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Thematic Focus: Graduation Approach – Pathway to Resilient Livelihoods 

Graduation Approach/Economic Inclusion  

A central hypothesis is that people who are poor and vulnerable face multiple constraints when 

encountering “poverty traps” for which a multidimensional response is required. Economic inclusion 

programs; defined by the Partnership for Economic Inclusion1 as a bundle of coordinated 

multidimensional interventions that support individuals, households, and communities in increasing 

incomes and assets. These programs provide a wide breadth of outcomes including transformative 

potential for women’s economic empowerment. PEI reports that over 75 countries are scaling these 

programs both through NGO and government entities with demonstrable success.  

Graduation is Approach is a sequenced and time-bound intervention that aims to help people living 

in extreme poverty build resilience and engage in sustainable livelihoods. For AVSI Foundation, 

graduation approach similarly involves; a sequenced and time-bound intervention that aims to help 

targeted participants transition out of extreme poverty and vulnerability becoming protagonists of 

their lives, towards self-efficacy and resilience 

Evidence: There is extensive external evidence available in support for graduation programs2 as the 

most impactful livelihoods pathway to self-reliance for extremely poor individuals and households. 

First used by BRAC in Bangladesh in 2002, the graduation approach maintains a strong evidence base 

and has been tested in various countries, contexts, and with different implementing institutions. 

Beginning in 2006, CGAP and the Ford Foundation supported 10 graduation pilots in eight countries, 

including six with randomized control trials, to test the feasibility of the approach in widely-varying 

contexts. These studies demonstrated that graduation reliably leads to, successful income gains, 

increased savings, greater food security (7.5% increase in food consumption), improved health and 

happiness, and increase in productive assets (15% increase) 

Resilience: Just after the end of the program all outcome areas (consumption, assets, income and 

revenue, physical health, mental health, political involvement and women’s empowerment) improved 

in the treatment group compared to the control group. One year after the program ended there was 

a 96% increase in savings and all the effects on economic variables were still statistically 

significant, usually similar to or larger than those at the end of the program.  

A recent evaluation of BRAC’s Targeting the Ultra-Poor (TUP) graduation program in Bangladesh 

shows that many impacts are sustained more than seven years after the initial transfer or 

productive assets, with 93% of participating households experiencing long-term gains. 

Specifically, participants saw a 900% increase in savings, 361% increase in labor productivity, 

200% increase in household asset value and access to land, and 37% increase in income. 

The AVSI Foundation USAID BHA Graduating to Resilience Activity with 13,200 Households in Uganda 

within the displacement setting saw from internal data; 86% Graduation rates, increased savings 

for 554 VSLA groups, $1,828,295 USD, loans of $817,713.48 USD and average household savings of 

$134 USD. 100% Self-efficacy and 99% social capital, 99% children in school, 99% can access health 

care services when needed, 98% live in an improved living structure, 93% have savings of more than 

2 months, 98% with more than 2 sources of income/diversified their livelihood enterprises, 99.2% of 

 
1 The State of Economic Inclusion Report 2021 
2 See the Partnership for Economic Inclusion (PEI) site: From Extreme Poverty to Sustainable Livelihoods: A Technical Guide to the 
Graduation Approach | Partnership for Economic Inclusion (peiglobal.org) 

https://www.peiglobal.org/resources/extreme-poverty-sustainable-livelihoods-technical-guide-graduation-approach
https://www.peiglobal.org/resources/extreme-poverty-sustainable-livelihoods-technical-guide-graduation-approach


activity participants reported earning cash in the past 12 months, 83.7% reported earning profits, 

86% HHs with acceptable Food Consumption Score, 99% do not skip meals because of lack of food, 

62% of women of reproductive age consume a diet of minimum diversity, 99% dietary diversification 

(food with all food groups), 92% - good handwashing practices (facility with soap and water at the 

hand washing station), 91% treat water prior to consumption.  

IPA – the external evaluator found: large positive impact of the program on several key outcomes - 

Increases in value of productive assets, income, consumption, food security, and subjective well-

being, both in refugee and host communities3  

 

Implementation of the Graduation Approach 

AVSI Foundation;s confidence in graduation type programs started with the initial Women’s Income 

Generation Support Program (WINGS- 2009-2011) implemented with 1,800 youth in post 

conflict Northern Uganda. Through WINGS, AVSI delivered a combined package of business skills, 

asset transfer, savings and coaching4 

and the intervention was evaluated 

externally by IPA with a randomised 

control trial (RCT) impact evaluation.  

WINGS results included; monthly 

cash earnings doubling, savings tripling, 

assets increasing by 20% relative to 

the control group5.  Based on these 

exciting results of this graduation type 

program, USAID PEPFAR has selected 

the AVSI WINGS model as one of the 

economic strengthening evidence-

based approached to be used globally for delivery among vulnerable youth populations and is currently 

being scaled in several countries including; Kenya, Tanzania, Uganda, Rwanda with USAID PEPFAR 

programs. Besides USAID, AVSI has also provided technical assistance for WINGS adaptation with 

USAID Department of Defence (DOD), and Centres for Disease Control (CDC) within their 

Determined Resilience Empowered AIDS Free and Mentored Adolescent Girls and Young Women 

(DREAMS) programming.   

 

AVSI Foundation adapted the WINGS model and delivered it within the USAID funded $36 million 

USD flagship graduation program 

among orphans, vulnerable children and 

their households, the Sustainable 

Comprehensive Responses for 

Vulnerable Children and their 

Families (SCORE). See more on 

the link: SCORE – AVSI-USA – 

2011-2018 program. Through this 

project, 34,779 vulnerable children’s 

households (200,000 individuals) in 35 

districts of Uganda including two 

refugee hosting districts of Lamwo and 

 
3 The Impact of a Graduation Program on Livelihoods in Refugee and Host Communities in Uganda | 
Innovations for Poverty Action (poverty-action.org) 
4 WINGS-Resources_AVSI_DRAFT-11-2020.pdf (avsi-usa.org) 
5 Cash and Microenterprise Support for the Ultra-Poor in Uganda | Innovations for Poverty Action (poverty-action.org) 

https://avsi-usa.org/score/
https://www.poverty-action.org/study/impact-graduation-program-livelihoods-refugee-and-host-communities-uganda
https://www.poverty-action.org/study/impact-graduation-program-livelihoods-refugee-and-host-communities-uganda
https://avsi-usa.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/11/WINGS-Resources_AVSI_DRAFT-11-2020.pdf
https://www.poverty-action.org/study/enterprises-ultra-poor-women-after-war-wings-program-northern-uganda


Isingiro were reached with economic strengthening interventions, including financial literacy, 

savings groups, market and financial linkages, improved climate smart farming techniques, coaching such 

as life skills, parenting, gender, protection, family strengthening and referrals for critical services. 

Through the program, 89% of all households graduated, with 74% of graduated households remaining 

resilient after a three year follow up.  In addition, there were several other results, including income 

increasing from US$ 12 to US$ 39, unemployment reducing from 15% to 1%. The SCORE Activity was 

externally evaluated with key findings showing improvements in all selected indicators: 7% increase in 

school enrolment, 50% decrease in food failure, 23% decrease in child abuse, and 32% decrease in 

child labour.6  The evaluation concluded that a combination of interventions led to participant 

resilience.  

AVSI has since implemented several other graduation type programs in several countries, including 

Rwanda, Kenya, Ivory Coast, especially targeting vulnerable and orphaned children families most of 

which was funded by USAID through PEPFAR.   

AVSI Foundation’s most recent experience with graduation approach is within the ongoing USAID 

Bureau for Humanitarian Assistance (BHA) funded Graduating to Resilience (2017-2024). The 

activity engages 13,200 (70,000 individuals) refugees and host community extremely poor households 

in Rwamwanja Refugee Settlement in Kamwenge District to graduate from conditions of food 

insecurity and fragile livelihoods to self-reliance and resilience.  

This Activity is one of the first attempts to test the Graduation Approach at considerable scale among 

rural refugees, together with an ambitious learning agenda and RCT impact evaluation and as such has 

the potential to contribute significantly towards evidence-based generation. The Graduating to 

Resilience consortium also seeks to test three variations of the Graduation method to identify the 

most effective and efficient approach to reach ultra-poor conflict-affected populations with sustainable 

livelihoods given the dearth in evidence around which particular components of the graduation 

pathway drive program impact in the medium and long term. An external impact evaluation led by 

IPA7 has already provided some intermediate results on the measures of impact to complement the 

project’s monitoring and evaluation data and implementing results. Program results from Graduating 

to Resilience iindicate;  

Cohort one and two Results 

 

• 80% (73% cohort 1 and 

86% cohort 2) 

participants 

graduated to 

resilience despite 

shocks including 

COVID-198.  

 

The external evaluator - 

Innovation for Poverty 

Action (IPA) - results at 

midline corroborate these 

 
6 Uganda’s SCORE Program for Vulnerable Children and Their Families: Mixed-Methods Performance Evaluation — 

MEASURE Evaluation 
7 The Impact of a Graduation Program on Livelihoods in Refugee and Host Communities in Uganda | Innovations for Poverty Action 
(poverty-action.org) 
8 See AVSI’s Graduating to Resilience video on how the program adapted and continued helping participants despite COVID 19 shocks: 
https://youtu.be/gGqgx30i4BA  

https://avsi-usa.org/graduating-to-resilience/#:~:text=goals%201%20Graduating%20to%20Resilience%20project%20aims%20to%3A,4%20Increase%20resilience%20of%20household%20members%20and%20communities.
https://www.measureevaluation.org/resources/publications/tre-17-002.html
https://www.measureevaluation.org/resources/publications/tre-17-002.html
https://www.poverty-action.org/study/impact-graduation-program-livelihoods-refugee-and-host-communities-uganda
https://www.poverty-action.org/study/impact-graduation-program-livelihoods-refugee-and-host-communities-uganda
https://youtu.be/gGqgx30i4BA


positive results and show that treatment arms 1 and 29 have statistically significant increases in the 

value of productive assets. Productive asset ownership was $157 higher in the treatment arm without 

an asset transfer than in the control group and $254 higher in the Standard Graduation Arm where 

an asset is delivered compared to the no asset empowerment arm.  

Resilience Results  

A recent follow up of cohort one participants 18 months 

post graduation and exit from the program found that 

61% participants were resilient. 

AVSI Foundation in Uganda is implementing the IKEA 

Foundation funded Sustainable Market Inclusive 

Livelihood Pathways to Self-Reliance (SMILES) 

project which features graduation with market systems 

development targeting Palabek and Kyangwali refugee 

settlements as well as their host communities. SMILES 

will engage 14,000 households with a 50/50 distribution 

among refugees and host communities and will provide 

additional evidence around effectiveness of graduation 

approach integrated with market systems Development through a rigorous RCT being conducted by 

IPA and through internal adaptive management. AVSI’s engagement and experience with IKEA 

Foundation positions her as a good contributor to the dearth of knowledge on the 

combination of MSD with Graduation Approach. 

Why the Graduation Model? 

● A sequenced and time-bound intervention that aims to help people living in extreme poverty 

build resilience and engage in sustainable livelihoods. 

● The Graduation Approach (GA) is an integrated development approach designed to address the 

underlying causes of extreme poverty and support participants to build sustainable livelihoods. 

● Graduation Approach is a sequenced set of interventions delivered over a time bound period, 

usually 18-36 months (in the AVSI Foundation context – the optimum period following testing is 

24 months) 

● Interventions must be adapted to the local context, but they are always based on four foundational 

pillars: social protection, livelihoods promotion, financial inclusion, and social empowerment and 

often cover 6-8 core components; coaching+ (child growth and development/parenting and ECD, 

Energy, climate change, psychosocial), linkages and referrals, consumption support, livelihoods 

skills trainings/core training, asset transfer and business coaching  

 

 
9 AVSI is delivering three different types of graduation interventions; standard (all graduation components with individual coaching), 
adapted (all graduation components with group coaching) and empowerment (all graduation components with individual coaching except 
the asset transfer) 



 

Rationale to expand Graduation Approach  

● Graduation Approach is a time-bound approach with a goal to support people to develop their 

capacity, knowledge, and skills to move from cash assistance and humanitarian aid to more 

sustainable livelihoods, while ensuring cost-effectiveness and avoiding long-term dependence. 

● Graduation Approach is a proven and evidence-based approach that measurably improves 

long-term outcomes for households years after graduation, including in Uganda.10 

● Holistic approach that is specifically designed and targeted to meet the multi-faceted needs of 

people living in extreme poverty. 

●  GA offers a framework to coordinate support to refugees across partners and stakeholders. 

○ UNHCR and OPM are in a position to ensure all livelihood programs take into account 

a graduation package (reference is made to economic inclusion programs within the 

jobs and livelihoods integrated response plan – JLIRP and it is anchored in UNHCR 

Global Strategy for Livelihoods 2014-2018, which aims to bring innovative, market 

based methods for building refugee self reliance to UNHCR operations here) 

○ All components of GA are needed to ensure participants become self-reliant and have 

the skills, knowledge, safety nets in order to address shocks and stresses.  

● Focus on linking participants to other services and markets, including private sector 

engagement, ensures sustainability and improved service delivery.  

○ GA can be integrated with a market systems approach 

● GA programs have a multiplier effect. Participants who go through graduation projects 

become change agents within communities and create additional safety nets. 

Contextual Analysis  

For three decades, the number of people living in extreme poverty— defined as those who live on 

less than $2.15 per person per day at 2017 purchasing power parity (and now $1.90—2021 purchasing 

power parity) was declining. But the trend was interrupted in 2020, when poverty rose due to the 

disruption caused by the COVID-19 crisis. The number of people in extreme poverty rose by 70 

 
10 IPA. 2023. “The Impact of a Graduation Program on Livelihoods in Refugee and Host Communities in 

Uganda.” https://poverty-action.org/impact-graduation-program-livelihoods-refugee-and-host-communities-
uganda 

https://www.bing.com/ck/a?!&&p=f011073e59014689JmltdHM9MTY4NDAyMjQwMCZpZ3VpZD0zMjUwYWQ1MS04MmRjLTZmZTAtMjU4OC1iYzhlODZkYzYxZmUmaW5zaWQ9NTE3Mg&ptn=3&hsh=3&fclid=3250ad51-82dc-6fe0-2588-bc8e86dc61fe&psq=REACHING+FAMILIES+LIVING+IN+EXTREME+POVERTY+The+Livelihoods+Unit+in+DPSM%e2%80%99s+Operationa&u=a1aHR0cHM6Ly9kYXRhLnVuaGNyLm9yZy9lbi9kb2N1bWVudHMvZG93bmxvYWQvNTA5MTk&ntb=1


million to more than 700 million people. The global extreme poverty rate reached 9.3 percent, up 

from 8.4 percent in 2019. 

Children and youth account for two-thirds of the world’s poor, and women represent a majority in 

most regions. Extreme poverty is largely concentrated in sub-Saharan Africa and 24% of the world’s 

population, which equates to 1.9 billion people, live in fragile contexts, characterized by impoverished 

conditions and dire circumstances. World Bank estimates that by 2030, more than half of the world’s 

poor will live in fragile contexts and that 1.2 billion people in 111 developing countries live in 

multidimensional poverty (beyond income), accounting for 19% of the world’s population. In Uganda 

41.7% of the population is living in extreme poverty (under  $1.90 in 2016) 

The world is experiencing a refugee crisis, with nearly 26 million refugees – including over 4.3 million 

in East Africa - having fled their home countries out of conflict or persecution.1 Growth in the number 

of refugees – which may increase alongside climate change-induced pressure on resources – are putting 

tremendous pressure on the global humanitarian system. As it is, the traditional approach to 

humanitarian response has been inadequate and unsustainable, with a focus on ‘care and maintenance’ 

of refugees, rather than longer term well-being. This short-term approach leads to protracted 

displacement, leading to multi-generational poverty for refugees, and threatening host countries’ ability 

to achieve SDGs. 

The emergence of the Global Consensus on Refugees (GCR) and Comprehensive Refugee Response 

Framework (CRRF), however, signals political will for more effective and sustainable approaches to 

refugee response. Governments Donors are slowly exploring more developmental approaches to 

aiding refugees, including in East Africa, where the governments of Ethiopia, Kenya, Rwanda and 

Uganda have access to developmental resources such as World Bank or IFC funding. These 

governments have each taken important, if in some cases modest, steps towards creating more 

supportive policy environments that allow refugees to pursue sustainable livelihoods.  

By the end of 2018, a record 25.9 million refugees lived outside their home countries, having had fled 

conflict or persecution. 21% of these refugees have taken refuge in East Africa. The refugee population 

under UNHCR’s mandate has doubled since 2012, and in 2018 the number of refugees displaced over 

five years increased from 66% to 78%. Uganda specifically hosts 1,535,900 Refugees in 12 Refugee 

Hosting Districts11 (April 2023) 

What can we do?  

What strategies can we implement to address the gaps above? 

• Deliver Graduation approach /economic inclusion programs at scale in various countries 

• Maintain presence , build expertise on GA programming globally  

• Maintain an edge to the evidence based on GA programming for livelihoods resilience  

• Document and publicize the GA to reduce poverty 

• Implement and document the effect and integration of protection, energy, climate change, women 

empowerment, gender into GA and its related effects   

• Study costing of GA and commit to scale and test at reduced programing rates  

• Offer valued leadership in the measurement of graduation and resilience   

 

 

 

 
11 Country - Uganda (unhcr.org) 

https://data.unhcr.org/en/country/uga


Lessons for Graduation Programming  

 

 

 

 


