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The international narrative on Manila paints the picture of a metropolis full 

of promise. Manila is the economic and political nucleus of a Philippines 

national economy that is at full throttle, with a gross domestic product 

(GDP) growth of 3.7% per annum and a GDP per capita of US$4,073 in 

2011, adjusted for purchasing power parity. The country itself has a Human 

Development Index rank that is higher than its GNI per capita rank1, imply-

ing that the Philippines is doing very well on non-income HDI indicators. 

Where the government leaves gaps in service delivery, often, a thriving civil 

society in Manila sets out to serve the needy. There is a plethora of non-gov-

ernment organisations operating in the various sectors of the city.

However, this growing megacity is not without its problems. 

Approximately 16.3 million people inhabit an area of only 38.55 square 

kilometres, which makes it the most densely populated city in the world. 

This density is highest in the poor areas of the city: people living in Manila’s 

slums have to cook, work, and share their lives with 72,000 other people per 

square kilometre. These people often have trouble obtaining access to the 

most basic amenities such as clean water, modern sanitation, and health 

care. Moreover, depressed housing conditions, lack of job opportunities and 

rampant inequality are worrying trends among Manila’s urban population.

In our 2012 special series on urban poverty, we examine whether 

“metropolises full of promise” like Manila are doing enough to tackle the 

major issues faced by the urban poor. What are the strategies applied by 

governments as well as non-governmental actors to assist the poor in their 

daily struggle?

This issue of the Asian Trends Monitoring (ATM) Bulletin looks into service 

delivery for the urban poor in Manila. We highlight the challenges of pro-

viding a network of functioning services in overcrowded areas with pre-

dominantly depressed housing conditions as well as some of the solutions 

developed by non-governmental organisations (NGOs) to reach those com-

munities excluded from government services. We also look at the different 

approaches that NGOs have taken in assisting the poor, ranging from direct 

service delivery to psychosocial counselling and support.

The Asian Trends Monitoring team visited Manila in April as the second 

leg of our field research on urban poverty. In this issue, we also share our 

latest findings, including primary data gathered from our survey on urban 

poverty and service provision. Future issues will include more data from 

other cities such as Jakarta, Hanoi, and Vientiane. Please contact us if you 

need more information regarding the survey.

We invite you to share the ATM Bulletin with colleagues interested in pro-

poor issues in Southeast Asia. The ATM Bulletin is also available for download 

at www.asiantrendsmonitoring.com/download, where you can subscribe 

to future issues. We encourage you to regularly visit our website for more 

updates and recent video uploads in our blog. Thank you again for sup-

porting the ATM Bulletin, and as always, we gladly welcome your feedback.

Johannes Loh

Taufik Indrakesuma

Nicola Pocock

Manila’s poor: bridging service gaps and 
strengthening mental resilience

Is Manila full of promise for street children like Pedro?
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The Asian Trends Monitoring team conducted 

a survey among people living in Manila’s slums 

between April 9–15, 2012. We collected a total 

of 352 responses from nine different neighbour-

hoods with the help of 14 field interviewers from 

the University of the Philippines. We used the 

random walk method to sample respondents 

from every third household or shelter.

Our sample included 288 women and 64 men 

due to the fact that the survey was conducted 

during the day when most of the men are at 

work. 88% of respondents indicated that they 

are the head of household (108 respondents), 

or the wife (185 respondents) of the head of 

household. The average age was 40.1 years with 

an average household size of 6.28 members. 

The overall sample consisted of 23.3% native 

Manilans and 76.7% rural-urban migrants.

While we intend to compare the findings with 

survey results from four ASEAN capitals this year, 

here is a snapshot of the results from Manila.

Manila: a “fairly easy” life for 
the poor?

The survey had a “perception of difficulties” sec-

tion comprising ten categories, each to be rated 

on a 5-point scale (from “easy” to “impossible” or 

”unable to do”). These ten categories were then 

made into an index through direct summation. 

Figure 1 shows the breakdown of respondents 

according to their “Life difficulty index” catego-

ries. While 54.1% of respondents rated their life 

in most categories as “fairly easy” and 40.7% as 

“difficult”, there are significant differences when 

we look at the number of children below 16 

years of age per household. The more children 

there are to be fed, the more challenging life is 

perceived by our respondents. Households with 

five or more children had the highest difficulty 

Manila's poor: a data snapshot

Baranguay 649, where residents live with the daily risk from hazards like fire or storms.
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Figure 1: Perceived life difficulty index

Figure 2: Breakdown of perceived life difficulty scores by 
the number of children in the household

Figure 4: Response to the question: “Are 
you able to save on a regular basis?”

Figure 5: Response to the question: 
“I have enough money to pay for 

health treatments”

Figure 3: Responses of “very
difficult” or “impossible/unable to do”

Categories %

Saving money 58.5%

Finding work opportunities 50.7%

Accessing modern health treatments 29.3%

Getting enough food for the family 22.5%

Paying for local transport 14.3%

Having enough living space for the family 12.0%

Accessing electricity 11.4%

Finding good schools for the children 6.6%

Accessing toilets 3.7%

Accessing clean water 1.7%

Figure 6: Responses to "How 
do you rate your health”

Responses %

Poor 8.2%

Fair 32.4%

Good 49.7%

Very good 7.4%

Excellent 2.3%
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scores with an average of 26.14 compared to 

20.97 points for families without children under 

the age of 16.

In Figure 3, we present the percentage of 

respondents who rated a category as “very dif-

ficult” or “impossible” or “unable to do”. The sur-

vey indicated that while basic services such as 

water, sanitation, schools, and electricity are not 

very difficult to access, it is very difficult for our 

respondents to find good jobs and save money. 

This is a dangerous problem if left unchecked, 

as the two categories are crucial for people to 

improve their economic status in the long run.

Do perceptions match the reality?

People’s perceptions sometimes do not quite 

match up to the reality. Sometimes, people 

report satisfaction with services that are actually 

of a poor quality because they have low expecta-

tions. Thus, in order to confirm the validity of our 

“subjective” perceptions question, we compare 

the responses to our “objective” technical ques-

tions from the same survey.

The results show that perceptions match 

reality, at least superficially. Perceived difficul-

ties in savings were matched by a reported 

inability to save on a regular basis. Respondents 

in Manila also gave low rankings when asked to 

self-report their health, and claimed that they 

do not have enough money to access health 

treatments. This is consistent with the percep-

tions responses.

On the other end of the spectrum, toilets and 

clean water access, perceived as easy to access, 

seems to be easy to access in reality as well. 

Nearly all respondents reported having their 

own toilets at home; a much larger proportion 

than reported in our previous trip to Jakarta. 

Although access to piped water is not yet univer-

sal in Manila, there are no respondents who 

reported having to use water from unfiltered 

and unsafe sources, and private water vendors 

seem to be a good interim solution for providing 

access to water.

Figure 7: Access to piped water is not yet universal

Figure 8. Vast majority of our respondents
have access to toilets
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Manila’s urban poor have a large assortment 

of services available which should help them 

in their daily struggle for survival. The services 

include free health centres, free education (no 

school fees), and also conditional cash transfers 

(CCTs) that target extremely poor households in 

the Philippines. Different CCTs are provided in 

order to improve access to health care, better 

nutrition and education.

Among these different government pro-

grammes, the Pantawid Pamilyang Pilipino 

Programme (4Ps) is considered a success story. 

This CCT programme sets co-responsibilities 

pertaining mainly to child health care and edu-

cation, e.g. children in the 4Ps households must 

attend 85% of their school sessions and take 

de-worming pills twice a year2. The benefits of 

the programme are a 6,000 pesos or US$140 

per household annual payment for health and 

nutrition, and a 3,000 pesos per child (for up to 

three children per household) annual payment 

for educational expenses; the maximum annual 

payout is US$350 per household. Given that 

4Ps eligible families survive on about US$1,800 

per year3, this represents a significant boost 

in household income. Compliance to the co-

responsibilities is assessed once a year, and the 

payment is given to the “most responsible per-

son in the household, usually the mother”. As of 

March 2012, the programme had reached just 

over three million households.4

Aside from the basic benefits of the 4Ps pro-

gramme, several other agencies have “jumped on 

the bandwagon” and used the 4Ps beneficiaries 

list as targets for their own services. The National 

Health Insurance Programme has extended 

health care insurance benefits to all households 

that are compliant with the programme. The 

Students Grants-in-aid Programme for Poverty 

Alleviation programme has also started offering 

scholarships for tertiary education to 4Ps fami-

lies. If other government agencies and non-gov-

ernmental organisations (NGOs) continue this 

trend and provide their services to the 4Ps tar-

gets, the beneficiaries stand to receive tremen-

dous improvements in their quality of life.

Theoretically, these government services 

provide a support system to help poor fami-

lies navigate the challenges of urban poverty. 

Unfortunately, many of them are unable or unwill-

ing to use these services. Among the reasons for 

Government service provision and its 
challenges

Water stations set up by NGOs are a temporary solution to government provision gaps.
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the access problems are a lack of awareness, feel-

ing of shame, rudeness by staff, and not being eli-

gible for the programmes. The watchdog organi-

sation Social Watch Philippines points out that the 

reach of the 4Ps programme is limited: vulnerable 

groups such as the elderly, the chronically ill, mil-

lions of school dropouts, and the unemployed 

poor are not eligible.6 Moreover, service provision 

to urban squatters, who represent a large num-

ber of poor settlers in the National Capital Region, 

is especially difficult due to lack of documenta-

tion such as missing birth documents and illegal 

squatting. The services are often unavailable to 

those who need them the most. It is a tremen-

dous challenge for the government to bridge 

these service delivery gaps.

Aside from expanding the direct provision of 

services mentioned above, the government has 

tried other ways to connect services to the ben-

eficiaries. One such way is by involving different 

stakeholders in the policy design process. The 

National Anti-Poverty Commission (NAPC) is one 

of these coordination mechanisms. NAPC is a gov-

ernment agency that consists of members from 

Public housing projects in Manila: US$1.1 
billion for slum relocation

The Philippines government has made several attempts to alle-

viate the symptoms of urban poverty. In 2011, President Aquino 

announced a fund of 50 billion pesos for the relocation of 104,000 

informal settlers from “danger areas” around the National Capital 

Region until 2016.5 These danger areas include waterside areas and 

other places that are prone to disasters and hazards. The Department 

of the Interior and Local Government (DILG) and the National 

Housing Authority (NHA) are in charge of implementing this pro-

gramme, in coordination with Local Government Units (LGUs).

The amount of money that has been earmarked for this programme 

over the next five years (50 billion pesos is equivalent to US$1.1 billion) 

should be enough to implement massive upgrades in the living con-

ditions of slums dwellers in the entire city. Additionally, DILG is able to 

call on the help of other government agencies to provide other basic 

amenities such as health centres and schools. In short, the government 

has extensive financial resources, and one imagines that it would be 

strait forward to implement the relocation programme.

However, in our recent meeting with officials from DILG, they 

admitted that things are not quite going according to plan.

The first obstacle to this policy is the unwillingness of the LGUs 

to cooperate with DILG and NHA. Land acquisition for the new hous-

ing estates should be simple, as long as the LGUs are able to pro-

vide accurate information on available land within each municipal-

ity. However, for unknown reasons, the LGUs are unwilling to share 

the information. Our contact suspected that the LGUs’ motive is to 

preserve the high value land for developers of commercial property 

rather than “giving it away” for low-cost public housing. This makes 

it much more difficult for DILG and NHA to situate the new housing 

estates inside the city, often forcing the projects to be built on the 

outskirts of Metro Manila. The outcome falls short of expectations 

and is deemed undesirable for both the beneficiaries and DILG.

The second obstacle comes from a small subset of beneficiaries 

that DILG officials refer to as “professional squatters”. Professional 

squatters are people who reside in informal settlements that are 

in line for relocation projects. Once the relocation project is done 

and they have received their new homes, the professional squat-

ters then sell off their new property at a higher price and move into 

a new informal settlement. The existence of these squatters com-

plicates the relocation process, because preventing this loophole 

requires very careful data collection, which has not been done up to 

this point. Luckily, there is a successful community-based solution: 

members of the community can report professional squatters to the 

authorities. There is a strong incentive for whistleblowing because 

the existence of these wrongdoers slows down the relocation pro-

cess considerably, to the detriment of the rest of the community.

The final obstacle is political opposition from other LGUs outside 

of Metro Manila. The other LGUs have strongly protested against the 

policy, insisting that areas outside of Metro Manila also get a piece of 

the pie. Because the DILG is a central government institution, it has 

been difficult for them to justify allocating this much money to Metro 

Manila rather than surrounding rural areas.

From this case, it is apparent that the persistence of service deliv-

ery gaps is not always a problem of insufficient resources. The policy 

loopholes, bureaucracy, and political problems described above are 

able to cripple even well-endowed government programmes, ren-

dering those resources wasted or unable to be disbursed properly. If 

DILG wants to be able to run its programmes more effectively, it 

needs to be able to persuade or coerce local government units into 

cooperation, and find ways to prevent professional squatting.
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different ministries and government departments 

as well as the “basic sectors”—civil society groups 

representing the interests of various demograph-

ics (e.g. women, children, and people with disabil-

ities) and occupations (e.g. farmers, fisher folk, for-

mal sector workers and migrant workers).

The NAPC’s main function is to ensure that all 

of the different stakeholders in poverty alleviation 

policies are able to have a say in the policy design 

process. It is hoped that the involvement of civil 

society groups and NGOs will lead to more effi-

cient and effective service delivery. Additionally, 

it helps to coordinate the efforts of the different 

central government agencies and local govern-

ment units to prevent overlap or clashes between 

programmes. On the downside, this participatory 

process tends to be very slow and thus it remains 

to be seen how effective its members will be in 

influencing policy outcomes.Some of the slums in Tondo are threatening to slip into the river.

Temporary housing on the side of the main road in Tondo, the port district.
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NGOs: viable substitutes to 
government services?

In areas where government services do not 

reach, it is often NGOs that step up to fill the gap. 

Although many NGOs in Manila choose to focus 

on building government capacity and enhancing 

existing government services, there are others 

that prefer to provide services directly. These ser-

vices include feeding programmes, alternative or 

non-formal schools, and health care.

One example of a direct service provider is 

the Philippine Christian Foundation (PCF). The 

organisation, founded and lead by Jane Walker, 

is based in a neighbourhood near Smokey 

Mountain—a former trash dump site in Tondo, 

Metro Manila. In order to achieve their goal of 

“permanently improving the quality of life for 

the poorest of the poor Filipino families, who 

deserve a better chance,”8 PCF provides free 

education, nutrition, health care, and livelihood 

training for poor families in the surrounding 

trash picker communities.

The method that PCF chose for its service 

delivery was to set up a school on the former 

dump site. Students and their families would 

then be the main beneficiaries of the services, 

including feeding programmes and routine 

vaccinations for the students, a free clinic for 

the families, and cheap access to clean water. 

This “soft” conditionality (beneficiaries are not 

required, only encouraged to enroll in the 

school) has been able to convince parents to 

allow their children to stop working and start 

attending school more regularly.

In 2010, PCF moved their school into a new 

building made from 74 recycled shipping con-

tainers rising four stories high (it is rumoured to 

be the world record for the tallest building made 

from shipping containers). With 29 classrooms, the 

school can now host 1,000 students starting from 

primary school.9 Some of the rooms double as pro-

ductivity centres where the children’s mothers and 

out-of-school youth produce fashion accessories 

from recycled materials from the dumpsite.

By directly providing these services, NGOs fill 

a gap left behind by the local government. Most 

NGOs specialise in one or two particular services 

and target the local community around their 

offices. The breadth of their coverage depends 

on their funding situation and saturation by other 

NGOs, which in the Philippines can be quite high. 

A certain degree of duplication is not rare due to 

the lack of functional government committees to 

coordinate the work on the ground. Moreover, it 

often takes years to gain the trust of volatile urban 

communities, which explains why organisations 

PCF’s livelihood programme

The primary activity in PCF’s livelihood programme is making handicrafts from recycled 

materials, which started as a classroom activity but quickly evolved into an income-gen-

erating business for over 200 people. Here, PCF’s creativity as an organisation is show-

cased, because it was able to create a model that is both effective and consistent with 

their beliefs. In order to align the programme with the organisation’s goal of ending child 

labour, the handicraft programme employed mothers instead of students. This had the 

added benefit of getting the mothers more invested in the sustainability of the school. 

The school’s location also made it easy to collect production materials, which contributes 

to the programme’s success and scale.

According to PCF, participants in their livelihood programme are earning 300% more 

than they earned before; a big step on their way out of poverty and, more importantly, 

the hazardous dump site.7 A family of six survives on an average of 5,000 pesos (US$118) 

per month. As a consequence, kids often have to work to supplement the family’s income 

in order to get more than just one meal per day. Walker pays the women involved in 

the handicraft business 12,000 pesos (equivalent to US$284) per month—just below the 

legal reporting requirement. She says that in order to leave the dump site, families need 

a stable income of at least 20,000 pesos (about US$472). However, finding a permanent 

job to bring home a stable income remains the biggest hurdle to the trash pickers.

The intricate handicraft ranging from jewellery to handbags is sold in the United 

Kingdom, the United Arab Emirates and in Japan. The newest distribution channel 

opened up through collaboration with SM Supermarkets in the Philippines. The retailer 

has declared interest to sell 12 different products in 41 stores nationwide. However, safe-

guarding the sustainability and scale of such an operation is a challenging task. The team 

underwent one year of product testing with assistance from designers and volunteers 

from the business world to develop a promising product range. The rapidly changing 

fashion world requires constant adjustment to global trends which would be impossible 

without expert input from young designers eager to make an impression. PCF has 

already plans to build up similar ventures with trash picker communities in other cities. 

“We believe that financial sustainability is possible in the long-term”, says Jane Walker, 

“our model has proven successful and we believe other communities should also get the 

chance to improve their livelihoods in the same way”.
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might be reluctant to give up their turf. This is an 

unfortunate outcome, because the inability (and 

sometimes, outright refusal) to coordinate and 

cooperate greatly hinders the effectiveness of 

their own programmes.

Without the commitment of organisations 

like PCF, poor children face a bleak future. Jane 

Walker struggled to find the right words to 

describe the severe mental impact of the envi-

ronment where these children grow up. She said, 

“At a young age, they are still hopeful and full of 

dreams. By the time they are twelve, not many 

dreams are left. By the time they become teen-

agers, they often give up hope and try to cope 

with their life in hardship. Finally, when they 

reach adulthood, they are complacent about 

their situation.” Giving back hope and paving 

a way to earn a sustainable living away from 

the landfill are two of the outcomes that PCF’s 

employees work hard for.
A mother of a PCF student working on her bracelets made from pull tabs.

Figure 9. Anatomy of service gaps
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Overcoming challenges together

In the beginning, some issues surfaced during the 

training courses for PCF’s livelihood programme. 

The programme had a dropout rate of 45% of 

trainees. Participants reported that they could 

not afford to attend the course because they had 

to earn money for food on course days. Moreover, 

some of the older teenagers had to skip the 

course to attend to their younger siblings. This, 

Childhope Asia: the challenges of a hybridised 
organisational model

Most other organisations profiled in this Bulletin have a single man-

date or mode of service delivery. However, there are some organi-

sations in Manila that follow a more hybridised approach, such as 

Childhope Asia Philippines. The organisation was founded in 1986 

under the name Childhope, and activities are still continuing today. 

This organisation’s “hybridised” approach combines direct service 

delivery, building government capacity, advocacy and public aware-

ness, and psychosocial empowerment of the beneficiaries.

Childhope Asia’s primary concern is the plight of street children. 

Street children are a very broad demographic. Some of the children 

are homeless or orphans, while others are still living at home with 

their parents. However, what all of them have in common is that they 

do not enjoy the elements of a typical childhood: education, leisure 

time, and plenty of social activities with family and friends.

In order to help these children, Childhope Asia uses a multi-

pronged approach. Their mission statement includes direct out-

reach and service provision, technical assistance for national and 

regional level government activities, facilitating networks and link-

ages between all organisations concerned with street children in the 

Philippines, as well as maintaining a data bank of street children and 

poor urban communities.

The organisation has several programmes to achieve these goals. 

First, they employ a number of social workers to teach in their Street 

Education Programme (SEP). The street educators teach an alterna-

tive education curriculum, focusing on values and behaviour to com-

plement the basic education and skills training. They also provide 

basic health services, legal assistance, and psychosocial counselling 

(explained in more detail from page 14 onwards of this issue) for chil-

dren in distress.

Secondly, they also work closely with over 30 Barangay-level 

Local Government Units (LGUs) in the Metro Manila area. Their pri-

mary purpose is to train the government social workers and main-

tain the quality of government-provided social services for children. 

They also couple this with child rights advocacy in the communities 

in order to build awareness.

Childhope Asia’s third major programme is Tahanan Sta. Luisa, Inc, 

a “crisis intervention and recovery center that is working to address 

the recovery and healing of sexually and [physically] abused street 

girls who are 11–17 years old”.10 It provides shelter for these girls in 

addition to education and counselling programmes similar to the 

SEP above. Ideally, the city government would provide many more 

recovery centres to cope with the much higher demand. However, 

public budget allocation for the Department of Social Welfare and 

Development is insufficient to realise that. Childhope Asia actually 

runs training workshops for the social workers of the government to 

enhance their skills of dealing with street children.

Childhope’s extensive involvement in the problems of street 

children in the Philippines has its upsides and downsides. The main 

benefit is that they are able to “cover all bases” to maximise the ser-

vice quality for their beneficiaries. Often, organisations that follow 

a single mandate or use a single approach are unable to control for 

“external factors”. Organisations that only build government capac-

ity might find that low public awareness gets in the way. Similarly, 

organisations that attempt to empower the beneficiaries to seek out 

and demand government services would not be successful if govern-

ment services were poor or non-existent. Childhope circumvents this 

problem by working directly on all of those areas.

However, these benefits come at the cost of economies of scale. 

Limited resources, both in manpower and funding, become even more 

limited in their use when they have to be divided over a number of dif-

ferent projects. For example, Childhope is only able to work with a small 

number of Barangay social workers, because it does not have the 

resources to cover all of Metro Manila. Ultimately, engaging in “too 

many” activities may lead to an overall decline in impact, which does not 

bode well for an organisation that relies on external sponsorships and 

donations to survive. While Childhope Asia is able to alleviate the situa-

tion of street children in a localised way, only the government would be 

able to provide a network of service coverage to take care of the psycho-

social problems many of the street children struggle with.
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unfortunately, is a common problem faced by 

most organisations working in education. Though 

the schools or training programmes themselves 

are free of charge, they still carry a hefty opportu-

nity cost of foregone income.

After holding a focus group discussion with 

the community members, PCF introduced a daily 

food parcel for trainees and opened a day care 

centre to accommodate younger children on 

course days. As a result, attendance has risen 

to 97%.11 After years of working with poor com-

munities, focus groups have become a real insti-

tution for Walker. “Unless you are surviving on 

what they have, you have no idea what is going 

on,” she comments. It is often the mothers and 

children themselves who come up with the 

best ideas. It was the children themselves who 

encouraged Jane Walker to take their self-made 

jewellery to the UK and sell it to her friends.

Optimising service utilisation 
through community building

One of the biggest challenges in dynamic 

urban environments is community building. 

Sometimes, existing services are underutilised 

because people lack the awareness, knowhow, 

and confidence to make use of them. This causes 

them to be self-excluded from services that are 

otherwise available to them. Studies have shown 

that community mobilisation can go a long way 

to build up the necessary confidence in individu-

als to develop their settlement and insist on their 

rights.12 While the mobilisation and empower-

ment of the local community can have a tremen-

dous long-term impact on the well-being of its 

members and their access to basic services, only 

few organisations in Manila take on the challenge 

of community mobilisation in urban slums.

Jennifer Mangeard, outgoing Executive 

Director of EnFaNCE Foundation, points out 

how her organisation differs from most others: 

“In addition to government agencies, there are 

so many NGOs that offer assistance to the poor 

in Manila that EnFaNCE Foundation decided 

to become a catalyst for empowerment.” The 

organisation reaches out to the poorest commu-

nities in the port area of Tondo and helps them 

learn about existing services and how to access 

them. Their work is designed to bridge the gap 

between the poorest families in Tondo’s slums 

and the existing services for the poor. It includes 

understanding a family’s needs, providing the 

information, and convincing them of the benefits 

of services like health care or microfinance. The 

organisation is profiled in more detail on page 15.

The poorest of the poor have limited access to 

information and often lack the capacity to get it. 

Thus, it is crucial to work with them and build up 

their confidence to make use of existing services. 

Without this information bridge and the psycho-

social support, many important services will 

remain inaccessible to the urban poor.

Education: Portia’s ticket out of poverty

Portia is a 16 year old girl whom we spoke to in Quezon City. She recently graduated 

from high school and, at the time of our interview, was waiting for university admissions 

announcements. Her situation may seem typical for a 16 year old. What makes her spe-

cial? She comes from a poor family and lives in a slum. In her neighbourhood, she was 

one of the very few children in the area for whom university was a serious option.

The ATM poverty profile survey in Manila showed that parents have a very strong belief 

in the power of education. A massive 95% agreed or strongly agreed that they would 

much rather see their children go to school than help earn an income for the family, and 

believe that education can help their children live a better life in the long run. However, 

other factors often get in the way. School fees can get prohibitively high, especially in 

secondary and tertiary level. Parents can fall sick, forcing the children to take over the 

breadwinning duties until they get better. In Portia’s case, her family relies primarily on the 

income of her two older siblings, as her father is unemployed and her mother runs a small 

laundry business. It is only through their financial support that Portia is able to continue 

her education up to this point.

But sometimes, even when all financial problems can be overcome, the youths 

become their own biggest obstacle. “Many of the teenagers in this neighbourhood, espe-

cially boys, get into trouble outside of school and end up getting expelled,” she shared. 

Gang activities, violence, and crime are all temptations that arise quickly in the densely 

populated and depressing atmosphere in urban slums, despite the risk of expulsion from 

school and even criminal charges. This kind of behaviour also ruins any future prospect of 

getting a job or eventually continuing their education—not many schools and employ-

ers are eager to associate with ex-members of youth gangs.

Portia herself was able to avoid such problems, and her path to higher education has 

been relatively straightforward. She wants to study advertising and design, because she 

believes it to be the best way to support the businesses of her family members and friends. 

She believes that her family is already doing quite well relative to the rest of her neigh-

bourhood, but is convinced that she can play a part in making their lives even better.
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In Tondo, the location of the largest trash heap 

in Asia, population density is extremely high at 

72,000 persons per km², or one third of Manila’s 

total population. Slum researchers Sinha and 

Sinha (2007) argue that crowding in high den-

sity areas can have significant behavioural con-

sequences. Crowding can induce feelings of 

stress, specifically feelings of discomfort, loss 

of control over one’s environment and a lack 

of privacy. They propose that outcomes from a 

stressed psychological state relate to “the use of 

strategies that reduce the feeling of crowding”.13

According to the stimulus overload model, 

high population density acts as a stressor by 

stimulating the individual excessively. Constant 

noise, pollution and social distractions can lead 

to fatigue, confusion, and diminished atten-

tion spans, resulting in impaired cognitive func-

tioning.14 At a physical level, such stress can be 

reduced by withdrawal from the area. At a social 

level, the coping strategy that often arises is an 

unfriendly or hostile orientation towards other 

members of the community.

In slum areas, mental health can easily be 

forgotten in the midst of focusing on the “physi-

cal”, including relocation efforts, house con-

struction and providing health, education and 

other services in the vicinity. But, research sug-

gests that physical and material circumstances 

can have differential impacts on a range of psy-

chosocial indicators. In the context of poverty in 

Ethiopia, Peru, India and Vietnam, Dercon and 

Krishnan (2009) provide evidence that material 

circumstances are strongly and positively asso-

ciated with a range of psychosocial competen-

cies in 12 year olds. These competencies reflect 

important life skills that affect children as adults, 

and include measures for self-esteem, self-effi-

cacy (belief in one’s capability to act to achieve 

desired outcomes) and educational aspira-

tions. Self-esteem, or belief in ones worth, was 

strongly correlated with educational aspirations. 

The caregiver’s level of education affected a 

range of psychosocial competencies, especially 

self-esteem.15

As such, material circumstances can shape 

children’s perceptions of their future—epito-

mised in Jane Walker’s, founder of PCF (see 

page 10) comments that “at a young age, they 

are still hopeful and full of dreams. By the time 

they are twelve, not many dreams are left. By the 

time they become teenagers, they often give 

up hope and try to cope with their life in hard-

ship. Finally, when they reach adulthood, they 

are complacent about their situation.” A sense 

of fatalism consistently correlated with lower 

demand for credit (proxy for investment in the 

future) in Ethiopia,16 suggesting that early inter-

vention to improve psychosocial health can and 

does impact the poor’s willingness to continually 

invest in their future.

High psychosocial competency can have sig-

nificant impact on socioeconomic and health 

outcomes. Trzesniewski et al (2003) found evi-

dence from an international longitudinal dataset 

showing that adolescents with high self-esteem 

experience better physical and mental health, 

better economic prospects, and lower levels of 

criminal activity as adults. Importantly, they also 

find evidence that self-esteem levels are rela-

tively unstable throughout childhood, stabilis-

ing in adolescents and young adults and declin-

ing in middle and old age.17 This highlights how 

early intervention is crucial in raising levels of 

a child’s self esteem, particularly those living in 

material deprivation. As Dercon and Krishnan’s 

(2009) study corroborates, raising education lev-

els in deprived areas can mitigate the intergener-

ational transmission of poverty. Hence, provision 

of education and psychosocial support is crucial 

to mitigate the crowding effects in environments 

such as Manila’s slums. Similarly, Gawad Kalinga’s 

(see pages 16–17) approach illustrates how their 

strategy of going beyond physical improve-

ments by focusing on a new way of life, moti-

vates their beneficiaries and facilitates the build-

ing of mental resilience.

Emerging research on cognitive control and 

cash transfers adds further weight to the idea 

that a combination of psychosocial interventions 

and raising material living standards is important 

for the urban poor. In contrast to the folk theory 

of the “undeserving poor”, whereby poverty is 

deemed to be the result of bad behaviour, new 

evidence suggests that poverty can cause behav-

iour that appears impatient or impulsive. Spears 

(2010) uses lab experiments and data from India 

to show that economic decision-making is diffi-

cult for the poor because resources are scarce, 

forcing them to make many trade off consump-

tion and time use decisions throughout the day. 

The result for the poor was lower performance 

and depletion of self-control.18

Related research in Malawi shows that ado-

lescent girls receiving Unconditional Cash 

Transfers (UCTs) experienced a substantial tem-

porary reduction in psychological distress, being 

38% less likely to experience mental health 

problems. This is compared to 17% in the group 

receiving Conditional Cash Transfers (CCTs) for 

school attendance. The cash transfer had the 

same effect of raising school attendance, with 

girls attending 80% of the time, regardless of 

whether conditions were imposed, but these 

results suggest that the presence of conditions 

was psychologically taxing.19,20 The key takeaway 

from these studies is this: raising income levels 

helps the poor to make better decisions, making 

them less likely to experience psychological dis-

tress and depletion of self-control.

Reinforcing this view has two important 

implications for garnering support for pro-poor 

programmes and policies. First, the “undeserving 

Psychosocial interventions in slum areas
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poor” theory can complicate or crowd out efforts 

to help the poor. Secondly, understanding how 

poverty influences decision making and 

behaviour can help NGOs and government 

agencies better tailor their interventions to alle-

viate poverty.23 One such organisation that 

understands the importance of psychosocial 

wellbeing for better decision-making is EnFaNCE 

(see above).

EnFaNCE: connecting people to services through 
psychosocial support21,22

Situated in a small side street in Tondo, EnFaNCE is different from 

other NGOs. Established with the support of Inter-aide, a humanitar-

ian agency, in 2003, EnFaNCE works in a deprived area in the Port of 

Manila and in Tondo, where it targets the poorest population that 

remains out of the public and private programmes that help such 

communities.

The extreme poor are often not integrated in the community, 

and they can only be reached through an individual approach. 

EnFaNCE aims to bridge the gap between the extremely poor 

(around 10%–15% of the population in target areas) and services 

that are already available by providing family and individual coun-

selling that allow beneficiaries to articulate solutions to their social 

and psychosocial problems. “Some families only need access to 

information about these services in order to use them—others need 

more comprehensive support,” said Jennifer Mangeard, EnFaNCE’s 

outgoing programme director.

That’s where the Family Development Programme comes in. Here, 

trained counsellors conduct home visits to the poorest families over 

six to nine months. Families are identified by an initial assessment 

of housing quality and size, number of rooms, whether the children 

have birth certificates and whether they currently use various ser-

vices. Each counselling session lasts 45 minutes. Counsellors evaluate 

the family’s situation and help them to define objectives for the dura-

tion of the programme. Throughout, the EnFaNCE scorecard for each 

family tracks progress towards self-defined targets. In 2011, 60% of 

the 106 families counselled showed significant improvements in 

achieving their goals and were defined as self reliant by EnFaNCE.

Counsellors also refer beneficiaries to partner organisations pro-

viding health or other services. “Often, these families need a listen-

ing ear,” said Mangeard. Problems in this hard-to-reach group in 2011 

spanned access to health services (51% of cases) and family relation-

ship problems (32%), including domestic violence, addiction, and 

other behavioural issues.

Tuberculosis and maternal and child health are the main health 

problems. So why don’t people go to the health centre? “The poor-

est families are sometimes too ashamed to visit the health centre, 

if the condition is already serious or they think the staff will judge 

them. Sometimes health workers are not nice to them,” Mangeard 

explained. To overcome psychological barriers to accessing health 

services, EnFaNCE counsellors provide families with referral papers 

to the health centre. Often, health workers are friendlier when the 

papers are produced.

After the counselling programme, families can still avail of social 

and information services provided at the EnFaNCE office. To ensure 

sustainability and wider reach, EnFaNCE moves on to another area 

once all extremely poor families have been reached, but not before 

building networks with other NGOs in the area. They also provide a 

Family Budgeting and Savings programme—keep an eye out for 

our special issue on financial access in slum areas later this year for 

further details.

Psychological barriers deter the poor from seeking help.
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Gawad Kalinga: beyond building houses24,25

Gawad Kalinga (GK), literally “to give care”, is one of the Philippines’ 

most well-known and wide reaching grassroots NGOs, touching an 

estimated 500,000 people in 2,000 communities through its housing 

and community development programmes to date.26 The movement 

aims to foster resilience and self-reliance within communities, with 

a roadmap for 2003–2024 that involves moving through phases: 1) 

inspiring action beyond charity to active community participation, 2) 

inviting collaborators in science, technology and the arts to design 

innovations within the GK model, and culminating in 3) the solidifica-

tion of a sustainable standard of living for all.

GK’s progress to date in slum upgrading has been remarkable. 

By 2009, a total of 33,439 houses had been built in 1,400 villages in 

the Philippines. Of these houses, 9,000 were built in Metro Manila.27 

Specific to the urban poor, GK helps to relocate slum dwellers to solid 

and durable housing in newly built villages that are sponsored by 

organisations such as Air France KLM and Fuji Xerox, in addition to 

numerous individual and non-corporate donors.

In Caloocan, one of Manila’s 16 cities to the North, we visited one 

such village. Facilitated by GK community organiser Roma, we inter-

viewed Lynn, the Kapitbahayan (neighbourhood association) presi-

dent and project director of one of the clusters of villages, and Jean, 

a member of the Kapitbahayan welcome committee. When asked 

about life before GK, both respondents reflected on their past with 

difficulty. “Life was very hard. I didn’t know if my children would have 

a good future. I didn’t know what improvement was back then,” 

Lynn recounted tearfully. “I found hope in action when GK came and 

realised the change would go beyond the houses.”

Lynn explained how, as a stay at home mother with three children 

(her husband is a construction worker), “I did things by myself before; 

the community was closed.” With GK’s support, Lynn felt that she 

had discovered new capabilities. “I never thought that, as a typical 

mother in a household, I’d be able to face high level people. I never 

thought I’d be a leader in the community. Who would have thought?”

But her sense of obligation and newfound responsibility is not 

without issues. “My husband is not supportive of my position, but I 

am still able to serve the community. Now I can relate to people and 

help them.” Lynn’s children are also sponsored and now attend school.

Jean chimed in, “We’ve seen immediate changes among the chil-

dren, although less with the teenagers, since we moved here. There 

has been less violence and better behaviour! The men wear T-shirts 

now, and they don’t get drunk early in the morning like before.” GK’s 

approach involves a set of social norms which communities learn to 

incorporate during the process of reorganisation (see page 17 on 

Kapitbahayan principles). Many of the village women have busi-

nesses, whilst men are often construction workers. In addition to 

Kabitbahayan leadership roles, everyone in the village is encouraged 

to take on responsibility, as part of the welcome teams or the care-

taker team, who ensure that the physical conditions of the village do 

not deteriorate to slum levels.

GKs approach is to foster community solidarity via “sweat equity”, 

where beneficiaries provide the manual labour to build their houses, 

with materials paid for by sponsors. Completed houses are then allo-

cated by a lottery system, with the community members who pro-

vided the most labour having the most bids. According to Roma, this 

helps to build a sense of community.

A village in Taguig.

Gawad Kalinga housing.
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In the village we visited in Taguig City, the homes were two sto-

reys high. As Roma explained, one of the key things GK ensures in 

building houses is to ensure adequate space for an entire family. In 

particular, they made separate bedrooms for the children and adults 

to mitigate sexual abuse between family members, which can be 

common in slum areas. This is part of GKs cognitive approach to com-

munity building—changing the physical structure to change behav-

ioural patterns in communities.28 Other behaviours such as hostility, 

withdrawal from the community and violence from overcrowding 

(mentioned in main article above) can change in response to the 

physical environment, as Jing, a GK volunteer in Taguig, attested. 

Before moving to the GK village, she lived in a shanty in central 

Manila. “During the typhoon, we had to put tyres on the tarp which 

served as a simple roof. We were thinking of the children’s safety 

when we accepted the GK house,” she explained, visibly moved. “GK 

gives you not only a house, but a home… it teaches us to be humble. 

My kids have different values now.”

Mie-An is a member of GK’s livelihoods programme, where she 

is paid a small salary in return for baking and selling her goods. “It’s 

my own little share. I won’t ask my husband for money for my face 

powder anymore!” she joked. “Now I can save a little (100–200 pesos, 

or approximately US$2.37–4.54) from my husband’s salary and can 

set a budget. Before, I had nothing at the end of the month.” In our 

survey in Manila, only 25% of the 352 respondents indicated that 

they save a weekly amount. On average they manage to put aside 

590 pesos (US$14).

GK’s integrated approach to community building, and commu-

nity psychosocial support, has been heralded as “the” model for sus-

tainable development in the Philippines. With its grassroots approach 

and close partner collaboration (partners are obliged to visit GK areas 

before investing in them), we foresee that GK will continue to be a 

driving force in urban and rural development across the Philippines 

in the immediate term.

Kapitbahayan principles: fostering 
psychosocial support

The Kvapitbahayan manual outlines the core values that serve to 

unify the GK kapitbahayan in each village. With the assistance of the 

community organiser, village members are encouraged to adhere 

to the principles of:

•	 Bayanihan: the “collective efforts of heroism in a community”;

•	 Less for self, more for others, enough for all: everyone in the 

community has something to share or contribute according 

to his heart and means. No one is too poor that he has noth-

ing to give;

•	 All members are equal partners: there is no discrimination 

among the poor, whether in terms of religion, community 

status or level of education. Willingness to participate is given 

the highest value, and each one is encouraged to give his or 

her share in community building;

•	 Solidarity has to do with being a family: it is accepting that the 

good of one person has to do with the good of all;

•	 Servant leadership: this means taking the lead in giving ser-

vice, and being the last in receiving benefits;

•	 Empowered community: residents of the GK community must 

be full partners and not just beneficiaries. They gain the abil-

ity to respond to opportunities and choices, enabling them to 

reach their highest potential;

•	 Enlightened community: residents protect themselves from 

social, economic and political degradation. By following 

agreed-upon common values, the kapitbahayan can discern 

and promote what will be good for the whole community; and

•	 Faith and patriotism: love of God and country.

Building houses at the Gawad Kalinga Caloocan village.
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The future of Manila’s poor is uncertain. Their fate relies on several vari-

ables that cannot be accurately predicted. Government agencies are the 

first, and perhaps most important, variable. The government is the agent 

with the greatest amount of resources at its disposal, whether in terms of 

funds, manpower, data, or legal authority. However, they tend to focus on 

fighting the symptoms. A policy focus on relocation of squatters—often to 

new housing projects several hours away from the capital—might help to 

temporarily reduce the incidence of poverty in the city, but does little to 

improve the livelihood of the urban poor. Often, they cannot find work near 

their new homes and are worse off than before; both in terms of economic 

well-being and in terms of quality of life.

While it is hard to work with communities to achieve upgrading of 

slums, connect them to public infrastructure such as piped water, and orga-

nise a functional garbage collection system, organisations such as Gawad 

Kalinga have illustrated that it is not impossible. More time and energy 

should be spent on bringing local government efforts in line with national 

policy priorities, rather than seeking the easy way out. Emphasising reloca-

tion of slum communities is short-sighted and will only achieve superficial 

improvements to the urban environment in the capital of the Philippines. 

The megatrend of rural-urban migration will continue throughout the next 

decade, and thus, almost certainly, Manila will see high concentrations of 

urban poor squatters for many years to come.

The second variable is the large number of non-government organisa-

tions operating in Manila. As this issue has shown, there are several organi-

sations that are conducting very successful programmes to assist the poor. 

However, these efforts remain uncoordinated, leading to overlaps in some 

areas and service gaps in others. As long as NGOs remain unwilling or 

unable to look beyond their ideological differences and cooperate, their 

impact will not reach its potential.

Aside from organisational problems, there is also the matter of the poli-

cies or programmes themselves. The design of services to the poor should 

account for the current body of knowledge on the psychosocial problems 

that the poor suffer. As shown in this Bulletin, if organisations only provide 

material goods and services without the requisite psychosocial support, 

the programmes have a high likelihood of failure. Bridging the informa-

tion and awareness gap between existing services and the poorest com-

munities has the potential for vast improvements without much additional 

investment. Furthermore, building mental resilience among the urban 

poor—often the most vulnerable group of society—could lead to a perma-

nent upward trend of community development, especially in slums where 

crowding effects are widespread. Thus, the willingness of both government 

and non-government organisations to invest and embrace these new tech-

niques is pivotal.

Long-term solutions have to tackle the issues of poor infrastructure and 

lack of access to essential services within the existing settlements. The 

emphasis should be placed on closing the service gaps for the poorest of 

the poor described in this Bulletin by following sustainable, long-term ori-

ented solutions for these issues, not by shifting them out of sight. Clearly, 

improvements in the physical conditions of the urban environment has 

multiplier effects on the psychosocial state and mental resilience of slum 

dwellers. Upgrading housing and connecting settlements to water and san-

itation systems are necessary steps that should help to empower the urban 

poor—steps we hope that Manila’s LGUs and NGOs will take as urbanisation 

continues.

Concluding remarks and future outlook

A dry riverbed filled with solid waste. Is this Manila’s future?
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