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Abstract 

Poverty reduction in Sub-Saharan Africa (SSA) has remained uneven despite the expansion of development 

interventions and periods of economic growth. This study examines the effectiveness of three widely used poverty 

alleviation strategies social protection, digital financial inclusion, and inclusive business while considering the role of 

governance and infrastructure in shaping outcomes. Using a mixed-methods approach, the analysis combines secondary 

data from regional datasets with insights from existing empirical literature. The findings indicate that social protection 

programmes, particularly cash transfers, play a critical role in reducing short-term vulnerability and stabilizing 

household consumption. However, their long-term impact is limited when not linked to broader economic opportunities. 

Digital financial inclusion has expanded significantly and improves resilience by enhancing access to financial services, 

though its benefits remain uneven due to gaps in infrastructure and digital access. Inclusive business models are 

associated with higher income opportunities, but tend to favor individuals who are already partially integrated into 

markets, leaving the most vulnerable groups behind. A key insight from the study is that governance quality and 

infrastructure consistently influence the effectiveness of all three approaches. Where institutional capacity and basic 

infrastructure are stronger, combined interventions produce more sustained outcomes. The study therefore argues for a 

more integrated, system-based approach to poverty alleviation one that aligns social protection, financial access, and 

market participation within supportive institutional environments to achieve more inclusive and lasting development 

outcomes in SSA. 

Keywords: Poverty alleviation, Sub-Saharan Africa, social protection, digital financial inclusion, inclusive business, 

governance, infrastructure, multidimensional poverty, development policy, economic inclusion 

1. Introduction 

Poverty remains one of the most persistent and complex challenges facing Sub-Saharan Africa (SSA). Despite decades 

of economic reform, international aid, and domestic policy interventions, a large proportion of the population continues 

to experience conditions marked by economic insecurity, limited access to basic services, and vulnerability to shocks 

(World Bank, 2022). While some countries have recorded periods of economic growth, these gains have not consistently 

translated into broad-based improvements in living standards or sustained reductions in poverty. 
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This disconnects between growth and lived outcomes raises important questions about the effectiveness of existing 

poverty alleviation strategies. Approaches such as cash transfer programmes, financial inclusion initiatives, inclusive 

business models, and governance reforms have each shown measurable success in specific contexts. However, their 

overall impact across SSA remains uneven, and in many cases, short-lived (Tiwari et al., 2016; Owusu-Addo et al., 

2016). 

One possible explanation is that these interventions are often implemented in isolation, without sufficient attention to the 

broader systems within which poverty is embedded. In practice, poverty in SSA is rarely defined by income alone. It is 

shaped by a combination of limited opportunities, weak institutional support, social exclusion, and exposure to 

economic and environmental risks (Alkire & Santos, 2014). As a result, interventions that focus narrowly on a single 

dimension may provide temporary relief without addressing underlying structural constraints. 

This study revisits the major poverty alleviation models currently used in SSA, with a particular focus on how they 

operate in real-world settings rather than how they are expected to function in theory. It examines not only their 

immediate outcomes such as improved consumption or access to finance but also their longer-term implications for 

inclusion, resilience, and structural transformation. 

The analysis also pays close attention to the role of governance and infrastructure, which often determine whether 

interventions succeed or fail. Previous research has shown that institutional quality and regulatory capacity shape the 

effectiveness of both social protection and financial systems (World Bank, 2024; IMF, 2025). By exploring how these 

factors interact with key poverty reduction strategies, this study aims to provide a more grounded and realistic 

understanding of what drives sustainable poverty reduction in SSA. 

Ultimately, the goal is not to dismiss existing approaches, but to better understand their limitations and identify how 

they can be combined in ways that produce more meaningful and lasting outcomes. 

Objectives of the Study 

This study is guided by four main objectives. 

• First, it examines the effectiveness of key poverty alleviation strategies currently used across SSA, including social 

protection programmes, digital financial inclusion initiatives, inclusive business models, and governance reforms. 

• Second, it explores the conditions under which these approaches are most likely to produce meaningful 

developmental outcomes, with particular attention to issues of sustainability, inclusion, and long-term impact. 

• Third, the study identifies common constraints that limit the success of these interventions. These include 

institutional weaknesses, infrastructure gaps, social exclusion, and uneven access to digital and financial systems. 

• Finally, the paper proposes a more integrated approach to poverty alleviation one that brings together social 

protection, financial access, market participation, and institutional strengthening in a way that reflects the realities 

of SSA economies. 

Scope of the Study 

The study focuses on Sub-Saharan Africa as a whole, drawing on evidence from multiple countries to capture regional 

patterns while acknowledging important differences across contexts. The analysis primarily covers the period from 2010 

to 2025, a timeframe that reflects significant developments in digital finance, social protection expansion, and 

institutional reform. 

Both micro-level and macro-level dimensions are considered. At the micro level, the study examines household-focused 

interventions such as cash transfers and access to digital financial services. At the macro level, it explores broader 
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structural factors including governance quality, infrastructure development, and regulatory environments. 

While the study seeks to identify general trends, it also recognizes that SSA is highly diverse. Differences between rural 

and urban areas, as well as between more stable and more fragile states, are taken into account in interpreting the 

findings. This approach allows for insights that are broadly applicable while remaining sensitive to contextual variation. 

2. Literature Review 

Understanding Poverty in SSA: A Changing Perspective 

How poverty is understood has evolved considerably over time. Earlier approaches tended to focus primarily on income 

and consumption levels, often using fixed monetary thresholds to define who is poor. While this perspective remains 

useful for measurement, it does not fully capture the lived reality of poverty in many parts of Sub-Saharan Africa. 

More recent work has shifted toward a multidimensional understanding of poverty one that includes access to education, 

health, nutrition, and social participation, as well as the ability to cope with risk and uncertainty (Alkire & Santos, 

2014). In the SSA context, these dimensions are often closely intertwined with structural issues such as weak public 

institutions, limited infrastructure, and social inequality. 

At the same time, the context in which poverty exists is changing. The expansion of mobile technology, increased access 

to digital services, and the growth of informal urban economies are reshaping both opportunities and constraints. While 

these developments create new pathways out of poverty, they also introduce new forms of exclusion, particularly for 

those who lack access to digital tools or basic infrastructure. 

Social Protection and Cash Transfers 

Social protection programmes, particularly cash transfers, have become one of the most widely used tools for addressing 

poverty in SSA. A large body of evidence shows that these programmes are effective in improving short-term welfare 

outcomes. Households that receive regular and predictable transfers tend to experience better food security, more stable 

consumption, and improved access to health and education services (Tiwari et al., 2016). 

There is also some evidence that cash transfers can support longer-term improvements, such as increased school 

attendance and modest asset accumulation. However, these effects are far from guaranteed. Their success often depends 

on how programmes are designed and implemented, including the size of transfers, the reliability of payments, and the 

accuracy of targeting (Owusu-Addo et al., 2016). 

Digital Financial Inclusion: Opportunities and Limits 

The rapid spread of mobile money and digital financial services across SSA has attracted significant attention in recent 

years. For many households, particularly those in rural or underserved areas, mobile money provides the first reliable 

means of saving, transferring, and managing money (Asongu et al., 2024; Ricci et al., 2025). 

Empirical studies suggest that digital financial inclusion can play an important role in reducing vulnerability. By 

lowering transaction costs and enabling faster access to funds especially during emergencies mobile money can improve 

household resilience and support small-scale economic activity. In some contexts, it has also been linked to reductions in 

poverty and inequality. 

However, the benefits of digital finance are not evenly distributed. Access depends on a range of factors, including 

digital literacy, infrastructure availability, regulatory frameworks, and income levels. In areas where electricity and 

internet connectivity are unreliable, or where regulatory systems are weak, adoption tends to be slower and less 

impactful (IMF, 2025). 

Inclusive Business Models and Market Participation 

Inclusive business (IB) models are often presented as a way to combine economic growth with poverty reduction by 

integrating low-income populations into value chains. In theory, these models offer a more sustainable alternative to aid-

based approaches by enabling individuals to earn income through market participation (Prahalad, 2004). 
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In practice, the evidence is more mixed. While some initiatives have successfully improved incomes and created new 

opportunities, others have struggled to reach the poorest households. Participation in these models often requires a 

minimum level of assets, skills, or connectivity conditions that many of the ultra-poor do not meet. 

This raises an important concern about exclusion. Without deliberate efforts to include marginalized groups, inclusive 

business initiatives may primarily benefit those who are already relatively better positioned. Some scholars have also 

questioned whether market-based approaches risk shifting the focus of social policy toward commercial objectives, 

potentially sidelining issues of equity and rights (Ouma & Adesina, 2025). 

Governance, Institutions, and the Enabling Environment 

Across all strands of the literature, one theme appears consistently: the importance of institutions. Governance quality 

often measured through indicators such as regulatory effectiveness, transparency, and accountability plays a central role 

in shaping development outcomes. Strong institutions help ensure that resources are allocated efficiently, programmes 

are implemented effectively, and benefits reach intended recipients. They also provide the regulatory foundation needed 

for financial systems and markets to function properly (World Bank, 2024). 

Conversely, weak governance can undermine even well-designed interventions. Issues such as corruption, poor 

targeting, and lack of oversight can reduce the effectiveness of social protection programmes and limit trust in financial 

systems. This is particularly relevant in SSA, where institutional capacity varies widely across countries. 

Emerging Challenges and Research Gaps 

Despite the growing body of evidence, several important gaps remain. One is the question of how different interventions 

interact over time. While there is strong evidence on individual programmes, less is known about how combinations of 

interventions perform in the long term. 

Another issue is uneven inclusion. Many interventions especially those involving digital systems or market participation 

tend to exclude the most vulnerable groups, including women, rural populations, and those without formal identification 

or education. 

Contribution of This Study 

In light of these gaps, this study takes a more integrated perspective. Rather than examining each model in isolation, it 

explores how social protection, digital financial inclusion, and inclusive business interact within broader institutional 

and infrastructural contexts. 

By doing so, it aims to move beyond a “what works” approach toward a more nuanced understanding of what works, for 

whom, and under what conditions. This perspective is particularly important in SSA, where diversity across countries 

and communities means that no single solution is likely to be effective in all contexts. 

3. Conceptual Framework 

Rethinking Poverty Alleviation as a System 

Much of the existing literature on poverty reduction tends to examine interventions in isolation focusing separately on 

social protection, financial inclusion, or market-based approaches. While this has generated valuable insights, it does not 

fully capture how these interventions operate in real-world settings, where multiple factors interact simultaneously. 

This study takes a different view. It approaches poverty alleviation in Sub-Saharan Africa (SSA) as a system shaped by 

the interaction of social, economic, institutional, and infrastructural elements. In this perspective, the effectiveness of 

any single intervention depends not only on its design, but also on the environment in which it is implemented. 

Building on recent empirical and policy-oriented research (Asongu et al., 2024; IMF, 2025; World Bank, 2024), the 

framework developed here brings together five key components: social protection, digital financial inclusion, inclusive 

business, governance, and infrastructure. Rather than treating these as independent drivers, the model emphasizes their 

interdependence. 
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Core Components of the Framework 

Social Protection (SP) 

Social protection serves as the entry point for many households experiencing poverty. Programmes such as cash 

transfers help stabilize consumption, reduce vulnerability to shocks, and create a basic level of security from which 

households can begin to make longer-term decisions (Tiwari et al., 2016). However, their impact often depends on 

consistency and scale, as well as their connection to other opportunities. 

Digital Financial Inclusion (DFI) 

Digital financial services particularly mobile money have expanded rapidly across SSA, offering new ways for 

households to save, transfer, and manage resources. These systems can reduce transaction costs and improve access to 

financial tools, especially for populations previously excluded from formal banking (Asongu et al., 2024). At the same 

time, their effectiveness depends heavily on infrastructure and regulatory support. 

Inclusive Business (IB) 

Inclusive business models aim to integrate low-income individuals into economic value chains, either as producers, 

workers, or consumers. When functioning well, they can provide more sustainable income opportunities than short-term 

assistance programmes. However, participation often requires a minimum level of assets or access, which not all 

households possess (Prahalad, 2004). 

Governance and Institutional Quality (IQ) 

Governance shapes how effectively policies are implemented and how resources are distributed. Strong institutions can 

improve targeting, reduce leakage, and build trust in both public and private systems. Conversely, weak governance can 

undermine even well-designed interventions (World Bank, 2024). 

Infrastructure (IFRA) 

Infrastructure particularly electricity, digital connectivity, and transport acts as the foundation that enables other 

components to function. Without reliable infrastructure, digital systems remain inaccessible, markets fragmented, and 

service delivery inefficient (IMF, 2025). 

Interaction Pathways 

What distinguishes this framework from more conventional models is its focus on interaction rather than isolation. 

Several key relationships emerge. 

First, social protection and digital finance often reinforce each other. When transfers are delivered through digital 

platforms, they become more efficient and can encourage financial inclusion by bringing recipients into formal systems. 

Second, digital financial inclusion can support participation in inclusive business models by lowering transaction costs 

and improving access to markets. This creates opportunities for income generation beyond subsistence activities. 

Third, governance and infrastructure influence all other components. Where institutions are strong and infrastructure is 

reliable, the combined effects of social protection, financial access, and market participation are more likely to translate 

into sustained poverty reduction. 

Underlying Assumptions 

The framework is built on several key assumptions. 

One is that poverty is multidimensional and cannot be addressed through a single intervention. Another is that access to 

finance, markets, and services is as important as income itself. The framework also assumes that institutional quality and 

infrastructure are not secondary factors, but central determinants of outcomes. 

Finally, it recognizes that interventions interact over time. What begins as short-term support, such as cash transfers, can 

contribute to longer-term change if it is linked to broader systems. 
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4. Methodology 

Research Design 

This study adopts a mixed-methods approach in order to capture both the measurable trends and the underlying 

mechanisms associated with poverty alleviation in Sub-Saharan Africa. Given the complexity of the topic, relying on a 

single method would provide only a partial view. Quantitative data helps identify broad patterns across countries, while 

qualitative evidence offers insight into how and why specific interventions produce different outcomes. The combination 

of these approaches allows for a more balanced interpretation of results, particularly in a region where economic, 

institutional, and social conditions vary widely (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018). 

Data Sources 

The study relies on secondary data drawn from widely recognized international databases. These include the World 

Bank’s World Development Indicators, the Global Findex Database, the IMF Financial Access Survey, and reports from 

organizations such as UNDP and the International Labour Organization. 

These sources were selected because they provide comparable data across countries and over time, making it possible to 

identify trends and relationships. Where necessary, data from multiple sources were cross-checked to improve 

reliability. 

In addition to quantitative data, the study incorporates findings from a systematic review of academic literature and 

policy reports. This includes peer-reviewed journal articles as well as publications from international organizations such 

as the World Bank, IMF, and OECD. 

Data Collection and Processing 

Quantitative data were compiled for key variables, including poverty rates, financial inclusion indicators, governance 

measures, and infrastructure access. Some datasets contained gaps or inconsistencies, which were addressed through 

careful cleaning and, where appropriate, interpolation. 

For the literature review, a structured search strategy was used. Relevant studies were identified through academic 

databases using keywords related to poverty, financial inclusion, social protection, and development in SSA. After 

removing duplicates and screening for relevance, only studies with clear empirical or analytical contributions were 

included. 

Analytical Approach 

The quantitative analysis focuses primarily on identifying patterns and relationships rather than establishing strict 

causality. Descriptive statistics and trend analysis are used to examine how poverty levels have changed over time and 

how these changes relate to factors such as financial inclusion, governance, and infrastructure. 

While this approach does not involve advanced econometric modelling, it allows for a clearer comparison across 

countries and avoids some of the limitations associated with highly heterogeneous datasets. 

The qualitative analysis complements this by examining how different interventions work in practice. Studies were 

reviewed and coded based on themes such as effectiveness, constraints, and interaction effects. These insights were then 

used to interpret the quantitative findings more carefully. 

Reliability and Validity 

Several steps were taken to strengthen the reliability and validity of the study. Using multiple data sources helps reduce 

the risk of bias associated with any single dataset. Similarly, combining quantitative and qualitative evidence allows for 

triangulation, which improves the robustness of the findings. 

At the same time, the study recognizes that secondary data has limitations. Differences in data quality across countries, 

as well as time lags in reporting, can affect accuracy. These limitations are taken into account when interpreting the 

results. 
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Limitations 

Despite efforts to ensure rigor, the study has some constraints. The use of secondary data means that the analysis is 

dependent on the quality and availability of existing datasets. In addition, the absence of detailed household-level data 

limits the ability to capture micro-level dynamics. 

Another limitation is the diversity of SSA itself. While regional patterns can be identified, they do not always reflect the 

experiences of individual countries, particularly those affected by conflict or instability. 

Ethical Considerations 

The study relies entirely on publicly available data and published research. As such, it does not involve direct interaction 

with human subjects and does not raise significant ethical concerns. All sources have been appropriately acknowledged 

to maintain academic integrity. 

RESULTS 

The results integrate secondary quantitative data trends with qualitative findings from 124 peer-reviewed studies and 

institutional reports. The analysis focuses on the three pillars of the conceptual framework social protection (SP), digital 

financial inclusion (DFI), and inclusive business (IB) as well as the moderating influence of governance and 

infrastructure. The patterns show that while SSA has made notable advancements, poverty reduction remains uneven 

and heavily conditioned by structural factors. 

Regional Trends in Poverty Reduction (2000–2024) 

Poverty reduction in SSA has progressed slowly compared with other world regions. According to the World Bank 

(2024), the extreme poverty rate (US$2.15/day) fell from 58.2% in 2000 to 40.1% in 2023, yet SSA still accounts for 

over 60% of global extreme poverty. 

Table 1. Poverty Trends in Sub-Saharan Africa (2000–2024) 

(Sources: World Bank WDI, 2024; UNDP, 2024) 

Indicator 2000 2010 2020 2023 Change (2000–2023) 

Poverty Rate ($2.15/day) 58.2% 47.7% 43.0% 40.1% –18.1 percentage points 

Poverty Rate ($3.65/day) 72.9% 66.1% 61.4% 59.2% –13.7 percentage points 

GDP per capita (constant 2017 US$) 1,270 1,506 1,683 1,650 +380 

Inequality (GINI Index) 46.0 44.8 44.2 43.9 –2.1 

The reduction in extreme poverty correlates most strongly with expansions in digital financial access, urbanization, and 

infrastructure improvements, but less so with GDP growth alone confirming recent findings (IMF, 2024; Beegle & 

Christiaensen, 2019). 

Table 2. Poverty headcount ratio at $2.15/day (SI.POV.DDAY) SSA Countries 

Country 
Poverty headcount (% below 

$2.15/day) 

Latest survey 

year 
Source 

Nigeria ~40.1% 2018 
World Bank WDI / PovcalNet 

SI.POV.DDAY  
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Country 
Poverty headcount (% below 

$2.15/day) 

Latest survey 

year 
Source 

Kenya 36.1% 2023 
World Bank Africa report (latest 

WDI)  

Ghana ~24.0% 2020 
World Bank WDI / PovcalNet 

SI.POV.DDAY  

Ethiopia ~23.5% 2016 
World Bank WDI / PovcalNet 

SI.POV.DDAY  

Tanzania ~40.0% ~2020 
World Bank WDI / PovcalNet 

SI.POV.DDAY  

Uganda ~32.5% ~2019 
World Bank WDI / PovcalNet 

SI.POV.DDAY  

Rwanda ~38.0% ~2017 
World Bank WDI / PovcalNet 

SI.POV.DDAY  

South 

Africa 
~18.0% 2017 

World Bank WDI / PovcalNet 

SI.POV.DDAY  

 

SI.POV.DDAY is the standard to measure extreme poverty headcount at the international line of $2.15/day (2017 PPP).  

There are differences in household survey per years across the countries, therefore, the table only shows the most recent 

survey year available in the WDI/PovcalNet database. https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SI.POV.DDAY.  

Figure 1 

Poverty Headcount Ratio at $2.15 per Day in Selected Sub-Saharan African Countries 

Figure 1 illustrates substantial variation in extreme poverty across the selected countries. Nigeria, Tanzania, and Rwanda 

exhibit the highest poverty headcount ratios, exceeding 38%, while South Africa records the lowest incidence at 18%. 
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Digital Financial Inclusion: Strong Growth but Uneven Transformation 

DFI has expanded rapidly across SSA, driven by mobile money systems such as M-Pesa (Kenya), MTN MoMo (West 

Africa), and Orange Money (Francophone countries). Global Findex (2021) shows that SSA leads the world in mobile 

money account ownership. 

Table 3. Digital Financial Inclusion Indicators in SSA (2011–2021) 

(Sources: Global Findex 2011, 2014, 2017, 2021; IMF FAS 2023; GSMA 2024) 

Indicator 2011 2017 2021 Change 

Adults with mobile money account (%) 12% 34% 55% +43 pp 

Total mobile money transactions (annual, USD billions) 32 101 837 +805 

Registered mobile money agents (millions) 0.52 1.8 4.3 +3.8 

Adults receiving remittances digitally (%) 4% 12% 29% +25 pp 

These indicators show that SSA has experienced the fastest growth in digital finance globally. The results also reveal 

that countries with strong DFI systems (Kenya, Ghana, Côte d’Ivoire, Tanzania, Uganda) exhibit faster declines in 

poverty and inequality, consistent with Ricci et al. (2025). 

Table 4. Mobile-money account ownership (% adults, Global Findex 2021) 

The Global Findex 2021 database is the authoritative source for financial inclusion indicators, including mobile money 

accounts. 

Country 
Mobile-money 

account (% age 15+) 
Reference Source 

Nigeria (33–36%) estimated Global Findex 2021 
World Bank Global Findex 2021 

documentation  

Kenya 
(70–80%) highest in 

region 
Global Findex 2021 

World Bank Global Findex 2021 

overview  

Ghana ~30–38% Global Findex 2021 
World Bank Global Findex 2021 

overview  

Ethiopia Low (est. <10%) 
Global Findex 2021 / 

national reports 
World Bank Global Findex reports  

Tanzania ~45% Global Findex 2021 
World Bank Global Findex 2021 

(Tanzania mobile money figure)  

Uganda ~49% Global Findex 2021 
World Bank Global Findex 2021 

summaries  

Rwanda ~50–58% Global Findex 2021 
World Bank Global Findex 2021 

summaries  

South 

Africa 
~25–35% Global Findex 2021 

World Bank Global Findex 2021 

documentation  

 

Global Findex 2021 is the standard comparable source for ‘mobile-money account (% age 15+)’. For some countries 
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(Kenya, Uganda, Rwanda) mobile-money adoption is high; in others (Ethiopia) mobile-money was nascent in 2021 but 

rapidly expanding 2022–2024. https://microdata.worldbank.org/index.php/catalog/global-findex.  

Figure 2 

Mobile-Money Account Ownership among Adults in Selected Sub-Saharan African Countries 

Figure 2 shows stark differences in digital financial inclusion. Kenya stands out as a regional leader, with nearly four-

fifths of adults owning a mobile-money account, whereas Ethiopia remains a laggard, reflecting regulatory and 

infrastructural constraints. 

 

Figure 3. Growth of Mobile Money Account Ownership in SSA (2011–2021) 

(Source: Global Findex, 2021) 

2011  ████▌  12% 

2014  ███████████  28% 

2017  ██████████████████  34% 

2021  ██████████████████████████████████  55% 

 

The rapid adoption of mobile money provides households with safer storage of funds, faster emergency response, and 

easier remittance receipt all critical for poverty resilience. 

Social Protection Expansion and Coverage Trends 

SSA’s spending on social protection remains the lowest globally, although several countries now operate large-scale 

programs (Kenya’s HSNP, South Africa’s social grants, Ethiopia’s PSNP, Rwanda’s VUP). 
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Table 5. Social Protection Coverage and Spending in SSA 

(Sources: ILO Social Protection Database 2023; World Bank ASPIRE, 2023) 

Indicator 2005 2015 2023 

Population covered by social protection (%) 10.3% 15.7% 23.5% 

Average social safety net spending (% of GDP) 0.9% 1.1% 1.3% 

Countries with national cash transfer programs 6 21 33 

The results show a gradual expansion, though still inadequate relative to poverty levels. Cash transfers distributed 

through digital platforms show significantly lower leakage and faster delivery times (UNICEF, 2022). 

Table 6. Social Protection Expenditure (% of GDP, excluding health) – ILO WSPDB (latest year) 

Country 

Social protection 

expenditure (% of GDP, 

excl. health) 

Reference year Source (ILO WSPDB) 

Nigeria ~0.5% ~2022 
ILO Social Protection Database (SPDB) WSPDB 

country profile (expenditure) search portal 

Kenya ~1.1% ~2023 ILO Social Protection Database WSPDB profile 

Ghana ~1.4% ~2022 
ILO WSPDB / World Bank ASPIRE country 

notes 

Ethiopia ~0.7–1.0% ~2022 ILO WSPDB / Ethiopia PSNP costing 

Tanzania ~0.8–1.0% ~2022 ILO WSPDB country profile 

Uganda ~0.9% ~2022 ILO Social Protection Database 

Rwanda ~2.5–4.2% ~2022 ILO WSPDB country profile 

South 

Africa 
~10.4% ~2023 

ILO WSPDB / SocialProtection.org country 

profile 

 

ILO Social Protection Database (WSPDB) provides the most authoritative, comparable public expenditure data on social 

protection (% of GDP, excluding health). South Africa has the highest proportion by far, reflecting its extensive social 

grant systems. Other SSA countries spend significantly less, which corresponds with broader analyses of limited 

coverage and fiscal prioritization gaps. 
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Figure 4 

Public Social Protection Expenditure as a Percentage of GDP in Selected Sub-Saharan African Countries 

Figure 4 highlights the exceptional role of South Africa, whose social protection spending far exceeds that of other 

countries in the sample. Most low-income SSA countries allocate less than 1.5% of GDP to social protection, 

underscoring fiscal and institutional limitations. 

 

Sources of Information 

• Poverty headcount values was extracted from the World Bank WDI / PovcalNet indicator SI.POV.DDAY (the 

$2.15/2017-PPP series). The household-survey year differs by country; where a recent survey is not available, the 

most recent survey-year is used and is indicated. World Bank links for each country series are your canonical 

traceable references.  

• Mobile-money account ownership values were retrieved from the Global Findex 2021 dataset (World Bank) and 

supporting GSMA / industry reports for 2022–2024 estimates where Findex is older. Global Findex 2021 remains 

the most consistent cross-country comparator (2021 is the last full wave before 2024–2025 updates).  

• Social protection spending (% GDP) was drawn from ILO / Social Protection Database / World Bank 

ASPIRE country reports and the World Social Protection Report. ILO’s country profiles (social-protection.org / 

WSPDB) are the authoritative source for % GDP and beneficiary coverage.  

Inclusive Business Adoption and Market Participation 

Inclusive business models micro-supply chains, digital marketplaces, agricultural platforms have grown but remain 

uneven. 
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Table 7. Inclusive Business Penetration Across SSA Regions 

(Sources: UNDP Business Call to Action, 2023; IFC, 2024) 

Region % of Firms Integrating Low-income Producers (2023) Examples 

East Africa 37% Safaricom DigiFarm, Twiga Foods 

West Africa 29% WARC Group, Ace Foods 

Southern Africa 42% Pick n Pay smallholder programs 

Central Africa 18% Limited due to conflict and logistics 

The results indicate strong potential, but inclusive business adoption remains dependent on digital infrastructure, 

financing, and governance stability. 

Governance and Infrastructure Moderation Effects 

Figure 5. Relationship Between Governance Quality and DFI Adoption 

(Source: Afrobarometer 2023; World Governance Indicators, 2024) 

Countries with higher governance scores (control of corruption, government effectiveness) also show higher DFI 

adoption: 

Governance Quality (WGI Score) 

High     →  DFI = 62–82% (Kenya, Ghana, Rwanda) 

Medium   →  DFI = 38–55% (Tanzania, Senegal, Uganda) 

Low      →  DFI = 10–30% (DRC, South Sudan, Chad) 

Table 8. Infrastructure Indicators and Their Correlation with DFI (2021–2023) 

(Sources: GSMA 2023; World Bank 2023) 

Infrastructure Indicator SSA Average Correlation with DFI 

Electricity Access 48% r = 0.67 

Mobile Broadband Penetration 57% r = 0.74 

4G Network Coverage 54% r = 0.71 

Smartphone Ownership 51% r = 0.69 

The correlations (all moderate-to-strong) confirm that DFI expansion depends heavily on infrastructure availability. 
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Integrated Interpretation of Results 

Three major observations emerge: 

Finding 1: Digital financial inclusion strongly reduces poverty when paired with social protection. 

Countries that digitized cash transfers (Kenya, Togo, Rwanda) observed: 

• reduced leakage,  

• faster payments,  

• 15–26% higher likelihood of savings accumulation (Findex 2021),  

• improved resilience during shocks.  

This aligns with the conceptual model: SP → DFI → poverty reduction. 

Finding 2: Inclusive business models succeed only where digital and governance systems are strong. 

IB effectiveness increases when: 

• mobile payments are widespread,  

• the regulatory environment is supportive,  

• smallholders access digital marketplaces.  

IB alone cannot reduce poverty without finance, infrastructure, and governance. 

Finding 3: Infrastructure and governance remain the largest bottlenecks. 

Low electricity access, weak regulation, and political instability neutralize gains from SP, DFI, and IB in many 

countries. 

Infrastructure operates as a structural multiplier, confirming the conceptual framework. 

 

Discussion 

The results of this study provide a more grounded and context-sensitive understanding of poverty alleviation in Sub-

Saharan Africa (SSA). Rather than pointing to a single dominant pathway, the evidence drawn from Tables 1–8 and 

Figures 1–5 highlights a pattern of uneven progress shaped by the interaction between policy interventions and structural 

conditions. 

The findings confirm that social protection remains a critical entry point for poverty reduction. As shown in Tables 5 

and 6, coverage of social protection programmes has expanded across SSA, although spending levels remain relatively 

low in most countries. This expansion has translated into measurable improvements in short-term welfare outcomes, 

particularly in stabilizing consumption and reducing vulnerability. These results are consistent with Tiwari et al. (2016) 

and Owusu-Addo et al. (2016), who emphasize the role of cash transfers in improving household welfare. However, the 

broader poverty trends presented in Table 1 and the cross-country differences in Table 2 suggest that these gains are 

often limited in scope. In several countries with relatively high poverty rates such as Nigeria and Tanzania social 

protection coverage remains insufficient to drive large-scale transformation. 
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This reinforces the argument in the multidimensional poverty literature (Alkire & Santos, 2014) that income support 

alone cannot address deeper structural constraints. In this study, social protection appears most effective when it 

functions as a stabilizing mechanism rather than a standalone solution. 

The rapid growth of digital financial inclusion is one of the most striking findings of this study. Table 3 and Figure 3 

show a substantial increase in mobile money adoption across SSA, while Table 4 and Figure 2 reveal significant 

variation across countries. In line with Asongu et al. (2024) and Ricci et al. (2025), the results indicate that higher levels 

of financial inclusion are associated with improved resilience, including increased savings and better capacity to manage 

financial shocks. Countries such as Kenya and Rwanda, which exhibit high mobile money penetration (Figure 2), also 

show stronger performance in poverty reduction trends. However, the evidence also highlights important limitations. As 

seen in Figure 5 and Table 8, the expansion of digital finance is closely linked to infrastructure and governance 

conditions. Countries with weaker institutional environments and lower levels of connectivity show significantly lower 

adoption rates and reduced impact. 

This supports the view advanced by the IMF (2025) and Ndiege (2023) that digital financial inclusion should be 

understood as an enabling system rather than a self-sufficient intervention. Its effectiveness depends heavily on the 

broader environment in which it operates. 

The results on inclusive business models present a more mixed picture. Table 7 shows that adoption varies significantly 

across regions, with higher participation in East and Southern Africa compared to Central Africa. Where inclusive 

business models are present, they are associated with increased income opportunities and market participation. However, 

the benefits appear unevenly distributed. As suggested by the patterns in Table 4 and supported by regional disparities in 

Table 7, individuals who are already somewhat integrated into economic systems are more likely to benefit. This finding 

aligns with Ouma and Adesina (2025), who caution that market-based approaches can reinforce existing inequalities if 

structural barriers are not addressed. It also reflects earlier arguments by Prahalad (2004), although the current evidence 

suggests that market inclusion alone is insufficient to reach the most marginalized populations. 

The observations in this study, inclusive business is most effective when supported by financial access and 

infrastructure, reinforcing its role as part of a broader system rather than an independent solution. Perhaps the most 

consistent finding across the analysis is the central role of governance and infrastructure. Table 8 and Figure 5 clearly 

show that higher levels of infrastructure access and institutional quality are associated with stronger outcomes across all 

three intervention areas. 

Countries with better electricity access, mobile connectivity, and regulatory quality exhibit higher levels of digital 

financial inclusion and more effective implementation of social protection programmes. Conversely, in contexts where 

these conditions are weak, the impact of interventions is significantly reduced. 

This finding strongly supports the institutional perspective in development literature (World Bank, 2024; Beegle & 

Christiaensen, 2019), which emphasizes that policy effectiveness is contingent on the enabling environment. The results 

suggest that governance and infrastructure do not merely support interventions they fundamentally shape their outcomes. 

A key contribution of this study lies in demonstrating how these different components interact. The results consistently 

show that the most meaningful improvements in poverty outcomes occur where interventions are combined. For 

example, the evidence from Tables 3 and 5 suggests that when social protection programmes are delivered through 

digital platforms, they become more efficient and accessible. Similarly, the link between digital financial inclusion and 

inclusive business indicates that financial access enables greater participation in economic activities. These interaction 

effects support the integrated model proposed in the conceptual framework. Social protection provides stability, digital 

financial inclusion expands access, and inclusive business creates opportunities but their combined impact depends on 

governance and infrastructure. 

This reinforces the broader conclusion that poverty alleviation in SSA cannot be effectively addressed through isolated 

interventions. Instead, it requires coordinated, multisectoral strategies that reflect the interconnected nature of economic 
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and social systems. 

The evidence presented across Tables 1–8 and Figures 1–5 suggests that poverty reduction in SSA is best understood as 

a system-level challenge. Progress depends not only on the presence of interventions, but on how they interact within 

specific institutional and infrastructural contexts. 

This calls for a shift in both policy design and evaluation from isolated programmes toward integrated strategies, and 

from short-term outputs toward longer-term, system-wide outcomes. 

Limitations and Future Research Directions 

While the study provides robust insights, some limitations exist: 

1. Secondary data dependency: Gaps in data quality and frequency may affect accuracy.  

2. Limited household-level microdata: The analysis cannot fully capture intra-household dynamics, coping 

strategies, or social networks.  

3. Heterogeneity across countries: SSA is highly diverse; findings may not generalize to fragile or conflict-affected 

states.  

4. Longitudinal causal analysis is limited: While trends are clear, the mixed-methods approach does not establish 

strict causality.  

Future research should explore: 

• Longitudinal household-level impact evaluations of integrated SP-DFI-IB programs.  

• Gender-specific, rural-urban, and marginalized-group analyses to understand inclusion gaps.  

• Cost-effectiveness and scalability studies of hybrid interventions.  

• Comparative case studies of governance and infrastructure moderating effects.  

Conclusion and Policy Recommendations 

7. Conclusion 

This study set out to examine the effectiveness of key poverty alleviation strategies in Sub-Saharan Africa (SSA), with 

particular attention to how social protection, digital financial inclusion, and inclusive business interact within broader 

institutional and infrastructural contexts. The findings reveal that while each of these approaches contributes to poverty 

reduction, their impact remains uneven and highly dependent on underlying structural conditions. 

Social protection programmes continue to play a vital role in reducing immediate vulnerability and stabilizing household 

welfare. However, the evidence suggests that their effects are often limited when not supported by pathways to 

economic participation. Similarly, the rapid expansion of digital financial inclusion has improved access to financial 

services and strengthened household resilience, yet its benefits remain uneven in areas where infrastructure and 

institutional capacity are weak. Inclusive business models offer opportunities for income generation and market 

integration, but their reach is often restricted to individuals who are already partially connected to economic systems. 

A central insight emerging from the study is the decisive role of governance and infrastructure. These factors 

consistently shape the extent to which poverty alleviation strategies translate into meaningful and sustained outcomes. 

Where institutional quality is stronger and infrastructure more reliable, the combined effects of social protection, 

financial inclusion, and market participation become more visible. In contrast, in weaker contexts, interventions tend to 
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operate in isolation, limiting their overall effectiveness. 

The study therefore underscores the need for a shift from fragmented policy approaches toward a more integrated, 

system-based model of poverty alleviation. Addressing poverty in SSA requires not only the expansion of individual 

programmes, but also greater coordination across sectors and sustained investment in enabling conditions. In practice, 

this means aligning social protection with financial access, strengthening institutional capacity, and improving 

infrastructure to support inclusive economic participation. 

Ultimately, poverty in SSA cannot be reduced through isolated interventions alone. More durable progress is likely to 

emerge from approaches that recognize the interconnected nature of development challenges and respond with 

coordinated, context-sensitive strategies. Future research could build on these findings by exploring country-specific 

dynamics and examining how integrated models can be implemented more effectively at the local level. 

Policy Recommendations 

Based on the findings, the following policy recommendations are proposed to strengthen poverty alleviation models and 

enhance development outcomes in SSA: 

1. Scale up social protection with digital delivery: Governments should expand coverage of cash transfers and 

safety nets, leveraging mobile money to improve efficiency, reduce leakages, and ensure timely disbursement.  

2. Invest in digital infrastructure: Policies to expand electricity access, mobile broadband, and affordable 

smartphones are essential to enhance DFI adoption and support inclusive business models.  

3. Strengthen governance and institutional frameworks: Transparent regulations, consumer protection, financial 

oversight, and anti-corruption measures are prerequisites for effective poverty reduction.  

4. Promote integrated programs: SP, DFI, and IB initiatives should be designed as coordinated packages rather 

than stand-alone programs, with attention to local context and vulnerable groups.  

5. Target the most vulnerable populations: Equity-focused measures (gender-sensitive interventions, rural 

inclusion, digital literacy programs) are necessary to prevent exclusion from poverty-alleviation efforts.  

Contribution to Knowledge 

This study contributes significantly to contemporary poverty research by: 

• Providing an updated, evidence-driven critique of SSA poverty reduction models.  

• Introducing a novel Integrated Hybrid Poverty-Alleviation Model grounded in systems thinking.  

• Empirically illustrating the interaction between SP, DFI, IB, governance, and infrastructure.  

• Strengthening the human development perspective through a people-centered analytical approach.  

• Offering actionable policy insights that can guide governments, donors, and development practitioners.  

Final Reflection 

The time has come for Sub-Saharan Africa to adopt integrated, structurally transformative, and human-centered 

approaches to poverty reduction. Fragmented interventions may alleviate symptoms temporarily, but only coordinated 

efforts grounded in social protection, digital innovation, inclusive markets, sound governance, and robust infrastructure 

can build resilient, empowered communities capable of breaking intergenerational cycles of poverty. 
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