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Women and families living in ultrapoverty—those living well below the 

$1.25/day threshold for extreme poverty—are why we exist. They face 

chronic hunger, have few financial resources, and  are often voiceless 

in their households and communities.  Confronting the constant 

challenge of meeting their daily needs, they lack the resources, tools 

and social support to invest in their future.

Worldwide, an estimated 300-400 million people live in ultrapoverty.  

They are too poor for microcredit and often overlooked by other anti-

poverty agencies and government programs.  Trickle Up has served 

the ultrapoor since 1979, and our combination of resources, skill-

building, and support has helped more than 1 million people take the 

first steps out of poverty.  We help them start sustainable businesses, 

build assets, save on a regular basis, and plan for better futures.

We measure and analyze the impact of our work with monitoring 

and evaluation (M&E) systems that use both industry-standard and 

customized tools. Our M&E helps us accurately identify the very poorest 

and inform program management and design. Transparency and 

honesty are essential. When results don’t match our expectations, we 

look at that as an opportunity to dig deeper and learn how to improve. 

We integrate M&E into all our programs, including quantitative surveys 

when participants begin the Trickle Up program, upon completing the 

program, and well after completion to assess sustainability of change. 

Our partner field staff regularly track savings group performance 

and participants’ livelihood activities, and income and asset growth. 

Monitoring and midterm assessments enable staff to provide timely 

support to participants as both opportunities and challenges emerge.

We work with our local partners to test variations in program design 

and with external researchers to rigorously assess the impact of our 

programs. We are currently engaged in a randomized control trial (RCT) 

in Burkina Faso to track the impact of our program on children’s well-

being.

Understanding why a change has taken place (or has not) is as important 

as understanding what change has occurred. So, we complement our 

quantitative evaluations with qualitative assessments including focus 

group discussions and individual interviews, and through research 

partnerships. Our participants, their families, and communities are 

encouraged to assess their own situations and analyze reasons for 

change. This adds depth to both our and their knowledge that simple 

numbers can miss, and sometimes reveals changes that we did not 

anticipate.
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w e  u s e  d ata  t o  d e m o n s t r at e  o u r  i m pa c t

Do women & their families 

enjoy a better quality of life, 

including improved food 

security?

Are they building livelihoods that are 

dignified, diversified, productive, 

and sustainable? Do women have 

access to fair and effective means 

of saving and accessing credit?

Are they making significant progress 

toward social empowerment?
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The results presented here reflect tracking in all three Trickle Up regions. In Burkina Faso: a random sample of 

120 participants from a cohort of 370 participants with three partner agencies in the Nord region surveyed in 

January 2014, two years after beginning the program. In India: 950 participants from three partner organizations 

in Odisha and West Bengal who finished the program in 2013. In Guatemala: 352 participants from four partner 

organizations in Alta and Baja Verapaz who finished the program in 2013. 
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Hunger takes its toll on physical health and economic productivity. 

Annual “hungry seasons” can force households to liquidate 

productive assets, migrate away from their homes in search of 

work, and resort to dangerous and undignified means of survival. 

Improving a woman’s ability to provide her family with food 

enhances her well-being and creates the space for participants 

to engage in longer-term, higher-yielding productive livelihoods.

combating hunger
The number of Trickle Up participants reporting that someone in their 

household had to go hungry for an entire day declined

in households accessing health care from 

public health centers. That means fewer 

illnesses from preventable diseases and 

safer births.  (India)

of participants were able to invest profits from 

their businesses in growing crops for their own 

consumption. (Guatemala)

in households’ reported daily spending on foods 

other than grains, meaning more nutritious diets 

richer in vegetables and protein. (Burkina Faso)

“Now all 12 months we have food. We are doing more 

agriculture and vegetable cultivation. Now we have 

stored food for the lean period and are eating fish or 

meat every week.”  
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economic empowerment

Trickle Up helps people identify appropriate businesses based 

on their skills, resources, and local markets. With a Trickle 

Up grant, women are able to fund one or more enterprises, 

usually combining short and long-term business activities. This 

diversification reduces risk and helps ensure participants have 

income year-round.

Trickle Up savings groups enable participants to come together 

to save, share business strategies and advice, help one another 

in times of need, and access loans to grow their businesses 

and provide for their families. These groups help women build 

solidarity and social connections.

of participants had two or more activities 

or businesses compared to 16% before 

Trickle Up. Diversification increases their 

resilience to shocks and trends.  

(Burkina Faso)

of participants reported being satisfied 

with their businesses. (Guatemala)

of participants now have savings, which 

means less anxiety for the future. (India)

in the total number of productive livestock 

assets like chickens, goats or sheep owned 

by participants. (Burkina Faso)

in the number of Trickle Up participants 

borrowing to invest in their businesses.

(Guatemala)

“Every week I contribute to the family expenses. Now, I can 

provide for my family. Before Trickle Up, my contributions 

were not steady.”
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Despite their contributions as caretakers and producers of food for the family, women rarely 

earn commensurate respect from their households or communities. As Trickle Up participants, 

they engage in an empowering process that increases their self-esteem, decision-making 

ability, and control over resources. 

Social empowerment

of participants’ households 

reported having at least 

one member participate in 

local government meetings, 

versus only 31% before 

Trickle Up. (India)
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increased financial 
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of participants reported an increased 

ability to succeed in resolving their 

problems. (Burkina Faso)
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“Now other women from the village see us as an example. 

They want to resemble us.”

Aminata Porgo
Burkina Faso



In addition to our core program that we deliver through 

local partner organizations, Trickle Up engages in global 

partnerships focused on reaching far greater numbers of 

people.  Our Technical Assistance unit, founded in 2013, is 

a pathway to dramatically scaling Trickle Up’s impact and 

sharing our expertise and experience with governments, 

international agencies, and local organizations.

Trickle  Up’s approach combines seed capital, savings, 

skills training, coaching, and confidence-building and 

social support. Maintaining our core program allows us 

to bring lasting change to people and communities, as 

well as a means to continuously monitor and improve 

our methods.   Our core programs operate in Central 

America (Guatemala, Nicaragua), India, and West 

Africa (Burkina Faso, Mali).

Large institutions and key development actors— 

governments, international agencies, and international 

and local NGOs—are increasing their focus on reaching 

people in ultrapoverty.  Working in partnership with the 

BRAC University of Bangladesh, Trickle Up is advising 

the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees 

(UNHCR) on how to design and implement programs to 

reach ultrapoor refugees in Egypt (Cairo and Alexandria), 

Costa Rica, and Ecuador, with more planned for 2015.

scaling what works
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The objectives of the savings groups that Trickle Up helps establish 
are to give women a safe place to save, provide credit at reasonable 
rates, and help them learn how to manage their money.  We monitor 
results through savings rates, borrowing and repayment rates, 
meeting attendance, and more. But the intangible, additional benefits 
of Trickle Up are often just as important as the more measurable 
results of our work.

Rudhe Khersil is one of those stories. She was three months pregnant 
when her savings group was formed in West Bengal, India. In the 
group, a health worker taught the women about how giving birth 
in a health clinic, rather than the traditional method of home 
delivery, ensures much safer births. The group also learned about 

a government program with a cash payment for giving birth in a 
health clinic. Rudhe was worried about having enough money to pay 
for a taxi to the clinic when it was time for her to deliver.  So, her 
savings group decided to set aside 1,000 rupees (about $20) in their 
treasury so that Rudhe would be assured of transportation when the 
time came. 

Happily, Rudhe delivered a healthy, beautiful baby in a health center.  
She used the government’s clinic-incentive payment to pay back 
her savings group members.  While their informal loan was essential 
to the well-being of Rudhe and her new baby, the true key to success 
is the solidarity and mutual support that Trickle Up helps foster.  

More than just a savings box  


