
visit than FPU, because
they have either low
costs for these pro g r a m
functions (UMATI) or a
high number of visits
over which they divide
these costs (SDA). In the
latter case, the high com-
pensation of agents in

SDA likely results in a large number of vis-
its per agent. When training and supervi-
sion costs are high, as they are in both SDA
and FPU, a large number of visits is nec-
essary to generate a reasonably low cost
per visit. This is the case for SDA but not
FPU. SDA’s higher compensation is more
than offset by its higher number of visits,
resulting in a much lower cost per visit at
SDA than at FPU.

Conclusions 
When only payments for agents are 
c o n s i d e red, FPU has the lowest cost per
visit. However, when other costs are taken
into account, FPU turns out to have the
highest cost per visit. This is because low
compensation results in a low number of
visits; the indirect effect is high costs per
visit, when the costs of supervision and
training are taken into consideration.

In the three programs we analyzed, re-
muneration was positively associated with
the number of agent visits. Although agents
in both UMATI and FPU receive only in-
kind compensation, the higher payments
in UMATI are associated with a gre a t e r
number of visits per agent than occur in
FPU. In SDA, the program in which agents
a re paid a salary, visits are far more nu-
m e rous. However, we were unable to con-
t rol for factors that affect job performance
over and above those analyzed in this arti-
cle. Program factors that are hard to mea-
s u re, such as the loyalty of workers and
their willingness to work long hours with
small re w a rds, simply cannot be capture d
in this kind of analysis. More o v e r, the
g reater amounts spent on training and su-
pervision in SDA and FPU may have had
a positive impact on both the number of vis-
its and their quality. Previous re s e a rch, how-
e v e r, indicates that reducing supervisory
visits may not affect agent performance.8
This is because supervisors may use their
visits to collect revenue and resupply agents
rather than to provide them with motiva-
tion to improve their output. However, re-
s e a rch from Mali suggests that re f re s h e r
training may have a positive impact on the
performance of CBD agents.9

The UMATI program has the lowest
cost per visit because it has consistent poli-
cies re g a rding remuneration, training and

tion in costs per visit (Table 5).* This oc-
curs because indirect effects dominate;
that is, the larger number of visits made
by more highly compensated agents more
than outweighs any increase in costs that
arises because agents are more highly
paid. By contrast, when training and su-
pervision costs are low (as in UMATI), the
cost per visit varies little by difference in
compensation of agents.

One possible explanation for these fin d-
ings is that agents respond to increases in
compensation by working longer hours
and making additional visits, and that
training and supervision may affect the
quality of visits without increasing their
quantity. This explanation seems reason-
able, given that the number of visits is
largest in SDA, the organization with the
highest compensation per agent, and
smallest in FPU, the organization that has
the lowest compensation per agent. 

The important conclusion from this part
of the analysis is that the impact of agent
remuneration on cost per visit cannot be
evaluated by focusing on compensation
alone. When the effects of supervision and
training costs are taken into consideration,
U M ATI and SDA have lower costs per

supervision. Remuneration is low because
agents are volunteers and select their own
hours of work. At the same time, in de-
signing its supervision and training strate-
gies, the organization either explicitly or
implicitly recognizes that its agents do not
work full-time. Supervision and training
strategies are low-cost and are consistent
with a program that does not have very
high output per worker.

By contrast, FPU pays its agents little,
and like UMATI workers, they select how
much time they wish to spend working.
H o w e v e r, FPU’s high costs of supervision
and training seem inconsistent with a pro-
gram that employs workers who receive
little compensation. SDA has high pay-
ments to agents, and spends about the
same per agent on supervision and train-
ing as does FPU. However, it makes more
sense for SDA to invest in training and su-
pervision, as its agents produce more out-
put and work for a longer time.

Costs vary in these programs, and
much of the variation may be explained
by policies not associated with remuner-
ation; this is apparent in that the two pro-
grams that pay agents in-kind have very
d i ff e rent cost stru c t u res. This finding sug-
gests that a broad focus should be taken
in examining costs of CBD pro g r a m s .
While it is important to examine the im-
pact of remuneration, such a focus may be
too narrow. For example, programs may
spend little on remuneration but larg e
amounts on training or supervision. The
challenge is not simply how to compen-
sate agents so as to get the most output per
dollar spent on compensation. The larg-
er concern is how to allocate funds for the
CBD program among the various strate-
gies for improving performance: agent
compensation, supervision, and agent and
supervisor training. Some programs that
spend little on compensation might im-
p rove performance by spending more on
compensation but less on training or su-
pervision. For example, FPU could con-
sider using more of its budget to com-
pensate agents while reducing other costs.

Our results have important implications
for the financial sustainability of CBD pro-
grams. In preparing for declines in donor
funding, programs need to take a broad-
er approach than simply slashing salaries
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Ta ble 5. Simulated cost per visit, assuming different levels of costs
and varying number of visits

Cost of supervision Level of remuneration and visits per agent
and training Low (FPU) Medium (UMATI) High (SDA)

High (SDA) $2.97 $2.43 $1.65

Low (UMATI) 1.28 1.09 1.20
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Payments to supervisors

Payments to CBD agents

Figure 1. Av e r age cost per visit, by pro g r a m
component

Cost

* We use supervision and training costs for SDA even
though these costs are higher for FPU. This is because
t h e re is wide variation in the annual costs per agent
trained in FPU but not in SDA (or in UMATI). Thus, even
if reported costs for training are too high for FPU, the im-
plications of changing remuneration are the same, as-
suming the somewhat lower training and supervision
costs of SDA.




