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The Targeting Dilemma
To target or not to target?

Why target?

1. Equity argument:
pro–poor redistribution

2. Pragmatic argument:
budget constraints

Why not target?

1. Administrative costs

2. Incentive costs

3. Political costs

4. Social costs



The Targeting Problem
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Universal transfers (Basic Income Grant)

150 200 250 300 350 400
500

700

1700

1100

70

70

70

70

70
70

70
70

70
70

0

200

400

600

800

1000

1200

1400

1600

1800

1st 2nd 3rd 4th 5th 6th 7th 8th 9th 10th

U
S

$
/ 
y
e
a
r

Targeting cost = $ 0

Transfer cost = $ 700



Perfect targeting (by income poverty)
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Targeting errors



Targeting Mechanisms

 Geographic targeting

 Categorical targeting

 Proxy means test

 Self–targeting

 Community–based targeting



Geographic targeting
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Geographic targeting



Categorical targeting
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Proxy means test



Poverty Scorecard



Self–targeting

Public works programmes

High access costs

(hard work + 

long hours)

Low benefits

(below market wages

or food rations)

Ethical?

Efficient?

“Decent work”?

+



Community–based targeting

Village committees or

participatory wealth ranking

+

Local knowledge

Participatory

Democratic

–

Elite capture

Relative ranking

Local knowledge



Conclusion

 Universal coverage

 Geographic targeting

 Categorical targeting

 Self-targeting

 Community-based

 Proxy means test

 Means testing

There is no perfect targeting mechanism – every approach requires 
a trade–off between accuracy and cost.

No method is good or bad – it depends on how well targeting is done.
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