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IN A WORLD BANK PUBLICATION on the per-
ception of poverty by the poor and on the
voices of the poor, Narayan et al. (2000) iden-
tify four critical elements of poverty reduction
strategies: start with the poor people’s reality;
invest in the organizational capacity of the
poor ;  change soc ia l  norms ;  and  support
development entrepreneurs. The World Bank’s
agenda for action, as developed in Globalization,
Growth,  and Poverty  (World Bank,  2002),
however, gives priority to trade negotiations
and to poor countries’ investment climate – two
themes that never appeared in the analysis of
Narayan et al. of what the poor had to say on
poverty. If indeed economic growth dominates
world talks on poverty, these words are not
coming from the poor.

Can this gap between the voices of the poor
and the dominant poverty reduction strategies
be reduced? Can poverty reduction be at the
same time consistent with the four critical ele-
ments of Narayan et al. (2000) and with the
increasingly integrated free-trade world focused
on growth? Through the study of a comedor pop-
ular (communal kitchen) in Lima, Peru, this
article investigates the extent to which the

answer to these questions is positive. It is found
that when the words “institutions”, “productiv-
ity” and “poverty” are analyzed in their broad
and complex meaning, they suddenly appear to
be more relevant to the reality of the poor. “Pro-
ductivity” is indeed what poor people need to
get out of poverty. And they therefore need
institutions that support them in being produc-
tive. This article documents the potential of a
specific micro-level institution to increase the
productivity of poor women, helping them to
take some steps out of the misery in which they
live.

The first section of this article briefly reviews
the literature on economic growth and poverty,
in order to establish the relationships between
institutions, productivity (the major source of
growth) and poverty. The second section pre-
sents comedores populares as institutions, or more
precisely as community-based organizations.
This section also studies a specific comedor, with
a focus on its  impact on poverty through
increasing productivity at the micro level. The
third section discusses the findings and provides
some directions for further research, and the
final section concludes.

1 The author is Assistant Professor in the School of Public Administration.  This article arose from research sup-
ported by the International Development Research Centre on International Trade Agreements and the Peruvian
Electricity Sector (Pineau, 2003). Research assistance from Marion Brulot is acknowledged. I am grateful to
the Editorial Board of the International Productivity Monitor for their comments. An unabridged version of the
text is posted along with this article at www.csls.ca under Publications and the International Productivity Mon-
itor.  Email: ppineau@uvic.ca. 
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The Triangle: Institutions – 
Productivity – Poverty

Growth Strategies: Investment 
and Productivity

Economic growth has been intensively studied
since the contributions of Tinbergen and Solow.2

Their major contribution was to initiate the analy-
sis of growth in terms of its two sources, invest-
ment and productivity. A growth accounting
literature has followed (Jorgenson, 1995), looking
at output in relation to the three main types of
investment (inputs): capital inputs (tangible, or
physical assets, and intangible assets, such as
human capital); labour inputs; and intermediate
inputs (raw material, energy). The ratio of output
to input measures productivity. An increase in pro-
ductivity allows more output to be produced with
the same level of input (or the same output with
less input).

Fostering economic development (growth)
therefore entails strategies facilitating capital
investment, job creation, use of raw materials
and energy, and productivity improvements.
Economic growth, as it can be expected, is
linked to lower poverty incidence. Indeed, it
would require an exceptionally unfair society
to increase poverty incidence while becoming
wealthier on average. Much econometric evi-
dence has been gathered showing that growth
correlates with lower poverty.3 Policies to fos-
ter growth are consequently put forward in a
poverty reduction context, based on the confi-
dence in growth in reducing poverty, but also
on the political difficulties linked to other
poverty reduction strategies (such as redistri-
bution policies).4

Freer trade and more open investment climates
are among these policies, and international insti-
tut ions  act ive ly  implement  them. Pol icy
researchers have also recently focused their atten-
tion on productivity to reduce poverty, especially
since productivity “is the most important source
of long-term economic growth” (Sharpe, 2002).
In a world with limited available capital, espe-
cially for developing countries, and rapid popula-
tion growth, productivity increases are the only
source of growth that can lead to a sustainable
expansion of income per capita. Indeed, in the
long run and at the aggregate level, other sources
of growth cannot result in significant per capita
increases, as the additional output from these
sources is proportional to additional inputs,
which expand mostly with population growth.
This leaves per capita income unchanged, unless
higher productivity is achieved.

Although not always recognized in the litera-
ture on poverty,5 productivity is increasingly
acknowledged as being central to poverty reduc-
tion. For instance, CSLS (2003) makes a strong
case for productivity increases as a tool to reduce
poverty, while Klein (2003) and Rodrik (2002)
explore the determinants of productivity in a
poverty reduction context. We briefly review
these contributions to underscore the impor-
tance of productivity and the supporting role of
institutions.

CSLS (2003) looks at the limited econometric
literature on productivity and poverty. The main
findings reviewed are that increased productiv-
ity reduces poverty by lowering the price of
goods, which become cheaper because of the
productivity gains; and that a reverse relation-
ship exists between the two variables, i.e. pov-

2 See Klaassen, Koyck and Witteveen (1959) for selected papers by Jan Tinbergen, and Solow (1970) for his
exposition of growth theory. Jones (2002) provides an introduction to growth theory.

3 A summary of this evidence can be found in CSLS (2003).

4 See Dagdeviren, van der Hoeven and Weeks (2002) for some evidence on the effectiveness of redistribu-
tion policies on reducing poverty.

5 Two recent books on poverty reduction strategies (Wilson, Kanji and Braathen, 2001 and Townsend and
Gordon, 2002) do not even list “productivity” in their indexes.
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erty has a negative impact on productivity. Their
own analysis, following their literature review, is
based on different time-series data sets of mac-
roeconomic indicators for developing countries.
It establishes a link between poverty reduction
and productivity.

Klein (2003) develops policy recommenda-
tions to reduce poverty, essentially through
more productive jobs. The core of his recom-
mendations is to set-up “capable institutions”.
He views three main institutions as crucial: mar-
kets,  f irms, and government. Markets are
described as spontaneous, firms “spread best
practices and productive jobs to areas where the
poor live” and the government’s role is to estab-
lish the right regulatory framework for capable
(productive) firms to emerge. The contribution
of Klein revolves around institutions, although
only at the macro level.

Rodrik (2002) discusses growth using the
standard sources of growth, with a look at its
“deeper determinants”, which he identifies as
geography, trade integration, and institutions.
These determinants are analyzed to show how
they affect investment and productivity, and
hence growth. It is argued that institutions do
matter to provide the adequate market frame-
work (through property rights, fiscal and trade
policies, laws and conflict management).

The economic literature mentioned in this
section recognizes the sources of growth and
gives specific attention to productivity. In this
context, Klein and Rodrik have recognized insti-
tutions as being an important determinant of
productivity.6 This stream of literature is how-
ever not filling the gap between the “voices of
the poor” that Narayan et al. (2000) have ana-
lyzed and the macro-level institutions that are
discussed. Productivity must appear at a micro

level if it is to be reflected in macroeconomic
indicators. Indeed, as Beverley Carlson puts it
“economic solutions in themselves are not
enough and... productivity and social develop-
ment depend as much on changing human fac-
tors as on economic policy” (Carlson, 1999:10).
We therefore focus in this article on a more tan-
gible strategy in which productivity flourishes, a
strategy embedded in human factors.

Definition and Measurement 
of Institutions, Poverty and 
Productivity

Institutions influence productivity, and pro-
ductivity is an important factor in poverty
reduction. These concepts and relationships are
not only widely accepted by economists, but also
by social researchers working directly with poor
people (although, as noted in footnote 5, they
seldom focus on productivity). For instance, the
analysis of Narayan et al. (2000), by “examining
poverty through institutions” uses a conceptual
framework that clearly acknowledges the rela-
tionship between institutions and poverty. We
now define and discuss measurement issues of
these three concepts to clarify the terminology
used in this article.

Institutions

Institutions are commonly defined as “signifi-
cant practices” or “established organizations”.7

In the literature on economic development and
poverty, some researchers such as Douglass
North (1990 and 1997) define institutions in the
first sense:

Institutions and the way they evolve shape
economic performance. Institutions affect
economic performance by determining
(together with the technology employed)

6 Even the more theoretical economic literature on economic growth recognizes the critical role of institutions
for growth. See Jones (2002), where chapter 7 is concerned with the “social infrastructure”. Tinbergen, in
Klaassen, Koyck and Witteveen (1959:275-278), examines the role of institutions in optimizing societal
welfare.

7 See for instance the Merriam-Webster Online Dictionary (www.m-w.com).
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the cost of transacting and producing.
They are composed of formal rules, of
informal constraints and their enforce-
ment characteristics... Institutions differ
from organizations. The former are the
rules of the game; the latter are groups of
individuals bound together by a common
objective function (North, 1997).

However, the broader view of institutions as
organizations is difficult to avoid. Institutions,
in practice, are indeed always developed and
maintained through organizations. Rodrik
(2002), for instance, suggests that institutions
are the organizations developing the policy
framework through which practices are defined.
Klein (2003) uses “institutions” in both senses
when he identifies institutions with “market,
firms and government”. Clearly, “the market” is
a very significant practice and firms are organi-
zations, while the government is a mix of both.

We view institutions in this paper as organiza-
tions, although their role in shaping significant
practices is fully recognized. We follow the typol-
ogy of institutions developed by Narayan et al.
(2000). This typology distinguishes between state
and civil society institutions and between macro
and micro institutions, as illustrated in Table 1.

As the influence of institutions on growth/
productivity/poverty has become recognized,
measures of “institutions” have been developed.
These measures are an effort to identify the crit-

ical factors of institutions in the role they play in
growth, productivity and poverty reduction.8 If
some correlation can be observed between “bet-
ter” institutions and growth, the difficulties
involved in the measurement process (validity
and reliability issues related to institutional
measures) and consequently in the comparison
of measures across countries, make any strong
conclusion difficult to reach. Despite these mea-
surement difficulties, however, no one has dis-
missed institutions as an important factor in the
growth process.

Poverty

Poverty is now widely recognized as being a
multidimensional phenomenon. The World
Bank’s World Development Report 2000/2001
identifies the following dimensions: income;
health and education; vulnerability; and voice-
lessness and powerlessness (World Bank, 2001).
CSLS (2003) also acknowledges the extension of
the concept of poverty beyond material depriva-
tion, and provides a literature review of defini-
tions and measurement of poverty. If the focus of
most of the literature has been on income pov-
erty, it is largely due to the relative ease of mea-
suring income. The World Bank “poverty lines”
of $1 and $2 per day,9 along with national con-
sumption surveys, are convenient tools to track
the evolut ion of  poverty.  To complement
income poverty indicators, many countries have

8 See Aron (2000) for a review of the evidence linking growth and institutions.

Table 1 
Typology of Institutions

Source: Adapted from Narayan et al. (2000:10).

State Institutions Civil Society Institutions

Macro National and state governments
District administration
Judiciary

Non-governmental organizations (NGOs)
Religious/ethnic associations
Trade unions

Micro Local governments
Local police
Health clinics
Schools

Community-based organizations (CBOs)
Neighborhood associations
Kinship networks
Traditional leaders
Local NGOs
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developed an “Unsatisfied Basic Needs” (UBNs)
method. These poverty indicators are based, for
example, on characteristics of dwellings.10

Even with indicators of poverty going beyond
income, the concept of poverty is still not broad
enough. Reducing the measurement of poverty
to material measures raises questions about
whether true poverty is being accurately cap-
tured. It can lead to ill-conceived policies simply
because important dimensions are excluded, as
documented in Narayan et al. (2000). Based on
their analysis of poverty, as voiced by the poor,
the focus of this paper is on four dimensions of
poverty: material well-being; psychological
well-being; access to basic infrastructure; and
capacity to manage assets (physical/human/
social/environmental).

Productivity

Productivity is the ratio of output to input.
This definition can be applied in a relatively
straightforward manner at the aggregate and
industry levels. However, at the micro level – for
organizations whose output is difficult to mea-
sure, or for individual workers – the definition of
productivi ty  i s  less  straightforward .  For
instance, Berman (1998:5), in the context of
public and non-profit organizations, defines
productivity “as the effective and efficient use of
resources to achieve outcomes.” This definition
involves the distinction between outputs (the
immediate consequence of an activity) and out-
comes (the ultimate goal of the activity). Effec-

tiveness is concerned with the extent to which
outcomes are reached and efficiency is more
focused on outputs.

Underlying sources of productivity, or the
“determinants” of productivity, have been stud-
ied in an applied perspective by Denison (1972,
reproduced in NRC, 1979:149). The productiv-
ity determinants he lists are: resource allocation;
economies of scale; knowledge; transaction cost
with government; legal and human environ-
ment; intensity of resource use; flexibility of
labour; and other determinants (such as compet-
itive pressure, and management quality).11 It can
be observed that all of these determinants are
closely related to institutions, further illustrat-
ing the link between the two.

Measurement problems arise at both the
macro and micro levels. In both cases, issues
revolve around the problem of pricing outputs
when there is no market price for them, as for
instance in activities done within households
and in the non-profit and governmental service
sectors. These sectors could indeed seem highly
unproductive as they use inputs (mostly labour)
for which a monetary cost is clearly defined,
whereas the monetary value of the output is dif-
ficult to estimate.12

If non-market outputs and outcomes are
excluded from productivity analysis because of
measurement problems, misleading conclusions
may be reached. A careful analysis of develop-
ment strategies has to be done when they involve
market and non-market outcomes. In the eco-

9 These amounts are based on U.S. dollars at purchasing power parity exchange rates. See World Bank (2001:17)
for further details.

10 See the unabridged version of this paper, INEI (1994) and Herrera (2002) for more on Peruvian UBNs.

11 It is important to note that Denison (1972) used these drivers to explain measured total factor produc-
tivity (i.e. the part of output growth not accounted for by growth in labour, human capital and physical
capital), rather than labour productivity.  Obviously capital intensity drives labour productivity; but these
other determinants also drive labour productivity through their effect on total factor productivity.  Some
categories in this list of determinants have been merged from the original list of Denison (1972).

12 This problem is discussed at the macro level in NRC (1979) and OECD (2001a). At the micro level, the
same problems are faced, but specific indicators of outcomes may be developed as surrogates to mone-
tary values (Berman, 1998). Some attempts to deal with the difficulties of non-market productivity mea-
sures are discussed in OECD (1997 and 2001b), while OECD (1998) reviews experiences in various OECD
countries in dealing with the evaluation of non-market outcomes.
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nomic literature, the dominant focus on mone-
tary values of market activities often leads to
growth strategies that exclude non-market activi-
ties, even if no proper analysis of their real pro-
ductivity has been conducted. This article is an
attempt to move beyond this methodological
myopia, by examining the case of a Peruvian com-
munity-based organization and making qualita-
tive observations on the individual productivity of
the workers involved with this organization.

The Framework of Analysis
Chart 1 summarizes the framework of analysis

used in this research. The arrows from the insti-
tutions box to the productivity and poverty
boxes reflect the influence institutions have on
them, as documented, among others, by Aron
(2000) and Narayan et al. (2000), respectively.
The “two-way relationship”, or virtuous circle,
between productivity and poverty is discussed in
CSLS (2003:33 and 63) and in Sharpe, St-
Hilaire and Banting (2002). If increased produc-
tivity produces, among other things, an easier

access to materia l  goods (through higher
incomes and/or lower prices) and therefore
reduces poverty, a reduced poverty level pro-
vides a better human environment, favoring
productivity. Rodrik (2002) even extends this
interre la t ionship ,  or  feedback  ef fec t ,  to
productivity (growth) and institutions. Indeed,
as the society gets better off, institutions are
reinforced through access to more resources.

The empirical literature on the link between
micro-level institutions and poverty and pro-
ductivity is very limited. There are however a
few studies dealing directly with this topic, nota-
bly CEPAL (1995) and Donnelly-Roark, Oue-
draogo and Ye (2001). CEPAL presents a series
of productivity-enhancement initiatives in poor
urban areas of Jamaica. These initiatives, such as
credit and assistance for micro businesses and
professional training programs are all presented
as being rooted in local micro-level institutions,
with the goal of developing productive activities.
Donnelly-Roark, Ouedraogo and Ye focus on
the role of micro-level institutions (called

Chart 1 
The Institutions - Productivity - Poverty Triangle

 INSTITUTIONS — Typology   
State / Civil Society 
Macro / Micro level  

Source: Narayan et al. (2000) 

POVERTY  — Dimensions  
- Material well -being 
- Psychological well -being 
- Access to basic infrastructure 
- Capacity to manage assets (physical / 
human / social / environmental) 

Source: Narayan et al. (2000) 

PRODUCTIVITY — Determinants  
- Resource allocation (at the society and 
organizational levels) 

- Economies of scale 
- Knowledge  
- Transaction cost with government 
- Legal and human environment 
- Intensity of resources use 
- Flexibility of labor  
- Other determinants (such as competitive 
pressure, management quality…) 

Source: Adapted from Denison (1972)  
I N T E R N A T I O N A L  PR O D U C T I V I T Y  MO N I T O R 67



“Local Level Institutions”, LLI) to reduce pov-
erty. They study villages and households in
Burkina Faso and are able to show that high
quality LLIs reduce poverty incidence. The
main contribution of this article is to establish a
link between micro-level institutions and pov-
erty, accompanied by an analysis of why and how
these institutions are increasing productivity for
the profit of the poor.13

The Study of El Comedor 
“Niños Menesterosos”

The word comedor in Spanish means dining
room. It can also mean an eatery, or small work-
ing class restaurant when used with the adjective
popular. As they became more common in Latin
America, the word comedor alone started to also
designate a comedor popular. As the main ratio-
nale to create a comedor is to pool cooking
resources, the name “community kitchen” (or
“communal kitchen”) has been used in English
to describe this type of organization. However,
these expressions do not convey the idea of a
common eating location.

Comedores are institutions, and not simply
organizations, because they establish through
their existence and actions a set of significant
practices that has a multidimensional impact,
beyond what a simple “subsidized restaurant for
the poor” would have. Garrett (2001) provides
evidence of the multidimensional goals and
achievements of comedores in Peru, a country
where they thrive. First, of course, there is the
daily production of meals ,  for families or
children only (in the case of comedores infantiles,
or children’s comedores). Second, there is the
training of staff in cooking and management,
which empowers the women involved. Third,
through operative and institutional responsi-
bilities, women develop a leadership role with

little equivalent in their society. Spin-off effects
of these achievements are the strengthening of
social  networks,  the development of  new
productive activities beyond food services and
the promotion of  power balance between
genders.

The literature on comedores is limited: see
Garrett (2001), Kamioka (2001), Linkogle
(1998) and the unabridged version of this paper.
It fully recognizes the multidimensional aspects
of comedores, their role as micro-level institu-
tions and their value in fighting poverty. The
missing element in the current literature on
comedores, however, is the productivity role at the
micro level, and how progress on the different
poverty dimensions can be achieved through
this role in improving the productivity of indi-
viduals and the efficiency with which some
goods and services can be produced. In our anal-
ysis of one comedor, we use the framework of
analysis described above to explain how the
institutional role of comedores reduces poverty by
improving the productive capacity of individuals
and by allowing for the realization of economies
of scale in the production of some goods and ser-
vices.

General Context
Poverty in Peru is well documented, both in

terms of GDP per capita and UBNs.14 In Puente
Piedra, the district of Lima where the comedor
studied in this article is located, the percentage
of households having all basic needs satisfied is
only 41 per cent, compared to 70 per cent for
Lima as a whole (INEI, 1993). There are no spe-
cific poverty data for Laderas de Chillón, one of
the five wards of Puente Piedra, where the come-
dor is located. It is however probably the poorest
part of Puente Piedra, due to its difficult access
and its unfriendly environment of dry rocky

13 For two Peruvian studies on poverty and productivity at the micro-level, see Pollitt, Jacoby and Cueto (1998)
and INEI (2000).

14 See, for instance, JBIC (2001), Herrera (2002) and the unabridged version of this paper.
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hills. Laderas de Chillón is rapidly growing
because of the rural exodus.

In Laderas  de Chil lón,  the institutions
described by Klein (2003), namely the market,
firms and government, can barely be identified,
except for the market, which is most visible
along the main (gravel) street where small shops
and street vendors sell basic products. The gov-
ernment operates a school, which is the biggest
building in the area, where primary students go
to class during the mornings and secondary stu-
dents during the afternoons. A large water tank
and a small health clinic are the only other
tokens of the government presence. Formal
firms are nowhere to be found, so when Klein
says that they “spread best practices and produc-
tive jobs to areas where the poor live” a substan-
tial amount of patience, or illusion, would be
required before observing the spread. Two types
of community-based organizations (CBOs) are
active in Laderas de Chillón: churches and come-
dores. Some international donor associations
also have some activit ies,  usually through
churches.

The author spent two weeks in Laderas de
Chillón in August 2001 and returned three times
in May 2003 to observe and interview the
women of one comedor,  the comedor “Niños
Menesterosos”. This study is based on internal
documents of the comedor and notes and obser-
vations made during these field trips to Laderas
de Chillón. Informal interviews were conducted
with the president of the comedor, its officials and
working women.15

Since the establishment of the Comedor Niños
Menesterosos in 1989, when breakfast was served
to 20 children, its activities have grown and
diversified. Table 2 presents each activity, with
an estimation of the number and frequency of

output deliveries. The target group to which the
activity is aimed and comments on the activities
are also provided.

Each day two male workers bake the bread for
the day,16 two workers prepare the breakfast, six
workers are in charge of the lunch, and three
workers serve food. The educational activities
are conducted under the supervision of workers
paid by the government, but the comedor pro-
vides the space and supervision. One vendor
stays all day at the snack bar, selling sweets,
bread and small items. Voluntary teams carry on
special projects.

There is a core group of five officials in the
comedor, which supervises all the activities, man-
ages the comedor and is in charge of relations
with other CBOs and NGOs. Employment in
this core group is long-term, unlike that of
workers in the comedor. These latter workers,
always mothers of children in need, work in the
comedor for periods of two to three months. As a
rule, the comedor hires socially isolated women in
search of work. They are paid in kind for their
work: by meals at the comedor for themselves and
their children; through training as cooks, in
retail sales, service and child supervision; and by
integration in the community network. After
three months, however, a worker has to leave the
comedor to let another woman benefit from the
experience. Between January and May 2003, 77
women had the opportunity to work at the come-
dor. It is estimated that between 2,000 and 3,000
families have eaten and worked at the comedor
since 1992.

The activities of the comedor rely on a mix of
self-generated revenues, local support, in-kind
help from the government and international sup-
port (channeled through the parish and the
Spanish group Asociación Laderas).17 The Peruvian

15 See the unabridged version for more methodological details on the history of this comedor.

16  These male workers are young adults, sons of women involved in the comedor.  Except for the bakery, all
workers are women.

17 Asociación Laderas is an international donor association with activities in Laderas de Chillón.  See
Pastoral Universitaria de Granada (2004) for more information on this organization.
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Table 2
Official Ac

Note: To put t
in 2003. T

Breakfast

Lunch

Bakery

Kindergarten

Pre-school

Snack bar

Special food p

Handicraft

Spanish lesson
government, through a national program of food
assistance, makes some in-kind contributions. It
also provided the land on which the building was
built, with international donor funds. Other con-
tributions of the government are salaries for
teachers and tax exempt status. As all workers are
volunteers or are paid in kind, the only out-of-
pocket expenses are the purchase of food and util-
ities. Overall, however, the comedor relies highly
on CBO and NGO contributions. These contri-
butions amount to a monthly subsidy of approxi-
mately $1,500 U.S. With 470 meals served daily,
27 days per months, this comes to a subsidy of less
than $0.12 U.S. per meal.

With ten other comedores  in Laderas de
Chillón, food counters and other rudimentary
restaurants, there are certainly alternative pro-
viders of the services offered by the Comedor
Niños Menesterosos. However, these alternative
providers sell at higher prices: 1.5 PEN for a
meal from other comedores (that work without
subsidies from CBOs and NGOs, but with the
same in-kind support from the government) and
3.5 PEN from restaurants. The comedor of this

study is however unique because it has the man-
date to reach the deprived children (Niños
Menesterosos) of Laderas de Chillón. Families
with higher income avoid sending their children
there if they can, because of the “poor” image
associated with the comedor.

Thi s  envi ronment  a l lows rudimentary
accountability measures to be established. Cost,
quality and quantity of meals is straightforward
to compare with alternative providers, and the
officials of the comedor know that if they are not
fulfilling their mandate correctly, complaints to
the parish could cut this source of support.

Effects of the Comedor on 
Productivity and Poverty

No specific productivity and poverty mea-
sures have been developed for this  study,
because the goal is not to obtain a set of precise
measures. It is rather to argue that improve-
ments in individual productivity and significant
local poverty reduction would be quantified if
adequate measures were developed. Indicators
of productivity and poverty, along the determi-

tivities of the Comedor Niños Menesterosos in Lima, Peru in 2003

he numbers in perspective, one Peru Nuevo Sol (PEN), the Peruvian currency, was worth U.S.$0.28 or US$1 = 3.47 PEN
he official monthly minimum wage in Peru was 410 PEN in 2000. This wage is not enforced in the informal economy.

Number and frequency of 
output deliveries

Target group Comments

110/day, 6 days/week 8-16 years old Each individual meal is sold at 1 PEN. The parish 
pays for approximately 50% of the meals.

220/day, 6 days/week
140/day, 6 days/week

8-16 years old
6 months-7 years old

800 buns/day,
6 days/week

300 for the comedor
500 for the public

Three women sell the bread for a daily profit of 3 
PEN each (1-2 hours of work).

16-20 children
7:00AM-6:00PM school days

6 months – 2 years old A Peruvian government program provides the salary 
for the teachers involved in these two activities.

78 children
8:00AM-12:00PM school days

3-5 years old

Open 6 days/week Neighborhood Generates 15 PEN / week

rojects Various Neighborhood
District market

During the fruits harvest periods, jam is made for 
retail sales.
During the Christmas period, special bread is baked.

Various District market
Occasional visitor

Traditional Inca colors bags.
Plastic pearl jewelry for municipal festive events.

s Various Newly arrived aboriginal 
Quechua speaking women
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nants and dimensions identified, could be rela-
t i v e l y  s t r a i g h t f o r w ar d  t o  de v e l o p .  F o r
productivity, differences in skills and earnings
between households participating and not par-
ticipating in the comedor could provide data on
individual productivity gains. For poverty,
changes along the four dimensions could be
measured by observing the state of women
before and after their work in the comedor. A
series of indicators (such as income, self-confi-
dence, feeling of empowerment and skills) could
be used to measure the progress made in poverty
reduction.

Our hypothesis is that the existence of the
comedor  reduces multidimensional poverty
through many different channels. First, the
skills imparted to workers over the course of
their tenure at the comedor increase their pro-
ductivity, thus making them more employable
and giving them greater earning potential.
Also, this higher productivity at the level of
individuals filters up to higher productivity at
the aggregate level. This in turn leads to the
poverty reduction benefits identified in macro-
level studies, through lowering average prices
and increasing average incomes. Second, there
is the direct effect of the comedor on poverty in
terms of helping to satisfy the basic needs of
customers and the basic and multidimensional
needs of employees, thus reducing poverty.
Third, these direct effects on poverty also have
an effect on productivity at the level of the
individual.  The avai labil ity of  subsidized
affordable meals and education provides those
served by the comedor with better health and
skil ls and therefore the means to become
employed in more productive jobs, again lead-
ing to higher wages and eventually to the
aggregate poverty reduction effects. Finally,
the move away from household-based produc-
tion of the services provided by the comedor
means that economies of scale can be realized,
i.e. meals can be produced more efficiently in

large batches, as is done at the comedor. This
shift away from low-productivity household
production and towards higher-productivity
comedor production means that economy-wide
productivity is higher, again leading to aggre-
gate poverty reduction effects through produc-
tivity at the macro level.

More specifically, we can observe in a qualita-
tive way how each productivity determinant, as
defined in Chart 1, in the context of the comedor, a
micro-level institution, has a positive impact on
poverty. The productivity determinants are
inspired from Denison (1972), who developed
this classification to better understand a country’s
source of output growth. Despite the fact that this
classification was originally meant to be used at a
macro (country) level, productivity gains are
achieved at the individual and firm level before
being aggregated to the industry and overall
economy levels. Equivalent micro-level produc-
tivity determinants can therefore be defined from
macro-level determinants. As Denison’s produc-
tivity determinants are also meaningful at the
micro level, we use them for the analysis of the
comedor. A strong indication that macro produc-
tivity determinants can be used at the micro level
is the fact that Denison mentions “quality of man-
agement” as one example of “other determinants”
of productivity (Denison, 1972:24). Clearly,
“quality of management” has to be observed at
the firm level before translating into productivity
gains at the macro level.

Table 3 summarizes the impacts on the pov-
erty dimensions that the increased productivity
of the comedor, its employees and its customers
has on people in Laderas de Chillón. A “+” sign
indicates the positive impact of a productivity
determinant on a poverty dimension. A “=” sign
means that no direct impact is expected on the
poverty dimension. A discussion and justifica-
tion of the content of Table 3 can be found in the
unabridged version of the paper, and some brief
examples follow.
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Table 3
Summary M

Note: Product

Productivity 
(comedor)

Resource alloc

Economies of 

Knowledge

Transaction co

Legal/human 

Intensity of re

Flexibility of l

Competition a
• Resource allocation, economies of scale,
intensity of resource use: the comedor can
allocate labour efficiently, in terms of
assigning the various tasks, such as serving
food and preparing lunch, to those most
suited to each. The comedor also allows for
goods and services to be produced on a
larger scale than would be possible with
household production. This improves mate-
rial well-being through the availability of
affordable goods and services and improves
psychological well-being through utilizing
the skills of workers as fully as possible. On
an individual level, basic infrastructure, such
as  access to water,  becomes  avai lab le
through the resources of the comedor, and
the allocation of workers to management
roles as they accumulate enough experience
provides them with the capacity to manage
other types of assets.

• Knowledge, flexibility of labour, transaction
cost with government: experience working at
the comedor improves these three productivity
drivers at the level of the individual, and indi-
vidual knowledge and ability to transact with
the government are also improved for cus-
tomers of the comedor. Knowledge is assumed
to improve psychological well-being in a
direct and straightforward way. However,

material well-being is not directly affected by
knowledge, but is only indirectly affected
through the application of that knowledge in
acquiring paid work.

In general, the comedor, by allowing the pro-
ductivity determinants to become operational in
an institutional context, leads to many positive
impacts on the poverty dimensions.

Questions Raised by the 
Analysis

In Puente Piedra, and even more in Laderas de
Chillón, the lack of institutions is striking.
Equally remarkable is the productive work of
micro-level institutions. Their presence induces
increases in productivity for the society’s poorest
and this has direct positive impacts on the four
dimensions of poverty. We discuss now three
questions that our analysis raises. First, to what
extent does the lack of more precise measurement
affect the conclusions we can draw? Second, what
role should the micro-level institutions have with
respect to the macro-level institutions in poverty
reduction strategies? And third, can productivity
and growth become the words of the poor?

Measurement of Outcomes
One obvious limit of the analysis summarized

in Table 3, on the impact of productivity deter-

atrix of Potential Institutional Productivity Impacts on Poverty Dimensions

ivity determinants are adapted from Denison (1972).

Poverty Dimensions

determinant linked to the institution Material well-
being

Psychological 
well-being

Access to basic 
infrastructure

Capacity to 
manage assets

ation + + + +

scale + = + =

= + = +

st with the government + + = +

environment = + = +

source use + + = +

abor = + = +

nd management + + = +
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minants on poverty dimensions, is the lack of
precise measurement. How much is poverty
reduced in each of the dimensions? How large
are the productivity gains achieved through each
determinant? Many questions could be asked
and no quantified answer can be provided at this
stage. This lack of precise measurement could
limit the support and funding of comedores popu-
lares in poverty reduction strategies, because
governments and international institutions need
numerical figures to justify their program
spending. However, reducing a program to its
measurable and actually measured outputs in
making funding decisions is a threat that can be
especially damaging to the implementation of
poverty reduction programs.

Poverty is real, and its different dimensions,
although sometimes difficult to track with pre-
cise measures, are now recognized in the litera-
ture. The challenge is therefore to have the
courage to invest in strategies with results that
may be difficult to measure, as opposed to taking
no action at all. This does not imply that poverty
reduction programs should be less accountable
or that there should be no attempts to measure
the outcomes of these programs, but simply that
practices that can be shown to have the potential
for some degree of effectiveness, such as the
comedor ’s practices described in this study,
should not be deprived of funding solely for a
lack of precise measurement. It is also important
to note that, as discussed briefly above, it may be
possible to develop measurement instruments
that are capable of indicating, to at least some
extent, the productivity gains and poverty
reduction associated with comedores populares.

Micro- and Macro-Level Institutions 
in Poverty Reduction Strategies

The ties of institutions with growth and pov-
erty are recognized, but often with “macro insti-
tutions” in mind, rather than with all institutions.
Our study shows the impact of a micro institution

and documents the weakness of macro institu-
tions in Laderas de Chillón and the limited
presence there of organizations representing
these institutions. This situation is somewhat
similar to the statement by Narayan et al. (2000)
that “formal [macro, state] institutions are largely
ineffective and irrelevant to the lives of the poor.”
Our less drastic conclusion is that macro institu-
tions are essential for the society, but to address
the multidimensional problem of poverty, multi-
dimensional strategies are required, in terms of
considering micro institutions as well. CBOs such
as the comedor have an important impact on pov-
erty dimensions where macro institutions may
perhaps be less effective, for example on the “psy-
chological well-being” and “capacity to manage
assets” dimensions. Macro institutions are more
effective in increasing access to infrastructure.

The way in which different types of institu-
tions complement each other in their fight
against poverty should be better recognized and
researched. The optimal mix of institutional
strategies to reduce poverty has yet to be found.
Also, how to best channel adequate support to
micro-level institutions is an urgent theme to
explore, to ensure that they do not need to rely
on uncertain funding. As small investments can
have significant multidimensional effects, devel-
oping stable financing structures is a key to suc-
cessful poverty reduction strategies.

Productivity and Growth: 
Words of the Poor

The gap between the voice of the poor and the
dominant poverty reduction strategies is wide.
However, when the words “institutions”, “pro-
ductivity” and “poverty” are analyzed in their
broad and complex meaning, they suddenly
appear to be more relevant to the reality of the
poor. “Productivity” is indeed what poor people
need to get out of poverty. And they therefore
need institutions that support them in becoming
productive. This article has documented the
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potential of a specific comedor, a micro-level
institution, to increase the productivity of many
poor women in Laderas de Chillón, helping
them to take some steps out of the misery in
which many of them live.

Growth objectives can fully be compatible
with the reality of the poor if growth is not
reduced to one dimension, i.e. GDP per capita.
As soon as  the  words “product iv ity”  and
“growth” are used in their inclusive sense, the
gap between the macro- and micro-level reali-
ties starts to vanish.

Conclusion
We have reviewed in this article growth strat-

egies and their emphasis on productivity and
institutions in poverty reduction strategies. We
have extended the interpretation of these strate-
gies to include micro-level institutions and have
taken a multidimensional approach to defining
poverty. This established a framework of analy-
sis in which a community-based organization, a
Peruvian comedor, was analyzed. The many posi-
tive productivity impacts on poverty related to
the comedor have been analyzed. In a context
where support from macro and governmental
institutions is extremely limited, the efficiency
of the comedor in its potential effectiveness in
reducing poverty has been established.

Although measurement issues could reduce
the appeal of strategies based on micro-level
institutions, these problems alone should not
prevent potentially effective strategies being put
in place. The optimal mix between macro and
micro institutions needs to be found, where
growth and productivity relate to the reality of
the poor, and have an impact on the four poverty
dimensions that the poor know too well. It is
only when such a multidimensional strategy is
put in place that the voice of the poor will start
using the language of the rich.
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