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Graduation Essentials
minimums for long-term trajectory out of extreme poverty

PURPOSE

This document identifies the essential elements required for the Graduation approach to deliver long-term gains and put people on a
long-term, upward trajectory out of extreme poverty. These essentials are based on what we know of the programme's design and the global
evidence. Meaning it will evolve as more learnings come to light. This IS NOT a replication of BRAC’s Graduation programme, which would
exceed the Essentials in a number of dimensions.

The reason for an Essentials standard is to specify programme design that is likely to deliver long-term impact (years beyond the end of a
Graduation programme) for participants. The Essentials specify key elements needed for a participant to have a high likelihood of joining a
long-term upward trajectory.

As our global standard, it enables BRAC’s Ultra-Poor Graduation Initiative (UPGI) to identify, advance, and scale programmes that meet these
criteria, while also identifying where programmes have gaps to fill in order to achieve long-term impact. Having a global Essentials standard
also enables us to track the scale of Graduation globally and measure progress.

GRADUATION APPROACH - BROADLY DESCRIBED

The Graduation approach is a human-centric investment in the underlying self-confidence, power, and capabilities of participants. It is intended
for individuals in households who live under extremely difficult circumstances, but who nevertheless possess untapped potential to be agents of
their own pathway out of poverty. It is a sequenced, time-bound, adaptive investment that addresses multiple constraints through a big push,
enabling participating households to build a long-term trajectory of increasing self-confidence, social power, and economic gains.

The Graduation approach goes by many different names in varying contexts. We support terms that are contextual and localised. What is most
important is that the underlying Essentials are in place - not what label is used. Likewise, not all things labeled “Graduation” actually meet the
Essentials - we are careful not to confuse labels with substance.
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6 Graduation Essentials:

What - Participants from households in extreme poverty receive: How - The programme is managed to be:

1. A big push investment in a livelihood
● A grant or concessional investment given to the participant large

enough to be a "big push" that will enable lasting change in
household income (investment size measured as a % of annual
household consumption).

● Often a physical productive asset but also can be lump sum cash
or intensive skills training for employment opportunities.

● The investment is accompanied by enterprise development and
money management skills to increase likelihood of livelihood
success.

2. Support for basic needs to stabilise participating households
● Weekly or monthly cash and/or food transfers to meet

consumption needs.
● Basic needs support continues until new livelihood generates

sufficient income to meet basic needs independently.
● Linking participants to permanent social assistance systems and

entitlements.

3. Intensive coaching to build agency, know-how, and hope
● Frequent coaching sessions support individual participants to

realise their goals (making plans, gaining confidence, identifying
and pursuing opportunities).

● This is accompanied with group-based peer support and
engagement with the wider community to reduce barriers and
lower social exclusion.

4. Sequenced to ensure the investment elements build
on each other
● Often the programme begins by meeting basic needs.
● Big push livelihood effort follows and exhibits increasing

returns and participant competence over time.
● Intensive coaching and training throughout with content

that evolves as the participant gains confidence and
capacity.

5. Time-bound so participants can move up from the
intensive investment period
● The programme has a beginning and an end and is long

enough for participants to build and sustain a livelihood
beyond the programme.

● Duration is generally 24 months, but adjusted up or
down according to context.

● The end does not mean exiting social services or end of
contact, but households are increasingly self-sufficient
and moving up on their own.

6. Adaptive to constantly improve outcomes for
participants
● Individual participants are tracked on a pathway during

the programme to ensure the intended outcomes are
achieved at each stage and the end.

● At the programme level, there is a culture of absorbing
feedback on programme effectiveness and constant
adjustments to improve programme outcomes.
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ANNEX 1: Essentials Graphic
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Annex 2: Generally Accepted Graduation Programme Descriptions

1) “The Graduation model is built on five core elements: targeting, consumption support, savings, skills training, and regular coaching, and
an asset transfer.” - CGAP, 2011

2) “The programme targets the poorest members in a village and provides a productive asset grant, training and support, life skills
coaching, temporary cash consumption support, and typically access to savings accounts and health information or services. In
each country, the programme (is) adjusted to suit different contexts and cultures, while staying true to the same overall principles. This
multi-pronged approach is relatively expensive, but the theory of change is that the combination of these activities is necessary and sufficient
to obtain a persistent impact.” - Science, 2015

3) “The Graduation approach is a holistic livelihoods programme designed to address the multidimensional needs of extreme poor households. It
consists of five core components: time-limited consumption support; a savings component; an asset transfer; training in how to use
the asset; and life skills coaching and mentoring. The theory of change underlying the model is that this mix of interventions, offered in the
appropriate sequence, would help the ultra-poor to “graduate” out of extreme poverty within a defined time period.” - Ford Foundation, 2016

4) ““Graduation approach”—which provides ultra-poor households with a productive asset, training, coaching, access to savings, and
consumption support to help them graduate from extreme poverty. The programme has since been replicated by several implementing
organisations across the world. Research by J-PAL affiliates found that the model led to large and lasting improvements in consumption, food
security, asset holdings, savings, and in some contexts, improved psychosocial well-being.”- J-PAL, 2022

5) “The Graduation approach (is) a rigorously tested approach to economic inclusion that helps households sustainably move out of extreme
poverty. Program components work together to increase the economic and social empowerment of participants. The sequenced and
time-bound Graduation approach combines careful participant selection, livelihood planning and market research, training and
coaching, and savings to build a ladder of support for participants to move out of poverty.” - Trickle Up, 2024

https://www.cgap.org/sites/default/files/CGAP-Focus-Note-Reaching-the-Poorest-Lessons-from-the-Graduation-Model-Mar-2011.pdf
https://www.science.org/doi/10.1126/science.1260799
https://www.fordfoundation.org/work/learning/program-evaluations/graduation-approach-synthesis-and-four-case-studies-english/
https://www.povertyactionlab.org/case-study/targeting-ultra-poor-improve-livelihoods
https://trickleup.org/approach-to-graduation/#:~:text=Trickle%20Up's%20core%20competencies%20are,and%20social%20empowerment%20of%20participants.
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https://www.povertyactionlab.org/policy-insight/building-stable-livelihoods-low-income-households
https://www.dropbox.com/scl/fi/pv0nbl5rhrlgto7uuxyv8/Graduation_Programs__Social_Protection_Handbook.pdf?rlkey=znc2ojhiu2hifyemqv6msmesm&dl=0
https://odi.cdn.ngo/media/documents/11316.pdf
https://practicalactionpublishing.com/book/2363/download?type=download
https://poverty-action.org/research-agenda-next-wave-graduation-programs
https://www.cgap.org/sites/default/files/CGAP-Focus-Note-Reaching-the-Poorest-Lessons-from-the-Graduation-Model-Mar-2011.pdf
https://thedocs.worldbank.org/en/doc/8a0250d86f18509a714bc3f7a4f75575-0050022022/original/9-Keynote-What-have-we-learned-from-impact-evaluations-of-economic-inclusion-and-graduation-programs-and-what-else-do-we-most-need.pdf
https://thedocs.worldbank.org/en/doc/8a0250d86f18509a714bc3f7a4f75575-0050022022/original/9-Keynote-What-have-we-learned-from-impact-evaluations-of-economic-inclusion-and-graduation-programs-and-what-else-do-we-most-need.pdf
https://www.fordfoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/11/pdf1-english-final-24-oct-14h30.pdf
https://www.peiglobal.org/sites/pei/themes/pei/kc_files/Sulaiman%202016.pdf
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