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Frequently Asked Questions: 
 
 

Does SDC reach the poorest people?  
 

A learning process in SODEV resulting from five case studies 
focused on education, health, water and rural development1  

 
 

1) Why is reaching the poorest people an important issue? 
Poverty reduction, or "help for self-help of the poor", is one of the mandates of SDC. It is a 
mandate to help not only the poor but also the poorest. Generally speaking, development 
cooperation has not been attaining its goals in this respect. We have difficulties in reaching 
very poor men and women who live on the margins of their communities, belong to a 
minority, or are suffering from stigmatisation or discrimination and include them as 
beneficiaries of our programmes. But their inclusion is necessary to achieve the Millennium 
Goals and an obligation from the perspective of human rights. 
 
 

2) Who are the poorest people? 
To answer this question necessitates an understanding of poverty in its different dimensions 
and within a specific context. What does poverty mean, who are the poor people, why are 
they poor, what keeps them in poverty and how can they escape from it? It is difficult to 
determine because even our local partners often live at a great distance from these people 
and do not easily have access to them.  
As a rule, the poorest people in a community are those who suffer from multiple aspects of 
poverty: illness, irregular income, social discrimination, lack of education, lack of their own 
housing, little or no access to public services, etc.  
It goes without saying that, with this understanding of poverty, we can not make a simple 
distinction between the poor and the poorest. Some organisations select income poverty 
alone, and define the poorest as the lowest 15 or 20%. From our social development 
perspective, reaching the poorest means being inclusive. 
 
 

3) Is there a common understanding of poverty?  
Those involved in development agree on the following: Poverty is multi-dimensional, and it 
goes far beyond the mere income dimension of 1 $ per day. The multi-dimensionality implies 
that poverty can not necessarily be compared directly under different conditions. That is why 
the reductive 1 $ per day indicator is of relative use when it comes to describing poverty in 
different countries. Another common understanding is the fact that there is always a 
subjective side to it. This implies that not all people we would describe as being poor 
consider themselves as poor. It means that the term "poor" has to be used with caution. 
Categorizing men or women as poor can have negative consequences for them. In 
Madagascar, for instance, people reject such a label because it reinforces their social 
exclusion and negatively affects their self-esteem and sense of identity. It should definitely be 
avoided. 

                                                
1 Programme ALPHA Burkina Faso; KINET/NETCELL Tanzania; PALESA Aguasan Nicaragua; 
Programme SAHA Madagascar; Programa Agua Tierre Campesina (ATICA) Bolivia.  
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The subjective aspect of poverty makes it imperative for us to recognise and understand the 
condition of poverty as perceived by the poor people themselves and their visions of a life in 
dignity and well-being so that we can support their efforts to break out of misery and 
destitution.  
 
 

4) Are we aware of the constraints and vulnerabilities of the poorest? 
People are excluded from economic, social and political processes for many reasons which 
are grounded in their society. At times they do not even seem to fight against their 
discrimination, but rather live in an almost fatalistic way. Poverty is at the same time cause 
and effect of such living conditions. As long as the roots are not addressed, there will be no 
fundamental changes. This means that constraints and vulnerabilities need to be analyzed 
specifically in each and every context. A careful and participative diagnosis will pave the way 
to understanding them and developing ways for them to be overcome. Poor people often 
need support to develop consciousness, and to voice their visions and objectives for a better 
life. 
 
 

5) Why are they excluded from the benefits of poverty reduction? 
Evidence from our case studies shows that as long as the design of a project implicitly 
assumes that everybody - including the poorest – will benefit and no explicit additional 
measures are to be taken, the poorest in all likelihood will be excluded. Gender 
mainstreaming as an example is all about that. 
The poorest men and women may not perceive themselves as being entitled to the benefits 
of intervention. Even if they are not socially or politically discriminated, the poorest will not 
have the means (e.g. information, time, education) and resources to gain access to the 
benefits. If a project does not explicitly recognise such specific constraints, they will be left 
out. Less disadvantaged groups are easier to address and they can better express their 
vulnerabilities and needs. 
An explicitly inclusive strategy, however, implies project costs (see below) that are higher 
than those for a project that follows a "demand-driven approach" without questioning its 
inclusiveness. 
 
 

6) How to deal with higher costs for explicit inclusion? 
Unfortunately, in many cases the issue of inclusion is not addressed adequately in the 
planning process. There can be reasons for not incorporating the full inclusion of the poorest. 
If so, such a strategic decision should be an explicit and well founded one, focusing on short-
term and long-term considerations of sustained and equitable changes. Indeed, any such 
decision could risk being a violation of the SDC's human rights policy which is clearly based 
on the principles of "do no harm", equality, and non-discrimination.  
From an operational perspective, the higher costs for explicit inclusion are seen as a trade off 
against a wider outreach. From a social development perspective, we see this issue as 
providing equal and inclusive opportunities (equity) for all as opposed to giving preferential 
treatment to less disadvantaged groups. Ways out of this may be found by reverting to 
subsequent and/or complementary approaches and interventions. 
 
 

7) Are there successful strategies which ensure inclusion? 
Any intervention needs to establish a minimal level of mutual trust and cooperation at the 
outset. Then, specific activities have to ensure that the poorest men and women can 
overcome barriers and get access to relevant information, to resources, services, etc. 
Tailored communication and facilitation are needed in this respect. 
For their active involvement in a project, we realise that the most precious resources of the 
poorest men and women are time and health. They need to preserve their health so that they 
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can work and earn daily wages, or engage in subsistence farming if they have access to 
land. They may only invest time in new activities if the returns or benefits are immediate, 
visible, foreseeable, and require no cash input from them. They can not afford to take risks 
which could enhance their vulnerability. 
An attitude of considering poor people as clients and not as "beneficiaries", and an approach 
of learning by doing, will pave the way for well-targeted support. In operational terms, full 
inclusion of the poorest in a project means allocating resources for communication, 
facilitation, empowerment measures, subsidies etc. without neglecting those who are not 
counted amongst the poorest. Their power and influence may diminish or they may have to 
share the benefits of a project. The challenge is to bring about change that provides 
advantages to all.  
 
 

8) What does targeting the poorest mean? 
Targeting the poorest in a given context means to identify and explicitly address their 
disadvantages or discriminations in development intervention and to support the poorest in 
overcoming them. The more dimensions that can be defined and addressed, the more likely 
is the chance that the intended outcome or impact will be attained. The targeting dimensions 
are the following: i) area-based (a region in the country, an area within a region, or even a 
ward of a village) ii) socio-economic (vulnerable groups), iii) thematic (entry points relevant 
for the poorest).  
Consequent targeting for a project means to: i) select an area which is resource and 
economically poor, ii) focus on groups that suffer from specific vulnerabilities and/or 
discrimination, iii) choose entry points which are relevant for the poorest people, iv) address 
specific livelihood needs such as agriculture or social services for subsistence farming 
households, and v) consider the specific concerns of women within this context. 
 
 

9) What are the concrete measures that can ensure inclusion of the poorest? 
In our five case studies, the following measures proved to be the requisites for ensuring the 
access of poor men and women to project deliverables:  
- information and communication designed in such a way that they can be understood by 

these people (e.g. radio) and that the people in turn sense the relevance of the messages 
for themselves 

- facilitators with a non-patronising attitude who provide specific inputs or linkages and 
ensure participation in project planning and implementation to the extent that it is desired 

- support in the formulation of requests 
- provision of (smart) subsidies such as voucher systems or lowering or exempting the 

requirements for participation. 
 
 

10) Who is responsible for such inclusive planning and implementation? 
As SDC usually does not implement projects at the grass-root level, it is our partners and 
implementing agencies that are called upon to do so. They need to understand the context 
specificities of poverty and know about the constraints and aspirations of poor women and 
men and proceed along the steps described above. This can not always be taken for 
granted. A local NGO may not have the background knowledge about rural poverty; it does 
not necessarily share the same basic values as SDC with respect to poverty reduction and 
inclusion. Strategies and implementation principles need to be negotiated and a common 
vision on how to overcome poverty needs to be agreed upon. Our task is to carefully select 
the appropriate partner and ensure that there are the necessary competences and resources 
for quality services or that they are being developed (within SDC and with the partners). 
Even under harmonized and aligned conditions, a share of responsibility will always rest with 
SDC. 
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11) What are the issues relevant for scaling up successfully inclusive 
interventions?  

Scaling up can mean different things: i) increasing an area within the scope of an 
intervention, ii) replication in another area or at national level with different structures, iii) 
replication in a different context with an adaptation of design and strategy, iv) even the inputs 
into a specific policy dialogue are seen as contribution to scaling up. The most important 
factor is maintaining the quality of a pilot when it comes to an intervention at scale and to 
ensure broad-based political support because inclusion of the poorest is often politically 
contested. Pilots represent essential learning processes and provide the possibility for design 
and implementation to be adapted as necessary. Generally, the numerous inputs invested in 
a pilot phase, i.e., the level of capacity development, can not be sustained if and when 
projects are scaled up. The challenge then is to keep training costs as low as possible while 
ensuring high-quality training so as to guarantee maximum efficiency. Even if these aspects 
are adequately taken into account, cutbacks in quality (e.g. of services) are usually inevitable 
in most cases. The more the planning and implementation of pilots anticipate issues of 
scaling up, the better the outlook for successful scaling up will be. 
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