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Implementation of a New Country-Wide Social Safety-Net Program:  

The Jamaica PATH Program   

Part A  

Jamaica is an island country in the Caribbean that obtained its independence from Great Britain in 1962.  Its 

2.8 million residents live on 4,240 square miles (10,990 square kilometers), spread across 14 parishes. Kingston, 

with a population of 970,000, is the capital and largest city.
1
  The World Bank classifies Jamaica as an upper 

middle-income country.
2
 Its economy is heavily dependent on the service industry, particularly tourism and 

financial and insurance services, but the agricultural, mining, and manufacturing sectors are also important.  It is a 

mixed economy, and the government has been actively pursuing a program of structural reforms and initiatives to 

grow the market sector. 

The Jamaican economy has seen a number of ups and downs over the past twenty years as international 

economic conditions fluctuated and the country experienced its most serious drought in seventy years.  By the end 

of the 1990s the economy was in a period of negative growth and the well-being of the poor had decreased 

significantly–despite the country’s extensive social safety net.      

Jamaica defines poverty in terms of income.  The poverty level is determined by the cost of a “minimum 

socially adequate food budget” scaled up by a multiplier that is the inverse of the share of a family’s budget spent 

on food.
3
  In 2002, the poverty rate for individuals was 19.7% and for households was 14.4%.  The poverty rate 

varied considerably across the country, ranging from 7.2% for households in Kingston to 19.3% for households in 

rural areas.
4
 

In the late 1990s, the Jamaican government began rethinking its approach to poverty alleviation.  By this time 

the country’s social safety net had grown to comprise 45 programs run through 12 ministries.  There were multiple 

school-based programs, labor market programs, income support programs, subsidized medicine programs and one 

housing program.  Despite the breadth of initiatives, a World Bank study found that the effectiveness of the 

programs was low.
5
  The programs were poorly targeted in three ways. First, they provided benefits to many non-

                                                           
1
 For a map of Jamaica and its parishes, see Appendix A. 

2
 The World Bank, Jamaica, http://www.worldbank.org/en/country/jamaica. 

3
 See Appendix B for a detailed description of poverty level determination in Jamaica. 

4
 See Appendix C for details. 

5
 Data provided to author by the Jamaica Planning Institute.  Do N
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poor families and individuals while failing to provide benefits to many of the poor.  Second, many of the poor were 

unaware of support they might have received or unable to afford the costs of getting access to the benefits. Third, 

where programs did reach the poor, the level of benefits was often too low to lift these families or individuals out 

of poverty. 

In 2001 the government chose to streamline its social safety net through the creation of the PATH Program– 

Programme of Advancement Through Health and Education–and delivering it through one Ministry –the Ministry 

of Labour and Social Security.  PATH was based on the conditional cash transfer programs initially developed in 

Mexico and later replicated in many countries.  The central idea behind conditional cash transfer programs was 

that individuals received financial support from the government contingent on participating in certain activities, 

specifically sending their children to school on a regular basis and taking them for routine well-child care.
6
  Jamaica 

chose to develop its programs for families with children 17-years-old and younger.  Mothers would be issued a 

health card and would be required to take their very youngest children for well-baby and well-child health care 

check-ups on a regular basis to ensure that they were on-target developmentally and receiving the appropriate 

immunizations.
7
 

 

 

 

Children over six-years-of-age were required to attend a government funded school and to be present at least 

85% of the days during an academic year.  If mothers and children met these requirements, checks would be 

mailed to the mother. 

Determining Eligibility for PATH 

There are two common ways to measure poverty, each with its own strengths and limitations.  The first is 

income poverty–measured by annual income relative to a standard reflecting what is considered to be the line 

between poor and non-poor.  The second is consumption poverty, determined by measuring what people are able 

to consume over the course of a year.  Consumption-based poverty measures are routinely used in developing 

countries and are preferred over income-based measures for a number of reasons: 

The main theoretical reason is that estimates of current consumption are more likely 

than estimates of current income to provide a reliable estimate of a household’s long-

run standard of living. …current income may be more subject to temporary shocks, 

especially if households engage in predominantly agricultural and self-employment 

                                                           
6
 The PATH Program initially included conditional cash transfer initiatives for the elderly, disabled, and pregnant and lactating 

women. These were later changed to case programs not contingent on behavior and are not discussed in this case. 
7
 Ministry of Labour and Social Security, http://www.mlss.gov.jm/pub/index.php?artid=55. 

Benefit Category: Children Required Number of Health Visits: 

Birth to 6 months 3 visits, once every 2 months 

7 to 72 months Once every 6 months 
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activities.  In contrast, consumption can be smoothed to some extent by saving and 

borrowing.
8
 

Despite using an income poverty measure to determine overall poverty rates, the Jamaican government chose 

to use a different strategy to measure eligibility for the PATH Program. They developed an application form that 

gathered data on a number of characteristics of household members and of the households themselves.  Using 

applicant responses to questions about such things as educational attainment of the household head and 

ownership of specific assets, they determined an eligibility score.
9
    

Jamaican mothers, who had heard about the new PATH Program and believed they were eligible for it, would 

be required to travel to their local parish government office to apply–the Ministry of Labour and Social Security 

(MLSS).  Local administrative officials at the MLSS would explain the program, answer questions and collect 

completed applications to send to the national government’s Ministry of Labour and Social Security.  As can be 

seen from the map of Jamaica and information on the size of each parish, for some families this would involve 

travelling a considerable distance.  The central government’s Ministry of Labour and Social Security would then 

enter data from the applications into a computer where they would be analyzed according to the algorithm 

developed to determine eligibility.  Applicant families would then be notified by mail of their eligibility status. 

Once they were notified of their eligibility for the PATH Program, families would need to register for the 

program, send their children to school and take them for health care visits.  The National Ministry of Labour and 

Social Security would be responsible for sending lists of registered children to schools and health centers to get 

confirmation of compliance with the requirements for school attendance and health care visits.  These lists were to 

be delivered monthly.   Schools and health centers would record attendance and visit information and the lists 

would be returned to the Central MLSS office.  Staff in the Central MLSS office would determine which eligible 

mothers had earned payments, write the checks, and mail them to the parish post office. 

The intention was that checks would reach the post offices by the 14
th

 of every month where mothers would 

pick them up.  Mothers would then be able to cash the checks.
10

 

Implementing and Assessing the PATH Program 

Donald Williams, a staff member at the Planning Institute of Jamaica, was part of the team responsible for 

setting up and assessing the operations of the PATH Program.  He had worked in the Jamaican Planning Institute 

for a number of years and knew that the political stakes were high.  After all, even though the current 45 programs 

were not well targeted, many families were benefiting from them and would be unhappy when their benefits were 

discontinued—and many government bureaucrats who were benefiting from their role in delivering these 

programs would be losing this part of their portfolio.  On the other hand, if the government couldn’t deliver the 

                                                           
8
 Dan Levy and Jim Ohls, “Evaluation of Jamaica’s PATH Program: Final Report,” Mathematica Policy Research, Inc., March 2007. 

9
 Prior to implementation of the PATH Program, the government conducted a household survey with a consumption model and 

used information from the responses to develop an algorithm that could reliably determine eligibility based on a small number 
of items. 
10

 For a flowchart of the PATH Programme process, see Appendix E. 
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benefits to poor families under the new program, rates of poverty and hardship would remain unacceptably high 

and the political repercussions might be substantial.   

Williams knew that getting the new PATH Programme off the ground would be a complicated process.  It 

would involve dismantling the 45 programs that had been in place for some time and working with the national 

and local governments to set up the new program.  It would also involve working with local schools, health centers 

and hospitals. 

He knew that many of the country’s poor families, particularly those in the rural areas, were so busy trying to 

survive that they had little time to pay attention to national news and, as a result, would not learn about the new 

PATH program for a long time.  On the other hand, he knew that the community health workers were highly 

respected by local residents and were working effectively in most rural areas.  He thought he might be able to rely 

on them to help get the program off the ground in the more remote areas of the country.  This made him wonder 

who else he might be able to reach out to for support. 

Williams also knew that many local parish governments were weak and would have difficulty implementing a 

quick start-up of the new program.   But he wasn’t certain what the key problems might be or how to address 

them.  He needed someone on his team who could help him think about implementation–how to identify where 

there were challenges that needed to be addressed and what the characteristics and magnitude of those 

challenges were.  And he needed this information quickly.  He didn’t want the program to fail because they hadn’t 

thought carefully about how to implement it. 

Imagine that it is 2002 and the program is about to be started.  Williams has reached out to you, because of 

your experience conducting evaluations and your deep understanding of formative, process and impact 

evaluations as well as other evidence generating research strategies.  He has asked you to present to his working 

group your ideas on how you would assess the implementation of PATH.  Time and resources are limited, so you 

will need to anticipate where problems are most likely to occur and how you will assess their characteristics and 

magnitudes.  But you also need to be alert to unanticipated challenges to implementation and have a plan for 

assessing those.   You have only a short time to prepare your strategy.  What will you and your team propose? 
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Appendix A: Map of Jamaica 
 

 

Jamaica is divided into 14 parishes, which are grouped into three historic counties that have no political 
significance. 

 

Source: Map of Jamaica Parishes, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Parishes_of_Jamaica; Table based on data from: 
http://www.scuba-diving-smiles.com/map-of-jamaica.html.   

 

 MAP NO. COUNTIES AND PARISHES CAPITAL SQ. KM  SQ. MI   POPULATION 

Green Cornwall County     

1 Hanover Lucea 450 174 67,037 

2 St. Elizabeth Black River 1,212 468 146,404 

3 St. James Montego Bay 595 230 175,527 

4 Trelawney Falmouth 875 338 73,066 

5 Westmoreland Savanna-la-Mer 807 312 138,947 

           

 Middlesex County         

6 Clarendon May Pen 1,196 462 237,024 

7 Manchester Mandeville 830 320 185,801 

8 St. Ann St. Ann's Bay 1,213 468 166,762 

9 St. Catherine Spanish Town 1,193 460 482,308 

10 St. Mary Port Maria 611 236 111,466 

           

 Surrey County         

11 Kingston Kingston 25 8 96,052 

12 Portland Port Antonia 814 314 80,205 

13 St. Andrew Half Way Tree 453 166 555,820 

14 St. Thomas Morant Bay 743 287 91,604 

           

 Total   10,991 4,243 2,607,632 
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Appendix B: Data on Poverty11 
 

Incidence of Poverty …Per Adult Equivalent Method 

 2002 2003 2004 

Region Individual Household I H I H 

KMA   10.3 7.2 14.6 9.7 14.3 10.8 

Other Towns 18.6 12.8 15.8 12.1 7.8 5.2 

Rural Areas 25.5 19.3 24.2 20.0 22.1 15.8 

Jamaica 19.7 14.4 19.1 14.8 16.9 12.0 

 

Distribution of Poverty 2002-2004 

 2002 2003 2004 

Region Individual Household I H I H 

KMA  15.8 16.2 12.8 12.6 26.3 29.7 

Other Towns 15.7 14.7 13.2 12.2 9.0 8.9 

Rural Areas 68.5 69.1 74.0 75.2 64.7 61.4 

Jamaica 100 100 100 100 100 100 

 

 Prevalence of Poverty by Parish 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

                                                           
11

 Data provided by the Jamaica Planning Institute. 

Parish 1998 2002 2008 

Kingston 12.6 18.3 14.5 

St. Andrew 7.7 14.8 8.7 

St. Thomas 9.4 28.7 14.4 

Portland 18.3 32.2 17.3 

St. Mary 38.4 27.2 21.3 

St. Ann 22.5 37.0 12.5 

Trelawny 18.3 31.3 19.0 

St. James 8.9 12.9 8.5 

Hanover 13.3 14.1 15.5 

Westmoreland 33.3 18.7 10.7 

St. Elizabeth 18.4 20.0 30.6 

Manchester 11.7 24.4 15.3 

Clarendon 13.3 27.2 15.0 

St. Catherine 8.2 6.2 7.5 

Jamaica 15.9 19.7 12.3 Do N
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Appendix C: Path Brochure 

 

 
Source: Courtesy of the Jamaica Planning Institute 
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Appendix D: Government of Jamaica Application for Social Assistance 
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Appendix E: Flowchart 
 

HOUSEHOLD MLSS PARISH OFFICE MLSS MAIN OFFICE SCHOOLS HEALTH CLINICS 

Learn about program         

Make guesses about 
eligibility         

          

Go to Parish office 
Answer questions about 
PATH       

  
Help applicants complete 
application       

  
Send applications to 
main MLSS office Enter application data     

    Calculate Eligibility     

 Learn of acceptance         

 
  

Send acceptances to 
individuals/families who 
qualify     

Enroll Enroll eligible families Enter enrollment data     

          

Get health care   
Send list of enrolled to 
appropriate clinics   

Gather information on 
health care received by 
individuals on the list 

Send children to school   
Send list of enrolled to 
appropriate schools 

Gather information on 
school attendance by 
individuals on the list   

    
 

Send information to 
main office 

Send information to 
main office 

  Prepare checks   

  Mail checks   

 Pick up checks at Post 
Office         
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