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Introduction 

Recent policy debates have focused renewed international attention on poultry as an asset that is 

widely accessible to women and has low start-up costs, increasing its potential to have significant posi-

tive welfare effects for poor households in developing countries. In 2016, Bill Gates promoted invest-

ment in chickens as a development strategy that would meaningfully increase incomes for poor 

women.1 In response, Chris Blattman suggested that large cash grants of the kind provided by Give Di-

rectly (Haushofer and Shapiro 2016) may be more effective at enhancing outcomes, given heterogene-

ity in households’ needs and capacity to raise chickens.2 This learning brief reports on evidence from 

an ongoing impact evaluation of a complementary program to Ethiopia’s Productive Safety Net Pro-

gram, Phase 4 (PSNP4), called SPIR (Strengthen PSNP4 Institutions and Resilience) in rural Ethiopia, 

in which a cross-randomization of interventions providing poultry and unconditional cash transfers al-

lows us to generate evidence highly relevant to this debate. 

The SPIR Development Food Security Activity (DFSA) in Ethiopia is a five-year program (2016–2021) 

supporting implementation of the PSNP4 as well as complementary livelihood, nutrition, gender, and 

natural resource management activities intended to strengthen the program and expand its impacts. 

Under funding from USAID’s Office of Food for Peace (FFP) and in close collaboration with the Govern-

ment of Ethiopia, World Vision leads implementation of the SPIR DFSA in partnership with the Organi-

zation for Rehabilitation and Development in Amhara (ORDA) and CARE. SPIR DFSA targets more 

than 500,000 PNSP clients in 15 of the most vulnerable woredas in Amhara and Oromia regions of 

Ethiopia.  

SPIR DFSA also incorporates a substantial learning agenda intended to use evidence to improve the 

design of the DFSA, provide feedback to strengthen its delivery, and draw lessons both for local gov-

ernment and other national and international stakeholders. World Vision, ORDA, and CARE provide 
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guidance on the implementation of the learning agenda. IFPRI leads the planning and execution of the 

learning agenda activities. 

This learning brief reports midline effects of two specific dimensions of SPIR programming, a poultry 

package and a one-time unconditional cash transfer randomized to women in particularly poor house-

holds, on a set of livelihood outcomes measured in the midline survey conducted between July and Oc-

tober 2019. 

Evaluation design and interventions 

Evaluation design 

The impact evaluation uses a clustered randomized controlled trial (RCT) design to learn about the 

effect of combinations of the primary dimensions of SPIR programming on the wellbeing of PSNP4 

households: the livelihoods package (L), the nutrition package (N), and enhanced versions of each 

package (L* and N*, respectively). These packages were combined into multisectoral graduation model 

programs and randomized into four treatment arms: T1: L*+N*, T2: L*+N, T3: L+N*, T4: PSNP only. 

The evaluation sample comprises 192 kebeles (subdistricts) in Amhara and Oromia regions. 

In addition, three supplemental interventions were cross-randomized across 94 kebeles in the 

experimental arms receiving the enhanced livelihoods intervention L*. This learning brief primarily 

focuses on two of these interventions: a one-time poultry package and a one-time unconditional cash 

transfer (UCT) described in more detail below. Both interventions targeted poorer households (or 

more specifically, 10 out of 18 poorest households in each kebele in the study according to a 

baseline asset index). Half of the L* kebeles were randomly selected to receive cash transfers 

targeted to women in these poorer households, and half of the L* kebeles were randomly selected to 

receive poultry packages targeted to women in the poorer households. 

In addition, 50% of the L* kebeles (n=47) were randomly assigned to receive an aspirations treatment 

(also described in more detail below). Randomization of the poultry/cash intervention and randomiza-

tion of the aspirations treatment were balanced such that 25% of L* kebeles were assigned to poultry 

only, poultry + aspirations, cash only, and cash + aspirations, respectively. While this brief focuses on 

the effects of the poultry and cash, some variation in experimental effects in kebeles also targeted with 

aspirations treatment will be noted. 

Interventions 

The poultry package and unconditional cash transfers implemented as part of SPIR are designed to 

mirror the PSNP4 targeted livelihoods transfer, an added transfer provided to the poorest PSNP4 bene-

ficiaries. However, the SPIR poultry package and UCT  are targeted to women. The poultry package 

included improved poultry start-up inputs (16 Sasso breed pullets -- 45 day old chickens, eight male 

and eight female -- from EthioChicken, 75 kg of feed, chicken coop construction materials, a feeding 

trough, and $35 to purchase veterinarian services) valued at $200, in addition to a one-time training on 

poultry husbandry practices by EthioChicken poultry experts.  The enhanced breed chickens can be 

sold for meat (the male chickens) and retained as egg producers (the female chickens).  The cash 

transfer provides the Ethiopian birr equivalent of $200 (5,600 birr) paid in one installment of cash. 
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The aspirations intervention entails a one-hour, kebele-level screening of documentaries (in Amharic 

and Afaan Oromo languages) designed to motivate individuals to undertake actions that will improve 

their well-being in the future.  These documentaries, presented in the Amharic and Afaan Oromo lan-

guages, provide true, inspirational stories about the returns to hard work and the benefit of aiming high. 

IFPRI researchers and others have conducted experiments in Ethiopia showing substantial and long-

lived effects of the same video intervention employed here.3 

Midline survey 

This brief draws on data from the midline survey conducted as part of the SPIR impact evaluation. All 

3,314 households who met the inclusion criteria in the baseline sample were revisited between July and 

October 2019 in order to administer a survey to both the head of household and the primary female. Of 

these, 3,237 households were successfully surveyed, for an attrition rate of 2.3%. Our analysis here 

draws primarily on data reported about the households’ productive activities, including engagement in 

livestock and poultry raising; savings and credit access; agricultural investment; and engagement in la-

bor outside the household.  We do not have data on non-agricultural household businesses and thus 

cannot analyze this dimension of investment.  It does not analyze the effects of the interventions on 

measures linked to household food security, diets and nutrition, though these effects will be explored 

further in the midline report. 

Analysis 

In this brief, we primarily present results in graphical form.4 We restrict the sample to the poor house-

holds that were randomized to receive either the poultry or cash intervention. We focus on binary varia-

bles indicating whether the household undertakes specific livelihood activities (variables that have the 

value one for a household who reports a certain activity, and the value zero for a household that does 

not report this activity). The graphs then report the difference between the probability that households 

who received a poultry package are engaged in this activity and the comparable probability for the con-

trol arm, and similarly the difference for households who received an unconditional cash transfer vis-a-

vis households in the control arm. These differences are calculated conditional on the effects of the L 

and L* interventions as well as woreda fixed effects. The x-axis corresponds to the effect size (that is, 

the difference in probabilities between poultry or cash-receiving households and control arm house-

holds) in percentage points. 

For some outcomes, we provide an additional graph to show the difference between households who 

received a poultry package + aspirations intervention vis-à-vis households in the control arm, and the 

difference between households who received cash + aspirations intervention vis-à-vis households in 

the control arm. 

In addition, the graphs report the 95% confidence interval corresponding to the coefficient estimated. If 

the 95% confidence interval excludes zero, then the effect is considered statistically significant: that is, 

we can reject the hypothesis that the observed difference between treatment and control households 

arises by chance.  
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Effects of the interventions on livelihoods 

Implementation of cash and poultry interventions 

In order to interpret the effects of the interventions, we first report summary statistics from self-reports 

on treatment adherence. Figures 1a and 1b show the share of households reporting that they received 

a SPIR poultry or cash package among households who were assigned to receive those interventions, 

and households that were not assigned to receive the intervention but were within the subset of poor 

households who were eligible for the intervention.  These figures enable us to assess intervention ef-

fects in the context of evidence around the targeting of the intervention to its intended beneficiaries. 

Around 65% of households assigned to receive cash reported receiving cash (as evident in Figure 1a), 

and about 95% of households assigned to receive a poultry package did in fact report receiving this 

package (as evident in Figure 1b).1 Reported receipt of poultry or cash by households who were not 

assigned to receive these interventions is relatively low (between 10% and 15%, as evident in the 

green bars in both Figures 1a and 1b), a rate that may primarily reflect households misidentifying other 

interventions or transfers they have received. The lower rate of reported cash receipt among targeted 

households should also be interpreted cautiously, as households may not recall the transfer or may not 

attribute it to the SPIR program in particular. 

Figure 1a: Receipt of cash grant  

(by household’s original assignment) 

 

Figure 1b: Receipt of poultry package  

(by household’s original assignment) 

 

Household poultry production 

Given that one of the primary interventions of interest is improved breed poultry production, we first re-

port the effects of both the poultry package and the cash transfer on household engagement in poultry 

production.  Households who received the poultry package, perhaps unsurprisingly, report a significant 

increase in engagement in poultry production: the probability that they report ownership of any poultry 

increases by about 40 percentage points to 94%. This effect is evident in the first row of Figure 2, and it 

is statistically significant at the one percent level. These effects are also evident in the poultry owned 

 
1 Implementation records do suggest that every household assigned to receive cash did receive the transfer; this is consistent with the hypoth-
esis that the low reported rates of receipt do in fact reflect an absence of recall, or perhaps a false attribution of the cash transfer by the 
households to another project or source.   
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specifically by the female respondent (reported in the second row of Figure 2), suggesting that intra-

household targeting of the transfer has been effective. 

In addition, the number of poultry owned by households who received a poultry package increases by 

about eight chickens, relative to a mean of two for transfer-eligible (poor) households in the control arm.  

In other words, the average household poultry flock increases by more than 500%, and the observed 

increase in flock size is consistent with the project’s goal that eight of the sixteen chickens received 

would be sold for meat on a short timeline (within months). 

By contrast, there is no evidence that these households experience any significant increase in the prob-

ability of owning any other form of (nonpoultry) livestock. These results are reported in the third row of 

Figure 2. 

Households targeted by the poultry package are also much more likely to report income from sales of 

poultry: 64% of households who received a poultry package reported income from sales of poultry in 

the last year, while only 36% of households in the control arm report such income. However, men are 

differentially more likely to report income from the sale of poultry, suggesting they may be more likely to 

control this income. These effects are reported in the fourth and fifth rows of Figure 2.   The probability 

that a household reports income from sales of eggs (as distinct from meat) increases by 18 percentage 

points relative to a mean in the control arm of 19% (nearly doubling), as reported in the sixth row of Fig-

ure 2. 

Turning to the cash transfer, there is some evidence that households receiving a cash transfer also in-

vest in poultry, but the effects are much smaller. The probability that they report ownership of any poul-

try increases by 8 percentage points to 62% and is significant at the ten percent level, as reported in 

the first row of Figure 2. The average poor household receiving a cash transfer reports around one 

more chicken relative to the mean of two for poor households in the control arm.  

Again, there is no evidence of a significant increase in ownership of other non-poultry forms of livestock 

(as reported in the third row of Figure 2), and the probability of reporting any income from poultry sales 

declines for cash recipients, though the coefficient is significant only for sales reported by women (as 

reported in the fourth and fifth rows of Figure 2).  The decline in reported poultry sales would be con-

sistent with cash recipient households facing a reduced need to liquidate livestock assets for cash.  

However, the probability that a household reports income from sales of eggs (as distinct from meat) in-

creases by 10 percentage points. 

Available data on poultry prices suggest that the cost of a chicken is between 60 and 110  birr, and thus 

households who have received cash transfers (valued at 5,600 birr) are estimated to have spent no 

more than 1.5% of the transfer on poultry purchases. 

There is also little evidence that the aspirations treatment has any additional effect on these outcomes 

for poultry and cash recipients, though households who receive both the cash transfer and the aspira-

tions treatment may be somewhat less likely to engage in poultry production vis-à-vis households in the 

control arm. However, this difference is not statistically significant. 



 6 

 Figure 2: Household livestock production 

  

Note: This figure reports the estimated coefficient and 95% confidence interval for two binary variables: assignment to receive a poultry pack-
age and assignment to receive a cash transfer. These coefficients are estimated in a regression in which the specified outcome variable is 
regressed on these two binary variables as well as their interaction with the aspirations binary variable, a binary variable for treatment arm two 
and its interaction with the aspirations binary, a binary variable for treatment arm three, and woreda fixed effects. Coefficients for these other 
variables are not reported. Standard errors are clustered at the kebele level. Livestock owned excludes poultry. 

 

Savings and credit access 

We also examine the effects of these interventions on households’ savings patterns and credit access. 

Here, we see both the poultry and the cash transfers had substantial positive effects on savings as re-

ported by women. The first row in Figure 3 reports that 73% of female respondents in households who 

received a cash or poultry transfer report savings of their own, compared to only 25% of respondents in 

transfer-eligible households in the control arm. This is overwhelmingly due to increased savings in VE-

SAs (Village Economic and Savings Associations) as reported in the second row in Figure 3: 88% of 

female respondents in households who received a transfer and who are saving use a VESA as their 

savings vehicle (and they are less likely to save in a microfinance institution), while only 25% of re-

spondents in the control arm who are saving in a village saving and lending group.   The SPIR inter-

vention uses VESA groups to encourage savings and improve access to credit, and VESAs also 

serve as the foundation for other social and economic programming.  

In addition, these effects are of similar magnitude for households who received poultry and households 

who received cash. The hypothesis that the increase in female savings is equal for these two sets of 

households cannot be rejected. 

For credit access, by contrast, there is little evidence of any enhanced access to credit or bank accounts 

for households receiving transfers, as reported in rows 3 and 4 of Figure 3. In addition, there is little evi-

dence that any of these effects are different for households also exposed to the aspirations treatment. 
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Figure 3: Household savings and credit 

 

Note: This figure reports the estimated coefficient and 95% confidence interval for two binary variables: assignment to receive a poultry pack-
age and assignment to receive a cash transfer. These coefficients are estimated in a regression in which the specified outcome variable is 
regressed on these two binary variables as well as their interaction with the aspirations binary variable, a binary variable for treatment arm two 
and its interaction with the aspirations binary, a binary variable for treatment arm three, and woreda fixed effects. Coefficients for these other 
variables are not reported. Standard errors are clustered at the kebele level. 
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Outside labor 

Next, we examine the effects of these interventions on households’ engagement in outside labor. In this 

analysis, wage work is defined as work in which the respondent receives wages at regular intervals, 

and casual wage work is defined as day labor.2 In general, Figure 4 suggests that there are not sub-

stantial effects of receipt of the poultry or cash transfers on engagement in outside labor.   There is also 

little evidence of heterogeneity with respect to the aspirations treatment on average, though there is 

some heterogeneity in the first treatment arm only.  (In the first treatment arm, households that were 

exposed to the aspirations treatment in conjunction with poultry or cash transfer exhibit a greater proba-

biltiy of engaging in wage work, for both men and women.) 

Figure 4: Outside labor 

  

 

Note: This figure reports the estimated coefficient and 95% confidence interval for two binary variables: assignment to receive a poultry pack-
age and assignment to receive a cash transfer. These coefficients are estimated in a regression in which the specified outcome variable is 
regressed on these two binary variables as well as their interaction with the aspirations binary variable, a binary variable for treatment arm two 
and its interaction with the aspirations binary, a binary variable for treatment arm three, and woreda fixed effects. Coefficients for these other 
variables are not reported. Standard errors are clustered at the kebele level. 

 
2 In the survey, respondents receive the following clarifying examples: examples of wage work include working as mechanic, truck driver, or 
government workers such as a teacher or a nurse.  Examples of casual work include agricultural day labor and work herding cattle. 
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Use of inputs for crops 

Given that we did not observe significant increases in household poultry or other livestock production 

for cash transfer recipients, it seems relevant to explore whether these households (or the households 

who received poultry packages) invested more in inputs for crop production. There is no evidence of 

increased expenditure by households who received either transfer for seeds, fertilizer, pesticides, or 

hired labor for agriculture. This suggests that households are not redirecting these resources to invest 

in more input-intensive agriculture. 

Conclusions 

This brief presents preliminary evidence about the relative effectiveness of the poultry and cash trans-

fers implemented for poor SPIR recipients in shifting households’ productive activities. In general, the 

poultry transfer led to significant increases in household poultry production, while the cash transfer 

households made only minimal investments in poultry; there is no evidence of significant increases in 

nonpoultry livestock for poultry or cash recipients. Sharp increases in female savings are observed in 

both arms, though there is little evidence of enhanced access to credit. There is no evidence of signifi-

cant shifts in outside labor. 

In general, however, the cash transfer does not appear to have led to significant shifts in household 

productive activities along the dimensions measured. However, we recognize that there are many other 

productive activities in which cash may have been invested that were not measured at midline (e.g., in-

vestments in microenterprises). Further work will seek to determine if there was a substantial shift in 

consumption or other welfare measures in households who received cash transfers. 

In terms of programmatic implications, the poultry transfer appears to be a very effective intervention at 

this early stage. One possible hypothesis around the poultry transfer would be that households sell all 

sixteen chickens quickly, due to lack of capacity or technical expertise to engage in poultry husbandry. 

That pattern is clearly not observed; women sold some of the chickens, as expected, and retained half 

of the birds as a source of nutrition and income for their families. This constitutes an interesting learning 

point from this intervention and suggests it may be worth scaling up. Also, our findings suggest that 

poultry and cash transfers are not substitutes for stimulating household investment in livestock produc-

tion, where the poultry transfer is more effective; both transfers have positive effects on savings behav-

ior.  Further insights will be drawn from a comparison of these household welfare measures at endline. 
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Box 1: Key lessons 

 Preliminary evidence suggests the poultry package was significantly more effective than 

cash transfers in stimulating household engagement in poultry production for poor 

households included in the SPIR evaluation. 

 Effects on female savings were significant and large for both poultry and cash reci-

pients. 

 In general, there is no evidence that households who received cash invested differen-

tially in other non-poultry related productive activities, though little data is available on 

non-agricultural household businesses. 
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