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Poverty is characterized by multidimensional economic, social, and psychological con-
straints that undermine people’s agency to pursue new opportunities and shape their life 
outcomes. How can interventions best support the agency of low-income individuals 
and, in so doing, boost poverty-reduction efforts? We theorize and find that agency 
interventions are effective when designed to be “culturally wise,” i.e., attuned to the 
model of agency predominant in a cultural context. Focusing on low-income women in 
rural Niger, Study 1 finds that local mental models of economic success primarily reflect 
interdependence, grounded in relational factors like advancing social harmony, respect-
fulness, and collective benefits. As evidenced by data from a United States sample, this 
contrasts with a more independent model common in the West grounded in personal 
factors like self-initiative. Study 2 finds empirical support for relational factors (e.g., 
subjective social standing) in addition to self-oriented personal factors (e.g., self-efficacy) 
as mechanisms of women’s economic advancement in a highly effective multifaceted 
poverty reduction program. Study 3 reports a field experiment with program partic-
ipants (n = 2,628) to compare a Western-derived personal agency intervention and a 
culturally wise relational agency intervention each to a control. Only relational agency 
caused significant improvements in economic outcomes over 12 mo, as well as in some 
personal and relational outcomes. By contrast, personal agency showed limited effects, 
shifting only personal outcomes. These findings reveal the promise of research at the 
intersection of social and cultural psychology, behavioral science, and development 
economics to help address global poverty.

poverty | behavioral science | psychology | culture | economic empowerment

  “Hannu daya baya daukan jinka/ 
  One hand cannot lift a hut.” — Hausa proverb ( 1 ) 

 Everywhere poverty means a lack of financial resources. Yet living in poverty also influences 
who you are, what others are likely to think about you, and what, if anything, you can 
do to navigate these circumstances and realize your aspirations ( 2 ,  3 ). Despite their pro-
found consequences for behavior, the psychosocial challenges of poverty have been too 
often a policy blind spot. A small but emerging literature ( 4             – 11 ) is revealing the potential 
of scalable psychosocial interventions to support people’s capacity to act and pursue path-
ways out of poverty, particularly when paired with economic opportunity. What makes 
psychosocial interventions to support people’s agency effective or ineffective in reducing 
poverty? We posit here that their potential depends in part on the extent to which they 
are attuned to local models of agency predominant in a given cultural context.

 We define agency as the capability to act and to shape one’s life outcomes ( 12 ,  13 ) in 
ways that feel good, moral, and fitting for one’s cultural context ( 13 ,  14 ). Research in 
social and cultural psychology finds that models of agency are as diverse as the cultural 
and socioeconomic contexts that people seek to navigate ( 15   – 17 ). These contexts vary 
both across and within geographic regions. High-income Western contexts with material 
abundance, formal and impersonal institutions, and high levels of cultural individualism 
( 18 ,  19 ) afford and foster more independent models of agency. These models entail 
self-directed, autonomous action toward the advancement of personal interests and goals.

 By contrast, in low-income contexts in the Global South, where most of the world’s 
population resides, people often live in tight knit, enduring webs of social connection, 
mutual support, and obligation. These contexts tend to afford and foster a variety of more 
interdependent models of agency. Broadly, these models entail greater responsiveness to 
others, role requirements, and social obligations. As people rely on their social networks 
to cope with resource scarcity and to access information and opportunities, their capacity 
to realize their aspirations often depends on support from others ( 20 ). Such interdependent 
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agency emphasizes ongoing coordination with others for collective 
advancement ( 2 ,  16 ,  20     – 23 ). As Ghanaian cultural and social 
psychologist Stephen Adjei writes, “in the African epistemic world-
view the person is ontologically part of the social firmament”; 
there, “negotiated agency involves joint decision-making and 
being responsive to expectations and demands of relational others 
in a network of interconnectedness” ( 24 ).

 Both models of agency can be identified in most cultural con-
texts and, in some populations, the models can be quite intertwined 
( 25 ). For example, in the case of sub-Saharan Africa, emerging 
research identifies a particular variety of interdependence in which 
personal ambition is primarily enacted in the service of the in-group 
and its collective advancement ( 8 ,  26 ,  27 ). In this case, interde-
pendent motivation may activate, or allow for, personal striving, 
particularly when this striving strengthens one’s relationships. As 
an example of this cultural logic, if you feel that others in your 
household and community hold you in high regard, you may feel 
more self-efficacious to start a new business. You may also feel more 
motivated and optimistic if you feel that the business could, in 
turn, benefit your group and enhance your social standing.

 Implicitly or explicitly, all programs and interventions that address 
agency are grounded in context-specific models of agency; they invite 
people to pursue goals in a particular way. People are most likely to 
be receptive when the invitations feel like a fit or match for who they 
are, and want to become, in a given context ( 21 ,  23 ,  28 ). Over 90% 
of psychological research to date has been based on high-income, 
individualistic Western populations ( 29 ). Fitting with this geographic 
focus, a prototypical, independence-oriented motivational interven-
tion from Western contexts prompts individuals to set personal goals, 
to pursue them through self-initiative, and to plan self-regulation 
strategies to cope with setbacks ( 30 ,  31 ). One large-scale cross-cultural 
experiment found this type of intervention boosted academic achieve-
ment in the United States, consistent with past studies, yet not in 
India or China ( 32 ). Follow-up surveys revealed signs of insufficient 
cultural adaptation, specifically to address competing relational con-
siderations ( 26 ): Students in India, as compared to those in the United 
States, saw personal academic goals as secondary to fulfilling social 
obligations (e.g., chores) and relational goals (e.g., not disappointing 
family) (see also refs.  33  and  34 ).

 Psychologically wise interventions are those that seek to 
empower people by attending to how they make sense of them-
selves, their agency, and the opportunities they seek to navigate 
( 35 ). Culturally wise interventions further attend to cultural var-
iation in these processes intentionally and directly. They are wise 
to the fact that people are enculturated actors whose models of 
agency, among other psychosocial characteristics, systematically 
vary across cultural contexts ( 15 ,  16 ,  36 ). One laboratory exper-
iment provides initial, suggestive evidence for the importance of 
culturally wise approaches for economic empowerment. Thomas 
et al. ( 8 ) offered residents in low-income communities in Nairobi, 
Kenya small cash transfers while randomly varying the narrative 
advanced by the donor organization. Compared to a status quo 
aid narrative (control), an interdependent agency narrative—rep-
resenting the cash as a way to support one’s contributions to com-
munity and collective advancement—significantly increased 
recipients’ interest in building their business skills and improved 
relational outcomes (e.g., less perceived stigma). Its effects did not 
significantly differ from a second agency narrative representing 
cash as a way to support independent agency and goals like 
self-reliance and self-advancement. This independent agency nar-
rative, however, showed limited effects compared to the control, 
significantly improving only personal outcomes such as self-efficacy.
Here, in three studies in Niger, one of the lowest-income nations 
in the world, we ask the following questions: Will interventions 

grounded in a more Western, independent model of agency be 
sufficient to help reduce poverty among rural women in Niger? 
Or will they need to be designed to be “culturally wise” to local 
models of agency? To address these questions, we report three sets of 
results (Fig. 1). Study 1 (descriptive) seeks to understand models of 
women’s economic success in rural Niger. It finds an interdependent 
model—grounded in the advancement of social harmony and 
respect—to be predominant. By contrast, a US sample assumed an 
independent model, predicting factors like self-initiative and future-
orientation to be relatively more important. Study 2 (mechanisms 
analysis) provides empirical support for the importance of relational 
mechanisms (such as subjective social standing) in addition to self-
oriented personal mechanisms (such as self-efficacy) in contributing 
to women’s economic gains from an effective multifaceted poverty 
reduction program that included agency interventions. Study 3 
(experimental) assesses the separable impacts of independent 
and interdependent models of agency through a supplemental 
individual-level intervention embedded in the policy experiment 
(n = 2,628). As predicted, a more culturally wise relational agency 
intervention—emphasizing collective advancement and social 
harmony—significantly improved women’s economic outcomes 1 y 
later compared to a control, as well as some personal and relational 
outcomes. By contrast, an independence-oriented personal agency 
intervention, which emphasized self-advancement and personal 
initiative, produced limited effects compared to the control, 
significantly improving personal outcomes but neither relational 
nor economic outcomes.

Study 1: Local Models of Agency. This formative research sought 
to understand the predominant models of agency among women 
in rural Niger, specifically which qualities and behaviors women 
viewed as valued, normative, and effective for advancing their 
economic mobility. We developed quantitative measures to elicit 
women’s models of agency based on interviews and focus groups. 
We coupled these results with baseline survey data from the policy 
experiment (Fig. 1) on the socioeconomic and cultural context to 
build interpretive power and to understand these models of agency 
in relation to the affordances and constraints of the local context (37).

 Women in our study were from the lowest income households 
in one of the lowest income countries in the world. Over 90% had 
never been to school and few were literate. They lived in remote 
areas, an average of 73 min by foot from the nearest market. In 
formative research, women reported encountering strangers, people 
they did not know, approximately twice a month. In these remote, 
rural areas with little access to formal education and technology, 
women are highly dependent on other people in their village and 
on word-of-mouth for economic information, opportunities, and 
resources.

 Across different survey measures describing the cultural context, 
we found that interdependence was broadly practiced and valued. 
For example, in the baseline survey of the policy experiment, 90% 
of women agreed or strongly agreed that “when making a decision, 
it is important to take into account the opinions of other members 
of your community,” and 80% agreed or strongly agreed that “it 
is your duty to take care of others in your village even if you must 
sacrifice yourself.” Data collected from the control group in Study 
3 revealed that 86% of respondents preferred that households in 
the village develop together versus independently.

 Second, these interdependent tendencies were seen as useful and 
effective. To assess participants’ mental models of women’s economic 
success (i.e., what they perceive to be key determinants), we asked 
women to rank the importance of four psychosocial factors as drivers 
of women’s economic success and four as barriers ( Fig. 2 ). Factors 
reflecting an independent model of agency were those common in D
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Western settings and embedded in typical self-regulation interven-
tions and other entrepreneurship programs, including the presence 
(or absence) of self-initiative, hard work, future orientation, and 
persistence ( 31 ,  38   – 40 ). Factors reflecting a more interdependent 
model of agency were derived from our formative qualitative inter-
views with local respondents. These included interpersonal tension, 
respect of others, social connections, and peacefulness. Notably, we 
consider peacefulness to be a feature of interdependent agency given 
its inextricable grounding in both inner peace and social harmony; 
research in West Africa finds it to serve as “a signal that one has met 
social expectations” ( 41 ).        

 As shown in  Fig. 2A  , Nigerien women identified peacefulness as 
the top factor driving women’s economic success, followed by hard 
work, social connections, and, lastly, self-initiative. Taken together, 
they ranked the interdependent factors as significantly more impor-
tant than the independent factors (χ2  (1, n =  1,216) = 103.06, P  < 
0.001). Similarly, when asked to rank factors that could serve as 
barriers to women’s economic success, Nigerien women participants 
again ranked the interdependent factors—a lack of respect for others 
and interpersonal tension—as significantly more important than 
the independent factors—not planning for the future and a lack of 
persistence (χ2  (1, n =  1,216) = 166.53, P  < 0.001) ( Fig. 2B  ).

 Separately, we collected predictions from a US online conven-
ience sample (n = 302), gathered ex post through the CloudResearch 
platform, to reveal Western assumptive foundations of agency. We 
interpret these predictions as projections of factors seen as prac-
ticed, valued, and effective according to one’s experiences in one’s 
own cultural context, i.e., a US context. Consistent with the 
Western psychological literature grounded in independence ( 40 ), 
when asked to predict which of these factors would be the most 
important for the economic success of low-income women in 

Niger ( Fig. 2A  ), US respondents identified self-initiative as most 
important—the factor that Nigerien women selected least. Taken 
together, US respondents ranked independent factors as more 
important than interdependent factors (χ2  (1, n =  302) = 23.36, 
﻿P <  0.001). In relation to barriers to success ( Fig. 2B  ), US respond-
ents again ranked independent factors as more important than 
interdependent factors (χ2  (1, n =  302) = 8.28, P  = 0.004). They 
predicted the top barrier would be not planning for the future, 
the factor selected least by Nigerien women.

 These results suggest that, in this context, successful goal pursuit 
may critically involve treating others with respect and maintaining 
social harmony, for instance, to influence household economic deci-
sions or to recruit critical social capital and support. While most 
Nigerien participants selected factors reflecting an interdependent 
model, a meaningful proportion (approximately 30%) selected factors 
reflecting an independent model. These findings suggest that both 
models are available and relevant in this population but that an inter-
dependent model of agency is predominant and foundational. Our 
findings are also consistent with the possibility that personal processes 
such as self-initiative can be in the service of and contribute to the 
realization of interdependent goals and relational expectations.

 Next, we empirically assess these local mental models through 
examining the roles of psychosocial processes, both relational and 
personal, in women’s economic success.  

Study 2: Relational and Personal Mechanisms of Poverty 
Reduction. Through which psychosocial processes might effective 
agency interventions, coupled with economic support, contribute 
to women’s upward economic trajectories in this cultural context? 
In Study 2, we explored this question by probing the mediating 
role of relational and self-oriented personal factors in the economic 

Control arm
Monthly cash transfers (N=1,206)

Capital arm
Monthly cash transfers + economic 
components + cash grant (N=1,191)

Psychosocial arm
Monthly cash transfers + economic 
components + social-psychological 

interventions (N=1,112)

Full arm 
Monthly cash transfers + economic 
components + cash grant + social-

psychological interventions (N=1,203)

Personal Agency 
condition (N=666)

Relational Agency 
condition (N=666)

Control condition 
(N=1,296)

B  Policy Experiment
(N=4,712, N=322 villages)

C  Embedded Experiment 
(N=2,628)

D  Follow-up surveys

Follow-up survey at 6-month 
follow-up (i.e., 1 year post-
psychosocial interventions) 
(N=4,476)

• Economic outcomes (e.g., 
consumption, women’s 
business outcomes)

• Personal psychosocial 
outcomes (e.g., self-efficacy)

• Relational psychosocial 
outcomes (e.g., social support)

Follow-up survey at 1 year 
(N=2,493)

• Subset of measures in box 
above

Subset of 
33 

villages

A  Baseline Survey

Formative research: 
Quantitative survey on 
socioeconomic and cultural 
context and models of 
agency

Baseline survey (N=4,608)

• Economic measures 
(e.g., consumption, 
women’s business 
outcomes)

• Personal psychosocial 
measures (e.g., self-
efficacy)

• Relational psychosocial 
measures (e.g., social 
support)

Study 3 

Study 2 

Study 1 

Fig. 1.   Design of Studies 1–3. This figure depicts the sources of data for each study and chronology of research activities. Baseline data (A) was collected as part 
of the policy experiment (B), in which the experiment in Study 3 was embedded (C); follow-up surveys were conducted approximately 1 year after delivery of the 
psychosocial interventions (D). The total number of Sahel Adaptive Social Protection program recipient households was 22,500 across the 17 communes with the 
highest poverty rates nationwide. Study 1 used data from the baseline of the policy experiment (A) and control group of the embedded experiment (C). Study 2 
included data from the four-arm policy experiment (B and D), whose sample included a random subset (n = 4,712) of all program participants and was randomized at 
the village level. Study 3 was an individual-level embedded experiment (C), whose sample included all program participants in a nonrandom subset of 33 villages in six 
communes (n = 2,628) (SI Appendix, Fig. S1), including but not limited to those participants randomly sampled for the policy experiment. This research was conducted 
through a continuous engagement with the Niger Safety Nets Unit and the World Bank’s Sahel Adaptive Social Protection program over the period 2017 to 2022.
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gains of women participants in a highly effective multifaceted 
poverty reduction program in rural Niger. We expected effective 
agency in this cultural context to reflect an integration of 
relational and personal processes that together enable economic 
empowerment in practice—for instance, feeling supported and 
respected by others alongside a sense of personal efficacy.

 This randomized policy experiment tested different variations 
of a multifaceted poverty reduction program and assessed their 
effects on an extensive battery of psychosocial measures. The 
program variations were compared to a control group that 
received a more basic type of support (small monthly cash trans-
fers). All program variations included a package of economic 
interventions (e.g., small monthly cash transfers, savings groups, micro- 
entrepreneurship training) plus the addition of either psychosocial 
interventions (“Psychosocial” arm), a large additional cash grant 
(“Capital” arm), or both (“Full” arm) ( Fig. 1 ). Bossuroy et al. ( 6 ) 
found that all versions produced meaningful gains in poverty reduc-
tion, with the “Psychosocial” package in particular yielding one of 
the most cost﻿-effective such designs documented in the literature 
to date. The two psychosocial interventions sought to boost wom-
en’s agency. The first was a community event that displayed a film 
about a woman named Amina who pursues a new business in the 
face of a drought. This film was followed by a group discussion that 
addressed community aspirations, values, and norms about wom-
en’s entrepreneurship. The second intervention was a 1-wk training 
on life skills like goal setting, problem solving, and decision-making 
and which also used the film to model these skills. These two inter-
ventions reflected features of both interdependent and independent 
models of agency, including social respect and collaboration as well 
as personal proactivity and persistence.

 While this dual-model intervention design does not allow us 
to distinguish the impacts of interdependent and independent 
models of agency (which is the aim of Study 3), it does allow for 
the exploration of a range of possible psychosocial mechanisms 
underlying this successful program. Toward this goal, we con-
ducted new secondary analyses on other-oriented relational meas-
ures, self-oriented personal measures, and women’s business 
revenues with the policy experiment dataset ( 6 ). These measures 

were assessed in a follow-up survey conducted approximately 6 mo 
after the end of the multifaceted program’s implementation and 
1 y after the implementation of the psychosocial interventions in 
particular. These measures were informed by Study 1 and other 
formative research. Relational factors included measures of social 
capital (e.g., social and financial support, collective action, social 
cohesion), social influence (e.g., subjective social standing, control 
over business earnings), and social norms (perceived norms around 
women’s economic activity). Self-oriented personal factors 
included measures of beliefs about the self (self-efficacy), one’s 
future (optimistic future expectations), and emotion regulation 
(mental health).  *  

 This division of personal-relational factors has distinct limita-
tions: Certainly, some variables classified as personal can entail 
relational factors and vice versa (e.g., high self-efficacy from advanc-
ing one’s group, good mental health from strong relationships). 
While this classification merits more precise tests, here it allows us 
to explore these broad dimensions and, in so doing, to expand 
upon the canonical Western literature on motivation, which has 
focused predominantly on personal self-regulatory factors (e.g., 
self-efficacy, optimism) while giving less attention to relational 
factors ( 14 ,  40 ,  42 ). An exploratory factor analysis largely sup-
ported this classification (SI Appendix, Table S1 ) and, notably, it 
follows the classification used in the original policy experiment ( 6 ).  

Results. We find support for both relational and self-oriented 
personal factors as possible mechanisms of the economic gains 
produced by the program. Fig. 3 displays measures rank ordered by 
the standardized size of the causal impacts of the poverty reduction 
program (Psychosocial versus Control arm) and shows significant 
impacts on most psychosocial outcomes (Fig.  3A). Further, we 
statistically compared program impacts on relational and personal 
outcomes using a multivariate linear model: Overall the Psychosocial 
version of the program led to significant improvements on the 
composite of relational outcomes (β = 0.17 (95% CI = 0.14, 0.21), 
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women's economic success?
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Not planning 
for the future

Not being 
persistent

Tension 
in the 

household

Not respecting 
others

0%
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B  Which factor is the top barrier to 
women's economic success?

Model of Agency Independent Interdependent

Fig. 2.   Mental models of 
women’s agency according 
to low-income women par-
ticipants in rural Niger and 
predictions of a US sample. 
Mental models assessed 
perceived drivers of wom-
en’s economic success (A) 
and perceived barriers to 
success (B). Responses  
for Niger sample (top row) 
were collected among the  
control group of the emb
edded experiment in the  
follow-up survey (n = 1,216).  
Responses for predictions 
(bottom row) were collec
ted in an online conveni-
ence sample in the United 
States (n = 302).

﻿*  We analyze all psychosocial variables measured in Bossuroy et al. ( 6 ) except violence per-
ceptions, which was considered a separate outcome in that study.D

ow
nl

oa
de

d 
fr

om
 h

ttp
s:

//w
w

w
.p

na
s.

or
g 

by
 1

2.
15

8.
21

8.
45

 o
n 

N
ov

em
be

r 
13

, 2
02

5 
fr

om
 I

P 
ad

dr
es

s 
12

.1
58

.2
18

.4
5.

http://www.pnas.org/lookup/doi/10.1073/pnas.2505694122#supplementary-materials


PNAS  2025  Vol. 122  No. 46 e2505694122� https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.2505694122 5 of 12

t(4417) = 7.91, P < 0.001) and on the composite of personal outcomes  
(β = 0.14 (95% CI = 0.08, 0.20), t(4417) = 4.37, P < 0.001). The 
size of these impacts did not significantly differ, given overlapping 
95% CIs and according to a formal cluster-robust Wald test 
(F(1,135) = 1.41, P = 0.24).

 Our primary level of theorizing and analysis is at the level of 
the composites. We do not draw confirmatory conclusions from 
significant impacts on individual measures as we did not predict 
specific patterns at this level; instead, we see them as indicating 
promising areas for future research, including for refining meas-
urement and replicating effects. With that understanding, some 
of the largest impacts of the Psychosocial version of the program 
were on measures related to women’s social capital. Women were 
more likely to engage in “collective action” through community 
organizations and projects and to feel that they could rely on their 
community for “social support” and “financial support” in times 
of need. They also reported higher “social standing” in the com-
munity, specifically feeling more listened to and respected. They 
also perceived that their community viewed women’s economic 
activity as more common and acceptable (“social norms”). These 
findings suggest a strengthening of women’s relationships, social 
capital, and social position. In addition, women experienced sig-
nificant improvements in self-oriented personal factors, including 
feeling greater “self-efficacy” to achieve their goals, more optimistic 
“future expectations,” and improved “mental health.” Notably, 
these relational factors and personal factors, as composites, were 
significantly correlated with each other in the Psychosocial arm, 
﻿r (1054) = 0.38, P  < 0.001 (see SI Appendix, Table S2  for intercor-
relations among variables).

 In turn, these positive relational and personal dynamics were 
significantly associated with women’s economic gains in the 
multifaceted program ( Fig. 3B  ). We carried out a multivariate 
regression of women’s business revenues at the 6-mo follow-up 
on the composites of relational factors and personal factors, 
controlling for baseline revenues, within the Psychosocial treat-
ment arm. The composite of relational factors significantly pre-
dicted women’s economic gains in the program [standardized 
﻿β = 0.41 (95% CI = 0.23, 0.59), t (1052) = 4.51, P  < 0.001], as 
did the composite of personal factors [standardized β  = 0.18 
(95% CI = 0.06, 0.30), t (1052) = 2.96, P  = 0.003]. A Wald 

F-test indicated that the predictive power of the relational factors 
was marginally but not significantly greater than that of the 
personal factors (Δβ : 0.23, F (1,1052) = 3.32, P =  0.069).

 While our theorizing focused on the predictive power of rela-
tional and personal factors in general, again it was informative to 
observe variability in the coefficients on individual measures. The 
factors that most strongly predicted women’s revenue gains related 
to their social influence in the household (“control over earnings”) 
and community (“social standing”), as well as to positive beliefs 
about their capabilities (“self-efficacy”) and their futures (“future 
expectations”).

 This analysis showed that in this cultural context relational 
factors, such as subjective social standing, mattered to women’s 
economic advancement as much as hallmark self-oriented foun-
dations of motivation, such as self-efficacy and optimism. 
Moreover, adding the composite of relational factors as predictors 
explained additional variance in women’s economic gains above 
and beyond personal factors and baseline revenues (F (1,1052) = 
20.34, P  < 0.001). These findings suggest the importance of rela-
tional processes, in addition to self-oriented ones, in the successful 
empowerment of women’s agency in this context. However, this 
study did not allow us to identify which types of psychosocial 
processes stemmed from which model of agency.

 Most importantly, given the program’s dual-model interven-
tion design, it leaves open the question: Were program features 
reflecting an interdependent model of agency critical to its success 
in reducing poverty or would features reflecting an independent 
model, requiring no cultural attunement, have been sufficient? 
Next, Study 3 isolates the causal effects of interdependent and 
independent models of agency on women’s  economic gains in 
this context.  

Study 3: The Causal Economic Impacts of Emphasizing an 
Interdependent or Independent Model of Agency Over 1 y. A 
preregistered field experiment, Study 3 separately tests the causal 
impacts of interventions highlighting an interdependent or an 
independent model of agency, compared to a control, on women’s 
economic outcomes over 1 y, as well as on a subset of personal and 
relational measures. As such, it evaluates whether the effectiveness 
of a psychosocial intervention depends on its degree of cultural 
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B  Relationship with Gains in Women´s
 Business Revenues                  
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Fig. 3.   Impacts of the multifac-
eted poverty reduction program 
on personal and relational meas-
ures (A) and their relationships 
with women’s economic gains at 
the 6-mo follow-up (B) in the pol-
icy experiment. Panel A presents 
comparisons of the Psychosocial 
and Control arms [n = 2,208 for 
all indices, except control over 
household resources (n = 2,098)]. 
Panel B presents coefficients 
from separate regressions of 
women’s business revenues on 
each psychosocial factor in the 
Psychosocial arm, controlling 
for baseline revenue values  
[n = 1,056 for all indices, except 
controls household resources 
(n = 999)]. †P < 0.10, *P < 0.05,  
**P < 0.01, ***P < 0.001. Error 
bars represent ±1 SE.D
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fit. This experiment compares two supplemental intervention 
conditions to a control in which no supplemental intervention was 
delivered (n = 2,628). The brief, single-session interventions were 
designed to emphasize one of the two models of agency displayed 
in the film about Amina that had been included in the community 
event and life skills trainings in Study 2. The relational agency 
intervention emphasized interdependent agency—goal pursuit 
grounded in collective advancement and social harmony. The 
personal agency intervention emphasized independent agency—
goal pursuit grounded in self-advancement and self-direction. This 
experiment was embedded within the Psychosocial and Full arms 
of the policy experiment in which all participants received the 
psychosocial interventions (Fig. 1). As such, we understand the 
interventions tested here as reinforcing one model of agency or 
the other (i.e., as supplemental). This experiment was randomized 
at the individual level with the women program participants. 
SI Appendix, Table S3 describes the sample and shows that balance 
was achieved on key variables across experimental conditions.†

 We assess economic outcomes, as well as some psychosocial 
outcomes 1 y later in a 45-min follow-up endline survey. This 
abbreviated survey included a subset of measures from Study 2. 
Economic outcomes included food security, business engagement, 
and business performance. Relational measures assessed partner 
dynamics, household interpersonal dynamics, women’s control 
over their earnings, social standing, social support, and social 
cohesion. Personal measures assessed well-being, self-efficacy, and 
future expectations. Given the relatively limited number of vari-
ables for each category and to control the rate of false positives, 
primary analyses are conducted on economic, relational, and 
 personal composite indices.

 We preregistered the hypotheses that both interventions, given 
their focus on aspirations and goal pursuit, may enhance personal 
sources of motivation relative to the control condition; however, 
the relationally oriented intervention would also activate relational 
mechanisms important to women’s socioeconomic success and, 
ultimately, improve their economic outcomes over time, as com-
pared to control. While we measured exploratory psychosocial 
variables (such as hypothetical scenarios) immediately postinter-
vention among the treated groups and preregistered comparisons 
across interventions, budgetary and logistical constraints pre-
vented data collection from the control group at that timepoint. 
We focus our analyses and discussion on the 1-y endline results 
given that this survey included data from the control group (our 
primary comparison group), assessed more standard economic 
and psychosocial measures (as used in Study 2), and reflected 
real-world impacts.

 The brief psychological interventions comprised an approxi-
mately 4-min video recap of Amina’s story and 25-min guided 
reflection exercise.  Fig. 4  shows sample images from the videos. 
Videos were matched on all characteristics where possible, includ-
ing character depictions, features of the scenes, choice of business, 
and business trajectory. However, they differed in how they rep-
resented Amina’s motives and how she pursued her goals. In the 
﻿relational agency  condition, the recap portrayed Amina as becom-
ing a well-regarded entrepreneur in her community by being 
respectful of elders, collaborative, and generous. In the personal 
agency  condition, the video portrayed Amina as becoming a stand-
out entrepreneur by being proactive, innovative, strategic, and 
competitive. Following the video, participants completed a guided 
exercise on goal setting and strategies. In the relational agency  

intervention, the exercise focused on guiding participants to set 
goals, articulate possible collective benefits from achieving those 
goals, anticipate possible barriers, and identify social strategies for 
overcoming barriers. It reflected features of interdependent agency, 
as identified in the formative qualitative and quantitative research 
reported in Study 1. Given this culturally grounded design, we 
consider this intervention to be more culturally wise. The personal 
agency  intervention followed a similar format but was based on 
motivational exercises developed and tested primarily in Western 
populations, specifically mental contrasting and implementation 
intentions and personal initiative training ( 30   – 32 ,  38 ,  39 ). The 
exercise guided participants to set goals, articulate anticipated 
positive feelings from achieving those goals, anticipate possible 
barriers, and identify if-then strategies for overcoming those 
barriers.        

 In interpreting our results, we preregistered comparisons of 
each intervention to the control, rather than to each other. This 
is because comparisons across interventions would have required 
a prohibitively large sample size. ‡   This prioritization aligns with 
evaluation sciences in other disciplines. The Food and Drug 
Administration, for instance, requires the evaluation of the effec-
tiveness of new medical treatments against a control, not other 
standards of treatment. This practice again reflects the pragmatic 
constraints of testing the comparative effectiveness of treatments 
against each other (e.g., limitations of statistical power) ( 43 ). 
In the psychological and behavioral sciences as well, even large- 
scale field experiments and megastudies often find interventions 
to outperform controls but not each other ( 44 ,  45 ).  

Results. As displayed in Fig. 5, the relational agency intervention 
caused significant gains 1 y later on the primary index of economic 
outcomes compared to control (d = 0.12, SE = 0.05, P = 0.013), 
i.e., above and beyond those achieved by the multifaceted program 
in Study 2. This gain arose from increases in both subindices of 
food security and women’s business outcomes. As an illustration, 
women in the relational agency condition were less likely to report 
severe forms of food insecurity, according to the Food Insecurity 
Experience Scale. In the control group, 46% of women reported 
that their households had gone hungry or gone for an entire day 
without food due to insufficient resources in the past 12 mo. Yet, in 
the relational agency condition, this rate fell by 5.7 percentage points 
(β = −0.05, SE = 0.02, P = 0.025). Women in this condition were 
also marginally more likely to own or manage their own business 
compared to those in the control condition (β = 0.03, SE = 0.02, 
P = 0.079).

 While directionally positive, the effect of the personal agency  
intervention was 40% smaller in magnitude and did not reach 
statistical significance on the overall economic composite (d  = 0.07, 
SE = 0.05, P  = 0.169), or on either subindex of food security or 
business engagement (see  Fig. 5  for indices and SI Appendix, 
Table S5  for items within indices) [although the personal agency  did 
reduce rates of severe food insecurity in particular (β  = −0.05, 
SE = 0.02, P  = 0.025)].

 We consider the causal impacts of the agency interventions on 
women’s economic gains to be the primary test of our hypothesis. 
However, we also assessed psychosocial measures both as impor-
tant outcomes on their own and as potential mechanisms of eco-
nomic gains. Notably, as with the economic gains, any impacts 
on these measures would have to be observed on top of the gains 
already achieved by the program described in Study 2.

﻿†  We also randomized the proportion of individuals within a village (25%, 50%, or 75%) that 
were treated with one of the two interventions. SI Appendix, Tables S9 and S10  show that 
this village-level randomization of saturation had minimal to no effect on psychosocial and 
economic outcomes.

﻿‡  For example, to detect the observed difference across intervention conditions of 0.05 SD 
on our primary outcome, the economic composite, with 80% power would require a sample 
size of approximately n = 12,560 (6,280 per condition). See Materials and Methods  section 
for power calculation assumptions and benchmarks.D
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 As predicted, both relational and personal agency interventions 
led to improvements on a composite of self-oriented personal meas-
ures at endline, β  = 0.12, SE = 0.04, P  = 0.010; β  = 0.13, SE = 0.05, 
﻿P  = 0.004, respectively. Examining constituents of this composite 
( Table 1 ), both interventions led women to report more optimistic 
expectations for their socioeconomic mobility. Both also generated 
marginally or significant positive gains in subjective well-being and, 
for the personal agency  intervention, in self-efficacy as well. 

 On the composite of relational measures, only the relational 
agency  intervention produced marginally significant improvements 
compared to control (relational agency: β  = 0.09, SE = 0.05,  
﻿P  = 0.075; personal agency: β  = 0.05, SE = 0.05, P  = 0.338). In 
the relational agency  condition, women reported improved inter-
personal dynamics within their households, specifically feeling 
closer to members of their households on a visual measure of 
interpersonal closeness versus distance ( 46 ) (β  = 0.11, SE = 0.04, 
﻿P  = 0.008) and, marginally, feeling more well-regarded by their 
household for their economic activities (β  = 0.09, SE = 0.05,  
﻿P  = 0.070). No significant effects were observed on other relational 
outcomes for either agency intervention, including social standing, 
women’s control over earnings, partner dynamics, and social cohe-
sion, with the exception of marginal effects on social support 
( Table 1 ). The finding that the relational agency  intervention 
affected self-oriented personal measures in addition to relational 
measures is noteworthy and consistent with our theorizing of per-
sonal and relational processes as interconnected mechanisms of 
effective interdependent agency in this context.

 Interestingly, these improvements in household interpersonal 
dynamics paralleled observed gains in household  business outcomes, 
according to a post hoc exploratory analysis. For a random subsam-
ple of households participating in Study 3 who were also surveyed 
in Study 2’s policy experiment (approximately one-fifth, n = 457), 
we were able to collect data on “household-owned businesses,” i.e., 
off-farm businesses owned and managed by other members of the 
household (e.g., husbands, cowives, in-laws). As displayed in 
﻿SI Appendix, Table S7 , in households in which the woman program 
participant had been randomized to the relational agency  condition, 
businesses run by other household members showed greater out-
comes at the 1-y follow-up, according to a composite of business 
engagement and performance, compared to the control condition. 
For instance, while households in the control condition reported 
monthly total business revenues of approximately US$70 PPP, 
households in the relational agency  intervention saw revenues of 
US$111 PPP, a 59% gain. While directionally positive, no signifi-
cant effects were observed among households assigned to the per-
sonal agency  condition, in which revenues amounted to US$83 PPP. §  

 Why might household interpersonal dynamics have improved 
and household-owned businesses grown in the relational agency  
condition? As part of the guided exercise in this condition, we 
invited women to think through how they could effectively navigate 
conflict in the household and maintain harmony while pursuing 
their business goals, in the form of giving advice to another woman. 
One possibility is that the relational agency  intervention better 
equipped women to engage in negotiated agency ( 24 ) and build 

A B

Fig. 4.   Sample images from the personal agency (A) and relational agency (B) intervention videos displayed in Study 3.
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shared aspirations with their husbands and other family members. 
For example, one respondent advised other women “to explain the 
advantages of business development for the education of their chil-
dren and the well-being of their household.”

 While not preregistered or our primary focus for reasons elabo-
rated above, we ran post hoc comparative analyses of interventions 
at endline, and we found that differences between the relational and 
personal agency interventions did not reach statistical significance 
on the economic composite index (difference of d  = 0.05, SE = 0.05, 
﻿P  = 0.343), personal composite index (difference of d  = −0.02, 
SE = 0.05, P  = 0.693), or relational composite index (difference of 
﻿d  = 0.04, SE = 0.06, P  = 0.446) ( Table 1  and SI Appendix, Table S5 ).

 We did, however, expect and preregister intervention differences 
on exploratory mechanism variables collected immediately 
postintervention, given the lab-in-the-field design, but found none 
(SI Appendix, Table S8 ) with one exception: Women in the rela-
tional agency  condition were marginally less likely than women in 
the personal agency  condition to express reputational concerns, 
specifically to anticipate being seen negatively by family and com-
munity while pursuing their economic activities (β  = −0.03, P  = 
0.088), supporting one of three preregistered hypotheses. 
Unfortunately, without data from the control group at this time-
point, we cannot infer whether the null results mean that the 
interventions had no effects or similarly positive effects. This 
postintervention survey was also subject to potential methodolog-
ical concerns (e.g., nonvalidated measures; social desirability pro-
cesses as measures were assessed by the intervention implementer), 
warranting a prioritization of endline results.

 Overall, while both agency interventions set in motion self-oriented 
personal processes (e.g., greater optimism about one’s future), only 
the relational agency  intervention affected some relational processes 
(e.g., feeling closer to others in the household) and, most importantly, 

translated into significant economic gains, including greater food 
security. These multidimensional impacts of the relational agency  
intervention are striking for several reasons: They resulted from a 
single 30-min session, were detected on meaningful economic out-
comes 1 y later, and were achieved on top of the gains produced by 
the more intensive multifaceted program in Study 2. These gains 
imply the fundamental importance of emphasizing a culturally rooted 
conceptualization of agency.   

Discussion

 Amartya Sen argued, “Freedoms are not only the primary ends of 
development, they are also among its principal means” ( 47 ). 
Agency is one such central freedom. Yet how  people enact agency 
varies according to the sociocultural and economic contexts they 
seek to navigate. To support people’s agency, our findings suggest 
that programs are most likely to be effective when they are con-
textualized to the model of agency predominant in the local cul-
tural context—that is, when they are culturally wise.

 Three studies revealed the centrality of interdependence to wom-
en’s agency in rural Niger. They also suggested possible psychosocial 
mechanisms through which this agency can translate into upward 
economic trajectories. Study 1 showed an interdependent model of 
agency grounded in social respect, social harmony, and collective 
benefits to be predominant in this context, being broadly valued, 
practiced, and viewed as important to women’s economic success. 
This contrasted with assumptions of a Western sample, who cen-
tered an independent model grounded in self-initiative and future 
orientation. Study 2 provided evidence for the importance of both 
relational and personal psychosocial mechanisms of a highly effec-
tive multifaceted poverty reduction program. Notably, relational 
factors, such as perceived social standing and support, accompanied 
and predicted women’s economic gains in addition to and as much 
as personal factors like self-efficacy, the latter of which have been 
the focus of canonical Western motivation research.

Fig. 5.   Impacts of relational agency and personal agency 
interventions on economic outcomes at the 1-y endline 
in Study 3. The economic composite index is a composite 
of the food security and business omnibus indices, which 
included a subset of variables from the policy experiment 
(Study 2). Point estimates represent the effect of each 
agency intervention condition compared to the control 
group in terms of SD (standardized to the control con-
dition’s mean and SD). Regressions control for random-
ization strata, and SE are robust. Error bars are 95% CI. 
†P < 0.10, *P < 0.05, ns indicates P > 0.10.

﻿§  Monetary amounts are in PPP-adjusted USD terms, set at 2016 prices and deflated using 
Niger’s CPI published by the World Bank. In 2016, 1 USD = 242.553 XOF PPP.D
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Table 1.   Impacts of personal agency and relational agency interventions on personal and relational outcomes at 
1-y endline in Study 3

Personal agency Relational agency

(1) (2) (3) (4)

Measure df Coefficient (SE)  
Robust P-value  

Cluster robust P-value

Coefficient (SE)  
Robust P-value  

Cluster robust P-value
Psychosocial composite index 2,487 0.10 0.12

(0.05) (0.05)
0.043* 0.015*
0.062† 0.032*

Personal composite index 2,487 0.13 0.12
(0.05) (0.04)

0.004** 0.010*
0.011* 0.025*

Well-being 2,487 0.09 0.08
(0.05) (0.05)

0.049* 0.089†

0.069† 0.096†

Self-efficacy 2,473 0.09 0.02
(0.05) (0.05)
0.068† 0.595
0.093† 0.643

Future expectations 2,473 0.12 0.15
(0.05) (0.05)

0.019* 0.002**
0.058† 0.012*

Relational composite index 2,487 0.05 0.09
(0.05) (0.05)
0.338 0.075†

0.344 0.128
Partner dynamics 2,226 0.07 0.08

(0.05) (0.05)
0.169 0.102
0.181 0.157

Household interpersonal dynamics 2,487 0.03 0.10
(0.05) (0.04)
0.458 0.021*
0.507 0.045*

Control over earnings 2,473 −0.02 −0.03
(0.05) (0.05)
0.627 0.584
0.578 0.613

Social standing 2,473 0.03 (0.05) 0.05
(0.05) (0.05)
0.527 0.318
0.582 0.394

Social support 2,487 0.09 0.09
(0.05) (0.05)
0.057† 0.077†

0.114 0.125
Social cohesion 2,473 −0.05 0.00

(0.05) (0.05)
0.300 0.982
0.361 0.985

Note: Columns 3 and 4 are obtained from regressions comparing the personal agency and relational agency conditions, respectively, to the control condition, controlling for randomiza-
tion strata. Point estimates represent the effect of each psychosocial intervention condition compared to control in terms of SD (standardized to the control condition’s mean and SD).  
†P < 0.10, *P < 0.05, **P < 0.01, ***P < 0.001.
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 Critically, Study 3 provided causal tests of interventions grounded 
in independent and interdependent models of agency compared to 
a control. It found that a “culturally wise” relational agency  interven-
tion—which emphasized collective benefits, social harmony, and 
respect in the pursuit of economic development (based on Study 
1)—significantly improved women’s economic outcomes and acti-
vated personal and some relational psychosocial processes, above and 
beyond the multifaceted program tested in Study 2. These effects 
were not statistically greater than those of the personal agency  inter-
vention reflecting an independent model. However, the latter—
which was derived from prototypical, evidence-supported Western 
motivational interventions—achieved limited effects compared to 
control, significantly shifting only personal factors but neither eco-
nomic nor relational outcomes. Combined with Study 2, these 
patterns are consistent with a model of interdependent agency in 
which personal goal pursuit will be most successful and afforded in 
this cultural context when seen as enacted for interdependent moti-
vations and in ways that strengthen one’s relationships.

 As the psychological and behavioral sciences globalize and enter 
policy circles, our results underscore the need for theory and meas-
urement to expand beyond the independent individual, and asso-
ciated self-oriented motivational forces, and to also capture the 
range of relational forces that animate interdependent actors ( 21 ). 
Notably, had we relied exclusively on Western motivational 
defaults grounded in independence and factors like self-initiative 
and future orientation (Study 1), we would have overlooked the 
importance of interdependence and of relational processes in 
women’s economic advancement (Studies 1-2) and failed to iden-
tify an effective agency intervention (Study 3). Notably, the pos-
itive impacts of the relational agency  intervention on women’s 
economic advancement (Study 3) reveal the tangible benefits of 
broadening theories of motivation and human behavior ( 40 ).

 From a policy perspective, past studies have documented the 
multidimensionality of poverty, including its psychosocial features 
( 48 ,  49 ). Here, we show how  poverty reduction programs may 
begin to address these psychosocial factors across diverse cultural 
settings. This set of studies provides a methodological blueprint 
for identifying predominant models of agency in a given context, 
for assessing related psychosocial factors, and for embedding those 
models in intervention designs.

 Several limitations are important to examine in future research. 
Study 3 did not find and was not powered to detect differences 
across the two interventions. In addition, it was conducted in just 
one cultural context. Comparative experiments across global 
regions could clarify the role of culture and context in shaping 
responsiveness to different interventions ( 50 ). For instance, future 
research could design agency interventions to reflect models of 
independence and interdependence, such as self-enhancing inde-
pendence in the West, self-promotive interdependence in 
sub-Saharan Africa, or self-effacing interdependence in East Asia 
 (25) , and, second, assess their relative effectiveness within one 
culture compared to another.

 Different iterations of agency interventions could also be tested 
to meet sources of variation within a country. For instance, a 
“personal initiative” intervention teaching personal proactivity, 
future orientation, and competitiveness has been found effective 
over time among urban male entrepreneurs in Togo but not female 
entrepreneurs ( 51 ). A promising direction for improving agency 
interventions for women in West Africa could focus on women’s 
social standing and control over earnings in the household—both 
typically lower than men’s and, in our studies, highly predictive 
of business revenues (Study 2) yet not further improved by the 
single-session agency interventions (Study 3), beyond the impacts 
of the multifaceted program (Study 2).

 To build greater interpretive power around foundations of wom-
en’s agency across cultures ( 37 ), future research could use experi-
mental tasks and qualitative methods to more deeply investigate 
the cultural meaning of key psychosocial constructs (such as peace-
fulness and social cohesion) and unpack how relational and personal 
factors may interact in local models of agency ( 52 ). In addition, 
given the suggestive but not conclusive effects of the relational 
agency  intervention on indicators of improved interpersonal dynam-
ics (e.g., greater interpersonal closeness, fewer reputational con-
cerns), future research should seek to replicate these effects and, 
more generally, to study a wider array of relational processes [e.g., 
communication behaviors ( 53 ), reputation management ( 54 )].

 We are optimistic that the behavioral and psychological sciences 
can help solve complex global problems. However, our findings sug-
gest that this potential may rest, in part, on the sensitivity of scholars 
and policymakers to the world’s cultural diversity. With research at 
the intersection of cultural and social psychology, behavioral science, 
and development economics, we hope that interdisciplinary and 
cross-cultural teams can attune interventions to cultural context and 
generate more innovative solutions for tackling global poverty.  

Materials and Methods

Study 1. Study 1 was not preregistered as these measures were exploratory and 
descriptive in nature.
Participants. Data for Niger participants were collected through the baseline sur-
vey of the policy experiment (n = 4,717) (see Study 2 for details) or otherwise 
from respondents assigned to the control group in Study 3 at the 1-y follow-up 
(n = 1,216) (see Study 3 for details). For the US sample, we recruited 302 respond-
ents based in the United States from CloudResearch’s MTurk Toolkit platform to take 
a descriptive survey. The sample was on average middle income, with the modal 
annual household income being $40,001-$60,000; 57.6% identified as male, 
41.7% as female, and 0.7% self-described; 42.4% had a 4-y college degree and 
20.9% had some college; 70.9% identified as White, 12.9% as Black, 5.3% as Asian, 
and 4.6% as Hispanic. On a seven-point scale of political ideology (1 = Strongly 
liberal to 7 = Strongly conservative), the sample scored on average 3.14 (SD = 1.78).
Data collection. See SI Appendix, section S1 as well as Study 2 for measures.

Study 2. Study details, including on sample, randomization strategy, treatments, 
outcomes, and analysis, is reported in full in Bossuroy et al. (6). The research 
protocol was preregistered in the AEA RCT registry: https://www.socialscience-
registry.org/trials/2544.
Participants. Participants were women from low-income households in predom-
inantly rural areas of Niger who were eligible for participation in the multifaceted 
program versions of the Sahel Adaptive Social Protection (ASP) program on the 
basis of a Proxy Means Targeting score and other methods seeking to identify poor 
and vulnerable households. Eighty-five percent of these households were found 
to fall below Niger’s national poverty line (6). The selection process is detailed 
here: http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/387791524060631076/pdf/
WPS8412.pdf.
Interventions. See SI Appendix, section S1 for descriptions of all treatment arms 
and details on the psychosocial interventions.
Procedure. See SI Appendix, section S1 for a description of measures.

Study 3. The research protocol was preregistered in the AEA RCT registry https://
www.socialscienceregistry.org/trials/3570. Details on the wording and construc-
tion of measures can be found there as well.
Participants. The study includes 2,628 women in 33 villages across six com-
munes (see SI Appendix, Fig. S1 for a map of the commune locations). Study 
respondents were recruited from the pool of program participants in villages 
assigned to the Psychosocial and Full arms of the policy experiment (i.e., those 
program versions that included psychosocial interventions) (see Study 2). Women 
in this sample were on average 34 y old (SD = 14.11) and had 0.64 y of education 
(SD = 1.97). The average household size was 9.54 members (SD = 4.64). Most 
participants were not heads of their household (88%) and were not nomadic 
(89%). The average distance to the nearest market from each village was 73 min 
(SE = 3.52) and to the nearest water source was 12 min (SE = 1.14). Among those D
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who participated in the endline survey, a minority (16%) of women respondents 
owned a personal cellphone. While religious identification was not asked, a vast 
majority of Nigeriens practice Islam.
Randomization strategy. We randomized 1,332 participants to one of two brief 
psychosocial motivational interventions (“personal agency” or “relational agency,” 
n = 666 per group) and 1,296 to a control condition. These randomizations were 
stratified by the timing of the delivery of the multifaceted program described in 
Study 2 (Early: February–March/Late: April), program version (Full or Psychosocial), 
and participation in the policy experiment (Yes/No). Randomization occurred at 
the individual level. Women participants in the multifaceted program were also 
organized into groups for other program activities (e.g., skills trainings). On top of 
the individual-level randomization, we included a group-level randomization, such 
that those groups were assigned to have 25% (n = 36 groups), 50% (n = 36 groups), 
75% (n = 36 groups) of their members treated with either psychosocial intervention. 
These groups had between 11 to 33 women participants, with an average of 25.

Randomization produced well-balanced conditions on preregistered key 
sociodemographic variables, including a poverty proxy score, age, nomad status, 
living in a hamlet outside the village versus inside the village, and household 
head status, as well as randomization strata (SI Appendix, Table S3). Note that 
randomization was not balanced on the randomization stratum of participation 
in the policy experiment trial due to error; however, women had initially been 
randomly selected within villages into participation in that trial. Also, all analyses 
control for this variable, as with other randomization strata.

Response rates in the endline survey were high overall, with 95% of the sam-
ple participating. Attrition was minimal in magnitude with 5% lost to follow-up  
(n = 135) (SI Appendix, Fig. S2). However, attrition was marginally differential across 
conditions: 5.7% (n = 74) in the control, 6.0% (n = 40) in personal agency, and 3.2% 
(n = 21) in relational agency. According to a logistic regression controlling for strat-
ification variables and applying robust SE, those in the relational agency condition 
were less likely to show attrition than those in the control condition (P = 0.038) 
but attrition did not differ between the control and personal agency conditions  
(P = 0.446). Taking all observable covariates as a set, we found no evidence of 
overall differential attrition according to a joint hypothesis test on the interactions 
between covariates and condition assignment in a regression predicting attrition 
(F(16, 2601)  = 0.984, P = 0.471). However, regressing attrition on each covar-
iate separately, attrition was found to be associated with older age (β = 0.01,  
P = 0.025) and with status as head of household (β = 0.50, P = 0.030). SI Appendix, 
Table S4 presents attrition analyses. SI Appendix, Table S6 presents robustness analyses 
which show that patterns of results on economic and psychosocial outcomes remain the 
same when controlling for these two variables of age and status as head of household.
Statistical power. The study was powered for a minimum detectable effect (MDE) 
size between each of the psychosocial interventions and the control condition of 
Cohen’s d of 0.14 and the psychosocial interventions (pooled) and the control 
condition of Cohen’s d of 0.11, with 80% power using a two-tailed independent 
samples t test at α = 0.05. This target MDE required n = 613 for each of the two 
psychosocial intervention arms and 1,192 for the control arm. Assuming a rate of 
8% for attrition, our target sample size was n = 2,628 (n = 1,296 for the control 
condition and n = 666 for each of the treatment conditions). See SI Appendix, 
section S1 for further rationale and empirical benchmarks for power analyses for 
both endline and postintervention analyses.
Interventions. This embedded experiment was conducted after the community 
sensitization which was designed to introduce villages to the multifaceted pov-
erty reduction program and which consisted of a 20-min film and community 
discussion (see Study 2 for details). That film depicted the story of a role model 
named Amina. In this embedded experiment, participants were then randomized 
to a control condition or one of two psychosocial interventions that reinforced 
different interpretations of behavior modeled in that film. In the personal agency 
condition, the video portrayed Amina as becoming a standout entrepreneur by 
being proactive in planning her business goals, innovative in her choice of prod-
ucts, and strategic and competitive in the marketplace. In the relational agency 
condition, the recap portrayed Amina as becoming a respected entrepreneur 
in her community by actively seeking counsel from elders on developing her 
businesses, by collaborating with her husband in decision-making, and by being 
generous with other women in her community through sharing her knowledge.

Then, participants completed a 25-min guided exercise. In the personal agency 
condition, a mental contrasting and implementation intentions exercise (30–32) 

prompted participants to set goals, imagine possible positive feelings that could 
result, identify possible barriers, and create if-then strategies to overcome those 
barriers. In the relational agency condition, participants completed a motivational 
goal-setting and planning exercise in a similar format but this exercise focused 
on relational goals, barriers, and social strategies. See SI Appendix, section S1 for 
the content of the videos and guided exercises in each intervention.
Procedure. During these individual-level sessions, participants were guided by 
female field staff through one of the two psychosocial interventions in the par-
ticipant’s desired language (Hausa or Zarma). The video was displayed on tablets 
followed by a series of prompts asked aloud by field staff, which together lasted 
approximately 30 min. Field staff recorded summaries of participants’ qualita-
tive responses. Field staff then led participants through a series of psychosocial 
outcome measures, including hypothetical economic scenarios designed to be 
relevant to the local population. These sessions lasted approximately 80 min in 
total and took place in a private space in or near the participant’s home. Field staff 
were blind to hypotheses and were trained by the survey firm and research teams.

An endline survey was conducted approximately 1 y later among the full 
sample. Female enumerators were blind to condition assignment and adminis-
tered the survey to female respondents in a private space in or near their homes. 
Enumerators asked respondents a series of economic, psychological, social, and 
program-related outcome measures in the participant’s desired language.

See SI Appendix, section S1 for a detailed description of measures.
Empirical strategy. Deviations from this plan are described in SI Appendix, sec-
tion S3, and primarily reflect changes to align analyses with the policy experiment, 
as published in Bossuroy et al. (6).

To assess treatment effects at endline, our primary model compares each psy-
chosocial intervention to a control condition, controlling for stratification variables 
used in randomization. We present robust P-values as primary but also display 
cluster robust P-values. Clustered SE were initially considered to account for the 
fact that women were organized into groups as part of the program and thus their 
outcomes are likely to be correlated and because a group-level randomization 
was conducted on top of the individual-level randomization. However, recent 
evidence (55) suggests that cluster robust P-values may be overly conservative 
for this individual-level randomization design. In addition, although we prereg-
istered directional improvements and one-sided tests from the interventions, we 
present more conservative two-sided tests.

Data, Materials, and Software Availability. Data from the policy experiment 
used in Studies 1 and 2 are available at https://microdata.worldbank.org/index.
php/catalog/4294 (56). Data from the embedded experiment used in Studies 1 
and 3, and ancillary US data for Study 1, are available at https://microdata.world-
bank.org/index.php/catalog/7859 (57). The reproducibility package, including 
R code for analyses, is available at https://reproducibility.worldbank.org/cata-
log/358 (58). The policy experiment (Studies 1 and 2) received approval from 
the Innovations for Poverty Action Institutional Review Board (#00006083). The 
embedded experiment (Studies 1 and 3) and ancillary US predictions (Study 1) 
received approval from Stanford University Institutional Review Board (#44074). 
All participants provided informed consent.

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS. The studies presented in this paper were collabora-
tions between the Niger Safety Nets Unit, the World Bank Sahel Adaptive Social 
Protection program, Development Impact Department, and Stanford SPARQ. This 
research was cofunded by the Sahel Adaptive Social Protection Program (TF0A2522, 
TF0B2819, and TF019115) at the World Bank, the Niger Adaptive Safety Nets Project 
(P166602) managed by Cellule Filets Sociaux in the Niger Prime Minister’s office 
and Wellspring Philanthropic Fund. Additional funding was awarded to Catherine 
Thomas by the Stanford Interdisciplinary Graduate Fellowship, P.E.O. Scholar 
Award, and Graduate Student Research funding from the Stanford King Center 
on Global Development. We would like to thank staff from Cellule Filets Sociaux 
within the government of Niger, the Sahel Adaptive Social Protection Program, and 
Sahel Consulting (led by Adamou Hamadou) for intervention and research imple-
mentation; all research collaborators on the policy experiment, including Markus 
Goldstein, Bassirou Karimou, Dean Karlan, Harounan Kazianga, William Parienté, 
Christopher Udry, Julia Vaillant, and Kelsey Wright; Damel Dieng for production of 
the film; Constant Tonakpa for illustration; and Ellen Reinhart, Amina Seydou, and 
Yazen Kashlan for outstanding research assistance. For their feedback, we thank 
members of the Dweck-Walton Lab and Culture Collaboratory at Stanford University, 

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

fr
om

 h
ttp

s:
//w

w
w

.p
na

s.
or

g 
by

 1
2.

15
8.

21
8.

45
 o

n 
N

ov
em

be
r 

13
, 2

02
5 

fr
om

 I
P 

ad
dr

es
s 

12
.1

58
.2

18
.4

5.

http://www.pnas.org/lookup/doi/10.1073/pnas.2505694122#supplementary-materials
http://www.pnas.org/lookup/doi/10.1073/pnas.2505694122#supplementary-materials
http://www.pnas.org/lookup/doi/10.1073/pnas.2505694122#supplementary-materials
http://www.pnas.org/lookup/doi/10.1073/pnas.2505694122#supplementary-materials
http://www.pnas.org/lookup/doi/10.1073/pnas.2505694122#supplementary-materials
http://www.pnas.org/lookup/doi/10.1073/pnas.2505694122#supplementary-materials
http://www.pnas.org/lookup/doi/10.1073/pnas.2505694122#supplementary-materials
http://www.pnas.org/lookup/doi/10.1073/pnas.2505694122#supplementary-materials
http://www.pnas.org/lookup/doi/10.1073/pnas.2505694122#supplementary-materials
http://www.pnas.org/lookup/doi/10.1073/pnas.2505694122#supplementary-materials
http://www.pnas.org/lookup/doi/10.1073/pnas.2505694122#supplementary-materials
https://microdata.worldbank.org/index.php/catalog/4294
https://microdata.worldbank.org/index.php/catalog/4294
https://microdata.worldbank.org/index.php/catalog/7859
https://microdata.worldbank.org/index.php/catalog/7859
https://reproducibility.worldbank.org/catalog/358
https://reproducibility.worldbank.org/catalog/358


12 of 12   https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.2505694122� pnas.org

Carol Dweck, Claude Steele, Geoffrey Cohen, Marcel Fafchamps, and Erik Santoro, as 
well as Richard Sedlmayr, participants in the Dublin Trinity graduation conference, 
and the UC Berkeley Psychology and Economics of Poverty Initiative. All findings, 
interpretations, and conclusions in this paper are those of the authors and do not 
necessarily represent the views of the World Bank or the governments it represents.

Author affiliations: aDepartment of Psychology, University of Michigan, Ann Arbor, MI 
48109; bOrganizational Studies, University of Michigan, Ann Arbor, MI 48109; cDepartment 
of Psychology, Stanford University, Palo Alto, CA 94305; dDevelopment Impact, 
Development Economics, World Bank, Washington DC 20433; eSocial Protection and 
Labor, World Bank, Washington DC 20433; fGroupe de Recherche, d’Etudes et d’Action 
pour le Développement, Niamey 10380, Niger; and gDepartment of Psychology, Stanford 
SPARQ, Stanford CA 94305

1.	 Z. Abdulkarim, H. Abdullahi, Thematic analysis of some selected Hausa proverbs. Arts Des. Stud. 27, 
27–30 (2015).

2.	 H. R. Markus, N. M. Stephens, Editorial overview: Inequality and social class: The psychological 
and behavioral consequences of inequality and social class: A theoretical integration. Curr. Opin. 
Psychol. 18, iv–xii (2017).

3.	 J. Sheehy-Skeffington, The effects of low socioeconomic status on decision-making processes.  
Curr. Opin. Psychol. 33, 183–188 (2020).

4.	 T. Bernard, S. Dercon, K. Orkin, G. Schinaia, A. S. Taffesse, “The future in mind: Aspirations and long-
term outcomes in rural Ethiopia” (Working paper, University of Oxford, 2025).

5.	 C. Blattman, J. C. Jamison, M. Sheridan, Reducing crime and violence: Experimental evidence from 
cognitive behavioral therapy in Liberia. Am. Econ. Rev. 107, 1165–1206 (2017).

6.	 T. Bossuroy et al., Tackling psychosocial and capital constraints to alleviate poverty. Nature 605, 
291–297 (2022).

7.	 K. Orkin et al., “Aspiring to a better future: Can a simple psychological intervention reduce poverty?” 
(NBER, 2023).

8.	 C. C. Thomas, N. G. Otis, J. R. Abraham, H. R. Markus, G. M. Walton, Toward a science of delivering 
aid with dignity: Experimental evidence and local forecasts from Kenya. Proc. Natl. Acad. Sci. U.S.A. 
117, 15546–15553 (2020).

9.	 J. Leight, D. O. Gilligan, M. Mulford, A. S. Taffesse, H. Tambet, Aspiring to more? New evidence on the 
effect of light-touch aspirations interventions in rural Ethiopia J. Dev. Eff. 16, 1–14 (2024).

10.	 R. Sedlmayr, A. Shah, M. Sulaiman, Cash-plus: Poverty impacts of alternative transfer-based 
approaches. J. Dev. Econ. 144, 102418 (2020).

11.	 M. Lang, E. Soule, C. H. Tinsley, Psychology, soft skills, or cash? Evidence on marginal investments. 
Econ. Dev. Cult. Change. 73, 423–450 (2024).

12.	 A. Bandura, Toward a psychology of human agency. Perspect. Psychol. Sci. 1, 164–180 (2006).
13.	 N. Kabeer, Resources, agency, achievements: Reflections on the measurement of women’s 

empowerment. Dev. Change. 30, 435–464 (1999).
14.	 H. R. Markus, What moves people to action? Culture and motivation. Curr. Opin. Psychol. 8, 

161–166 (2016).
15.	 H. R. Markus, A. Conner, Clash!: How to Thrive in a Multicultural World (Penguin, 2014).
16.	 H. R. Markus, S. Kitayama, “Models of agency: Sociocultural diversity in the construction of action” 

in Cross-Cultural Differences in Perspectives on the Self, V. Murphy-Berman, J. J. Berman, Eds. 
(University of Nebraska Press, 2003), pp. 18–74.

17.	 H. R. Markus, S. Kitayama, Cultures and selves: A cycle of mutual constitution. Perspect. Psychol. Sci. 
5, 420–430 (2010).

18.	 J. Henrich, The WEIRDest People in the World: How the West Became Psychologically Peculiar and 
Particularly Prosperous (Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2020).

19.	 J. Henrich, S. J. Heine, A. Norenzayan, The weirdest people in the world?. Behav. Brain Sci. 33, 
61–83 (2010).

20.	 R. M. Carey, H. R. Markus, Social class shapes the form and function of relationships and selves.  
Curr. Opin. Psychol. 18, 123–130 (2017).

21.	 C. C. Thomas, H. R. Markus, Enculturating the science of international development: Beyond the 
WEIRD independent paradigm. J. Cross Cult. Psychol. 54, 195–214 (2023).

22.	 G. Adams, S. Bruckmüller, S. Decker, Self and agency in context: Ecologies of abundance and 
scarcity. Int. Perspect. Psychol. Res. Pract. Consult. 1, 141–153 (2012).

23.	 N. M. Stephens, S. A. Fryberg, H. R. Markus, C. S. Johnson, R. Covarrubias, Unseen disadvantage: 
How American universities’ focus on independence undermines the academic performance of  
first-generation college students. J. Pers. Soc. Psychol. 102, 1178 (2012).

24.	 S. B. Adjei, Conceptualising personhood, agency, and morality for African psychology. Theory 
Psychol. 29, 484–505 (2019).

25.	 S. Kitayama et al., Varieties of interdependence and the emergence of the modern west: Toward the 
globalizing of psychology. Am. Psychol. 77, 991–1006 (2022).

26.	 A. D. Dada, “Becoming a good ancestor: Framing education as a legacy to increase parental 
investment in girls’ education. Evidence from Nigeria and the U.S.,” Ph.D. Dissertation, Stanford 
University, Stanford, CA (2025).

27.	 S. Kitayama et al., Revealing self-promotive interdependence through emotion: A cultural 
logic from sub-Saharan Africa. Research Square [Preprint] (2025). https://doi.org/10.21203/
rs.3.rs-7411774/v1 (Accessed 02 September 2025).

28.	 G. M. Walton, D. S. Yeager, Seed and soil: Psychological affordances in contexts help to explain 
where wise interventions succeed or fail. Curr. Dir. Psychol. Sci. 29, 219–226 (2020).

29.	 A. G. Thalmayer, C. Toscanelli, J. J. Arnett, The neglected 95% revisited: Is American psychology 
becoming less American? Am. Psychol. 76, 116–129 (2021).

30.	 A. L. Duckworth, T. A. Kirby, A. Gollwitzer, G. Oettingen, From fantasy to action mental contrasting 
with implementation intentions (MCII) improves academic performance in children. Soc. Psychol. 
Personal. Sci. 4, 745–753 (2013).

31.	 G. Oettingen, P. M. Gollwitzer, “Strategies of setting and implementing goals: Mental contrasting 
and implementation intentions” in Social Psychological Foundations of Clinical Psychology,  
(The Guilford Press, 2010), pp. 114–135.

32.	 R. F. Kizilcec, G. L. Cohen, Eight-minute self-regulation intervention raises educational attainment at 
scale in individualist but not collectivist cultures. Proc. Natl. Acad. Sci. U.S.A. 114, 4348–4353 (2017).

33.	 S. S. Iyengar, M. R. Lepper, Rethinking the value of choice: A cultural perspective on intrinsic 
motivation. J. Pers. Soc. Psychol. 76, 349 (1999).

34.	 R. Tripathi, D. Cervone, K. Savani, Are the motivational effects of autonomy-supportive conditions 
universal? Contrasting results among Indians and Americans. Pers. Soc. Psychol. Bull. 44, 
1287–1301 (2018).

35.	 G. M. Walton, T. D. Wilson, Wise interventions: Psychological remedies for social and personal 
problems. Psychol. Rev. 125, 617–655 (2018).

36.	 K. Hoff, J. E. Stiglitz, Striving for balance in economics: Towards a theory of the social determination 
of behavior. J. Econ. Behav. Organ. 126, 25–57 (2016).

37.	 L. M. Brady, S. A. Fryberg, Y. Shoda, Expanding the interpretive power of psychological science by 
attending to culture. Proc. Natl. Acad. Sci. U.S.A. 115, 11406–11413 (2018).

38.	 F. Campos et al., Teaching personal initiative beats traditional training in boosting small business in 
West Africa. Science 357, 1287–1290 (2017).

39.	 M. Frese, D. Fay, Personal initiative: An active performance concept for work in the 21st century.  
Res. Organ. Behav. 23, 133–187 (2001).

40.	 G. Adams, S. Estrada-Villalta, D. Sullivan, H. R. Markus, The psychology of neoliberalism and the 
neoliberalism of psychology. J. Soc. Issues. 75, 189–216 (2019).

41.	 A. Osei-Tutu et al., Cultural models of well-being implicit in four ghanaian languages. Front. Psychol. 
11, 1798–1798 (2020).

42.	 G. M. Walton, G. L. Cohen, D. Cwir, S. J. Spencer, Mere belonging: The power of social connections.  
J. Pers. Soc. Psychol. 102, 513–532 (2012).

43.	 Food and Drug Administration, “Statement regarding the demonstrations of effectiveness of human 
drug products and devices” (US Department of Health and Human Services, Washington D.C., 
1995), vol. 60, pp. 39180-39181.

44.	 K. L. Milkman et al., A megastudy of text-based nudges encouraging patients to get vaccinated at an 
upcoming doctor’s appointment. Proc. Natl. Acad. Sci. U.S.A. 118, e2101165118 (2021).

45.	 D. S. Yeager et al., Teaching a lay theory before college narrows achievement gaps at scale. Proc. Natl. 
Acad. Sci. U.S.A. 113, 3341–3348 (2016).

46.	 A. Aron, E. N. Aron, D. Smollan, Inclusion of other in the self scale and the structure of interpersonal 
closeness. J. Pers. Soc. Psychol. 63, 596–612 (1992).

47.	 A. Sen, Development as Freedom (Anchor Books, 2000).
48.	 S. Mullainathan, E. Shafir, Scarcity: Why Having Too Little Means so Much (Time Books, 2013).
49.	 J. Haushofer, D. Salicath, The psychology of poverty: Where do we stand?. Soc. Philos. Policy. 40, 

150–184 (2023).
50.	 D. Medvedev, D. Davenport, T. Talhelm, Y. Li, The motivating effect of monetary over psychological 

incentives is stronger in WEIRD cultures. Nat. Hum. Behav. 8, 456–470 (2024).
51.	 F. Campos et al., “Long-term and lasting impacts of personal initiative training on entrepreneurial 

success” (Working Paper No. 10938, World Bank Group, Washington D.C., 2024).
52.	 A. San Martin et al., Self-assertive interdependence in Arab culture. Nat. Hum. Behav. 2, 830–837 

(2018).
53.	 C. Boyer et al., Religious leaders can motivate men to cede power and reduce intimate partner 

violence: Experimental evidence from Uganda. Proc. Natl. Acad. Sci. U.S.A. 119, e2200262119 (2022).
54.	 N. Buchmann, P. Dupas, R. Ziparo, The good wife? Reputation dynamics and financial decision-

making inside the household. Am. Econ. Rev. 115, 525–570 (2025).
55.	 A. Abadie, S. Athey, G. W. Imbens, J. M. Wooldridge, When should you adjust standard errors for 

clustering? Q. J. Econ. 138, 1–35 (2022).
56.	 T. Bossuroy et al., Data from “Adaptive safety netsprogram 2017-2020, baseline, midline and 

endline impact evaluation surveys (ASPIE).” World Bank, Development Data Group. https://
microdata.worldbank.org/index.php/catalog/4294. Deposited 11 February 2022.

57.	 C. C. Thomas et al., Data from “Niger ASP psychosocial study.” World Bank, Development Data 
Group. https://microdata.worldbank.org/index.php/catalog/7859. Deposited 8 July 2025.

58.	 C. C. Thomas et al., Reproducibility package for How Culturally Wise Psychological Interventions Can 
Help Reduce Poverty. World Bank. https://reproducibility.worldbank.org/catalog/358. Deposited 14 
August 2025.

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

fr
om

 h
ttp

s:
//w

w
w

.p
na

s.
or

g 
by

 1
2.

15
8.

21
8.

45
 o

n 
N

ov
em

be
r 

13
, 2

02
5 

fr
om

 I
P 

ad
dr

es
s 

12
.1

58
.2

18
.4

5.

https://doi.org/10.21203/rs.3.rs-7411774/v1
https://doi.org/10.21203/rs.3.rs-7411774/v1
https://microdata.worldbank.org/index.php/catalog/4294
https://microdata.worldbank.org/index.php/catalog/4294
https://microdata.worldbank.org/index.php/catalog/7859
https://reproducibility.worldbank.org/catalog/358

	How culturally wise psychological interventions can help reduce poverty
	Significance
	Anchor 4
	Study 1: Local Models of Agency.
	Study 2: Relational and Personal Mechanisms of Poverty Reduction.
	Results.
	Study 3: The Causal Economic Impacts of Emphasizing an Interdependent or Independent Model of Agency Over 1 y.
	Results.

	Discussion
	Materials and Methods
	Study 1.
	Participants.
	Data collection.

	Study 2.
	Participants.
	Interventions.
	Procedure.

	Study 3.
	Participants.
	Randomization strategy.
	Statistical power.
	Interventions.
	Procedure.
	Empirical strategy.


	Data, Materials, and Software Availability
	ACKNOWLEDGMENTS
	Supporting Information
	Anchor 35



