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Working papers

Poverty at Higher Frequency (with Joshua Merfeld). The poverty rate is an important focus of economic policy. We show, however, that in low- and middle-income countries, the poverty rate is often not what it seems. Poverty, as conventionally measured, is thought to be the proportion of households that are poor for the year, but we show that, under common data collection practices, the measure instead captures the average share of the year that households are poor. The resulting poverty rates are sensitive to the timing of household consumption, not just its total value. For policy, this means that, contrary to common assumptions, the de facto concept of national poverty in many countries is sensitive to households’ exposure to shocks and their ability to smooth consumption within the year. While created inadvertently, this de facto concept of poverty has appealing properties as a measure of well-being, and it raises new philosophical questions about the nature of deprivation. This transformation has happened without a change in the form of the poverty measures and without longitudinal data. Instead, the transformation follows from three common practices used when collecting household data: asking survey questions with short-term recall (often covering only the past week’s or month’s spending), stratifying on sub-periods (usually quarters), and surveying households only once during the year. We illustrate the implications with monthly panel data from rural India, showing that time-sensitivity in poverty measurement has quantitatively large impacts on measured poverty, improves predictions of health outcomes, and expands the scope of strategies to reduce global poverty.

Site Selection for External Validity: Theory and an Application to Mobile Money in South Asia (with Michael Gechter, Keisuke Hirano, Jean Lee, Mahreen Mahmud, Orville Mondal, Saravana Ravindran, and Abu Shonchoy). Choosing where to conduct field experiments is a crucial aspect of experimental design that may influence not only the estimates obtained at the chosen sites, but also the extent to which the empirical findings can be generalized to other settings. We develop a decision-theoretic approach to experimental site selection that frames external validity through a policy lens. A decision-maker must eventually make policy recommendations across a wide set of locations on the basis of data from a limited set of experimental sites. We evaluate potential choices of experimental sites by the degree to which they will lead to better policy recommendations across all sites, not only the ones selected for experimentation. Taking a Bayesian approach, we develop a prior specification for the joint distribution of site-level treatment effects based on a microeconometric structural model, while also allowing for additional sources of heterogeneity. We apply our approach to select sites for an ex-periment on mobile money training from 41 migration corridors (destination-origin district pairs) in Bangladesh, 60 in Pakistan, and 740 in India. Learning is optimized when the experiments take place in sites informative for the largest number of other sites for which suitability of the policy is a priori uncertain. Selecting sites where the largest treatment effects are expected or, conversely, choosing sites randomly, can entail large efficiency losses.

Altruism and Occupational Choice (with Ariane Szafarz). Revised: November 2021. Should an altruist give time, money, or both? A theoretical analysis of occupational choice showing a paradox of warm glow and pure altruism. Under revision.
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