation, development theoreticians and practitioners are responding 

with wide-ranging solutions to persistent global poverty and growing inequality.  As 

development theory and practice are rethought, defining our goals and assumptions in clear, 

authentic, and positive terms will serve to lay the groundwork for long term sustainable 

poverty alleviation.   

The case is being made across the United States and beyond that aid and development in all 

of its governmental and non-governmental forms is not having the effect on poverty that 

one might expect given the monetary and social investment we have collectively made over 

the past century. The White Man’s Burden author William Easterly accounts for $2.3 trillion 

spent in 50 yearsi, and yet one in four people in the world still lived under $1.25 in 2005.ii  

Indeed, World Bank researchers Shaohau Chen and Martin Ravallion wrote in 2004 that the 

world has experienced a 7-percent drop in the population living below $1 a day but a 10.4-

percent increase in the population living below $2 a day.iii  This trend is expected to 

continue as global efforts relieve the most extreme forms of poverty, but do not move the 

global poor beyond the $2 a day threshold that still means day to day uncertainty.iv  We are 

helping the world’s poorest to move a step away from the edge of despair, but not far 

enough away to eliminate the constant risk of falling back down, come a natural disaster, 

health problem, or downturn in the local economy. 

The argument for reconsidering development theory and practice does not come simply 

from our lack of significant progress in ending poverty, but also from the growing 

inequality that has resulted from pro-first world economic policies, corporatization, and 
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lingering effects of slavery, colonialism, and poor leadership.  Inequality globally and within 

countries is growingv, causing a range of problems that will inhibit development efforts 

further into the future.  The problem with inequality is not experienced only by those on 

the lower end of the income spectrum, but rather by everyone who lives within that 

society.  British researchers Richard Wilkinson and Kate Pickett of The Equality Trust give 

examples of how inequality “damages the social fabric and the quality of life for 

everyone.”vi  Or as NGO leader and community activist Rita Conceição points out about her 

home city of Salvador, Brazil, the poor live in shantytowns, but the rich live in high rise 

apartments behind locked gates and armed guards, driving beat up cars to avoid being 

robbed or abducted.  Growing inequality reduces the social space in which individuals 

come together naturally and resolve problems, such as those brought on by poverty.   

Given this consensus that ending poverty demands new approaches and a growing concern 

about how inequality affects poverty alleviation and economic growth, the time is right for 

rethinking the framework and strategies used by development professionals to achieve 

their poverty reduction goals.  Before we get out our toolbox, however, we need to take a 

step back and define how specific poverty alleviation strategies are placed within the 

context of the societies in which we are working.  We must question our assumptions of 

causality within these specific cultural contexts and build a framework that responds to the 

actual short and long term needs of specific communities. By acknowledging our own 

cultural biases and inclinations as we work within someone else’s society, we can better 

listen to local people and allow them to shape a society that will sustain their well-being 

into the next generation. 

QUESTIONING OUR CAUSAL ASSUMPTIONS 

Development efforts are often portrayed as having one destination, all travelling down the 

road to end poverty.  For example, a new organization within Washington State, Global 

Washington, works to bring together development organizations under one umbrella to 

work collectively to build a more equitable and prosperous worldvii.  Together its members 

are engaged in the fight against poverty, and there is no shortage of such development 

projects.  One need only to read the newspaper to see examples of such projects: flashlights 

to midwives in Africaviii, malaria nets distributed within global malarial zonesix, microloans 

in Central Americax, and education for poor girls in Salvador, Brazilxi.  All projects classified 

as development, all with aims to make the world a better place for a certain group of 

people. 
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The reality, however, is that all development projects are not the same.  Different 

development organizations make different hypotheses about the causal links that exist 

between their target populations and poverty as a whole.  They focus their attention 

somewhere in the society to individual hierarchy (see Picture 1, left side) with the hope of 

addressing poverty within that society.  Development organizations decide to focus their 

attention on individuals, one particular group with a population of poor people (such as 

children, women, girls, disabled), or on poor people as a whole in order to change the 

circumstances that cause cyclical poverty. 

 

Following the causal hierarchy championed by traditional public management theoryxii, 

development organizations then design activities to meet the needs of their target 

population based on their assumptions of the link between their target population and 

poverty (see Picture 1, right side).  Some organizations, for example, give individual 

scholarships with the hope that poor students help drag their families out of povertyxiii.  

Other organizations target poor women with micro-loans, believing that the women will 

help all of the poor within their communities (men and women), and thereby end poverty 

for that community of individualsxiv.  Yet another model involves investments for poor 

people generally. For example, the Brazilian government sponsors the Bolsa Familia 

program, which gives families a small monthly stipend if their children attend school and 

receive a regular medical check-up.xv   Such a program envisions the connection between 

income, school, and poverty alleviation. All of these programs see a link between a stratum 

of people living within a given society and poverty as a whole. 
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Very few organizations, however, frame their poverty alleviation work in terms of social 

change, the base of the society pyramid.   They stop at poverty alleviation.  A sustainable 

end to poverty, however, must involve changing society because poverty exists within the 

framework of society and its culture, traditions, politics, and economics.  Most poor are 

poor as a legacy of slavery, colonialism, racism, sexism, a lack of education, and a lack of 

economic or political power that limits resources and opportunities of advancement.  

Ending poverty for the long term requires a change in these structures so that one’s 

generations progress (say through education) is not undermined by an infrastructure that 

returns that family to poverty (say through a lack of employment options).  If you imagine 

the society pyramid pictured above as a mountain that poor people are trying to climb to 

lift themselves out of poverty, keeping them focused on poverty alleviation keeps them 

half-way up a mountainside.  They remain at risk should natural disasters strike or a family 

member grow sick or become unemployed.  Only by supporting poor people as they move 

to higher ground, to the crest of the mountain and away from the edge of the cliff, can they 

rest assured that their children and their children’s children will not live among sewage, 

rats, and the structural inequality that keep poor people out of schools and work. 

DEFINING OUR DESTINATION 

The question of destination—the end aim of any poverty alleviation intervention— can be 

framed along a development spectrum in which the goal of a specific project falls in a range 

between “transactional change” and “transformational change.”  (See Picture 2)xvi 
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Most development professionals would profess to have as a goal working towards 

sustainable, long term impact.  How each organization defines sustainability and long term 

impact varies.  For the sake of this paper, long term, sustainable impact is defined in terms 

of time, scope, and external effect.  It should improve the lives of at least two generations, 

benefit a group of individuals large enough to impact society within these two generations, 

and have minimal environmental impact such that it meets the needs of these individuals 

“without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs.”xvii  This 

may be the ideal given that long term, longitudinal studies are hard to come by given 

funding cycles, changing research interests, and macro-level influences should as new 

election cycles, wars, and other challenges that effect a community’s ability to change over 

time.  Nevertheless, defining our terms forces us to examine closely our solutions and their 

impact related to time, scope, and future generations. 

The Development Spectrum offers us an organizing structure for thinking about the goal 

and casual relationships of projects and initiatives and their long term impact.  It outlines 

three major categories of development intervention: 

Humanitarian Action occurs during a time of crisis and involves the immediate 

distribution of basic necessities, such as food, bedding, clothes, and medicines.  Without 

humanitarian aid, death or further destruction such as widespread violence, disease, or 

insecurity may occur.  Humanitarian action is by nature short term, emergency help 

delivered by outsiders —either from the country in which the disaster occurred or from 

the international community—in response to a population’s urgent need for food, 

medicine, or shelter.  It is not intended to have a long term effect, only to address survival 

issues such that the community can resume its original functionality.  Humanitarian aid 

does not change structures that allow poverty to exist, and in some cases can reinforce 

them.xviii 

Transactional change is defined by the giving or selling of consumable goods or services 

that provide short term change to the lives of the target population.  Transactional change 

agents have as their goal poverty alleviation.  They set out to alleviate the worst symptoms 

of poverty, including the lack of access to education, health care, and capital.  Examples 

include the previously mentioned distribution of malaria nets, flashlights to midwives, 

micro-loans, as well as immunizations, HIV/AIDS drugs, vocational training, and basic 

education.  Life is made better for poor individuals.  Poverty alleviation alone, however, 

cannot be sustainable in the long term because the society which houses that poverty 

hasn’t been changed.  Power infrastructures, remain in place, and in most cases, notions of 

power and charity are reinforced. 
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Transformational change is defined by a change in society that allows a group of poor 

individuals to escape out of the cycle of poverty for at least two generations.  It is critical 

that the change involves more than one individual who benefits in some way, and that the 

change impacts communities beyond the immediate community being served.  

Transformational change agents have as their goal social change.  They may engage poverty 

alleviation initiatives as a part of their work, but their sights are set on changing the social 

structures that limit poor people’s potentials. 

SO WHAT? 

The goal – our destination in our development journey – matters.  Micro-credit, for 

example, is promoted by many as the solution to poverty.  “As of December 31, 2006, 3,316 

microcredit institutions reported reaching 133,030,913 clients in the world.”xix  If one 

searches for “microcredit” on Facebook, one finds over 500 groups who have aligned 

themselves in some way with micro-credit.xx  “Micro-credit” in its various forms (including 

“micro-loans,” “micro-finance”) appears 70 times in the U.S. Foreign Assistance Act, written 

in 1961 and amended over the years.  One might conclude that micro-credit leads to 

significant, transformational change in the circumstances that drive poverty given this level 

of interest and investment.  (Indeed, despite extensive research-based proof that “girls 

education” is a proven way to break cycles of povertyxxi, “girls education” fails to appear 

once in the U.S. Foreign Assistance Act.)  Grameen Bank’s Muhammed Yunus said as much 

in his statement, “We will make Bangladesh free from poverty by 2030.”xxii 

And yet micro-credit provides us with a case study on how our destination determines our 

journey.  So many individuals, philanthropists, government agencies, and NGOs are focused 

on micro-credit to transform the lives of the poor, and yet a growing body of research show 

that while micro-credit plays a mostly beneficial role in improving the lives of the poor, it 

does not transform those lives to the degree that this level of investment might suggest.  

Aneel Karnani, Associate Professor of Strategy at University of Michigan’s Ross School of 

Business, argues that “Microfinance Misses Its Mark,” that it is not the transformative 

panacea that many people would like it to bexxiii.  In a Boston Globe article summarizing two 

MIT Poverty Action Lab research papers on microfinance’s link to poverty alleviation, 

Globe writer Drake Bennett writes, “What they find is that, by most measures, microcredit 

does not offer a way out of poverty.”xxiv  Microfinance is trying to fix poverty through 

poverty alleviation programs, and while it is – for the most part – helping people to climb 

up the economic ladder out of despair, it is not fundamentally changing their lives, and it is 

certainly not changing the circumstances that cause poverty in the first place.  If it were, we 

would be hearing about micro-loan recipients who have successfully run for political office 
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or become factory owners and economic leaders.  Previously impoverished individuals and 

communities would achieve power on a macro-level, not just within their homes or distant 

rural communities, in order to contribute to structures that benefit others from similar 

impoverished backgrounds. 

Placing poverty alleviation within social change challenges development practitioners to 

consider who is doing the work, not just what work is being done.  Sustainable social 

change must be accomplished through the labors of people who live within the society 

being changed.  None of us like outsiders coming in and changing our society; their 

interventions seem like culturally-inappropriate meddling for which we have no 

investment.  Likewise, individuals living in impoverished communities, as much as they 

might appreciate the contributions of outside agencies, must feel ownership and a sense of 

long term responsibility for the change that will in the end change their culture and 

community practices.  For both practical and ethical reasons, long term poverty alleviation 

in the form of social change must be led by local people whose understand how society 

functions and who can sustain changes beyond the end of the development project. 

One might ask why so many NGOs set their sights on poverty alleviation and not on social 

change.  If one needs social change for poverty alleviation to stick, why are not more 

organizations talking in terms of social change?  A leading answer lies with the individuals 

and industries that drive development.  They tend to have an interest in maintaining the 

status quo since the system as it is allowed them to reach the economic status that they 

were able to reach.  I have heard the general sentiment by several significant donors to 

development projects with which I am focused that they don’t want to hear about social 

justice and equalityxxv.  The terms sound like revolution and poor people rising up to claim 

what is presently ours, and that is not what wealthy donors typically have in mind as a 

solution to global poverty.  In The Revolution Will Not Be Funded,xxviactivists document how 

the current NGO funding model and NGO practice reinforce the status quo and undermine 

innovative programming that might shift the power to traditionally politically-weak 

individuals or groups.  The inequality of the donor – recipient relationship hinders learning 

from experience and collaborative development of success measuresxxvii.  However, the 

reality of NGO leadership is that programs must be funded, and funders tend to prefer 

poverty alleviation over social change. 

BALANCING TRANSACTIONAL AND TRANSFORMATIONAL CHANGE 

The development spectrum offered here and its articulation of development goals is value 

neutral.  There may be a place and time for all three types of interventions depending on 
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the circumstances.  Social change projects must also feed the hungry and cloth the poor 

since little activism can occur if physiological, safety, and social needs are not met.xxviii  

Bahia Street, a social change project based in Salvador, Brazil, sets out to break the cycle of 

poverty and violence through education.  Bahia Street Center director Rita Conceição 

explains her work in terms of leveling the playing field for African-Brazilian girls, allowing 

them to access a university education and professional employment.  Rita seeks equality so 

that poor African-Brazilian children grow up to be able to enjoy the same basic rights that 

European-descent Brazilians currently experience.  The goal is to transform the society that 

allows poverty to thrive in Salvador and shift the balance of power so that all children have 

access to the society in which they live.  However, the reality of working for social change is 

that these same children show up to school malnourished and stunted in growth; they face 

domestic violence that blocks the piece of mind necessary to learn and thrive; and they live 

in neighborhoods where gun violence and drug trade make streets war zones at times, 

robbing them of family members who get caught in the crossfire.  Bahia Street must 

provide “transactional” assistance alongside its “transformational” education and 

leadership training.  Effective NGO leaders all over the world balance short and long term 

outcomes in order to bridge today’s needs with a vision for a better tomorrow. 

PUTTING POVERTY IN POSITIVE TERMS 

Much of the narrative found in international development centers around ending poverty.  

For example, Jeffrey Sachs, a leading development economist and advisor to the U.N. 

Secretary General, wrote the book The End of Poverty: Economic Possibilities for Our Time.  

RESULTS, a leading national anti-poverty organization inspires its followers to action with 

the tagline of “the power to end poverty.”xxix Certainly, the “cycle of poverty,” hunger, 

violence, and a lack of access to school bring to mind compelling images.  What images 

come to mind if we imagine the opposite to poverty, hunger, and violence?  As we shift our 

definition of poverty alleviation into one that acknowledges poverty’s placement within 

society, we might try to imagine what that society looks like with poverty out of the picture.  

In other words, what is the opposite of poverty?  What does it look like?  If we are going to 

end poverty, what are we going to start in its place?  Critical in the debate about how to end 

poverty is the realization that the opposite of poverty is not the same for every one.  Those 

development professionals addressing poverty in terms of lack of freedom (or freedoms)xxx  

might imagine a society without poverty defined as having high levels of equality, 

opportunity, access, and security. Others focused on finance and trade might imagine a 

society as one defined by high levels of economic activity, corporate investment, and small 

entrepreneurial enterprise.  Roget’s Thesaurus gives yet different antonyms to poverty: 



9 The Case for Social Change | Nancy Bacon, The Social Change Collaboratory 

 

“Abundance, affluence, luxury, richness, and wealth,”xxxi  adjectives rarely depicted in the 

marketing materials of aid agencies. 

However we define the opposite to poverty, it will require social change to sustain it into 

the long term.  Equality, for example, can only be achieved if those in power make space for 

others to share the privileges that give them access to schools, jobs, and health care.  

Security – an end to violence – depends on the socialization of disenfranchised individuals 

into a bigger community, as well as opportunities and hope beyond the short term.  Small 

businesses require capital, trained labor, and transparent laws to grow their businesses.  

Even the achievement of abundance, affluence and wealth requires access to a society’s 

economy, which can only come through a change of that society that has kept them out of 

the functional economy this long.  Thinking in terms of poverty alleviation keeps 

development professionals focused on transactional change, relieving the short term 

oppression caused by a lack of freedom, access, or wealth.  Shifting our thoughts to social 

change forces us to ask deeper questions about the society in which we are working and 

how those of us working outside that society can best support their leaders and their own 

journey to a societal equilibrium where poverty is less welcome. 

CONCLUSION 

Poverty alleviation sustained over generations demands a change to the societies that 

allow that poverty to persist.  Reframing poverty alleviation in terms of social change 

allows for critical conversations about power, culture, and societal structures to take place.  

Envisioning the opposite of poverty further challenges development practitioners to 

question their assumptions and define the micro- and macro-level infrastructural changes 

needed to ensure that all of our world’s people live their lives away from the edge of 

poverty’s precipice. 
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