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ABSTRACT  Persons with disabilities (PWDs) are disproportionately excluded from livelihood opportunities,
trapping them and their households in perpetual poverty. I study whether a multifaceted program that simul-
taneously strengthens the ultra-poor’s productive, financial, human and social assets alleviates this exclusion.
The program adapts a previously successful anti-poverty intervention to be disability-inclusive. Using a clus-
ter-randomised study in Northern Uganda, I find the program induces a substantial shift from casual labour
to farming and non-farm business, particularly among PWDs. This effect is large enough to close the disabil-
ity participation gap when PWDs are designated as project holders. While the program reduced the social
isolation of persons without disabilities, PWDs’ participation in social activities remained largely unchanged.
I argue that the program’s personal empowerment effects, without sufficient appreciation of the societal bar-
riers faced by PWDs, may reinforce rather than reduce existing prejudicial views. These findings do not
imply disability-inclusive development efforts are futile; rather, they show that deeply entrenched ableism
may not be alleviated by a single programme. The economic gains documented here are themselves substan-
tial and represent a meaningful foundation for future efforts.
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1. Introduction

Persons with disabilities (PWDs), accounting for about 15% of the world population, are dis-
proportionately excluded from livelihood opportunities in both developing and developed coun-
tries (Lewis, Mitra, & Yap, 2022; Mizunoya & Mitra, 2013; Tiwari, Savastano, Winters, &
Improta, 2022). This exclusion traps PWDs and their families in perpetual poverty (Banks,
Kuper, & Polack, 2017; Buckup, 2009; Mitra, Posarac, & Vick, 2013). A key driver of this
exclusion is the stigmatising attitudes towards PWDs sustained by social institutions, which
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restrict their access to economic opportunities and social participation alike. I investigate
whether a multifaceted programme that simultaneously strengthens the ultra-poor’s productive,
financial, human, and social assets can alleviate this exclusion — and whether doing so shifts the
prejudicial views that underpin it.

I study the disability-inclusive ultra-poor graduation programme (DIG), a randomised roll-
out of an adapted anti-poverty intervention targeting ultra-poor households in Northern
Uganda. The generic ultra-poor graduation (UPG) model combines livelihood training, pro-
ductive asset transfers, consumption support, financial literacy, and social cohesion activities.
The DIG adapted this model via a twin-track approach. In the first track, PWDs received per-
sonalised support including rehabilitation services, assistive devices, and work or home adapta-
tions. In the second track, disability inclusion was mainstreamed across all programme
components to ensure that PWDs participated on an equal footing with those without disabil-
ities. The programme thus aimed to empower PWDs economically while simultaneously chal-
lenging the attitudes and norms that exclude them.

The results reveal a sharp asymmetry. On the economic side, the programme induces a sub-
stantial shift from casual wage labour — a refuge occupation of last resort (Daidone, Davis,
Handa, & Winters, 2019) — to farming and non-farm businesses, for both PWDs and those
without disabilities. For PWDs designated as primary project holders, this effect is large enough
to close the disability participation gap in farming. On the social and attitudinal side, however,
the programme has counterintuitive impacts. PWDs’ participation in social activities is
unchanged as a result of the programme, and those without disabilities emerge from the pro-
gramme more likely to view PWDs as lazy and as placing excessive demands on society. I argue
this paradox may reflect confirmation bias — because PWDs’ economic gains were not accom-
panied by greater social contact, those without disabilities had insufficient exposure to appreci-
ate the structural barriers PWDs face, and instead interpreted improved PWD economic
participation as evidence that PWDs had simply not been trying hard enough.

This paper contributes to three strands of literature. First, it adds to a small but growing
body of evidence on livelihood programmes for PWDs. Despite being over-represented among
the ultra-poor, PWDs are routinely screened out of anti-poverty programmes due to assump-
tions about physical capacity or mobility, and directed instead towards welfare assistance. Only
a handful of rigorously evaluated programmes with appropriate accommodations exist: inclu-
sive saving groups increased PWDs’ farming participation in Uganda (Bjorvatn & Tungodden,
2023), and vocational training raised labour market participation in Cambodia (Takasaki,
2024) and Rwanda (Igei, Takio, Aoyagi, & Takasaki, 2021). This paper is among the first to
evaluate a comprehensively adapted version of the UPG model for PWDs. Crucially, my indi-
vidual-level analysis — in contrast to prior household-level studies — reveals that the programme
generated economic spill-over benefits for PWDs even when they were not designated as the
primary project participant, underscoring that PWDs are capable economic agents when given
appropriate support.

Second, the paper contributes to the literature on the effectiveness of the UPG programme.
Evaluations across diverse contexts confirm that the generic programme alleviates household
poverty, predominantly by enabling the ultra-poor to exit casual labour and take up more pro-
ductive occupations (Balboni, Bandiera, Burgess, Ghatak, & Heil, 2022; Bandiera et al., 2017;
Banerjee, Duflo, & Sharma, 2021; Bossuroy et al., 2022).1 Prior studies have focused almost
exclusively on household-level effects and have not explicitly targeted PWDs — beyond small-
scale pilots in the Americas (Sanson, Bielsa, & Shanti Kumar, 2018) and Bangladesh (Shatil,
Kamruzzaman, & Islam, 2023). This paper departs from this tradition by examining the effects
on PWDs, a group that often occupies the lowest position in the household hierarchy and
whose gains are therefore likely to be underestimated in household-level analyses.

Third, the paper contributes to the literature on disability stigma and prejudice reduction.
Interventions aimed at reducing prejudice tend to be more successful at changing discriminatory
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behaviours than at shifting underlying stereotypes, since those who stigmatise continually devise
new ways to rationalise their views (Mousa, 2020; Risch, Angermeyer, & Corrigan, 2005;
Scacco & Warren, 2018; Vuong & Palmer, 2024). This paper shows that stigmatising attitudes
can not only persist but actually intensify in response to PWDs’ economic empowerment — a
finding that extends and complicates prior evidence. Takasaki (2024) found that vocationally
targeted programmes increased PWDs’ self-stigmatisation by making impairments more salient;
this paper documents instead an increase in stigmatising attitudes among those without disabil-
ities. Vuong and Palmer (2024) similarly found that greater social contact with PWDs raised
support for their economic inclusion but reduced support for social inclusion due to concerns
about disrupting the social hierarchy. Together, these findings suggest that economic empower-
ment, without commensurate social contact and attitudinal change among stigma perpetrators,
risks reinforcing the very prejudice it was intended to dispel.

2. Context, intervention and study design
2.1. Economic and social lives of PWDs in Uganda

Disability in this paper follows the International Classification of Functioning, Disability and
Health (ICF). An individual is deemed to have a disability if they have a lot of difficulty or can-
not do at all in at least one of six functional domains (seeing, hearing, walking, cognition, self-
care, communication), identified using Washington Group questions. About 10% of Ugandan
adults are PWDs, with vision and mobility difficulties most prevalent (Kett, Schjoedt, &
Matovu, 2020). Across the country, there exists a substantial disability gap across all occupa-
tions (see Figure Al). PWDs are predominantly employed in subsistence agriculture (74% of
PWDs versus 62% of non-PWDs). Among those with disabilities, formal employment dispro-
portionately favours those with milder or physical disabilities. However, when employed,
PWDs, especially those with cognitive impairments, face the most precarious conditions, includ-
ing outright wage denial (Nyombi & Kibandama, 2014). Fewer than 10% of eligible households
receive formal social protection (Kett et al., 2020; World Bank, 2023), making informal support
networks critical — yet PWDs are routinely excluded from these too.

Ableism shapes PWDs’ social and economic lives in Uganda. For example, previous studies
such as Aley (2016) and Whyte (2020) have documented that disability is sometimes attributed
to ancestral wrongdoing, resulting in avoidance in social settings and exclusion from the mar-
riage market. A recent national survey found nearly 20% of Ugandan parents were uncomfort-
able with their child sharing a classroom with a cognitively impaired peer (Kett et al., 2020). In
response to these stigmatisation, families may hide PWDs or restrict their social participation
to shield them from mistreatment (Masquillier, De Bruyn, & Musoke, 2021). Over time, PWDs
may internalise these attitudes, perceiving themselves as incapable economic and social agents
(Bjorvatn & Tungodden, 2015) — a dynamic that compounds their exclusion and makes it self-
reinforcing.

2.2. Intervention

2.2.1. DIG pillars. The DIG programme examined in this paper was delivered by a consortium
of BRAC Uganda, Humanity and Inclusion (HI), and the National Union of Women with
Disabilities of Uganda (NUWODU). It adapted the generic UPG model via a twin-track
approach. In the first track, PWDs received personalised support (healthcare subsidies, rehabili-
tation services, assistive aids, and work or home adaptations). In the second track, disability
was mainstreamed across all programme components to ensure equal participation. The pro-
gramme targeted women and PWDs within ultra-poor households across four districts in
Northern Uganda.
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DIG’s four reinforcing pillars addressed multiple constraints simultaneously. The social pro-
tection pillar provided temporary cash transfers and linkages to existing social assistance. The
livelihood promotion pillar delivered technical skills training followed by productive asset trans-
fers. The financial inclusion pillar fostered savings behaviour through financial literacy training
and membership in savings groups. The social integration pillar addressed social exclusion
through individualised coaching, life skills training, and cohesion activities.

2.2.2. DIG as an anti-stigma intervention. Beyond alleviating poverty, the DIG programme
was designed to challenge the stigmatising attitudes that sustain PWDs’ exclusion. It sought to
do so through two complementary channels.

The first channel was personal empowerment: skills training, productive asset transfers, assist-
ive devices, rehabilitation services, and individualised coaching were designed to alleviate the
internal constraints that prevent PWDs from engaging in productive activities. Individual devel-
opment plans were regularly reviewed through household coaching, and home and work envi-
ronments were adapted as needed.

The second channel was education and meaningful contact: inclusive saving groups
deliberately integrated PWDs and encouraged them to take leadership roles, creating structured
inter-group contact characterised by equal status, shared goals, and cooperative norms — the
conditions identified by contact theory as necessary to reduce prejudice. PWDs were also
included on Village Poverty Reduction Committees (VPRCs), which served as additional plat-
forms for building PWDs’ self-confidence and raising community awareness of the barriers they
face.

2.2.3. DIG targeting. BRAC identified eligible ultra-poor households across four districts of
Northern Uganda (Kiryandongo, Gulu, Nwoya, Oyam) through proxy means testing. A house-
hold was considered qualified if it met at least three of the five criteria: having a PWD, being
female-headed, having out-of-school children, having poor housing, and having low levels of
productive assets. Within eligible households, a single household member was designated as the
project participant during household selection. This designated project participant would be the
primary recipient of training and assets if the household were allocated to the DIG programme.
Fieldworkers actively encouraged the nomination of women and PWDs to this role; approxi-
mately half of eligible households with PWDs nominated a PWD as project participant.

2.3. Study design

This study builds on a cluster randomised controlled trial (RCT) described in Kipchumba et al.
(2024). The programme could support only 2700 households out of the 5400 eligible house-
holds, prompting a cluster-level lottery. From 156 villages, 185 clusters of 10-75 households
were formed by merging or splitting villages. Within each BRAC branch, clusters were ran-
domly assigned to treatment (96 clusters, 2898 households) or control (89 clusters, 2402 house-
holds). Of these, 3387 households from the 185 clusters were selected for inclusion in the study
via stratified sampling. First, all households with PWDs were included in the study. Secondly,
households without PWDs were sampled at 60% probability within each cluster.

2.3.1. Data. This paper draws on survey data from two waves: a baseline wave conducted in
November 2020, immediately before the intervention, and a follow-up wave conducted in
October 2023, approximately 18 months after programme completion, which covered the entire
study sample. In each survey wave, two categories of respondents were interviewed per house-
hold. The first was the main female respondent (household head or her spouse) who reported
on all working-age members (18-65). The second was an index person — a nominated adult
PWD - who reported on disability-related outcomes. In households where the main female
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respondent had a disability, she would be the household index person. Index person surveys
were not conducted in households without PWDs. In the follow-up survey, concerted efforts
were made to interview the same individuals within a household, where feasible.

This study leverages several unique features built into the two survey waves. First, the house-
hold roster enables the elicitation of the occupation and disability status of adults aged between
18 and 65 years in the household (n = 8436). Secondly, both the main female and the index per-
son were asked a similar set of questions regarding social participation and ableism (n = 3509).
The individual-level data enable the identification of three analytical subgroups: persons with-
out disabilities (PWoD) from households without PWDs (n=6230); PWoD from housecholds
with PWDs (n=1415); and PWDs (n=791). The first two categories are pooled as PWoD in
most analyses.

2.3.2. Outcome measures. This study examines three forms of stigma. Enacted stigma (discrim-
ination) refers to unfair or discriminatory acts by others towards individuals with a stigmatised
attribute. I interpret exclusion from livelihood and social activities as its primary manifesta-
tions. In the labour market, I use individual occupation data reported by the main household
respondent, covering engagement in farming, non-farm business, and paid off-farm work in the
week preceding the survey. For social exclusion, each respondent reported whether they were
consulted in household decisions, participated in social activities such as community meetings,
religious gatherings, or weddings, and visited others in their community in the two weeks pre-
ceding the survey.

Felt stigma captures a stigmatised person’s anticipation of discriminatory treatment — an
internalised awareness that can perpetuate exclusion even in the absence of overt discrimin-
ation. Each respondent evaluated whether others in their community were unfair, disrespectful,
impatient, or held low expectations of them. I aggregate these responses into a perceived stigma
index using polychoric principal component analysis, standardised relative to PWoD in the con-
trol group.

Self-stigma reflects the internalisation of negative societal attitudes. I measure it via two indi-
cators: a dummy for whether the respondent considers themselves a burden to society, and the
10-item Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale. Negatively framed items are reversed before summing,
and the resulting score is standardised relative to PWoD in the control group.

Finally, I assess disability prejudice held by those without disabilities using two dimensions of
the Symbolic Ableism Scale (Friedman & Awsumb, 2019): individualism (the belief that PWDs
are disadvantaged due to insufficient effort) and excessive demands (the belief that PWDs ask
too much of society).” Each dimension is measured via five-point Likert-scale statements and
aggregated using polychoric principal component analysis, standardised relative to PWoD,
whose household members did not have disabilities and their households were in the control

group.

2.3.3. Sample description. Full descriptive statistics are provided in Table Al. Briefly, eight in
ten working-age adults were engaged in income-generating activities at baseline, predominantly
farming (70%) with some non-farm enterprise (20%). Education was low (average of five years),
and the mean age exceeded 30. PWDs were 18-20 percentage points less likely to be engaged in
any specific occupation — a gap consistent with national estimates (Figure Al). PWDs also
faced greater marital instability (5 pp less likely to enter unions; 7 pp more likely to exit them)
and lower social participation. Their perceived stigma index was 0.36 standard deviations above
PWoD levels, and they were nearly twice as likely to view themselves as a burden to society.

2.3.4. Design integrity. Treatment and control households are statistically balanced across all
baseline characteristics (Table A2). Individual-level attrition was approximately 18% — higher
than the 6% household-level rate, reflecting respondent replacement within households — but
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attrition rates were similar across treatment and control clusters for both direct and proxy-
reported individuals (Table A3).

2.3.5. Identification strategy. The primary estimand is the differential intention-to-treat effect’
of the DIG programme among PWDs versus those without disabilities. Although there are two
categories of PWoD, Table Al shows they were broadly similar at baseline except in marital
status; I therefore pool them and contrast their programme response with that of PWDs. The
main estimating equation is:

Yine, =0+ Pi(Tinc) + Bo(Tine X PWDiy) + )

+01 (PWD[lw) + 02 Y[hco + 53%}160 + 54Mihco +io+e
where Yy, is the outcome of individual 7 at time ¢, Yy, its baseline value, Ty, the treatment
assignment of household # in cluster ¢, and PWD;,. a dummy for disability status. Xy, is a vec-
tor of baseline covariates predictive of treatment receipt. Where baseline outcome values are
missing, they are replaced with zero and a missingness dummy M, is included.* Branch fixed
effects 4. account for the stratified randomisation; standard errors are clustered at the cluster
level.

Under this specification, f3; estimates the programme effect among PWoD, f, the additional
effect for PWDs, and their sum f; + 3, the total effect among PWDs. Cluster sizes vary from
10 to 140 individual observations (median 40), making asymptotic inference unreliable
(MacKinnon, Orregaard Nielsen, & Webb, 2023); all reported p-values are therefore based on
wild cluster bootstrap with 9999 replications.

For the prejudice outcomes — which concern attitudes held by those without disabilities — 1
run an auxiliary specification restricted to PWoD, replacing PWD;,. with HHPWDy,., a
dummy indicating whether the respondent lives in a household with at least one PWD. This
allows me to distinguish programme effects on PWoD with and without direct household
exposure to disability.

3. Main results
3.1. Enacted stigma: PWD as economic and social agents

The results in Table 1 show the effects of the DIG program on each household member’s occu-
pation as reported by the primary household respondent. Column 1 indicates the DIG program
did not affect overall labour force participation. Within occupations, however, a more nuanced
pattern emerges. PWoD increased engagement in farming and non-farm businesses by 4-6 pp;
in non-farm businesses, this represents a 19% relative increase. For PWDs — a group historically
excluded from productive livelihoods — the shift is more striking. The DIG program reduced
PWDs’ engagement in casual wage work by 12 pp (33% relative to the control group), while
increasing farming participation. When PWDs were designated project holders, the effect on
farming was large enough to fully close the disability participation gap (Panel C). These are
economically meaningful gains for one of the most marginalised populations in the study set-
ting, and they hold irrespective of the PWD’s role in the household. The results are consistent
with evidence that multiple market failures trap the ultra-poor in casual labour, and that allevi-
ating binding constraints enables a switch to more productive occupations (Balboni et al., 2022;
Bandiera et al., 2017).

Pooling self-reported responses from both the main female respondent and the index person,
Table 2 shows that DIG marginally increased participation in social activities overall — by 7 pp
(12% relative to the control group). However, the effect was concentrated among PWoD: those
without disabilities were 4 pp more likely to visit others in their communities, while PWDs did
not experience a commensurate increase in receiving visitors at home. Cumulatively, the results
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Table 2. Effects of DIG on engagement in social activities

(1) (2 3 “)

Attended social events Visited others Had visitors at home Social inclusion

Treat 0.073 (0.018)*** 0.042 (0.019)** 0.013 (0.015) 0.127 (0.042)***
Treat x PWD —0.030 (0.046) —0.031 (0.040) —0.042 (0.033) —0.100 (0.092)
Treat + Treat x PWD 0.043 (0.044) 0.011 (0.038) —0.028 (0.031) 0.027 (0.090)
PWD control mean 0.563 0.716 0.805 —0.111

PWoD control mean 0.605 0.762 0.825 0.000
Observations 3509 3509 3509 3509

Notes: Dependent variables in this table are dummies except the last column. Column 1 is whether the
respondent was involved in a social event in the last two weeks preceding the survey. Column 2 indicates
whether the respondent visited other households in their community in the last two weeks, while
Column 3 indicates whether the respondent had other persons visiting them at home. Column 4 aggre-
gates the dummy variables listed in the first three columns through principal component analysis and
thus is a continuous variable. The resultant index aggregate is further standardised relative to values of
the participants without disabilities in the control group, separately for each survey wave. Each column
represents a separate regression. Each regression includes randomisation strata (BRAC branch) fixed
effects and the standard errors clustered at the level of randomisation.

*p <.10. ¥*p <.05. ¥**p <.01.

suggest no meaningful change in social participation for PWDs, indicating that the programme
did not generate sufficient contact between the two groups.

3.2. Felt and internalised stigma

PWDs in ultra-poor households face a compounded stigma burden: they carry both the label of
poverty and the label of disability. Consistent with this, PWDs in this study report substantially
higher levels of ill-treatment by others. Yet Column 1 of Table 3 shows no significant improve-
ment in perceived stigma for PWDs after the DIG programme, nor any reduction in felt ill-
treatment among those without disabilities. The programme made little discernible difference to
how the ultra-poor — and PWDs in particular — were treated by their communities.

On self-perception, the picture is more nuanced. Although not statistically significant, point
estimates in Column 3 suggest the programme improved PWDs’ self-esteem scores by up to
0.07 standard deviations, while Column 2 shows a nearly 5 pp increase in the likelihood that
PWDs considered themselves a burden to society. These need not be contradictory: the
Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale captures global self-worth, which may respond positively to new
skills and economic agency, whereas the burden measure reflects a specific social perception
and is more sensitive to persistent stigmatising attitudes in the household and community.
Where the programme clearly succeeded is in building perceived skills: DIG enabled PWDs to
narrow the enterprise management skills gap with PWoD by nearly half (Columns 4 and 5).°

3.3. Prejudice: attitudes towards PWD

Three findings emerge from the preceding analysis: first, DIG improves labour market out-
comes for both PWDs and those without disabilities; second, PWDs’ exclusion from social
activities — whether perceived or actual — does not respond to the intervention; and third,
PWDs’ self-perception shows at best modest improvement despite the alleviation of multiple
human and material constraints. Together, these point to a deeper, persistent barrier: prejudice.
Prevalent negative beliefs about disability can limit PWDs’ social participation directly, as fami-
lies may shield members with disabilities from mistreatment by restricting their movements.
More broadly, how minority groups are treated is inseparable from attitudes and stereotypes
towards them. I therefore examine whether the DIG intervention shifts negative attitudes
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towards PWDs held by those without disabilities, focusing on two domains of the Symbolic
Ableism Scale: individualism (the belief that PWDs’ disadvantage reflects laziness rather than
structural barriers) and excessive demands (the belief that PWDs ask too much of society).

Table 4 shows that DIG did not reduce antagonistic attitudes towards PWDs. If anything,
the programme increased them, with a notable divergence by household disability composition.
Among PWoD from households without a disabled member, DIG increased the likelihood of
believing PWDs place excessive demands on society by up to 0.09 standard deviations (Column
2) and increased the belief that PWDs’ disadvantage reflects laziness rather than structural bar-
riers (Column 1). Among PWoD who live with a PWD, no such change is observed, suggesting
that household-level contact provides some buffer. PWDs’ own views about other PWDs were
similarly unchanged (Columns 3 and 4).

4. Mechanisms

The programme economically empowered PWDs and created structured opportunities for
inter-group contact, yet those without disabilities emerged more — not less — prejudiced. Two
mechanisms could account for this. The first is envy: external resources accruing to a stigma-
tised group may threaten social hierarchies and provoke resentment (Bousquet, Gasten,
Kadigo, Maystadt, & Salemi, 2025). However, the data do not support this. Training opportu-
nities were 25% more accessible to PWoD than PWDs at baseline, and treatment effects on
prejudicial views were unrelated to the relative availability of external support for PWDs across
communities (Figure 1). Envy over programme resources is therefore unlikely to be the mechan-
ism at play.

4.1. Biased belief update

A more plausible explanation is confirmation bias: the tendency to interpret new information in
ways that reinforce existing beliefs, even without deliberate intent. If PWoD already attribute
PWDs’ economic disadvantage to insufficient effort rather than structural barriers, then observ-
ing PWDs enter farming — the occupation most associated with productive engagement in this
setting — would confirm rather than challenge that view. Figure 2 supports this account: DIG
increased negative attitudes towards PWDs most strongly in communities where few PWDs
were initially engaged in farming, and the effect reversed in communities where PWD farming
participation was already high at baseline. Consistent with confirmation bias rather than moti-
vated reasoning, treatment effects show no systematic relationship with stigmatisers’ own base-
line levels of prejudice (Figure A2).

The mechanism operates through the interaction of empowerment and insufficient contact.
The programme increased PWDs’ productive participation, creating a new, higher reference
point for what PWDs could achieve. For PWoD with limited social exposure to PWDs, this sig-
nal was interpreted through an ableist lens: if PWDs can farm, they could always have done so
— their prior exclusion must have reflected choice rather than constraint. Had PWDs’ social par-
ticipation increased in tandem with their economic participation, PWoD might have encoun-
tered the everyday barriers PWDs navigate and updated their beliefs accordingly. Instead, the
absence of meaningful social contact left the confirmatory interpretation unchallenged.

5. Summary and conclusions

PWDs in Northern Uganda face deep and compounded exclusion. They are up to 26 pp less
likely than those without disabilities to participate in any income-generating activity, less likely
to participate in household decisions and community life, and subject to substantial prejudice
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(a) Individualism CATE by PWD Training (b) Excessive Demands CATE by PWD Training

4

DIG CATE on Individualism

i
DIG CATE on Excessive demands

0 2 4 6 8 1 0 2 4 6 8 1
Cluster Baseline PWD: Received any training Cluster Baseline PWD: Received any training
Figure 1. DIG effects by PWD external support at baseline.

Notes: Each subfigure shows the conditional average treatment effects (CATE) of the DIG intervention
on two measures of disability-related prejudice. A separate regression is estimated for each outcome. In
each regression, the dependent variable is the relevant measure of prejudice towards persons with disabil-
ities (PWDs) at endline, reported by individuals without disabilities. The key independent variables are a
dummy for assignment to the DIG intervention and the baseline proportion of PWDs in the community
who received training from external providers — capturing the extent of favouritism towards PWDs and,
by implication, intra-community competition. To estimate the CATE, the DIG intervention dummy is
fully interacted with the baseline training prevalence, and the resulting marginal effects are plotted with
the shaded areas indicating the associated 95% confidence intervals. All regressions include randomisation
strata (BRAC branch) fixed effects, and standard errors are clustered at the randomisation-stratum level.
Source: Author’s calculations based on the experiment survey data.

(a) Individualism CATE by PWD Occupation (b) Excessive Demands CATE by PWD Occupation
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Figure 2. DIG effects by baseline PWD occupation.

Notes: Each subfigure shows the conditional average treatment effects (CATE) of the DIG intervention on
two measures of disability-related prejudice. A separate regression is estimated for each outcome. In each
regression, the dependent variable is the relevant measure of prejudice towards persons with disabilities
(PWDs) at endline, reported by individuals without disabilities. The key independent variables are a dummy
for assignment to the DIG intervention and the baseline proportion of PWDs in the community who were
engaged in farming, capturing the scope for stereotypical assumptions that PWDs are not involved in pro-
ductive occupations by choice. To estimate the CATE, the DIG intervention dummy is fully interacted with
the baseline prevalence of farming among PWDs, and the resulting marginal effects are plotted, with shaded
areas indicating the corresponding 95% confidence intervals. All regressions include randomisation strata
(BRAC branch) fixed effects, and standard errors are clustered at the randomisation stratum level.
Source: Author’s calculations based on the experiment survey data.

from those around them — who neither recognise the structural barriers PWDs face nor
acknowledge their role in perpetuating disadvantage.

This paper studies whether a disability-inclusive ultra-poor graduation programme can break
this cycle, using the randomised roll-out of the DIG programme across four districts in
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Northern Uganda. The economic results are striking. The programme shifted PWDs out of cas-
ual wage labour and into farming and non-farm businesses, with effects large enough to close
the disability participation gap in farming when PWDs held project-holder status. PWDs also
reported improved enterprise management and financial skills. For a population as marginal-
ised and as routinely excluded from development programming as PWDs, these gains are sub-
stantial and significant in their own right.

The social and attitudinal results tell a different story. PWDs’ participation in social activities
remained unchanged, their perceived stigma was unaffected, and those without disabilities
emerged from the programme more likely — not less — to view PWDs as lazy and as placing exces-
sive demands on society. I attribute this to confirmation bias operating in the absence of sufficient
social contact: because PWDs’ economic gains were not matched by greater social engagement
with PWoD, those without disabilities had little basis to question their prior beliefs. Instead, they
interpreted PWDs’ improved economic participation as evidence that PWDs had simply not been
trying hard enough, reinforcing rather than dismantling the ableist views that sustain exclusion.

These findings carry two lessons for policy. First, economic empowerment of PWDs is both
feasible and necessary, and should not be abandoned because attitudinal change is difficult.
Second, personal empowerment alone is insufficient — and can be counterproductive when not
accompanied by mechanisms that shift the beliefs of those perpetuating stigma. Sustained
reductions in disability prejudice require longer time horizons, more intensive contact and edu-
cation components, and deliberate engagement with stigma perpetrators as a primary target
rather than an afterthought. Addressing ableism, like addressing gender discrimination, requires
more than any single programme can deliver. The economic achievements documented here
represent a meaningful starting point; building on them demands attention to the social and
attitudinal barriers that remain.

Notes

1. A multi-country study found the programme increased asset holdings, incomes, savings, and food security
(Banerjee et al., 2015). More recent work has sought to disentangle programme components (Banerjee, Karlan,
Osei, Trachtman, & Udry, 2022; Bossuroy et al., 2022; Sedlmayr, Shah, & Sulaiman, 2020), consistently finding
that synergy among components, rather than any single element, drives well-being gains.

2. A more objective measure would be the Implicit Association Test (IAT). I focus on explicit prejudice using the
Symbolic Ableism Scale for three reasons: implicit measures do not consistently outperform explicit ones in
predicting discriminatory behaviour (Schimmack, 2021); attributing discrimination to implicit bias reduces
perpetrators’ accountability (Cameron, Payne, & Knobe, 2010; Daumeyer, Onyeador, Brown, & Richeson, 2019);
and adapting the IAT for a low-literacy context was not feasible.

3. The randomisation targeted approximately 1:1 treatment-to-control allocation, but slightly more households were
assigned to treatment to account for anticipated attrition from a staggered roll-out. In practice, treatment
reached only 80% of those assigned to it; estimates are therefore best interpreted as lower bounds of the average
treatment effect.

4. Social participation, felt stigma, and self-stigma were elicited only from direct respondents at baseline but from
all respondents at follow-up. Missing baseline values are imputed with the control-group mean within the
randomisation stratum, separately for PWoD and PWDs.

5. This study relies on respondents’ self-assessed skill levels. Evidence suggests that perceived skills predict
individual outcomes as strongly as actual skill levels (Gonzédlez-Jiménez, 2022; Reuben, Wiswall, & Zafar, 2017).
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Table A2. Baseline characteristics balance

Destigmatising Disabilities

17

Treat +
Treat Treat x PWD  treat x PWD  Observations
Engaged in any IGA 0.002(0.011) —0.009(0.041)  —0.007(0.040) 8427
Worked on HH farm 0.006(0.014) —0.020(0.040)  —0.014(0.039) 8427
Worked for pay —0.002(0.016) 0.017(0.044) 0.015(0.041) 8427
Worked HH business 0.026(0.015)*  —0.005(0.035) 0.021(0.036) 8427
Consulted HH decisions 0.032(0.030) —0.068(0.049)  —0.036(0.037) 1092
Attended social events 0.020(0.027) —0.054(0.045)  —0.035(0.040) 1092
Visit others 0.013(0.032) —0.031(0.052)  —0.017(0.045) 1092
Had visitors at home —0.004(0.032) —0.003(0.051)  —0.007(0.038) 1092
Social inclusion 0.033(0.084) —0.103(0.146)  —0.069(0.127) 1092
Perceived stigma —0.022(0.083) —0.040(0.121)  —0.062(0.101) 1092
Consider him/herself burden 0.021(0.042) —0.017(0.063) 0.004(0.045) 1092
Very good at business management 0.021(0.042) —0.017(0.063) 0.004(0.045) 1092
Very good at finance management 0.021(0.042) —0.017(0.063) 0.004(0.045) 1092
Individualism 0.047(0.035) 0.083(0.081) 0.129(0.084) 3687
Excessive demands —0.040(0.036) 0.006(0.081)  —0.034(0.083) 3687
Received any training 0.020(0.012)* 0.016(0.031) 0.036(0.031) 8432
Has alot of difficulty seeing —0.001(0.001) 0.043(0.029) 0.042(0.029) 8432
Has alot of difficulty hearing 0.000(0.001) 0.003(0.027) 0.003(0.027) 8432
Has alot of difficulty walking —0.001(0.001) —0.034(0.041) —0.035(0.041) 8432
Has alot of difficulty remembering 0.001(0.001) —0.030(0.036)  —0.029(0.036) 8432
Has alot of difficulty with self-care 0.000(0.001) —0.000(0.024)  —0.000(0.024) 8432
Has alot of difficulty communicating  —0.001(0.001) 0.010(0.029) 0.009(0.029) 8432
DIG project holder 0.010(0.008) —0.043(0.042)  —0.033(0.039) 8432
Female 0.003(0.009) 0.030(0.044) 0.033(0.042) 8432
Age —0.410(0.258) —0.807(1.093) —1.216(1.032) 8432
Married currently 0.012(0.016) —0.033(0.044)  —0.020(0.045) 8432
Married previously —0.002(0.010) 0.005(0.031) 0.003(0.031) 8432
Never married —0.010(0.012) 0.028(0.039) 0.017(0.038) 8432
Years of education 0.157(0.112) 0.188(0.286) 0.345(0.276) 8420

Notes: Table shows baseline difference between treatment and control group. Each row represents a sep-
arate regression where the corresponding baseline value is regressed against the full interaction of treat-
ment status dummy and the study subgroup categories. Column 1 represents difference between
treatment and control among household without PWDs. Column 2 shows the additional treatment dif-
ference of persons without disabilities (PWoD) but drawn from households with PWDs. Column 3
shows the additional treatment difference among PWDs. Perceived stigma, individualism and excessive
demands are standardised aggregate measures. Section 2.3.2 explains how these standardised outcomes
are generated. Each regression includes randomisation strata (BRAC branch) fixed effects and the stand-

ard errors clustered at the level of randomisation.
*p <.10. ¥*p <.05. ¥**p <.01.
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Table A3. Likelihood of attrition

I (D 2 3)

All Direct respondents Proxy reported
Treat 0.009 (0.013) 0.002 (0.015) 0.014 (0.016)
Treat x PWD —0.019 (0.030) —0.005 (0.033) —0.051 (0.091)

Treat + treat x PWD
PWD control mean
PWoD control mean
Observations

—0.010 (0.031)
0.154
0.184
8432

—0.004 (0.030)
0.148
0.125
3687

—0.037 (0.092)
0.200
0.223
4743

Notes: Dependent variable in this table are dummies. Column 1 is whether a specific household member
attrited in the follow up survey. Column 2 is whether the survey respondent attrited in the follow up
survey. Column 3 concerns household members who were not responding to the survey directly. Each
column represents a separate regression. Each regression includes randomisation strata (BRAC branch)
fixed effects and the standard errors clustered at the level of randomisation.
*p <.10. **p <.05. ¥***p <.01.

A2. Appendix figures
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Figure Al. Disability gap in economic activities.
Notes: This graph quantifies the participation gap due to disability. The underlying data are derived from
the 2019 Uganda National Household Survey (UNHS) (Uganda Bureau of Statistics [UBOS], 2021) and
the DIG baseline data. For each dataset, an individual’s engagement in a specific economic activity over
the past week is regressed on their disability status. Each regression adjusts for sex, age, and whether s/he
is the household head. Further, the regression also includes household fixed effects. Standard error clus-
tered at the primary sampling unit. Restricted to those aged 18-65 years. Estimates from the UNHS
(2019) data are further restricted to rural PSUs. The error bars show the 95% confidence intervals of the
coefficients corresponding to the disability dummy.
Source: Author’s calculations based on the experiment survey data and the 2019 Uganda National
Household Survey (UNHS) (UBOS, 2021).
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(a) By Baseline Individualism (b) By Baseline Individualism
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Figure A2. DIG effects by baseline stigmatising attitudes.

Notes: Each subfigure shows the conditional average treatment effects (CATE) of the DIG intervention
on two measures of disability-related prejudice. The effects are estimated separately for each outcome.
They show how treatment effects vary by baseline levels of prejudice held by individuals without disabil-
ities. In each regression, the dependent variable is the endline measure of prejudice towards persons with
disabilities (PWDs), reported by non-disabled individuals. The main independent variables are a DIG
intervention dummy and the individual’s baseline level of prejudice. The CATE is obtained by fully inter-
acting the intervention dummy with baseline prejudice. The resulting marginal effects are plotted. Shaded
areas show the 95% confidence intervals. All regressions include randomisation strata (BRAC branch)
fixed effects. Standard errors are clustered at the level of randomisation.

Source: Author’s calculations based on the experiment survey data.
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