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Developing a Theory of Change to find sustainable ways 
to create safe environments for children and alleviate child 
poverty.

Background: Building empowered 
and economically resilient 
communities that protect children’s 
rights and provide for their wellbeing

In Malawi, pervasive issues like child poverty, food insecurity, 
lack of emotional nurturing, and inadequate education hinder 
children’s ability to lead healthy and fulfilling lives.

Yamba Malawi aims to address these challenges through 
a poverty-graduation-style intervention that promotes 
caregiving and enhances community well-being.

This project aimed to rethink Yamba’s Theory of Change, 
underpinned by rigorous, evidence-based analysis and 
community insights, and proposes a new monitoring and 
evaluation framework to assess the impact of its graduation 
program effectively.

Conducting the research

We followed a systematic approach that began with defining 
the vision and ultimate goal, identifying near- and long-term 
outcomes, and establishing causal links between activities 
and outcomes. This approach was fueled by both an extensive 
literature review and insights from co-design sessions and 
focus group discussions with Yamba staff.

Key research insights

Are there 
sustainable ways 
to alleviate child 
poverty?
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Sustainable self-sufficiency: 
Alleviating child poverty is a 
complex endeavor. Yamba’s 
poverty graduation programs 
empower caregivers to achieve 
long-term economic resilience 
and self-sufficiency through a 
combination of asset transfers, 
skills training, and financial 
services, breaking the cycle of 
poverty sustainably.

The mere measurement effect: 
When deploying a poverty 
graduation intervention for children, 
it matters which children in a 
household one collects data on 
(Raitzer, Batmunk & Yarcia 2022). 
Households tend to allocate greater 
resources to children observed by 
researchers, potentially creating 
adverse effects on unobserved 
children (Cockburn et al. 2009).

Happy mother, happy child: 
The mental health of mothers 
plays a critical role in the social 
and cognitive development of 
children (Familiar et al. 2016). 
Psychoeducational interventions 
have shown promising effects on 
caregiving and overall well-being 
(Rotheram-Borus et al., 2015)

Implications
For policymakers:
Given the strong evidence poverty graduation 
programs can sustainably alleviate poverty, more 
funding is needed to scale the programs across 
contexts.

For practitioners:
This research lends itself to a foundational 
understanding of the effects that child poverty 
graduation programs can have on their 
participants.

Key Research Insights

Recommendations for future research
To elucidate the multifaceted barriers caregivers face, rigorous 
research into the interplay between financial constraints, knowl-
edge gaps, and cultural norms is imperative. Investigating how 
cognitive biases induced by socioeconomic stress influence care-
giving requires robust empirical evidence. Key questions include 
how participation in Yamba Malawi’s programs alters caregivers’ 
investment attitudes toward child welfare. Additionally, entrepre-
neurial success in impoverished regions depends on both envi-
ronmental factors and individual traits of entrepreneurs, yet re-
search has primarily focused on institutional barriers, neglecting 
how personal characteristics and decisions influenced by behav-
ioral biases like present bias impact productivity and success in 
resource-limited settings. Future research should focus on these 
questions to help micro-entrepreneurs yield greater success.
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