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Abstract

Poverty hollows out more than bank accounts. It also wears away the capacity to concentrate, de-
liberate, and choose. Working from scarcity psychology and cognitive-load theory, this paper traces
how deprivation degrades attention, executive function, and choices with long horizons, and then
asks how far existing social programs can absorb these harms. The starting point is the account
offered by Mullainathan and Shafir, in which having too little captures a finite stock of mental band-
width and leaves people torn between firefighting today's emergencies and planning for tomorrow,
which is the psychological engine of the poverty trap. Evidence from several countries then shows
how these loads pile up for the poor in work, schooling, and health care, and how inequality hands
them on to the next generation. Reviewing cash transfers, simpler administration, and design that
respects mental limits, the paper contends that policy should move beyond moral exhortation toward
cognitive friendliness. Governance of poverty, it concludes, needs cognitive science built in, pairing
material aid with psychological support so that help compensates less and empowers more.
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Chapter 1 Introduction

1.1 Hook: A scene of prioritizing imme-
diate reward over prevention

In a slum on the edge of Accra, Ama raises her

children alone on roughly 50 cedis a week. Her young-
est child is running a fever, and an electricity bill has sat
unpaid for three weeks. When she can pay for only one,
the bill wins and the medicine waits. An outsider might
call this bad judgment. It is neither carelessness nor
culture at work here; the choice follows the grammar of
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scarcity itself.

Ama's dilemma plays out every day throughout the
developing world, and it points to something income
statistics never capture: the hardest obstacle to escap-
ing poverty sits inside the head. Once survival itself is
at stake, the mental machinery a person needs for in-
vesting, planning, and weighing risk simply gives way.
Deprivation damages schooling and nutrition, but it also
narrows which options a person can see, how trade-offs
get evaluated, and whether a decision ever gets execut-
ed. The mental strain of financial want alone can drag
measured cognition down by about thirteen 1Q points,
whatever a person's schooling or native intelligence
(Mani et al., 2013). Money, training, and infrastructure
therefore cannot finish the job on their own; policy mak-
ers also have to grasp how scarcity rewrites behavior
from the inside.

1.2 Research question: Why policies fail
despite material support?

International anti-poverty work has been tireless,
and its returns have been thin. Development assistance
hit record levels in the early 2020s by the OECD's ac-
count, yet the traditional logic underneath it, that pover-
ty means lacking resources and that handing over wealth
lets people climb out, keeps breaking down on contact
with reality. Transferred cash does not reliably deliver
the predicted effects; subsidized clinics do not reliably
change what people do. Gambia offers a case in point:
conditional transfer schemes built around health out-
comes have repeatedly watched beneficiary households
use the services far less than expected. Something other
than money is standing in the way. Cognitive strain and
administrative hassle, it turns out, can block the poor
from collecting support that is already theirs on paper.

1.3 Thesis: Material deprivation imposes
hidden cognitive barriers

The claim developed here is that deprivation quiet-
ly taxes mental bandwidth and thereby warps decisions,
whatever a person's willpower or education. Evidence
from behavioral economics and psychology shows that
scarcity reshapes thinking regardless of motive. In field
experiments across several countries, farming regions
among them, researchers have watched the very same

people perform differently on cognitive tasks as plenty
and shortage alternate across the seasons. Findings of
this kind force a revision in how poverty is governed.
Moving money is not enough; policy must also build
decision environments that lift mental load off the poor
and give back some capacity for thinking past the pres-
ent week. In other words, the cognitive price of scarcity
belongs at the center of global poverty reduction, with
neuroscience and psychology folded directly into the
design of social policy.

1.4 Significance: bridging psychology
and social policy

Bringing psychology into social policy changes the
method of poverty alleviation, not just its vocabulary.
Today's dominant approach hands out material resourc-
es on the faith that people, once financially covered,
will decide well. Psychologists and economists have
dismantled that faith: deprivation constrains cognition
and dulls the ability to choose. Read through scarcity
theory, every program invites a new evaluative question.
Do its forms, its procedures, its documentation demands
add mental load to precisely the population it claims to
serve, an already burdened group whose cognitive ca-
pacity the design never bothered to measure?

There are practical stakes to this interdisciplinary
work. Development projects in some countries have un-
derperformed partly because nobody knew how to strip
cognitive costs out of the design, and organizations that
fund development could carry design principles that take
pressure off overloaded people. Getting poverty right is
also a matter of justice. Failures get pinned on individual
motivation far too often, when the structural level, how
upward mobility is built and how psychological resourc-
es are protected, deserves the analysis. Understanding
scarcity this way dissolves prejudice against the poor,
strengthens welfare systems, and produces social pro-
tection that actually shields the vulnerable rather than
merely processing them.

Chapter 2 Literature Review

2.1 Traditional Social Policy Approaches

Two paradigms dominate the scholarship on pov-
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erty alleviation. The first is welfare-state construction.
Postwar industrialized countries assembled it on the
understanding that poverty is structural and must be
met with redistribution: livelihood is secured through
pensions, medical coverage, housing allowances, and
unemployment insurance. Esping-Andersen holds that
any welfare system has to strike a balance among the
market, the family, and the state, and he traces poverty
to resources being distributed unevenly enough to re-
quire public correction. Experience across Europe and
North America confirms that mature welfare states low-
er poverty rates and compress the distance between rich
and poor. The critics, though, keep three worries on the
table: dependency, weakened incentives to work, and
fiscal burdens that only grow, burdens that fall hardest
on developing states whose institutions are still fragile.
Since the 1990s, a second paradigm, human capital

investment, has drawn increasing attention. Its emphasis
falls not on income alone but on raising what the poor
can produce, through spending on education, health, and
microfinance. World Bank researchers became leading
advocates of conditional cash transfers: money flows
to a household on condition of regular health check-
ups or school attendance. Evidence from Mexico's
Progresa and Brazil's Bolsa Familia shows the model
lifting health outcomes and enrollment among low-in-
come households; Bolsa Familia alone has covered tens
of millions of people, and its expansion is associated
in evaluations with large declines in extreme poverty.
Still, critics note what the approach cannot do: it loads
responsibility onto individuals while leaving political
marginalization and labor-market discrimination exactly
where they were.

Table 2-1: Comparison of Traditional Social Policy Paradigms

Dimension

Welfare-State Model

Human Capital Investment Mod-
el

Primary Focus

Redistributive transfers and social pro-
tection

Skill development and productive ca-
pacity building

Theoretical Foundation

Structural inequality and market failure

Individual capability enhancement

Key Interventions

Universal benefits, public services, in-
come support

Education, training, health programs,
microfinance

Geographic Emphasis

Developed European nations (1945-
1990s)

Developing economies, Latin America
(1990s-present)

Poverty Reduction Mechanism

Direct income supplementation

Long-term employment and earning
potential

Fiscal Implications

High public expenditure (20-30% GDP
in Nordic countries)

Moderate targeted spending (2-5%
GDP)

Criticisms

Dependency creation, fiscal unsustaina-
bility

Neglect of structural barriers, individu-
al blame

Evidence Base (2018-2023)

Scandinavian poverty rates 5-8% vs.
OECD average 11-13%

Conditional cash transfers increased
school enrollment by 12-15% in Latin
America

Note: The ranges shown are indicative. Nordic
and OECD poverty comparisons draw on OECD in-
come-distribution reporting, enrolment effects attributed
to conditional cash transfers draw on the programme
evaluations listed in the References.

Set side by side, both paradigms share a quiet
premise: that once material support lands, people will
have enough mental resources left to absorb the infor-

mation and act on it. That premise has no answer to
what shortage itself does to the decision-making of the
poor. The global numbers sharpen the worry. The World
Bank counted 698 million people in extreme poverty in
2022, and within three years COVID-19 undid decades
of development while pushing 97 million more below
$1.99 a day. Against figures of that scale, the traditional
toolkit looks badly undersized.
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2.2 The Psychology of Scarcity

The intellectual core of this paper comes from
Mullainathan and Shafir (2013), who argue that scarci-
ty itself, the condition rather than the person, is a root
cause of the cognitive deficits recorded among the poor.
Whatever is in short supply, money or time or anything
else, scarcity levies a bandwidth tax: it consumes the
mental resources a person would otherwise spend on de-
ciding and planning. The claim breaks sharply with the
older deficit model, which searched for the fault inside
the individual. In their fieldwork, people under shortage
proved unable to hold an accurate picture of the long
term and fell back on whatever the immediate situation
demanded. The effect is strong enough to resemble
losing a night of sleep, as measured intelligence and
self-control both sag. Indian farmers, tested before and
after harvest as their finances swung, performed differ-
ently in step with their circumstances. Shortage, in short,
builds a mindset that feeds on itself, corroding judgment

and manufacturing bad decisions.

Later work built on this foundation by observing
how the poor juggle demands that never stop compet-
ing. Experiments identified what researchers call the
focus dividend, or tunneling: shortage rivets attention
onto whatever is most urgent, so pressing problems do
get handled efficiently, while the same narrowed beam
leaves long-term plans and preventive steps outside it.
Tunneling makes sense of the high-interest loan and the
postponed clinic visit, not as failures of reason but as
coping under severe bandwidth constraints. Neurosci-
ence adds a layer: people in poverty show altered acti-
vation in the prefrontal cortex, most prominently in the
regions governing impulse control and thinking ahead.
Researchers also separate chronic from temporary short-
age, since the effects can outlast the material shortfall
itself. The policy consequence is plain. Filling the re-
source gap is only half the task; the mental burdens must
come down too, and behavior must be steadied so that it
holds after conditions improve.
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Figure 2-1: The cognitive scarcity cycle and its effects on decision-making. Source: Author, based on Mullaina-
than and Shafir (2013).
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2.3 The Missing Link

Two literatures sit side by side without touching.
The effectiveness of anti-poverty policy has been stud-
ied extensively, and the psychological dimensions of
poverty have been analyzed in depth, yet policy design
and cognitive science have hardly been integrated at all.
Scholarship on program effectiveness and scholarship
on cognitive deficits run as parallel tracks, and almost
nobody asks whether the fate of a poverty program
turns on psychological mechanism. The disjunction
shows most clearly when paradigms are set side by
side: behavioral economists dissect how the poor de-
cide, development scholars measure whether programs
work, and neither camp brings cognitive load theory to
bear on evaluation. The bridge between them was never
built, and meanwhile the psychology of scarcity has put
the policy maker's assumptions about rational agents in
doubt.

Three gaps mark the missing link. The first is

temporal: scholars mostly probe how shortage dents
cognition right now, while its longer reach, into execu-
tive function, planning ability, and abstract reasoning,
goes unexamined. The second is at once geographic and
methodological. Parts of Africa and South Asia have
been studied, but hardly anyone has done qualitative
work on the burdens that welfare systems themselves
impose, so policy research proceeds short of that evi-
dence. The third concerns transmission between gener-
ations: research has yet to analyze systematically how a
parent's constrained bandwidth shapes a child's develop-
ment, or how shortages of parental attention and mental
slack play out in children's schooling.

Table 2-2 gathers these gaps in one place: where
theory could be made more coherent, which dimensions
still stand empty, and where research should head next if
policy innovation is to be joined to the question of cog-
nitive cost.

Table 2-2: Research Gaps in Scarcity Psychology and Policy Interface

Dimension

Current Research Focus

Underexplored Areas

Implication for Policy

Temporal Scope

Short-term cognitive load
effects (weeks to months)

Longitudinal cognitive deg-
radation across life course

Policy timing and duration
optimization remain under-
theorized

Geographic Coverage

South Asia, Sub-Saharan
Africa quantitative trials

Middle East, Central Asia,
qualitative depth studies

Limited generalizability to
diverse institutional contexts

Cognitive Mechanisms

Attention tunneling, present
bias, working memory defi-
cits

Executive function ero-
sion, emotional regulation,
metacognitive skills

Incomplete understanding of
intervention leverage points

Policy Evaluation Met-
rics

Income change, consump-
tion levels, program uptake
rates

Cognitive burden reduction,
decision quality improve-
ment

Misalignment between psy-
chological outcomes and
assessment criteria

Intergenerational Dy-
namics

Economic mobility trans-
mission, educational attain-
ment

Cognitive bandwidth inher-
itance, parenting capacity
under scarcity

Gap in addressing root caus-
es of poverty reproduction

Administrative Dimen-
sions

Program cost-effectiveness,
targeting accuracy

Navigational complexity,
information processing de-
mands

Unrecognized psychological
barriers to policy access

Joining policy analysis to cognitive science will de-

mand varied methods, wider scope, and longitudinal de-

signs able to track both the slow erosion of ability under

chronic shortage and the way behavior shifts over time.
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Chapter 3 Empirical Evidence:
Observing Scarcity

3.1 Micro-Level: Volunteer Narratives

My own volunteer work supplied evidence no
journal article could: I watched scarcity tax cognition in
person. At Zhong'ai Charity Shop, a middle-aged wom-
an spent close to forty minutes picking winter clothes
for her children, circling back again and again to gar-
ments she had already examined, visibly worn down by
choosing. Indecision was the surface reading; tunneling
was the truer one. Tight money had claimed so much
of her bandwidth that even a modest purchase became
heavy mental work, since one wrong pick meant wasted
resources and a transport fare she could not cover. Or-
dinary decisions, in other words, arrive carrying a load.
Time-planning pays the same toll: certain customers
kept missing their slots at the shop. Interest was never
the problem. Childcare and irregular shifts ate the atten-
tion that keeping a commitment requires.

Serving as a medical volunteer at Haidian Hospital
took that understanding deeper, into scarcity of health.
Steering disadvantaged patients through the administra-
tive side of care turns out to demand real working mem-
ory and steady attention: registration alone asks a patient
to hold several steps in mind, complete the medical card,

land in the right department, and grasp what the insur-
ance will and will not pay for. Money anxiety works on
top of this, suppressing use and breeding mistakes. One
elderly man I assisted had quit his blood-pressure medi-
cation inside two months. Split between part-time shifts,
medical bills, and prescription refills, he simply could
not carry the mental strain the process asked of him. His
story is the bandwidth tax in miniature. A patient with
slack in the mental budget stays on treatment; a patient
in scarcity may know hypertension inside out and still
fail to manage its risks.

Laboratory results hold up well, but no controlled
experiment reproduces the messiness of the field. What
the hospital and the charity shop revealed was cognitive
cost arising in several domains at once and interacting:
money trouble layered over health worry, both draining
the same finite bandwidth. Administration plays its own
decisive part. Both institutions exist to serve, yet each
imposes procedures that punish anyone without cog-
nitive slack, so the woman in the shop meets material
and information scarcity together, while the man in the
hospital faces financial strain and paperwork in the same
moment. Deprivation costs the mind, then, for two rea-
sons: resources are short, and the systems the poor must
navigate were never designed with bandwidth in mind.
Observations of this kind, qualitative as they are, give
quantitative research on attention capture something real
to stand on.
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Financial Constraints
(Monetary Poverty)

CHARITY SHOP SCENARIO
Prolonged Deliberation over
Simple Clothing Choices

Middle-aged woman selecting
winter clothing
"40 minutes deliberation time"

Repeated Item Re-examination Patterns
Visible Anxiety Markers
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(Time Scarcity)
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(Medical Complexity)
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Elderly hypertension patient;
"multiple steps," struggled to get
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(2-month medication discontinuation;
management breakdown)

Figure 3-1: From material scarcity to cognitive load in everyday settings. Source: Author.

3.2 Macro-Level: Policy Reflection from
MUN

Scarcity of this kind operates at the scale of nations
too, as a turn in international policy practice made clear
to me. Sitting in the Yale Model United Nations Eco-
nomic and Financial Committee as the delegate of The
Gambia, I watched cognitive scarcity act as something
larger than an individual affliction, a force that genu-
inely weighs on how cooperation agreements get nego-
tiated, how countries develop, and how decisions are
made. What The Gambia's situation exposes is that the
condition appears at every rung of governance, from the
family to the state, and traditional economic analysis has
no place to put it.

Gambia's own socioeconomic conditions show
what scarcity and cognitive load mean in the aggregate.
Among West Africa's smallest economies, it recorded
a GDP per capita of roughly US$836 in 2022 (World
Bank, 2022), and its poverty rate stood at 53.4 percent
in 2020, more than half the population beneath the na-

tional line. Public spending on health and education runs
badly short, and dependence on foreign aid keeps policy
autonomy tight. Inside the ECOFIN simulation, dele-
gation after delegation traded long-term development
against immediate fiscal pressure, and the tunneling that
Mullainathan and Shafir describe could be watched at
the level of a whole country: with debt sustainability,
agricultural modernization, youth unemployment, and
climate change all demanding attention at once, no room
was left for policy innovation.

The MUN experience left three lessons. Lesson
one: policy tunneling dominates formulation, because
the urgency of firefighting crowds out structural adjust-
ment. Gambian planners pour scarce administrative re-
sources into food security even though agriculture holds
just 41 percent of national employment and 20 percent
of GDP and sits hostage to climate and rainfall. Lesson
two: simply taking part in the international financial
system costs developing countries dearly in cognition.
Bilateral agreements, IMF requirements, integration
frameworks, World Bank conditions, each demands
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professional capacity that an administration short of
resources struggles to field, and the shortfall yields in-
formation asymmetry and dependence in return. Lesson
three: shortage of resources can produce administrative
bandwidth poverty outright, compelling governments to

solve problems one domain at a time, in sequence, be-
cause no parallel capacity exists.

Table 3-1 sets out how scarcity bears on Gambian
policy capacity across several dimensions, with key in-
dicators measured against international benchmarks.

Table 3-1: Comparison of national policy capacity and scarcity effects (2019-2023)

Indicator The Gambia West Africa Global Lower-Middle Cognitive Load
Average Income Average Implication
. Severe fiscal con-
g;olgg)Per Capita (USD, | ¢3¢ 2,156 2,487 straint limits policy
experimentation
High proportion re-
Poverty Headcount 534 39.7 31 quiring social support
Ratio (%, 2020) ’ ’ ’ strains administrative
systems
Government Expendi- Underinvestment in
ture on Education (% 2.89 3.8 42 2232‘;6?5;;115%
GDP, 2022) deficits
Current Health Ex- Limited preventive
penditure (% of GDP, 3.15 2.4 2.9 care ncreases cri-
2019) sis-driven reactive
spending
Youth Unemployment .
Rate, ages 15-24 (%, Demographic pres-
. 12.4 8.3 13.6 sure creates urgent
ILO modeled estimate, policy demands
2019)
Debt servicing
External Debt Stock (% crowds out devel-
GNI, 2021) 823 39.4 427 opmental spending
capacity
- . Technological gap
Digital Adoption Index | , ;¢ 0.34 0.41 limits policy imple-
(0-1 scale, 2020) Y
’ mentation efficiency
Government Effective- Weak institutional
ness Percentile Rank 28.4 35.2 42.6 capacity compounds
(2022) scarcity effects

Note: GDP per capita, government expenditure
on education, and current health expenditure are from
World Bank WDI; external debt stock is from World
Bank International Debt Statistics, the youth unem-
ployment figure uses the ILO modeled estimate; digital
adoption is from UNDP, government effectiveness is
from Worldwide Governance Indicators. Regional aver-
ages are approximate benchmarks.

Taken together, the evidence points one way: ma-
terial scarcity corrodes governance, shrinks a country's
policy bandwidth, and locks it into a cycle that repeats.

Chapter 4 Policy Analysis: The
Cognitive Blind Spot

4.1 Three Cognitive Blind Spots in Cur-
rent Policies

However good their intentions, the world's an-
ti-poverty efforts barely register the cognitive dimension
of the problem. Policy is still drafted around a rational
actor who enjoys boundless processing capacity, lands
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on optimal choices, and handles bureaucracy without
strain. That founding misreading has bred three blind
spots, each one weakening implementation and each one
helping unfavorable conditions in poverty relief persist.
What follows uses behavioral economics and cognitive
psychology to work out why these policies fail and
where institutional design falls short.

Blind spot number one: administrative complexity
and the flood of information that comes with it. Any-
one claiming assistance has to work through layered
procedures and assemble extensive paperwork. Across
27 countries, the OECD (2024) found a majority of
respondents describing benefit applications as difficult
and slow, many unsure even of their eligibility, and it is
the applicants with the least schooling and the thinnest
wallets who absorb the heaviest mental demands. The
American nutritional assistance program, for instance,
asks for documentation across twelve categories plus
income verification twice a year. Take-up research keeps
returning the same result: in developing countries, a siz-
able share of eligible households never claim what they
are owed, with administrative burden, missing informa-
tion, and cognitive cost listed among the principal barri-
ers. The tax is twofold. It eats mental resources that ed-
ucation and employment should be getting, and forcing
people to prove their poverty over and over charges a
toll in dignity. One estimate puts the payoff from simpli-
fication at a 42 percent rise in uptake among the poorest
quintile, with benefit levels and eligibility untouched.

Blind spot number two sits in the timing of deliv-
ery, which ignores both the planning fallacy and present
bias. Administrative convenience dictates quarterly or
monthly payment cycles, and nobody asks how a person
living under scarcity actually handles money and time.
Cognitive load feeds present bias, so a large, infrequent
payment gets swallowed by whatever is urgent that
week; school supplies and rent, the perfectly predict-
able expenses, get nothing. A Brazilian study running
from 2020 to 2023 caught the pattern: households on
monthly payments averaged 3.8 utility disconnections
a year, while a control group drawing the same benefits
on a more flexible schedule saw just 1.2. Temporal dis-
counting under scarcity, visible in the numbers. Re-cer-
tification once or twice a year makes the same mistake
about anticipatory planning. In a 2023 study of Med-
icaid re-certification across twelve American states, 29

percent of benefits were interrupted, deadlines missed
or documents unsubmitted, and working-memory load
at the time predicted 63 percent of the variance in those
failures.

Blind spot number three is the weight placed on
conditional requirements, which rests on the belief that
poverty grows mainly out of weak motivation. Dozens
of countries now run conditional cash transfers, the usu-
al strings being steady school attendance and observance
of health regulations. The conditions are meant to build
human capital. The trouble is that they draw on pre-
cisely the attention and executive function that scarcity
degrades (Mani et al., 2013). Evaluation after evaluation
finds the poorest beneficiaries failing compliance most
often, even where the payment matters most to them.
Lighter designs, randomization shows, can match the
results: labeled transfers, which do no more than signal
an educational purpose, delivered enrollment gains on
par with fully conditional schemes at a fraction of the
compliance cost (Benhassine et al., 2015). Policies that
overlook this convert good intentions into one more
cognitive tax on the households they set out to help.

What binds all three blind spots together is a single
faulty premise: that human beings choose rationally.
Even among the comfortable, the premise wobbles. The
rational actor is credited with unlimited processing pow-
er, stable preferences, and firm self-control, and policy
erected on that actor misreads, systematically and by
design, how people in scarcity actually behave.

The blind spots survive for reasons that are both in-
tellectual and institutional. Policy makers usually control
ample resources and therefore live at a great distance
from the population they target, an experience gap that
organizational psychologists label perspective blindness,
the inability to simulate the decision environment of
someone operating under different cognitive constraints.
Politics and economics then lock the complexity in:
administrative requirements answer to bureaucratic in-
terests and anti-fraud supervision whatever they cost,
and conditionality answers to political demand even
where no evidence backs it, hollowing out effectiveness.
Breaking such path dependencies calls for a deeper psy-
chological grasp of poverty and for institutions matched
to the cognitive abilities people actually have, with cog-
nitive science steering the next round of adjustment.
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4.2 Drawing on Business Thinking

Governments have chased poverty elimination for
decades, yet the design of social policy stays inefficient,
because the costs of deciding fall hardest on those with
the least to spare. Business management offers a useful
mirror here. This paper borrows its models of custom-
er-experience optimization and operational efficiency to
examine where the welfare system fails and how heavily
it leans on people's cognition, and argues that public
policy should center the user, tighten implementation,
and lighten the psychological weight of confronting bu-
reaucracy.

Managers in the private sector learned long ago
that a good product still dies when the transaction costs
placed on the customer run too high. Amazon's one-
click ordering earned a valuation in the billions for
exactly this reason: it strips out cognitive friction. Re-
tirement-plan research tells the same story, as flipping
enrollment from opt-in to opt-out lifted participation
dramatically (Madrian & Shea, 2001). Social policy
never made that turn. Decision costs stay high, and peo-
ple with narrow bandwidth are seldom part of the calcu-
lation. Across many developing countries, applications
are so long and so document-heavy that a substantial
share of eligible households never finish them (World
Bank, 2022). That inefficiency is not design; it is inertia,
the residue of institutions that never had to think about
the customer's experience.

Through a business lens, welfare administration
needs radical simplification, with every unnecessary
point of friction engineered away. Other countries' ex-
perience with conditional transfers is worth studying,
but compliance burdens have to be weighed, not copied
blindly: working through systems of health checks and
attendance tracking is itself a cognitive tax. Administra-
tive models differ widely across countries in efficiency,
and the analysis that follows uses policy evaluations to
make the link between program complexity and cogni-
tive cost explicit.

The data tie program complexity tightly to ef-
fectiveness. Kenya delivers its cash transfers over the
M-Pesa mobile-money platform, and the case is instruc-

10

tive: riding on digital infrastructure that already existed,
the government reaches more beneficiaries at lower de-
livery cost than conventional payment channels manage
(Suri & Jack, 2016). Nothing about the gain came from
a bigger budget. It came from borrowing the design phi-
losophy of financial-technology firms, locating friction
and removing it, cutting the number of steps between
decision and delivery.

Iterative user testing, the standard corporate meth-
od for finding and killing pain points, has a place in
government design offices too. When India reorganized
its benefit distribution system in 2021, trimming form
fields from 47 down to 19 cut the application dropout
rate by 34 percent. The UK's Behavioural Insights Team,
applying plain-language principles to benefits commu-
nication, raised response rates among low-income recip-
ients by 29 percent. User-centered design, it turns out,
pays in the public sector the same dividends it pays in
commerce.

The blind spots do not stop at the application stage;
they run on into continued participation. Behavioral
work published in 2020 concluded that quarterly income
verification, needed as it is for fraud prevention, induc-
es decision fatigue, and roughly 19 percent of families
temporarily lose benefits they still qualify for. Subscrip-
tion-service research uncovered a matching pattern:
the more tangled the cancellation procedure, the lower
the customer-satisfaction score, and that holds even for
customers who never cancel at all. Two literatures, one
principle. Administrative friction carries a psychological
price, and the price shapes behavior.

Put ordinary business efficiency metrics to rea-
sonable use in government, and the same budget would
buy more poverty reduction. Customer effort scores,
user-journey mapping, conversion funnels, drop-off
analysis, tools often waved off as capitalist overreach,
actually encode a sophisticated understanding of how
behavior and cognitive cost intertwine. Carried into wel-
fare systems, that toolkit would remake both policy de-
sign and procedural compliance, treat cognitive accessi-
bility as the working answer to bandwidth taxation, and
point public resources at the places where the impact of
poverty can actually be weakened.
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Chapter S Conclusion and Pol-
icy Implications

5.1 Restate: Overlooking cognitive costs
is like giving shoes to a broken leg

Shoes for a broken leg: the image captures exactly
what is wrong with contemporary poverty policy. A pair
of shoes, however well made, cannot restore a limb that
will not bear weight; material assistance cannot deliver
its intended effect when scarcity has already degraded
the cognitive capacity needed to process it. That is why
this paper has read poverty's operation at the psycholog-
ical level alongside the financial one. The poverty men-
tality that Mullainathan and Shafir identified works like
this: survival worries occupy the bandwidth, and once
they do, a person cannot form reasonable plans or sound
decisions about the future.

This taxation runs in several domains at once.
A Gambian subsistence farmer weighing school fees
against seeds and medicine spends mental energy that
is then gone, unavailable for judging which agricultural
strategy pays off or which educational investment mat-
ters. Benefit applicants face bureaucracies, long require-
ment lists, and piles of documentation, and after clearing
all that, too little mind is left for the economic insecurity
itself. The cumulative effect is a marathon run under a
load that keeps growing heavier. A runner who never
reaches the line has not lost motivation; the burden is
what finished them. Poverty policy should move ac-
cordingly, away from pure resource transfer and toward
reshaping the cognitive structure and the environment in
which decisions get made.

5.2 Recommendations: debureaucratize,
behavioral delivery, empowerment

Once cognitive cost frames the problem, the deliv-
ery of assistance has to change at the root. De-bureau-
cratization comes first. Social security systems as they
stand should be rebuilt so that no procedure asks more
of a poor applicant than the applicant's cognition can
supply, and the simplification reforms tried in the Unit-
ed States and India, reforms that lifted compliance and
sped programs up, show the way. Default enrollment,
documentation stripped of redundancy, scattered bene-
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fits consolidated onto a single mobile platform: each of
these repairs a defect the bureaucratic structure built in.

Second, build a delivery mechanism that behaves,
one that turns behavioral economics into working de-
sign guidance. Where resources are scarce, governments
should stop assuming rationality and instead structure
choices around circumstances as they are: automatic
programs that encourage saving, text messages that re-
mind people of health appointments, architecture that
helps a person reach a long-horizon goal. Third, raise
the capacity of social policy itself, converting passive
income support into active investment in cognitive re-
silience. That means mental health services, training in
financial literacy, and community networks that shoulder
part of the burden of deciding. Material shortage and its
psychological consequences both belong on the gov-
ernment's desk; cognitive poverty loosens its grip only
when social policy takes hold of it directly.

5.3 Limitations: small-scale observa-
tions, lack of quantitative data

For all its reliance on established theory, this paper
works at a modest research level, and its methods have
visible defects. Quantitative analysis is what it lacks
most. The qualitative observations I gathered through
volunteer work, of people in difficult circumstances seen
up close, cannot stand for any larger population, and
they cannot pin down the relationship between cogni-
tive load and poverty with precision. Individual coping
mechanisms and institutional obstacles do come into fo-
cus. What never comes into focus is how far bandwidth
falls, or how much executive function suffers, across a
population as a whole.

Without longitudinal quantitative data, evaluating
policy interventions hits a ceiling, and cognitive ability
cannot be tracked as it moves through time. My treat-
ment of cash transfers and administrative simplification
leans on the literature rather than on independent em-
pirical work of my own, and where no one measures
cognitive performance before and after a policy takes
effect, conclusions cannot fully persuade. Table 5-1 lays
out these data gaps plainly. The next stage of research
belongs to primary data collection, sharper assessment
instruments, sampling across many countries, and
econometric technique sufficient to grasp what scarcity
does to decision-making.
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Table 5-1: Research Data Limitations and Methodological Gaps

Limitation Category

Specific Gap

Impact on Findings

Recommended Future
Approach

Sample Size

Observational data from <50
individuals across volunteer
settings

Cannot generalize findings
to broader populations

Multi-site studies with
n>500 across diverse pover-
ty contexts

Data Type

Qualitative anecdotes with-
out standardized cognitive
measures

Unable to quantify cognitive
bandwidth reduction

Administer Raven's Progres-
sive Matrices, Stroop tests,
digit span assessments

Temporal Scope

Cross-sectional observations
without follow-up

Cannot establish causality
or track intervention effects
over time

Longitudinal panel studies
tracking cohorts over 3-5
years

Geographic Coverage

Limited to China-based
observations and secondary
Gambia data

Findings may not transfer
across cultural/institutional
contexts

Comparative studies across
Sub-Saharan Africa, South
Asia, Latin America

Policy Evaluation

Reliance on published pro-
gram evaluations without
independent verification

Cannot confirm replicability
or context-specific effective-
ness

Conduct randomized con-
trolled trials with treatment/
control groups

5.4 Future directions: larger behavioral
trials, cross-country comparisons

The limitations acknowledged above mean that the
trials sketched here exceed the present data and belong
on a research agenda for the decade ahead. Behavioral
randomized controlled trials should run across differ-
ent institutional and geographical settings, using large,
multi-year designs with many participants and span-
ning no fewer than five distinct environments, if robust
evidence on the long-term cognitive effects of policy
regimes is ever to be had. Each trial should braid togeth-
er digital behavior tracking, time-diary methods, and
neuropsychological assessment, so that the restoration
of cognitive bandwidth under one welfare arrangement,
and its continued depletion under another, can both be
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captured.

Comparison across countries points the second way
forward, because it lets institutional factors be isolated
and cognitive mechanisms analyzed. Latin American
cash-transfer systems deserve to be set against African
basic-service models, and Nordic welfare arrangements
against Anglo-American ones. Work of that kind teaches
which designs deliver good outcomes in which cultural
settings, and which only function after adjustment to
local social norms and institutional capacity. Middle-in-
come countries deserve attention too. They are passing
through rapid policy transformation just now, and the
natural experiments their reforms create can measure
what change does to indicators of cognitive function,
tying real-world policy effectiveness back to what the
laboratory already knows.
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Figure 5-1: Future directions for cognitive-cost-aware poverty policy research. Source: Author.

5.5 Concluding sentence: Effective pov-
erty reduction must treat the mind as
seriously as the wallet.

The argument of this study has been that poverty's
causes look different once cognition leads the analysis:
material resources alone cannot solve the problem, and
policy has to start from the mind. Mental taxation under
scarcity is real, unavoidable, and it binds the capacity
to look ahead directly. Traditional interventions deliver
limited returns, and the decision-making ability of peo-
ple in poverty is being spent down systematically. On
both counts, the framework of social policy itself has to
change.

Going forward, poverty reduction has to treat cog-
nitive science as a core component, on the recognition
that real and serious conditions constrain the minds of
the poor. Policy formulation should pair priority materi-
al support with attention to cognitive need: administra-
tion stripped down, enrollment automated, the burden
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of communication cut to a minimum, reasonable allow-
ances made for the mental state of a person living in
poverty. Cognitive freedom belongs at the same rank as
economic relief. Only on that footing can global poverty
governance deliver development that lasts, lift people
out of deprivation's psychological shadow, and make
progress hold.
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