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ABSTRACT
This paper presents the evidence on how social 
protection and especially non-contributory cash 
transfers impact on individuals and households in 
low- and middle-income countries. The paper 
provides guidance on what policies, programming 
and interventions have been considered effective for 
Sida’s objective of creating better living conditions 
for people living in poverty and oppression (through 
assessments of the size and strength of the underly-
ing evidence base by outcome and indicator). Based 
on evidence extracted from 152 studies, the paper 
discusses the impact of cash transfers on specific 
key indicators under the following outcomes: re-
sources and economic growth, health, education, 
gender, social cohesion and human security. These 
topics have been selected since the linkages to these 
areas are important in Sida´s implementation of 

social protection and because there is an extensive 
evidence base. For most indicators, cash transfers 
contributed to progress in the direction intended by 
policymakers. However, the paper also highlights 
important variations and heterogeneity. 
Furthermore, we evaluate what works in terms of 
social protection delivery, reviewing the evidence on 
how design and implementation choices are impor-
tant for effective poverty reduction. Reviewed 
design-choices include: payment delivery, condition-
ality, cash Vs. in-kind transfers and graduation 
approaches. Finally, the paper highlights gaps in the 
evidence base and areas which would benefit from 
additional future research, as well as summarizes 
key findings and conclusions on how cash transfers 
impact on multidimensional poverty-reduction and 
what design-choices are proven effective. 
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INTRODUCTION
Social protection is both a human right in itself and 
an effective tool to reduce multidimensional poverty. 
Therefore there is a strong imperative to expand 
social protection coverage to reach the vision of 
“leaving no one behind” and to enable achievement 
of a number of sustainable development goals. 

The focus of this assessment of What Works is social 
assistance in the form of non-contributary social 
protection – especially cash transfers. Although 
there are variations depending on the contexts, 
programme objectives, economic analysis, market 
assessments, capacity requirements and beneficiary 
preferences, cash transfers are cost-effective in 
comparison to other in-kind transfers, but also in 
comparison to other interventions for poverty 
alleviation (Margolies and Hoddinott 2014; Gentilini 
2016). The large scale of social protection interven-
tions, reaching over 700 million individuals globally, 
means it is of interest to follow up under which 
circumstances and how social cash transfers most 
effectively influences outcomes for multidimensional 
poverty.

Social protection contributes to positive outcomes for 
multiple dimensions of poverty even when support 
comprises cash transfers without other objectives. 
Sida supported social protection schemes, however, 
include linkages to other sectors such as health and 
education through complementary interventions, 
communication and coordination of key officials at 
national, regional and local level. Such comprehen-
sive social protection schemes have potential to 
provide stronger outcomes for multidimensional 
poverty reduction.

This assessment of the evidence is divided in two 
separate sections. The first section reviews the 
evidence on how social protection and especially 
cash transfers affects outcomes in a few key aspects 
of poverty reduction; economic resources of individu-
als, national economic growth, education, health, 
social cohesion and human security. Further, gender 
is integrated in all areas, but is also elaborated on in 

a separate section. These topics have been selected 
since the linkages to these areas are important in 
Sida implementation of social protection and be-
cause there is an extensive evidence base. Additional 
dimensions that are important include linkages to 
resilience and to agriculture. These topics, and 
possibly others, may be added at a later stage to this 
overview of What Works when there is stronger 
evidence. The second section looks at what works in 
terms of social protection delivery, reviewing the 
evidence on how design and implementation choices 
are important for effective poverty reduction. 

The evidence base is important to guide deci-
sion-making since social protection systems require 
high allocation of resources. Social protection is also 
an extensively researched area in development 
cooperation with numerous impact evaluations with 
randomized control trials (RCTs) and quasi-experi-
mental approaches providing a strong evidence base 
for assessing outcomes for poverty reduction. 
Qualitative methods are also critical sources of 
information that shed light on both the context in 
which social protection programmes occur and 
pathways of impact, as well as experience lived and 
people’s responses to these programmes. 

What Works to Reduce Poverty 
through Social Protection?

”What works?” is a living document series initiated by 
Sida’s Chief Economist Team. The series is a part of Sida’s 
commitment to become more evidence-based in its policy 
and programming. 

The ‘What works’ series reviews, but is not limited to,  
the available literature mapped in the ‘Evidence mapping 
briefs’ to provide further guidance to what policies, 
programming and interventions have been considered 
effective for Sida’s objective of creating better living 
conditions for people living in poverty and oppression. It is 
intended to help Sida policy specialists, managers and 
programme officers become more evidence-based in their 
work.

Each ‘What Works’ brief is a living document that focuses 
on a particular thematic area relevant for Sida’s work, and 
can be continuously updated as new research findings 
emerge.
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Assessment of social protection interventions always 
need to be undertaken in the specific context. This 
overview of “what works” therefore does not aim to 
provide a model for which types of social protection 
interventions should be supported. The assessment 
of the evidence can however provide guidance on the 
complexities of designing and following up social 
protection interventions, and support evidence-based 
dialogue about different policy choices in expanding 
social protection. An overview of key sources of 
evidence from studies of social protection effects has 
previously been undertaken by Sida (see Evidence 
mapping brief: Social protection (sida.se)). In addi-
tion, in the production of this What Works paper 152 
systemic reviews, RCTs and other relevant papers 
were selected, reviewed and synthesised by Sida 
Social Protection specialists and sorted based on 
research question, methodology and key findings. 
This document takes the review of evidence one step 
further to draw conclusions from the evidence base. 
The paper has been reviewed by Tia Palermo, a 
leading (external) social protection and cash transfer 
specialists, to promote rigour transparency, reliabili-
ty and validity.

The ultimate objective of support to social protection 
is to establish systems for universal social protection 
with a comprehensive approach and long-term 
sustainability. This objective needs to be realised 
progressively and choices and priorities will need to 
be taken to adjust to limitations in resources and 
capacities. These choices relate to the two sections 
of this analysis; to achieving strong impact for 
multidimensional poverty reduction and to design 
mechanisms for effective delivery of social protection 
schemes.

DIMENSIONS OF 
ASSESSMENT
To answer the question of “what works” when it 
comes to reducing vulnerability and improving 
opportunities for people living in poverty through 
social protection, we assess interventions based on a 
continuum of two dimensions: the strength of the 
underlying evidence and the impact of interventions. 

• Strength of evidence: Understanding ‘what works’ 
for strong outcomes for poverty reduction and for 

effective programming requires thorough scientific 
evaluation, preferably from a large number of 
high-quality studies in a wide range of real-world 
settings. While an intervention can in theory 
contribute to poverty reduction, a lack of credible 
empirical proof will limit the possibility to deter-
mine whether this is actually the case. For a given 
intervention, we try to determine the certainty 
associated with the evidence of its effects in terms 
of scope (how many sources of evidence exist? Is 
evidence drawn from one specific geographic area, or 
from a wide array of demographic and geographical 
contexts?), quality (does the available evidence uphold 
to scientific standards?) and cohesiveness (do 
findings differ across studies?)

• Impact: Once the strength of evidence associated 
with an intervention has been assessed, we move 
on to summarise its findings. Given the body of 
research, how well do different interventions 
succeed in improving the living conditions for the 
multidimensionally poor? Assessing the impact of 
an intervention, we consider effect size (how large 
and robust are the intended outcomes of the inter-
vention?, how cost-effective are interventions?) 

This two-dimensional assessment is then boiled 
down to an overview over how different social 
protection interventions have been proven to con-
tribute to the reduction of poverty in different 
dimensions. A specific assessment is undertaken in 
relation to what works for effective delivery of social 
protection systems or schemes. 

Figure 1 shows how the interventions are classified 
according to the two dimensions of impact and 
certainty of evidence. In the upper right corner, we 
have interventions that “works for” – these have 
robust evidence pointing towards their effectiveness. 
Interventions placed in this corner have proven 
impactful for addressing specific aspects of poverty 
in several different regional, demographic and 
environmental contexts, based on studies of high 
scientific quality. On the other end of the evidence 
axis, we find interventions that ”might work for” or 
“might not work for”. In these cases, evidence is 
either scarce, of low-quality or there are studies with 
contradictive findings, making it difficult to draw any 
generalisable conclusions regarding the impact of 
the interventions for different aspects of poverty. If 
an intervention is chosen from these categories, one 
should be able to justify the choice when moving 

https://inside.sida.se/samarbeta/socialprotection/Sida%20Briefs%20and%20guidance/Evidence_mapping_brief_Social_protection.pdf
https://inside.sida.se/samarbeta/socialprotection/Sida%20Briefs%20and%20guidance/Evidence_mapping_brief_Social_protection.pdf
https://inside.sida.se/samarbeta/rattvis/Social%20Protection/Shared%20documents/Literature%20review%20-%20What%20Works.docx?Web=1
https://inside.sida.se/samarbeta/rattvis/Social%20Protection/Shared%20documents/Literature%20review%20-%20What%20Works.docx?Web=1
https://inside.sida.se/samarbeta/rattvis/Social%20Protection/Shared%20documents/Literature%20review%20-%20What%20Works.docx?Web=1
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forward with these types of interventions. Has the 
intervention proven beneficial in the given specific 
regional or thematic context? Finally, interventions in 
the bottom right corner “doesn’t work for”: this 
implies that there is a vast number of empirical 
studies that fail to identify any meaningful impacts

Figure 1

IMPACTS OF SOCIAL 
PROTECTION ON 
MULTIDIMENSIONAL 
POVERTY
Cash transfers contribute directly to increase 
income of beneficiaries. Cash transfers also 
contribute to multidimensional poverty reduction 
through effects on several other determinants and 
consequences of poverty and vulnerability, accord-
ing to extensive evidence from research. The wider 
effects of social protection can be enhanced through, 
for example, so called cash plus/comprehensive 
social protection interventions which combine cash 
transfers with complementary interventions (Roelen 
et al 2017, Roelen et al 2018). Knowledge of impact 
of social protection in relation to other areas of 

intervention is important in the design of such 
comprehensive social protection interventions and 
intersectoral linkages.

In this section Sida focuses on the effects of social 
protection on resources and economic growth, 
gender, education and health; areas which are often 
linked to social protection and where impact evalua-
tions provide strong evidence. The topic of how social 
protection affects social cohesion and human 
security is also included, although evidence is 
weaker since it is an often debated topic. Several 
other areas that are closely linked to social protec-
tion have not been included due to limited evidence 
or difficulty in delineating between impact from 
social protection or other interventions. If there is an 
increased evidence base this overview can be 
complemented at a later stage with evidence on how 
social protection impacts on e.g. resilience, sexual 
and reproductive rights and child marriages.

Resources and Economic Growth
Income for beneficiaries
Social protection with cash transfers contribute to 
direct effects of increasing income for people living 
in poverty and vulnerability. Beneficiaries who 
receive cash transfers generally experience de-
creased monetary poverty which enables households 
to increase their expenditure (Bastagli et al., 2016).

The overall poverty headcount among beneficiaries 
was generally decreased to varying degrees. In 
Zambia the share of beneficiaries who were catego-
rized as below the poverty line decreased by 4%, 
while a program in Pakistan reduced the poverty 
headcount by 22% among beneficiaries. A third of 
studies showed no direct effect on poverty levels, and 
the analysis suggests that in many cases the impact 
of cash transfers may not be large enough to impact 
on aggregate poverty levels. Poverty levels may also 
be slower to change, showing effect only when 
beneficiaries have been exposed for a longer time 
(Bastagli et al., 2016).

Food is usually the largest expenditure for people 
living in poverty and cash transfers significantly 
increase households food expenditure. There is a 
significant increase in food expenditure for house-
holds receiving cash transfers, showing the 
importance of social protection for food security, 

High
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Might not work

Works

Does not work

Low
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https://odi.org/en/publications/cash-transfers-what-does-the-evidence-say-a-rigorous-review-of-impacts-and-the-role-of-design-and-implementation-features/
https://odi.org/en/publications/cash-transfers-what-does-the-evidence-say-a-rigorous-review-of-impacts-and-the-role-of-design-and-implementation-features/


7

according to an extensive meta-analysis reviewing 
hundreds of evaluations and including 58 studies in a 
data-base for comparison on outcomes for food 
security. On average, the value of consumed food 
increased by 13% and caloric intake by 8%. The 
difference between food expenditure and caloric 
intake is because beneficiaries use the transfers to 
improve the quality of their diet (Hidrobo et al, 2018) 
(see also section on nutrition). 

The size of the increase in food expenditure, 
however, may vary significantly and in a few cases 
there was also a decrease, according to a synthesis 
of 35 studies. Effects are influenced by the design 
features of the cash transfer such as low levels of 
transfer size and irregular transfers (Bastagli et al., 
2016). 

Income inequalities can be reduced through social 
protection. However, benefits need to be of suffi-
cient size, according to a study of how social 
protection interventions effect inequality and social 
justice (Roelen et al., 2016). The example of Ethiopia 
shows that large scale social protection programs 
can visibly affect poverty and inequality with a 
decrease of the gini-coefficient by 2 percent-
age-points. The study concludes that the inequalities 
that are faced by people living in poverty are complex 
and multidimensional. Social protection can 

significantly contribute to reducing inequality, when it 
is designed and delivered together with complemen-
tary initiatives that address both material and 
non-material inequalities (Ibid).

Inclusive Economic Growth
Social protection is not only an investment in 
human rights of individuals – it is also an invest-
ment in human capital and economic growth. 
Inclusive economic growth is essential for long-term 
poverty reduction and studies on the effect of social 
protection on growth is important to counter the 
common misperception that cash transfers only 
contribute to consumption with short-term effects 
for individuals. Various impact evaluations show 
strong effects for increases in human capital devel-
opment and increases in productivity and 
employment that are essential for economic growth. 
Investments in social protection can trigger a 
virtuous economic cycle that increases employment, 
productivity, tax revenue and overall economic 
growth, especially in low-income countries 
(Development Pathways, ITUC 2021). 

A study of simulated investments shows clear 
positive returns from investments in social protec-
tion for overall economic growth (Development 
Pathways, ITUC 2021). An investment of 1 per cent of 
GDP in social protection policies had a multiplier 
effect on GDP of between 0.7 and 1.9 in eight case 
studies1, showing that all countries have a return 
from the investment, and some have an economic 
gain. Economies with a lower level of GDP benefit the 
most from the investments in social protection 
(Bangladesh, India, Rwanda). Therefore, investments 
in social protection appear to have a higher effect on 
economic growth in countries with a lower GDP per 
capita). The study focuses on domestic macro-eco-
nomic indicators (gross domestic product, 
employment, production factors value added and 
income, and tax revenues), and micro-economic 
indicators (households’ income by wealth quantiles, 
poverty and inequality) (Development Pathways, ITUC 
2021). 

Similar positive results show that cash transfers 
have a multiplier-effect on the local economy in 
microsimulations undertaken for seven countries in 
Sub-Saharan Africa. When beneficiaries spend their 

1 Bangladesh, Colombia, Costa Rica, Georgia, Ghana, India, Rwanda, 
Serbia
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Resources and Economic Growth

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0305750X17302851
https://odi.org/en/publications/cash-transfers-what-does-the-evidence-say-a-rigorous-review-of-impacts-and-the-role-of-design-and-implementation-features/
https://odi.org/en/publications/cash-transfers-what-does-the-evidence-say-a-rigorous-review-of-impacts-and-the-role-of-design-and-implementation-features/
https://socialprotection-humanrights.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/10/245877e.pdf
https://socialprotection-humanrights.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/10/245877e.pdf
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cash transfers, local demand for goods and services 
increases. If local production expands to meet this 
demand, cash transfer programmes create income 
multipliers; each dollar transferred can increase 
local income by more than one dollar (Taylor et al., 
2016). The nominal income multipliers range from 
1.27 (in Malawi) to 2.52 (Hintalo, Ethiopia). This 
implies that there are local economy income spill-
overs of 0.27 to 1.52 per dollar transferred to eligible 
households. Real income multipliers range from 1.08 
(Nyanza, Kenya) to 1.81 (Hintalo, Ethiopia). All of the 
multipliers are significantly greater than 1.0 (which 
shows positive spill-over effects), indicating that 
each dollar transferred to a poor household adds 
more than a dollar to total income in the local 
economy. The different size of multiplier effects 
depend on differences in programme targeting, 
expenditure patterns, business composition and 
production functions, and market integration in each 
country. Thorough methodology explanation supports 
the evidence (Ibid)

Contrary to an often raised fear, evidence shows 
that cash transfers do not cause inflation, according 
to seven country studies in Sub-Saharan Africa. 
While there were a few exceptions of temporary price 
increases during payment periods, there was no 
evidence that the cash transfers have led to inflation. 
Since the contexts for cash transfers are often 
characterised by high unemployment there is no real 
push to increase wages from cash transfers. Local 
supply of goods has also had the potential to meet 
the increased demand from beneficiaries lowering 
the inflation pressure (Ibid). 

Direct effects on productive activities that promotes 
economic growth is also an effect from cash trans-
fers. There is strong evidence showing positive 
growth impacts of social protection at micro level in 
a synthesis study of impact evaluations (Mathers and 
Slater, 2014). Evidence is also growing on its poten-
tially positive impacts at meso level. At macro level 
evidence is somewhat inconclusive although there 
are some indications of net positive effects. 
Individual evaluations show small but positive 
impacts on aggregate growth from programs with 
productivity and poverty alleviation objectives. 
Combined with micro-level evidence this implies that 
in the short term, social protection mainly supports 
growth through enhancing productivity and labour 
market participation. In the long term there are 

positive productive effects through increased invest-
ment in human capital (Mathers and Slater, 2014).

Cash transfers do not provide disincentives to 
labour or to productive activities, as has sometimes 
been feared. A study of seven randomized controlled 
trials shows no evidence that cash transfers de-
creased the interest to work or the number of hours 
worked for women or men (Banerjee, A. V., et al. 
2017). On the contrary, regular transfers provided 
beneficiaries with the opportunity to enhance their 
livelihoods and increase their ability to contribute to 
their local development- investing in productive 
activities and, re-entering social networks (FAO, 
2017).

Cash transfers lead to an increase in beneficiaries 
productive assets, measured by livestock, non-farm 
productive assets, farm productive assets, and 
savings, according to extensive studies and me-
ta-analysis (Hidrobo et al, 2018). The most common 
asset increase was ownership of livestock which 
increased in almost all of the countries in a compre-
hensive study by FAO. In over half of countries, 
beneficiaries increased their purchase of agricultural 
tools. These increases in productive assets strength-
en beneficiaries opportunities. For instance, a study 
from Zambia shows that the agricultural productivity 
increased by 36 percent when households received 
cash transfers. (FAO, 2017).

Employment is also positively affected by invest-
ments in social protection, and will thus affect 
economic growth. An investment of 1 percent of GDP 
in social protection has a multiplier effect for em-
ployment between 0.1 and 1.1 in the eight case 
studies. In most cases, the employment gains are 
greatest for women showing that social protection 
can reduce gender inequalities in the labour market. 
The analysis also shows that social protection 
investments increase the overall employment supply 
(Ibid).

Regular cash transfers to people living in poverty 
can improve their ability to make small business 
investments and improve the productivity of 
self-employment activities. Bastagli et al., (2016) 
have reviewed 27 studies that specifically examined 
these linkages, of which most are randomized 
control trials and quasi-experimental studies from 
Sub-Saharan Africa. The evidence shows that cash 

https://www.social-protection.org/gimi/gess/RessourcePDF.action?ressource.ressourceId=54036
https://epod.cid.harvard.edu/sites/default/files/2018-04/debunking_the_stereotype_of_lazy_welfare_recipient.pdf
https://epod.cid.harvard.edu/sites/default/files/2018-04/debunking_the_stereotype_of_lazy_welfare_recipient.pdf
http://www.fao.org/3/i7311e/i7311e.pdf
http://www.fao.org/3/i7311e/i7311e.pdf
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0305750X17302851
http://www.fao.org/3/i7311e/i7311e.pdf
https://odi.org/en/publications/cash-transfers-what-does-the-evidence-say-a-rigorous-review-of-impacts-and-the-role-of-design-and-implementation-features/
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transfers increased households’ savings and im-
proved agricultural productive assets, agricultural 
inputs and increased ownership of livestock. Impacts 
for non-farm businesses were mixed, providing no 
clear conclusion. Similarly, there is growing evi-
dence, mainly from Latin America, that cash 
transfers can stimulate self-employment and raise 
long term earning potential, especially if it is com-
bined with complementary interventions (Blattman 
and Ralston, 2015)2.

Investments in social protection directly promotes 
human capital gains which in turn contributes to 
economic growth. (see also section 4 on gender, 
education and health). The World Bank Human 
Capital Index provides calculations that a child born 
in a low-income country can expect to be 37 percent 
as productive as if she had full education and full 
health. Similar calculations of human capital devel-
opment is sometimes linked to social protection due 
to its effects for achieving outcomes in other areas 
such as education or food security. 

When undernutrition among children is reduced, 
the effects for economic growth are calculated to be 
particularly strong. While reducing undernutrition 
among children is of crucial importance in itself, it 
has received insufficient political priority, thus 
inspiring studies that calculate the economic value of 
addressing undernutrition. The African Commission 
has made such calculations on the cost of hunger in 
Africa. For example, the cost of stunting was calcu-
lated to 16,5 percent of GDP in Ethiopia – annually 
(African Union, 2014). Similar calculations have 
showed the positive effects of increasing girls 
education and raising the marriage age of girls not 
only for individual wellbeing but also for increasing 
economic growth (Wodon et al 2017). Comprehensive 
social protection interventions with the aim to 
address these dimensions of poverty can therefore 
also strengthen their impact for economic growth.

Health
There is a strong dual-causal relationship between 
poverty and health. Poverty negatively impacts on 
heath, but poor health is also an underlying factor for 
poverty. To break this vicious cycle, social protection 
programs can fill a fundamental role in improving 

2 See also Sida Chief Economist Team, 2021. What Works? To Promote 
Productive Employment for People Living in Poverty

health outcomes over the life-course and according 
to need, both directly with income effects leading to 
impacts on health services utilization and hygiene 
environment improvements, as well as through 
program design characteristics such as linkages to 
services, health insurance premium fee waivers, 
conditions, or behaviour change communication, or 
indirectly for example through supplemented 
income and therefore consumption. 

A large literature has studied how social protection 
programs impact on the utilization of health servic-
es. In addition, a growing number of studies examine 
program impacts on nutrition and child anthropo-
metric measures, HIV prevention and reproductive 
health, maternal and child health and mental health 
outcomes. 

Utilization of health services
Cash transfers and other social protection pro-
grams are associated with increased use of health 
services. For instance, Bastagli et al. (2019) find that 
cash transfers generally increased the use of health 
facilities and especially when conditionalities are 
attached: a majority of reviewed studies reported 
statistically significant increases ranging from an 
additional 0.28 preventative visits in Jamaica’s PATH 
programme to an extra 2.3 general health visits in 
Tanzania’s Social Action Fund. Similarly, Blankenship 
et al. (2020), find that cash transfers generally 
increased the average per capita expenditure on 
medical services – especially for children. Murray et 
al. (2014) and Glassman et al. (2013), document that 
cash transfers increase uptake of institutional 
delivery and skilled attendance at birth, ranging from 
a low of 4 percentage-points in Guatemala to a high 
of 37 percentage-points in India. In Ghana, the 
Livelihood Empowerment Against Poverty (LEAP) 
programme increased health insurance enrolment 
among the treatment group from 37.4% to 46.6% 
(Palermo et al., 2019), and the program increased 
the use of curative health care by 24 percent-
age-points among children aged 0–5 years (Handa, 
Park and Darko et al., 2014). In Tanzania, children 
(ages 0-5) in PSSN households were 4.7 percent-
age-points more likely to be taken to a health 
check-up compared to the control mean of 25.5 
percent, and the treatment group as a whole were 
1.4 percentage-points more likely to visit a health-
care provider (TASAF, 2019). 

https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=2622220
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=2622220
https://documents.wfp.org/stellent/groups/public/documents/communications/wfp264184.pdf
https://documents.worldbank.org/en/publication/documents-reports/documentdetail/706641512475149419/the-cost-of-not-investing-in-girls-child-marriage-early-childbearing-low-educational-attainment-for-girls-and-their-impacts-in-uganda
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Still, results are mixed for certain specific indica-
tors. For example, Cruz et al. (2017) have reviewed 
17 studies on the health outcomes of children and 
conclude that cash transfers were positively associ-
ated with immunization rates and vaccination. But 
cash transfers have not been found to improve 
immunization-tares in Nicaragua, Zimbabwe or 
Jamaica (de Groot, Palermo, Handa, Ragno and 
Peterman, 2015). In Indonesia, the PKH CCT had no 
impact on postnatal care, assisted delivery or 
delivery at facility, but the program did improve 
prenatal visits and immunization (TNP2K, 2015). In 
the Philippines, the 4P program has been found to 
positively impact on the use of prenatal health care 
services, but there was no impact on the use of 
postnatal care (Blankenship et al., 2020). Evidence 
from Malawi, Mexico and South Africa suggest that 
children benefitting from cash transfers are less 
likely to be ill (Gertler, 2004; Miller et al., 2008; Case, 
2004), while this was not the case in Kenya and 
Nicaragua (OPM, 2012; Macours et al., 2012). 

Assessments of the evidence of Community-Based 
Health Insurances (CBHIs) is also mixed. This is 
especially because enrolment in CBHI schemes has 
been low and the poorest often remain excluded as 
they cannot afford to pay premiums (see Acharya, 
2012; Carrin, 2005; Vialle-Valentin, 2008). At the 
same time, when the membership premiums are 
kept at a low monetary level to allow wider 

enrolment of poor people, the financial protection 
and benefits offered are also small, which ultimately 
limits the attractiveness of the scheme (Chuma et al. 
2013). For example, evaluations from Burkina Faso 
(Dong et al., 2009), Senegal (Mladovsky, 2014), and 
Guinea (Criel and Waelkens, 2003) document that the 
perceived quality of care under the CHBI-scheme 
has been the main reason for the high drop-out 
rates. Similarly, in a systemic review of CBHIs, 
Ekman (2004) conclude that such schemes have 
moderate effects on cost-recovery (the share of 
recurrent expenditures incurred by a provider that 
are met through insurance pay-outs) and no evi-
dence that they have an effect on quality of care. Still, 
there are exceptions. Particularly, a recent study 
from Ethiopia finds that the introduction of a volun-
tary CBHI-scheme lead to a sharp increase (111%) in 
the number of outpatient visits to CBHI-affiliated 
health centres, and patients treated at these health 
centres were 11 percentage-points more satisfied 
than those treated elsewhere. The combination of 
supply-side investments prior to launching the CBHI 
and the freedom to use retained resources to finance 
health facility expenditure is likely to have been 
contributory factors for why this scheme has been 
more successful than many other schemes in 
Sub-Saharan Africa (Shigute et al., 2020). Mebratie,  
A. D., et al. (2019) has also found that Ethiopia’s 
CBHI-scheme enhances health care use (scheme 
enrolees experience a 30 to 41 % increase in health 
care utilization and they experience at least a 56 % 
decline in cost per visit), and in terms of financial 
protection Ethiopia’s CBHI scheme has been found to 
a reduce the likelihood of borrowing by 13 % and 
increase household income, but has no effect on 
consumption or livestock holdings (Yilma et al., 2015).

Nutrition and Child Anthropometry
Cash transfers can directly improve the quality and 
diversity of diet through increased household 
income, and they have been found to play an 
important role to smooth consumption by stabiliz-
ing household income fluctuations and thus food 
consumption. These are especially important 
outcomes, as malnutrition remains a significant 
barrier to health and development worldwide. For 
example, it is estimated that 162 million children 
globally suffer from stunting. In SSA, an estimated 
40% of children aged under 5 are estimated to be 
stunted and the rate is highest among children in the 
poorest households. Notably, up to 70% of stunting 

• Improvements in morbidity,
mortality and immunization uptake 
among disadvantaged children and
mothers.

• Improve uptake of institutional
delivery and skilled attendance at
birth.

• HIV prevention and intermediate
determinants such as child
deprivation, sexual risk behaviours,
teen pregnancy and early marriage. 

• Community Based Health 
Insurances.

• Increase use of prenatal and 
postnatal care.

• Changes in child 
anthropometric outcomes.

• Increase number of health 
visits and per capita 
expenditure on medical
services.

• Increase dietary diversity.

• Reduce stress and improve
mental health.

• Improve the quality of care.
(however, not in the remit of 
cash transfers and hence not
a failing per se)
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takes place during the first 1000 days of a child´s 
life, which makes this an especially critical period to 
invest in (de Groot, Palermo, Handa, Ragno and 
Peterman, 2015). Accordingly, many programs 
specifically target this period and cash transfers is 
an increasingly popular modality. 

Cash transfers generally improve dietary diversity. 
For example, out of 12 studies reviewed by Bastagli 
et al. (2019) that report on the indicator, seven show 
statistically significant improvements. Statistically 
non-significant findings are explained by implemen-
tation problems and contextual factors (e.g. limited 
availability of diversified foods) among other reasons. 
Similarly, Hidrobo et al. (2018) has reviewed 58 social 
protection programs (including cash transfers, public 
works, and food transfers) examining food security, 
and found that social protection improves both the 
quantity and quality of food consumed. De Groot, 
Palermo, Handa, Ragno and Peterman (2015) also 
find that in all of the African countries and pro-
grammes reviewed, the majority of the additional 
income from the transfer was spent on food and that 
most households improved their diet diversity. The 
link between infant and young child feeding practices 
and nutritional status has also been widely studied, 
and there is evidence of improved nutritional status in 
several countries across all regions of the globe (Ibid). 

The effects of cash transfers on reducing malnutri-
tion are also clear in well-designed social 
protection programmes (FAO, 2019). Maternal and 
child cash transfer programmes in Cambodia and 
Myanmar, for example, have been found to be 
especially effective in addressing nutritional needs of 
pregnant mothers and young children through 
regular and predictable cash transfers (Ibid).

However, despite positive impacts on dietary 
diversity, there is only limited evidence that social 
transfers have an impact on child stunting, wasting 
and underweight3 (Bastagli et al., 2019; Chakrabarti 
A, Handa S, Natali L, Seidenfeld D, & Tembo G., 2020; 
FAO, 2019). This may be because nutrition is an 
outcome characterized by a complicated process 
involving multiple factors in addition to a household’s 
access to food (Manley & Slavchevska, 2019). 
Bastagli et al. (2019) conclude that “changes in 
3 Nevertheless, a new meta-analysis by Manley et al. (2020) finds that 

cash transfers increase height-for-age z-score by .03 and reduce 
stunting by 2.1%. Still, they identify no impacts on weight-for-age 
z-scores and wasting.

design or implementation features, including com-
plementary actions (e.g. nutritional supplements, 
WASH4 or behavioural change training), may be 
required to achieve greater and more consistent 
impacts on child anthropometric measures”. For 
example, a growing literature provides evidence that 
provision of cash plus behaviour change communica-
tion has the potential to more effectively improve 
nutrition outcomes compared to cash alone (Ahmed 
et al., 2016). Significant results for reducing stunting 
was also found in a pilot project in Bangladesh when 
maternal and child health nutrition interventions 
were combined with social protection and in-
come-generation support (FAO, UNICEF, WFP and 
WHO, 2019). 

HIV prevention and reproductive health
The evidence is somewhat mixed on how social 
transfers impact on HIV and STI risk-behaviour, 
although there are mainly positive impacts on 
pathways. In Owusu-Addo´s et al. (2018) review, they 
identify seven studies which report on the outcome. 
Out of these, five report statistically significant 
results that early sexual debut (i.e. sexual debut 
before age 15) reduced with effects ranging from 
around 3 to 13 percentage-points. In addition, out of 
five programs evaluated, four showed significant 
reductions in the probability of young people aged 
13–25 years having multiple sexual partners (Ibid). 
Several qualitative studies also provide evidence that 
CTs have reduced risky sexual behaviours, as cash 
transfers enabled young women to leave or not to 
engage in violent relationships and transactional sex 
(Miller et al. 2010; DSD, 2011; Adato et al. 2016). 

Khan et al. (2016) have also reviewed the evidence on 
how cash transfers impact on family planning and 
their impact on contraceptive use and related 
outcomes in LMICs. Although they document a 
number positive impact on contraceptives (3 out of 
11 studies), the evidence is mixed and the authors 
conclude that more evidence is needed. Similarly, in 
a new paper on Tanzania´s PSSN program (still 
unpublished at time of writing), Kamndaya et al. find 
that among adolescents and youth, PSSN cash 

4 Evidence shows that even though cash transfers make food more 
available, this does not necessarily result in improved nutrition. “Other 
health and environmental factors, including poor water, sanitation and 
hygiene (WASH), result in repeated infections, which affect how 
nutrients are absorbed and used within the body. Poor nutrition status 
further increases susceptibility to disease, thereby creating a vicious 
cycle. Through this pathway poor WASH significantly contributes to 
undernutrition” (WaterAid, 2017). 

https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/asia%20and%20pacific%20food%20security%20and%20nutrition.pdf
https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/asia%20and%20pacific%20food%20security%20and%20nutrition.pdf
https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/asia%20and%20pacific%20food%20security%20and%20nutrition.pdf
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transfers led to increased knowledge of modern 
contraceptives, but no impacts on utilization. 

Cash transfers can also be effective for reducing 
HIV prevalence and incidence as a direct outcome, 
according to a small body of evidence5. CCTs are 
sometimes found to have an especially strong 
effect. For example in Malawi, where the CT is 
conditional on staying in school, HIV prevalence 
reduced by 70% among treated girls (Baird et al., 
2012); in Tanzania, a cash transfer conditional on 
remaining STI-free reduced STIs by 25% among the 
treatment group (de Walque et al., 2014). Still, other 
RCTs, such as the HPTN study on a CCT in South 
Africa, find no impact on HIV incidence (although 
some improvement on “sexual risky behaviour”) 
(Taaffe, Longosz and Wilson, 2016). Therefore, more 
evidence is needed to support the claim that CCTs 
are more effective for HIV prevention, as (uncondi-
tional) extra income in itself is found to reduce HIV 
and STI risk-behaviour. Conclusively, both condition-
al and unconditional cash transfers stand out as 
promising modalities for HIV prevention. However, 
there is currently not sufficient evidence that, as a 
single intervention with a singular outcome, cash 
transfers are cost-effective for HIV prevention. The 
evidence rather indicates that the social transfer 
should be coordinated with other supply-side 
strengthening interventions or facilitation of linkages 
to existing services. 

A common claim and fear about cash transfers 
(especially those that target households with young 
children) is that they create perverse incentives to 
have more children. However, the evidence refutes 
this claim (see e.g. Glassman et al., 2013; Rosenberg 
et al., 2015; Todd et al., 2012). In fact, emerging 
evidence indicate that cash transfers may even 
reduce fertility and interpregnancy intervals, sug-
gesting that the income effect on the demand for 
quantity of children is counterbalanced by other 
factors, including ability to achieve smaller ideal 
family sizes – it is estimated that 25 million women 
in developing regions had an unmet need for modern 
contraception (Sedgh, G et al. 2016) – or increases in 
investments (quality) in existing children. In Zambia, 
for instance, mothers receiving cash were 2.5 
percentage-points less likely to have ever been 

5 For evidence from some specific countries, see: Malawi, (Baird 2012); 
Lesotho (Nyqvist 2015), Tanzania (de Walque et al., 2012; de Walque, 
Dow, Nathan, & Medlin, 2013); South Africa (HPTN, 2015; Karim, 2015).

pregnant (Palermo et al., 2015). Hindin´s et al. (2016) 
systematic review of what works to prevent unin-
tended and repeat pregnancies among adolescents 
in LMICs also highlights cash transfers (both condi-
tional and unconditional) as the most evidenced 
intervention to reduce pregnancy. (For further 
details, see Appendix). 

Mental health
Cash transfers have been found to have positive 
effects on mental health and wellbeing outcomes. 
For instance, Malawi’s Social Cash Transfer has been 
found to reduce psychological distress among 
adolescent schoolgirls by 14.3 percentage-points 
(Baird et al. 2013b) and studies from Zambia show 
improvements on self-reported measures for 
happiness and life-satisfaction (Natali et al., 2018). 
Owusu-Addo et al. (2018) have reviewed an additional 
six programs of which four programs showed 
significant improvements across these indicators 
with effects ranging from 6.3 to 22 percent-
age-points; Zimmerman et al. (2021) have reviewed 
12 studies on children and youth and found that 11 
out of 13 showed a positive impact for at least one 
outcome related to mental health. However, recent 
studies also point to important heterogeneity. For 
example, Prencipe et al. (2021) find that the PSSN 
program in Tanzania reduced depressive symptoms 
for male adolescents/youth, but increased them for 
females. It’s hypothesized, but not yet quantified, that 
the program conditions increased women’s distress: 
as women are already responsible for the majority of 
household duties and child rearing (due to gen-
der-biased social norms), the conditionalities 
generate additional burdens. 

Education
There is by now an extensive literature that studies 
the linkages between education and social protec-
tion, and the relationship is found to be mutually 
reinforcing. On the one hand, education enables the 
development of social protection, as education 
generates awareness about contingencies, social 
security issues and available services to ensure an 
adequate level of social protection. At the same time, 
social protection programs can enable the realisa-
tion and accessibility of education. For example, 
where children do not attend school because they 
need to work or because they are hungry or mal-
nourished, additional resources granted through 
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social protection programmes can provide families 
with the necessary additional income which can 
translate into increased school attendance. 

School attendance and drop-out rates
Cash transfer programs have the potential to 
generate a large positive effect on school attend-
ance and a negative effect on school drop-out rates. 
For example, Ralston et al. (2017) find a mean effect 
on enrolment of 7% relative to the baseline, and 
Baird, Ferreira, Özler, and Woolcock (2013) find that 
CTs resulted in a 36% greater chance of school 
enrolment and a 59% increase in the probability of 
school attendance. Interestingly, the probability of 
enrolment is greater at secondary level (31%) than at 
primary level (4%) (Ibid), and linking of transfer 
schedules to the school cycle is associated with 
higher impact on school attendance (Bastagli et al., 
2019). A long list of single case-studies confirm 
these findings. For example, in Zambia, the Child 
Grant Program (CGP) is found to have had a strong 
and significant positive impact among children age 
11–14 (which coincides with the age range where a 
sharp drop-out begins to occur in Zambia) with point 
estimates in the range of 7–8 percentage-points 
(Handa et al. 2016). In Tanzania, the PSSN program 
has been found to improve primary school enrolment 

with 7.9 percentage points compared to the control 
group mean of 69.8 percent (UNICEF, 2017).

Different family benefits and social insurances are 
also thought to have positive effects on school 
participation. For instance, as pensions are often 
used to pay grandchildren’s school fees, pension 
schemes may improve participation (Barrientos & 
Niño-Zarazúa, 2011). However, empirical evidence on 
the correlation between most social insurance 
benefits and education outcomes is scarce, with 
mixed findings. 

Learning outcomes
While the available evidence highlights a clear link 
between cash transfer receipt and increased school 
attendance, there is mixed evidence concerning the 
impact for longer-term learning and cognitive 
development outcomes (typically measured through 
test scores in maths, language or a composite test 
score). The literature also highlights important 
heterogeneity. Bastagli et al. (2019) found that out of 
the studies that examine overall effects on learning, 
the majority of the studies find no statistically 
significant impact. Yet, some RCTs do provide 
evidence of a positive effect. For example, Akresh et 
al. (2013) found that the Nahouri Cash Transfers Pilot 
Project in Burkina Faso had a statistically significant 
effect on language test scores. Snilstveit et al (2015) 
also found that school feeding programs have the 
potential to improve both school participation and 
learning: the effects were stronger in areas where 
there was high food insecurity and low participation 
in schools, while the effects were smaller in areas 
without malnutrition and where school participation 
rates are already high. However, overall, there is only 
limited evidence of improved learning outcomes, 
unless interventions are coordinated with efforts to 
improve the quality of education and other sup-
ply-side interventions to increase the availability of 
schools in remote areas. 

Gender
As described in other sections of this paper, social 
protection and cash transfers have proven to have 
significant impact on several aspects of gender 
equality, even when these outcomes are not an 
objective of the intervention. In the following 
section, we elaborate in more detail on the link 
between social protection and gender.

• Increase transition rates to
secondary schools.

• School feeding programmes
– can provide significant
nutritional benefits and 
increase school attendance
and participation.  

• Conditionality? Depends on 
the context.

• Social insurances
improve education 
outcomes.

• Improve learning
outcomes.

• Improve school 
attendance  and
enrolment.

• Reduce school drop-out
rates.

• Improve quality of
education (however, not
in the remit of cash 
transfers and hence not
a failing per se)
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In many social protection programmes the majority 
of beneficiaries are women and or female-headed 
households. Women are disproportionately in need of 
more access to social protection than men as they 
often are more vulnerable to risks of falling into 
poverty due to lack of capital and gender norms. 
Women are often responsible for the unpaid domes-
tic and care work at the household, extended family 
and community level, many times excluded from 
basic services and more exposed to environmental, 
economic and social shocks. Women have less 
access than men to formal social protection because 
they are more likely to hold informal, part-time, and 
non-standard jobs.

Productive activity – income
Cash transfers have positive effects for women’s 
economic empowerment. However, the circum-
stances in the specific context as well as program 
design contribute to significantly different 
 outcomes. Restrictive gender norms and intra- 
household dynamics can limit women’s ability to use 
the cash transfers received. Program designs that 
have mobile payments or require commitment to a 
savings account gave women more control over 
resources and thus improved women’s economic 
empowerment (Abdul Latif Jameel J-PAL, 2021). 
However, gender-analyses are needed as women 
may not have equal access to mobile phones, bank 

accounts etc. For example, recent findings from 
Bangladesh has showed that while mobile money 
had several clear benefits, it didn’t benefit everyone 
equally. Particularly, e-payments created more 
challenges for women than men as only 31% of 
female beneficiaries owned cell-phones compared to 
44% of male beneficiaries, and high rates of illiteracy 
among female beneficiaries (78% vs. 66% of men) 
made text notifications of available payments 
impossible to read (Glynn-Broderick and Koechlein, 
2021). Many programs are designed to mitigate these 
risks. For example, in Somalia and Yemen SIM-cards 
were distributed to women before commencing with 
mobile cash transfers (ODI, 2021). 

Substantial increase in women’s savings and en-
gagement in small enterprises and non-farm activity 
have been noted as an effect of cash transfers, 
according to several studies. Engagement in casual 
agricultural wage labour at the same time de-
creased, especially for women, which coincided with 
more work on family agricultural and non-agricul-
tural activity. Since casual agricultural wage labour 
receives such low pay that it is considered as ex-
ploitation, the shift is positive (Davis et al., 2016). 

An example from Zambia shows that unconditional 
cash transfers significantly increased women’s 
savings, ownership of livestock and participation in 
business activity. The impact evaluation suggests 
that women seem more active in operating small 
businesses than men and their engagement in 
non-farm enterprises seem to have been enabled by 
the increased savings. The effects noted are large 
with an increase by 300 percent in the average 
amount saved by women (Natali et al 2016).

There is a risk that unpaid domestic work can 
increase for women, according to limited studies. 
This risk is higher if cash transfers are linked to 
conditionality which often become the responsibility 
of women to fulfil. This may hinder women’s ability to 
participate in remunerated work activities. It also 
risks further enforcing unequal gender norms 
placing the main responsibility for children and 
domestic work on women (Cookson, 2018). In terms 
of effects for girls, there is evidence that child labour 
decreases for both boys and girls, but with a larger 
decrease for boys. Studies have been undertaken 
with different methodologies and may reflect that a 
higher degree of boys are engaged in paid work while 

• Women’s economic
empowerment, partly positive
but depends on program
design.

• Decreased child labour for
girls (but even larger for
boys).

• Empowerment of women in 
decision-making, probably 
different measurement could 
affect ambiguous results.

• Increased savings for women.
• Increased engagement in 

small-businesses.
• Decreased intimate-partner

violence.
• Improved well-being,

increased happiness,
decreased stress and worry.
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Gender

https://www.povertyactionlab.org/policy-insight/designing-financial-services-and-social-protection-programs-enhance-womens-economic
https://www.poverty-action.org/people/kate-glynn-broderick
https://www.poverty-action.org/people/liz-koechlein
https://www.poverty-action.org/blog/are-mobile-payments-reaching-men-and-women-equally-latest-findings-how-g2p-payments-are-working?utm_source=newsletter3&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=recovr-roundup-20
http://www.fao.org/3/I5157E/i5157e.pdf
https://www.unicef-irc.org/publications/pdf/IWP_2016_02.pdf
https://1lib.sk/book/13820563/48d1b1?id=13820563&secret=48d1b1
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girls to a higher degree are engaged in unpaid 
domestic work which does not decrease to the same 
extent (Bastagli et al., 2016).

Wellbeing
Cash transfers significantly improve women’s 
wellbeing, according to substantial evidence. 
Positive effects for women’s self-assessed life 
satisfaction, decreased stress and worry and im-
proved mental health was clear in almost half of the 
studies in a synthesis review (Peterman et al. 2019). 
Similar strong results for improving life satisfaction, 
and quality of life are noted for studies that include 
all beneficiaries (not differentiating men and women) 
(Davis, et al. 2016)6, but the studies focused only on 
women show stronger outcomes.

An example from Zambia shows that the Child 
Grants Programme improved the happiness of 
women living in rural areas. The effect increased 
over time and it was accompanied by an improve-
ment in satisfaction regarding their young children’s 
wellbeing (Natali et al., 2018). Similar positive effects 
on women’s well-being were found in an evaluation 
in Malawi (Kilburn et al., 2018).

Improvement in children’s wellbeing through 
reduction of child-labour is an additional outcome. 
An analysis of 23 studies, of which 14 were rand-
omized controlled trials, provides broad evidence 
that cash transfers, both conditional and uncondi-
tional, decrease the extent of child labour. The 
effects are however different depending on the 
child’s gender. Boys tend to experience a larger 
reduction in participation in economic activities, 
while girls have a larger reduction of household 
chores. The positive effects for reduced child labour 
are particularly strong when beneficiaries are poor 
(de Hoop, Rosati 2014).

Intimate Partner Violence
Cash transfers lead to decreased intimate partner 
violence, according to substantial evidence. Physical 
and sexual violence appear to be more reduced than 
emotional or psychological abuse. The findings from 
a review of 22 studies suggest that cash transfers 
may be an effective method to reduce intimate 
partner violence. Only two of the reviewed studies 
had mixed or negative impacts of cash transfers in 
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relation to intimate partner violence (Buller et Al, 
2018). Similar strong results for decreasing intimate 
partner violence were found in a review of impact 
evaluations from a large number of World Bank 
social safety net programs. (The World Bank, 2014).

Robust positive outcomes are also found for violence 
against children. In a review of 57 violence indicators 
from 11 studies, social safety nets led to protective 
effects for children on 19% of the indicators, with no 
adverse effects on any indicator (Peterman, A., 2017). 
Several country case studies show similar results. 
For example a study from Mali finds that cash 
transfers led to a reduction by 23% of psychological 
or physical acts of violence against children (Heath, 
R., et al. 2020); In Zimbabwe, the Harmonized Social 
Cash Transfer (HSCT) program resulted in a 19 
percentage-point decline in the incidence of physical 
violence among youth (Chakrabarti, A., Handa, S., 
Angeles, G., & Seidenfeld, D. (2020); and the Chemen 
Lavi Miyò (CLM) programme in Haiti reduced harsh 
corporal punishment of children by 11.9 percent-
age-points (Roelen, K., & Saha, A. 2021).

The programs reviewed were not designed to 
reduce intimate partner violence, which make the 
outcomes remarkable. Several possible explana-
tions have been provided to why cash transfers 
decreases intimate partner violence. Buller et al. 
suggest that key explanations may be; increased 
economic security and emotional well-being; de-
creased intra-household conflict and women’s 
empowerment. There is evidence that women who 
are economically dependent on their partner and 
living in an inequal context are more at risk to 
experience violence. Hence, receiving cash transfers 
can empower women both in the home and in the 
community, which could lead to decreasing the risk 
of violence, but contextual factors will influence the 
outcomes (Vyas and Watts, 2008). Other analysis 
mention that increased interaction between benefi-
ciaries and others in the community can build 
women’s social capital and social ties (Brody et al., 
2015) or increase the social cost of men’s violent 
actions (Stets, 1991). This conclusion is also drawn 
from a study from Bangladesh of how intimate 
partner violence is affected six to eight months after 
a cash transfer program ends. The women who 
participated in training on nutrition experienced 
lower intimate partner violence after the intervention 
ended, while those who only had received cash 

https://odi.org/en/publications/cash-transfers-what-does-the-evidence-say-a-rigorous-review-of-impacts-and-the-role-of-design-and-implementation-features/
https://ebrary.ifpri.org/utils/getfile/collection/p15738coll2/id/133465/filename/133682.pdf
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S2352827317301829?via%3Dihub
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1002/pam.22044
file:///C:\Users\Ullang\AppData\Local\Microsoft\Windows\INetCache\Content.Outlook\L33IZW6G\de%20Hoop%20%20Rosati%202014.pdf
https://academic.oup.com/wbro/article/33/2/218/5091868
https://academic.oup.com/wbro/article/33/2/218/5091868
https://ieg.worldbankgroup.org/sites/default/files/Data/Evaluation/files/ssn-gender-ie-full-report.pdf
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/316524732_Understanding_the_linkages_between_social_safety_nets_and_childhood_violence_A_review_of_the_evidence_from_low-and_middle-income_countries
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1002/jid.1500
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.4073/csr.2015.19
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.4073/csr.2015.19
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/270257163_Cohabiting_and_Marital_Aggression_The_Role_of_Social_Isolation
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transfers experienced the same level of violence as 
before (Roy et Al, 2019). 

Empowerment (decision-making)
The evidence on improvement of women’s empow-
erment is not conclusive, partly due to the fact that 
different definitions of empowerment are utilized by 
different studies. In a review of 16 studies, only two 
studies found different impacts by gender of the 
recipient. It is likely that mixed results stem in part 
from ambiguity in the measurement of empower-
ment. It is suggested that more holistic studies would 
receive different results (Peterman et al, 2019).

Similar ambiguous results were found in the World 
Bank review of a large number of social safety net 
(SSNs) programmes. Women beneficiaries of SSNs 
did not show substantial impacts on household 
decision making based on self-reported indicators of 
their role in making a number of household deci-
sions regarding expenditures, employment, 
children’s health and education, use of contracep-
tion, and so on. The impact evaluations that looked at 
multiple indicators to capture a more comprehensive 
concept of empowerment showed nuanced and 
sometimes conflicting results, with positive effects 
on some indicators and no impact on others (The 
World Bank, 2014).

Positive effects for improving aspects of women’s 
participation in decision-making have, however, been 
documented in single studies. For example an 
evaluation from Zambia shows clear increase in 
women’s participation in household decision-making 
on a number of different areas (Bonilla el al., 2017). 

More evidence is however needed in order to give a 
conclusion on whether cash transfers increase 
women’s empowerment. 

How money is spent – pro-children?
The evidence is mixed whether giving the transfer 
to women strengthens the impact of the program on 
future poverty reduction through higher invest-
ments in children for food, education and health. In 
Latin America, where more-or-less all Conditional 
Cash Transfers are paid to the woman, several 
impact evaluations have showed that women receiv-
ing the transfer make decisions that are more 
pro-children. In Burkina Faso and Morocco it was 

found that conditionality, not gender, was crucial to 
changing the household’s choices regarding chil-
dren’s health and education (The World Bank, 2014). 

Social Cohesion, Human Security  
and Politics
The root causes of conflict will differ in different 
contexts as will the factors that increase or de-
crease trust in society (Babajanian ODI GIZ, 2012).  
In the debate on social protection, the importance of 
social protection for promoting social cohesion is 
often emphasized. The social contract is strength-
ened when citizens receive social protection benefits 
which means they directly see a concrete value of 
government interventions, which in turn increases 
the trust in government and the willingness of 
citizens to pay taxes. Decreased inequalities in 
society is also assumed to decrease tensions and the 
risks for violent conflicts. The evidence of such direct 
effects of social protection is however limited, and 
most likely not possible to assess in isolation. 
Addressing the root causes of tensions in society, of 
social exclusion and discrimination, requires a broad 
set of economic and social policies. 

There are a few studies that point to effects of 
social protection for strengthening cohesion in 
society. However design factors and context deter-
mine outcomes (Idris 2016). At the household level 
there is clearer evidence that social protection 
decreases gender-based violence.

Social welfare spending contributed to reduce 
violent conflict in twelve Latin American countries, 
according to a large scale study reviewing empirical 
evidence during the period 1970-2010 (Justino et Al, 
2018). The results refer to the effect of government 
welfare spending on the probability of a country 
experiencing armed conflict in any given year. While 
the study has weaknesses, for example that the 
causal relationship is not direct, the scale of the 
study still provides evidence of a linkage between 
decreasing inequality and increasing social and 
institutional trust which in turn can reduce risks of 
violent conflict.

Similar results are presented in limited studies of 
political violence and public riots. A study from India 
shows that, in the medium term, government 
expenditure on social services is associated with 

https://direct.mit.edu/rest/article/101/5/865/58542/Transfers-Behavior-Change-Communication-and
https://ebrary.ifpri.org/utils/getfile/collection/p15738coll2/id/133465/filename/133682.pdf
https://ieg.worldbankgroup.org/sites/default/files/Data/Evaluation/files/ssn-gender-ie-full-report.pdf
https://ieg.worldbankgroup.org/sites/default/files/Data/Evaluation/files/ssn-gender-ie-full-report.pdf
https://www.socialcohesion.info/fileadmin/user_upload/Social_Protection_and_its__Contribution_to_Social_Cohesion_GIZ.pdf
https://gsdrc.org/publications/building-social-cohesion-in-post-conflict-situations/
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0305750X1830086X
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0305750X1830086X
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significant reductions in riots across the country. The 
researchers conclude that these results are likely to 
be driven by the impact of social expenditure on 
levels of poverty and inequality, which take time to 
affect social discontent and hence rioting. The direct 
mechanisms between social spending and riots or 
violent conflicts needs further study. A randomized 
control trial from Afghanistan showed mixed results 
for how cash transfers influenced attitudes to 
political violence and support for the Taliban (Lyall et 
al 2019).

Evidence on the effects of cash transfers for 
reducing intimate partner violence is more conclu-
sive than society-level tensions and violence. A 
review of 22 studies from different contexts shows 
that cash transfers may be an effective method to 
reduce intimate partner violence (see more above in 
section on Gender) (Buller et al 2018). Looking to 
other contexts, a recent large-scale study from the 
US also shows that domestic violence calls from 31 
police departments decreased when people received 
cash transfers, but remained high among people who 
did not receive cash transfers (Erten et al., 2021). 

Trust and Politics
Government welfare policies tend to improve social 
trust in societies, according to limited empirical 
studies. There is an assumption that government 
welfare policies may improve social trust when they 

reduce inequalities between different groups in 
society. However, the effects of social protection on 
levels of trust in society or trust in the government, 
as well as the effects of cash transfers on voter 
support has only been evaluated in a few studies.  

An example from Tanzania shows a clear increase 
in the level of trust among beneficiaries of cash 
transfers, but not in political activity. After 2.5 years 
of transfers, beneficiaries in the 80 villages of a pilot 
cash transfer program reported a stronger belief 
that their elected village leaders can be trusted in 
general, but the same was not found for appointed 
bureaucrats. Beneficiaries are more likely to report 
that local government leaders take citizens’ concerns 
into account, and that their honesty has improved 
over time. This increased trust does however not 
translate into political activity. Specifically, benefi-
ciary households were not more likely to vote in 
Village Council elections, or attend more Village 
Council meetings than the control group of benefi-
ciaries in other villages who had not yet received 
cash transfers (Evans et al., 2018).

Similar results (that social protection does not 
affect voting behaviour) is presented in a few other 
studies. Evidence from a study in Mexico, for in-
stance, shows that while a social protection program 
may have improved the image of the ruling party and 
government, it did not affect their electoral support 
(Bruhn, 1996). A couple of other studies from 
Honduras and Mexico, however, show that cash 
transfers had effects that increased voter support for 
incumbent leaders (Linos, 2013; Zucco, 2013). 

Mixed results for the effects of social protection on 
social trust is also evident in a study from Peru. 
While trust increased in the public institutions that 
implemented the social protection program, it did 
not increase for other government institutions. At the 
same time, villagers who did not receive benefits 
showed a decline in the level of trust for government 
(Camacho 2014). If the perspective is widened to 
other contexts, the importance of the design of 
welfare interventions is highlighted in a study of 
Sweden which concludes that universal welfare-state 
institutions tend to increase social trust, whereas 
experiences with needs-testing social programs can 
undermine trust (Rothstein and Kumlin, 2005).

• Reduction of violent
conflict and riots.

• Levels of trust in 
society.

• Decreased intimate
partner violence.

• Increased political
activity.

Low High
Low

High

Im
pa

ct

Certainty of
evidence

Social Cohesion, Human Security and Politics

https://egap.org/resource/reducing-youth-support-for-violence-through-training-and-cash-transfers-in-afghanistan/
https://egap.org/resource/reducing-youth-support-for-violence-through-training-and-cash-transfers-in-afghanistan/
https://www.unicef-irc.org/publications/pdf/CT%20%20IPV_Review_Innocenti%20WP%202018-02.pdf
https://documents.worldbank.org/en/publication/documents-reports/documentdetail/655591518448688065/cash-transfers-increase-trust-in-local-government
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/ajps.12026
https://www.die-gdi.de/uploads/media/DP_24.2014.pdf
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DELIVERY OF SOCIAL 
PROTECTION 
Social protection provision has expanded significant-
ly during the last decade. Still, over half of the 
world´s population is not covered by any social 
protection and in low-income countries over 80% of 
the population are not covered. What works to 
achieve expansion of social protection varies signifi-
cantly and is highly dependent on context, political 
and socio-economic situation (Scarlato et al. 2016).

Social protection systems include a wide variety of 
interventions and can be either contributory (such as 
health insurance or unemployment insurance) or 
non-contributory schemes with cash and other 
social transfers. Non-contributory schemes can be 
targeted to the most vulnerable or universal, for 
example to all below or above a certain age. The 
focus of this assessment of what works is on social 
assistance through non-contributory social protection. 
Social protection interventions often includes 
linkages to basic services, so called cash plus 
interventions. Comprehensive social protection will 
provide a range of social protection measures that 
supports citizens to manage chronic poverty and 
vulnerabilities as well as temporary shocks and risks 
throughout the life-cycle. 

Development of a comprehensive social protection 
system is a long-term endeavour that will need to be 
addressed in different steps. In the efforts to expand 
social protection, governments need to make a 
number of different design choices. In this chapter 
we focus on the evidence of how different design and 
implementation choices affect outcomes for poverty 
reduction, analysing the strengths and weaknesses 
of different methods commonly used in delivery of 
social protection. The design features that are 
included in this chapter are; payment delivery 
including size and regularity of transfer and digitali-
zation, cash or in-kind transfers, conditionality, and 
graduation approaches. Cost-Benefit analysis of 
different types of interventions is included in these 
different aspects when information is available.

Payment Delivery
A key conclusion across various countries and 
outcomes is that design features relating to pay-
ment delivery are crucial. Particularly, regularity, 
predictability, transfer size and demographic 
characteristics stand out (FAO, 2017). In the follow-
ing section we review the evidence relating to each of 
these elements, and we also review the evidence 
relating to digitalization of payment delivery. 

Regular and predictable transfers facilitate plan-
ning, consumption smoothing and investment, and 
where this has been lacking cash transfers have 
only had a marginal effect on poverty. For example, 
operational evaluations of the Ghanaian Livelihood 
Empowerment Against Poverty Program (LEAP) have 
revealed that payment irregularity prevented families 
from smoothing consumption and impact evaluations 
have as a result not found tangible impacts on food 
consumption (Handa, Rossi, et al., 2016). FAO (2017) 
have also found that families were not able to plan 
their investment which led to fewer impacts directly 
on productive activities and livestock ownership. 
Meanwhile, impact evaluations from e.g. Kenya 
reveal that the provision of predictable and regular 
transfers have been a key factor behind the strong 
positive effects on a variety of outcomes (not least 
investments in the education and health of young 
children) even in the face of a decline in the real 
value of the transfer. In addition, the readily available 
evidence of the ability of the programme to deliver 
cash on a regular and predictable basis has been 
critical and has underpinned all subsequent expan-
sions and the emergence of other cash transfer 
programmes in Kenya (Handa, Rossi, et al., 2016).

The transfer size is a crucial aspect for effective 
outcomes from delivery of social protection, as the 
values should be large enough to make a difference 
to families’ incomes. Also, setting the benefit too 
low runs the risk of setting up a huge delivery 
mechanism for a benefit that has little or no impact, 
while setting the transfer too high can undermine 
the programme by freezing out other potential 
recipients and inducing perverse incentives. Based 
on impact evaluations from Malawi, Burkina Faso, 
Tanzania, Kenya, South Africa, Lesotho, Ghana, 
Zimbabwe and Zambia, the value of the transfer as a 
share of consumption among the target population is 
the key parameter of interest in terms of ensuring 

https://www.die-gdi.de/uploads/media/DP_6.2016.pdf
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programme impacts, and the crucial threshold 
appears to be around 20% (Davis and Handa, 2016). 
Programs that provide transfers significantly lower 
than this threshold have small and selective impacts 
on poverty and narrow outcomes such as food 
security, while those that transfer significantly more 
show widespread impacts and tend to have an overall 
‘transformative’ effect on households (FAO, 2017; 
Davis and Handa, 2016). 

Demographic characteristics are important consid-
erations for effective outcomes for delivery of 
social protection. For example, labour constrained 
households have lower probability to benefit from 
graduation approaches and will often require 
additional and more long-term support. Household 
size is another key element of the benefit formula, 
as larger households need larger transfers. Some 
empirical evidence also suggests that it may be 
important who in the household is targeted by the 
cash transfer. Particularly, that women are more 
likely to use resources in ways that improve family 
well-being and that of children (see e.g. Thomas, 
1990; Haddad, Hoddinott and Alderman, 1997; 
Rawlings and Rubio, 2005). Yoong, Rabinovich and 
Diepeveen, (2012) have reviewed the evidence of the 
impact on family well-being of giving cash transfers 
to women relative to the impact of giving them to 
men, and find that targeting cash transfers towards 
women appears to improve child nutrition and health 

to a higher degree. However, it is not yet clear that 
such interventions consistently lead to any other 
systematic pattern of economic choices.

Lastly, to support payment delivery and overall 
implementation, digitalization has emerged into the 
forefront of social protection policy, and digitaliza-
tion has the potential to improve efficiency and 
effectiveness. For example, countries are exploring 
new ways to integrate data and better handle infor-
mation to ensure that the right people are receiving 
the right transfer amounts at the right time, and to 
ensure they are benefiting from all programs for 
which they are eligible, which has put digital man-
agement information systems (MIS), registries, 
payment services and grievance mechanisms under 
the spotlight. Notably, the need to swiftly (and safely) 
reach large segments of the population during the 
COVID-19 pandemic has led to an unprecedented use 
of digital innovations (see e.g. SPACE, 2020c; Barca 
and Beazley, 2020; Geld and Mukherjee, 2020), such 
as expanding digital payments and relaxing the 
processes and requirements for opening mobile 
money accounts. The State of the Industry Report on 
Mobile Money (2021) reports that the number of 
registered accounts grew by 12.7% globally during 
2020 (to 1.21 billion accounts) which is double the 
forecasted growth rate, and the fastest growth was in 
regions where governments provided significant 
pandemic relief to citizens. 

Mobile transfers have a strong potential to improve 
cost-efficiency of social protection payment deliv-
ery. For example, Puett’s et al. (2018) estimate that 
digital transfers in Burkina Faso cost the program 70 
cents to deliver every dollar to beneficiaries and that 
digitalization halved beneficiaries waiting time. 
Similarly, Muralidharan et al. (2016) have found that 
digital transfers resulted in significant cost-reduc-
tions for beneficiaries in India. Aker et al. (2017) find 
that beneficiaries receiving mobile transfers in Niger 
invested in more diverse types of goods and were 
more likely to purchase protein and energy-rich 
foods (improving diet diversity by 9%–16%). 
Interestingly, they also find that mobile transfers 
affected intrahousehold decision making. 
Specifically, women reported that the mobile trans-
fers were less observable to other household 
members thereby allowing them to temporarily 
conceal the arrival of the transfer, and women 
mobile-recipients were more likely to travel to 

• Graduation approaches
linked to SP.

• Conditional or unconditional
transfers? Depends on the
context

• Public Works.
• Cash or in-kind? Depends on 

the context.
• Lump-sum payments of cash.

• The gender of the 
transfer recipient affects
the outcomes of
particular types of
programmes

• Regular and predictable
transfers.

• Adequate transfer size (as a
share of consumption among
the target population).

• Digital payment solutions.
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https://socialprotection.org/discover/publications/space-guidance-note-rapid-expansion-social-protection-caseloads
https://www.dfat.gov.au/about-us/publications/Pages/building-government-systems-for-shock-preparedness-and-response-the-role-of-social-assistance-data-and-information-systems
https://www.dfat.gov.au/about-us/publications/Pages/building-government-systems-for-shock-preparedness-and-response-the-role-of-social-assistance-data-and-information-systems
https://www.cgdev.org/sites/default/files/digital-technology-social-assistance-transfers-covid-19-relief-lessons-selected-cases.pdf
https://www.gsma.com/mobilefordevelopment/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/GSMA_State-of-the-Industry-Report-on-Mobile-Money-2021_Full-report.pdf
https://www.gsma.com/mobilefordevelopment/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/GSMA_State-of-the-Industry-Report-on-Mobile-Money-2021_Full-report.pdf
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weekly markets and spend more on children’s 
clothing than those in the other treatment arms. 
Therefore, the results also suggest that the mobile 
transfers may shift women’s bargaining power within 
the household. Lastly, one recent study (that com-
pares social protection responses to COVID-19 in 53 
low and middle-income countries) finds that pro-
grams that relied on digital transfers have responded 
(on average) faster: horizontal expansions using 
electronic payments were on average 91 days faster, 
and vertical expansions through electronic payments 
were on average 24 days faster (Beazley, Marzi and 
Steller, 2021). 

In sum, digitalization of payment delivery can unlock 
many benefits, but experimental evidence is still 
scares. Also, context analyses are needed as the 
most vulnerable might not have adequate access to 
mobile phones, bank accounts etc. (also see section 
3.4 about Gender). Hence, in these contexts digitisa-
tion risks to further exclude and marginalize the 
poorest of the poor. Data-privacy and security are 
also crucial aspects that must be thoroughly 
considered. 

Conditionality
There are several myths about unconditional cash 
transfers, such as that they induce higher spending 
on alcohol or tobacco; are fully consumed rather 
than invested; create dependency; increase fertili-
ty; etc. Therefore it is often argued that conditions 
are needed to make the transfer effective. However, 
the existing evidence refutes these claims (for a 
detailed discussion, see the Appendix)). 

Conditionality has often been found to be more 
effective for improving specific health and educa-
tion outcomes (see for instance Akresh et al., 2013; 
Baird, et al 2014; de Walque et al., 2014), but the 
evidence is mixed. For example, some studies report 
that the effect is not (statistically) significantly 
different from unconditional transfers (Bastagli et 
al., 2019; Taaffe, Longosz and Wilson, 2016), and 
other studies find that it is often not the condition in 
itself that is important. Rather, in cases where the 
transfer is labelled as e.g. an ‘education’ or ‘health’ 
transfer, parents may mentally process the money 
for the purpose it is labelled (Snilstveit et al., 2015). 
For example, Benhassine et al. (2015) have used a 
large randomized experiment in Morocco to estimate 

the effects of a cash transfer that is not conditional 
on school attendance, but explicitly labelled as an 
education support program. They document large 
gains in school participation from the `nudging´, 
while adding conditionality made almost no differ-
ence in the context. 

Conditionalities carry a higher financial and admin-
istrative burden due to the monitoring of 
compliance, as it is a complex task dependent on 
efficient coordination, reliable data and substantive 
administrative and human capacity (Haushofer & 
Shapiro, 2016; Schady and Fizbein, 2009). Handa and 
Davis (2006), for example, estimate that conditionali-
ty represents about 20% of the total programme 
costs (net of transfers), and in some cases (e.g. in 
Mexico’s Progresa programme) transfers have been 
delayed by several months while compliance was 
being verified (UNICEF, 2016). Recent evidence from 
Tanzania also indicates that conditionalities may be 
more burdensome for women than men as condi-
tionalities may generate stress-factors for the 
beneficiary (Principe et al. 2021) – as vulnerable and 
marginalized groups often face bigger challenges for 
complying with the conditions (see section 3.4 about 
Gender for more details). 

Public works programmes are an aspect of condi-
tionality where beneficiaries are obliged to work in 
public projects to receive cash transfers, and are 
often effective for increasing food consumption. 
Public works programmes have been implemented 
in a range of countries to help working aged poor 
people to cope with economic shocks or chronic 
poverty. Public works programmes which are 
implemented for a longer period are more likely to 
stimulate asset accumulation which helps the 
beneficiaries to improve their livelihoods (Gehrke & 
Hartwig, 2018; Subbarao, Del Ninno, Andrews, & 
Rodríguez-Alas, 2012).

Cash and in-kind transfers
Cash transfers have greater potential than in-kind 
transfers to reduce poverty, but there is no one-fit-
all answer on the appropriateness and both 
modalities remain popular. Intuitively, cash and 
in-kind transfers have some obvious advantages/
disadvantages. Cash transfers do not limit house-
holds to a certain type of expenditure, cash is easier 
to administer and it is found to be 20-25% more 
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expensive to distribute food than cash (Margolies and 
Hoddinott, 2012). At the same time, food and other 
in-kind transfers are more appropriate under certain 
local conditions. For example, in-kind transfers may 
be more appropriate if recipients have no physical 
access to markets or in instances with very high 
inflation. 

However, there is surprisingly limited empirical 
evidence that tests the relative advantages. Further, 
comparisons are often confounded by differences in 
program design, the size of the transfer, and the 
frequency of the transfer. A handful of studies 
address this concern by using RCTs in which the 
value, timing, and frequency of transfers are the 
same for both food, cash, and in some cases voucher 
payments. For example, Skoufias, Unar, González-
Cossío (2013) provide experimental evidence from 
Mexico, and find that both cash and in-kind transfers 
had large positive impacts on food consumption. Still, 
non-food expenditures were higher in the localities 
with cash transfers whereas they remained unaffect-
ed in the localities with in-kind transfers, and the 
availability of cash transfers had a significantly higher 
marginal effect than in-kind transfers on the shift 
towards non-agricultural activities. In Nigeria, 
households in localities randomized to receive in-kind 
transfers experienced larger (positive) impacts on 
measures of dietary diversity than those receiving 
cash transfers; but households receiving cash were 
more likely to make bulk purchases of grains and 
spent more money on private transfers and debts 
(Hoddinott, Sandström and Upton, 2018). Gango-
padhyay et al. (2015) provide experimental evidence 
from India, and find that cash did not compromise 
beneficiaries food security and were found to increase 
welfare more than in-kind transfers. A very recent 
RCT from Rwanda also finds that cash transfers 
create significantly greater consumption than the 
in-kind alternative (McIntosh and Zeitlin, 2021).

Conclusively, although the evidence suggest that 
cash has greater potential to reduce poverty, there is 
no one-size-fits-all answer on appropriateness. 
Rather, programme objectives, economic analysis, 
market assessments, capacity requirements and 
beneficiary preferences play important roles in the 
cash/in-kind selection equation, and context-spe-
cific analysis is therefore needed. A mix of different 
modalities may also be an effective method for 
poverty reduction that should be considered. 

Graduation approaches
Graduation approaches are intensive, time-bound 
packages of support (average 24 months) to enable 
beneficiary households to build sustainable liveli-
hoods and increase their income, assets, and 
resilience.7 Graduation programmes most often 
combine regular cash transfers for consumption with 
skills training and mentoring to enable beneficiaries 
to acquire productive assets and create new liveli-
hoods opportunities, supported by a larger 
lump-sum payment of cash after a period of training. 
A challenge in assessing the evidence of graduation 
approaches linked to social protection is that the 
evaluations rarely include a differentiation of when 
the two have been interlinked. 

Graduation approaches show clear positive out-
comes on a range of aspects of poverty alleviation. 
Positive effects are documented for income and 
revenues, total per capita consumption, assets, food 
security, women’s empowerment, physical health, 
financial inclusion, mental health, total time spent 
working and political involvement (Banerjee, 2015; 
Banerjee, 2011). Positive effects on economic 
variables remained one year after the program, 
according to meta-analysis from six countries. There 
was no evidence of a decrease in the per capita 
consumption, food security, or assets. The gains in 
financial inclusion, total time spent working, income 
and revenue, and mental health declined somewhat 
but were still positive and statistically significant. 
However, the positive effects for physical health and 
women’s empowerment declined and were no longer 
statistically significant one year after the program 
ended. Lastly, by estimating a total cost-benefit ratio 
for each program, the review finds that the programs 
(with the exception of Honduras) all have benefits 
significantly greater than their costs, ranging from 
133% in Ghana to 433% in India (Banerjee, 2015). 

Graduation approaches have the most robust 
evidence for having a sustainable impact on people 
living in extreme poverty, while cash transfers may 
have stronger impact in the short term, according to 
meta-analysis that compares evaluations of 48 
projects (Sulaiman, 2018). Bedoya et al. (2019) show 

7 Graduation refers to the notion that receipt of social transfers should 
be time-bound, if possible, often with complementary interventions put 
in place that enable recipients to support themselves at some stage 
– without needing transfers indefinitely. People who can ‘graduate’ are 
those who are able to work but require temporary assistance.

https://science.sciencemag.org/content/348/6236/1260799/tab-pdf
https://www.poverty-action.org/publication/targeting-hard-core-poor-impact-assessment
http://cdm15738.contentdm.oclc.org/utils/getfile/collection/p15738coll2/id/132858/filename/133064.pdf
https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/handle/10986/31867
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similar strong impacts in a rigorous impact evalua-
tion from Afghanistan; two years after the asset 
transfer there were significant and large impacts on 
all pre-specified outcomes; consumption, assets, 
psychological well-being, total time spent working, 
financial inclusion and women’s empowerment. A 
tentative conclusion is that “big-push” interventions 
may be more effective than long-term interventions 
with regular small cash transfers. However more 
research is needed to see the potential of scaling up 
the approach to larger programmes (Bedoya et al., 
2019).

A comparison of the delivery cost of cash transfer 
and livelihoods interventions shows that the cost 
was highest for livelihoods programs (average 779 
USD) and the lowest for cash transfers (average 232 
USD)8. The programs compared are however very 
different and livelihood programs showed a large 
diversity in per beneficiary cost. Annual household 
consumption gain as a proportion of total program 
cost is the highest for cash transfers, followed by 
livelihood and graduation programs, according to a 
meta-analysis. Cash transfers that provide larger 
“lump-sum” payments may also have strong effec-
tiveness and efficiency in providing sustainable 
outcomes for people living in extreme poverty, but 
the evidence for this is still limited (Sulaiman, 2018).

Cash transfers are easier to implement and to 
scale-up, and have clear positive effects for poverty 
alleviation. However, combinations of social protec-
tion and livelihoods interventions and graduation 
approaches can be important to develop, in accord-
ance with evidence of the long-term sustainable 
outcomes of graduation approaches. Lump-sum 
payments of cash transfers also needs to be investi-
gated further as a more effective way of providing 
sustainable outcomes. It should be noted, however, 
that these interventions are only suitable for benefi-
ciaries that are of productive age and able to work, 
meaning that a large part of social protection 
beneficiaries would not be suitable for these types of 
approaches. (Sulaiman, 2018).

8 Note on calculation of cost: For half of the livelihood programs, the 
cost per beneficiary was calculated using the total program expenses 
and the number of direct beneficiary households. The other livelihood 
program evaluations reported costs per beneficiary. In cases where 
both figures are available, the per beneficiary costs reported in the 
evaluations was used. The cost of cash transfer programs, in contrast, 
is the size of the cash grants made to the beneficiaries, excluding 
operational costs.

CONCLUSION
There is extensive evidence showing that social 
protection cash transfers are effective for alleviat-
ing poverty. A large number of impact evaluations 
with randomized control trials provide solid evidence 
of the effectiveness and cost-efficiency of transfer-
ring cash to people living in poverty. However, cash 
transfers is primarily an effective mean to enhance 
demand for different services and investments. 
Therefore, if cash transfers are not complimented 
by other supply side interventions (for example 
improving health care and school services), cash 
transfers are less effective for reducing multidi-
mensional poverty. 

Cash transfers have been accompanied by a num-
ber of myths, probably because they are a relatively 
new feature in large scale interventions for poverty 
reduction, and the introduction of cash has some-
times been controversial. These myths have been 
proved wrong by the evidence showing that cash 
transfers are not unwisely spent, do not increase 
fertility, do not lead to laziness but increases produc-
tive activities, do not cause inflation and are not only 
a means for consumption but have strong effects for 
human capital development and economic growth. 

Cash transfers contribute directly to increasing 
income for people living in poverty and vulnerability, 
as can be expected. There is a strong link between 
cash transfers and increased food expenditure of 
households, showing the importance for food 
security. Design features are however important, and 
outcomes are weakened if the size of cash transfers 
is low and if there are delays in planned disburse-
ments to beneficiaries. 

Comprehensive cash transfers with linkages to 
provision of social services or behavioural change 
communication show stronger effects for reducing 
multidimensional poverty, and supplementing cash 
transfers with appropriate supply-side interven-
tions plays a key role in strengthening intended 
impacts of a cash transfer programme. For example, 
supply-side barriers such as low-quality schooling 
and health services are among the most widely cited 
reasons for low or no impact of cash transfers on 
health and education indicators.

https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/handle/10986/31867
https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/handle/10986/31867
http://cdm15738.contentdm.oclc.org/utils/getfile/collection/p15738coll2/id/132858/filename/133064.pdf
http://cdm15738.contentdm.oclc.org/utils/getfile/collection/p15738coll2/id/132858/filename/133064.pdf
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Social protection and cash transfer programs 
enable the realisation and accessibility of education, 
contributing to human capital development. 
Particularly, where children do not attend school 
because they need to work or because they are 
hungry or malnourished, additional resources 
granted through social protection programmes 
provide families with the necessary additional income 
which has been found to translate into increased 
school attendance and reduced drop-out rates. This 
is especially the case for secondary level learning and 
where transfer schedules are coordinated with the 
school cycle. However, without adequate supply-side 
interventions aimed at improving accessibility and 
quality of schooling, cash transfers only have limited 
impacts on long-term learning outcomes. 

Social protection programs fill a fundamental role 
in improving health outcomes over the life-course 
and according to need, both directly by conditioning 
programmes on attendance at health services, and 
indirectly through supplemented income and 
therefore consumption. Most notably, cash transfers 
have a strong positive effect on the utilization of 
health services. Cash transfers are also found to 
improve dietary diversity, reproductive health and 
psychosocial wellbeing. However, there is only 
limited evidence that cash transfers impact on child 
stunting, wasting and underweight, and there is 
mixed results for specific health indicators such as 
neonatal and postnatal care. There is also only weak 
evidence that CHBI-schemes are effective. In abso-
lute terms, the effects are often small and many 
schemes only serve a limited section of the popula-
tion. However, where CBHI-schemes are coordinated 
with supply-side investments (for example as in 
Ethiopia), they have the potential to improve both 
service utilization and the quality of care.

Social protection and cash transfers have proven to 
have significant impact on several aspects of 
gender equality, even when these outcomes are not 
an objective of the intervention. Women who receive 
cash transfers increase savings, increase their 
engagement in small-businesses and report im-
proved emotional well-being. A remarkable result is 
the clear evidence for decreased gender-based 
violence that has been noted in many studies of cash 
transfer programs. Potential for programs to influ-
ence gender equality is, however, also influenced by 
social norms in the specific context.

Social welfare spending can contribute to reduce 
violent conflict and riots in society. However the 
specific context and root causes of conflict are 
important factors. Social protection also seems to 
increase the level of trust in society. If the objective is 
to gain voters confidence and active support, howev-
er, the evidence is mixed and ambiguous. Fewer 
studies have been undertaken in relation to human 
security, social cohesion and political effects of cash 
transfers. Generation of evidence in these areas is 
also more difficult since many other context specific 
factors will be important.

A key conclusion across various countries and 
outcomes is that design features relating to payment 
delivery are crucial. Particularly, transfers must be 
regular and predictable to allow for planning, 
consumption smoothing and investment. Further, 
the value of the transfer as a share of consumption 
among the target population must be large enough 
to make a difference to families’ incomes. At the 
same time, setting the transfer too high can under-
mine the programme by freezing out other potential 
recipients while setting the benefit too low runs the 
risk of setting up a huge delivery mechanism for a 
benefit that has little or no impact. Other important 
delivery-choices include how to target the transfer 
size and linkages depending on demographic 
characteristics of the household (for example, large 
house-holds and labour constrained beneficiaries 
will need more and longer-term support) and how 
to utilize digital innovations to improve efficient and 
effective delivery. 

The existing evidence confirms that both conditional 
and unconditional transfers are effective modalities 
for poverty reduction. Conditionality may yield larger 
impacts on specific health and education outcomes, 
but they are also more expensive and difficult to 
administer and may generate stress-factors for the 
beneficiary. Similarly, although cash transfers are 
found to have greater potential to reduce poverty as 
they provide more freedom and are cheaper and 
easier to administer, in-kind transfers remain more 
effective in certain contexts (for example, if there is 
no or very limited access to markets or if there is 
substantial inflation).

There is extensive evidence on the effects and 
implementation of social protection interventions, 
but additional research is needed to strengthen 
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effects of comprehensive social protection and 
intersectoral linkages to effectively reduce multidi-
mensional poverty, to build the case for investing in 
and financing social protection and cash transfers. Of 
special importance are the linkages to undernutri-
tion and stunting of children, livelihoods 
enhancement, women’s empowerment and child 
marriages. Important knowledge gaps also remain in 
the design and implementation of cash transfer and 
integrated social protection programmes. Although 
there is strong evidence on the positive effects of 
cash transfers on a wide range of outcomes, longer-
term and post-intervention impacts of cash transfer 
programmes are understudied in SSA, partly be-
cause most of the programs in SSA are 
comparatively new (Handa et al., 2019). Moreover, the 
evidence of the long-term impacts of cash transfers 
on children, adolescents and youth is predominantly 
from Latin American countries (Milián et al., 2019). 
Hence, there is need for more evidence on the long 
term impacts, especially on children and youth, in 
SSA.

Additional research is also needed regarding design 
choices for effective delivery of social protection. For 
example, evidence on the role and effects of various 
targeting mechanisms is sparse. Further, as more 
programmes transition from cash-based to digital 
payments, there are opportunities to study how these 
and other changes in payment modality affect 
efficiency and effectiveness (the link to women’s 
empowerment and control of household resources is 
also a very interesting but understudied topic9). Other 
design choices that warrant further research in-
clude: the role of transfer size in mediating 
programme impacts; the effect of lump-sum pay-
ments and graduation program designs; the role and 
influence of timing, regularity and frequency of 
transfers; and the role of demographic variables on 
program impact. 

9 See for example Aker et al. (2017), about how digital payments in Niger 
has had a positive impact on women´s empowerment and control over 
resources within the household. 
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APPENDIX: MYTH BUSTING, SUMMARY OF TRANSFER 
PROJECT10 RESEARCH

10 For more information about the Transfer Project, links to publications,  
data-sets, etc., see: The Transfer Project – The Transfer Project (unc.edu) 

As described in this What Works paper, there is 
substantial evidence that social protection and cash 
transfer programs have strong positive impact on 
several key development outcomes. However, cash 
transfers still face heavy criticism, largely due to 
misinformation. For example, policy makers and 
other stakeholders still often cite anecdotal evidence 
that beneficiaries do not use cash “wisely”: that 
beneficiaries spend cash on alcohol or tobacco, that 
cash transfers create dependency and thus perverse 
incentives to remain poor, and that cash transfers 
amount to nothing more than a “handout”. Further, it 
is often claimed that these programs are dispropor-
tionally expensive in relation to their benefits. These 
narratives continue to influence the public percep-
tion of cash transfers and can play an important role 
in the political and social acceptability of financing, 
piloting, and scaling up such programs (Handa et al., 
2018). Below, (drawing from Transfer Project re-
search in seven countries), we provide a summary of 
what the empirical evidence actually says about 
these claims. 

1. “Cash transfers will be spent on alcohol and 
tobacco” 

The source of this perception is largely rooted in 
anecdotal evidence, as well as distrust from policy-
makers, donors, and stakeholders at large, who fear 
that poor populations will “waste” funds inappropri-
ately. However, there is no evidence that there is a 
positive impact of transfers on alcohol or tobacco 
expenditure. In contrast, some studies (such as from 
Lesotho) report a significant negative effect on such 
consumption. Meanwhile, there is a strong positive 
effect on food consumption, which emphasises that 
households increase expenditure allocated to food 
and other items, but not on alcohol and tobacco. 

2. “Cash transfers are fully consumed and not 
invested”

A common critique of cash transfers is that they are 
utilized for short-term consumption only and not 
invested – i.e. the transfer is simply a “hand-out” or 
“charity”. However, in almost all evaluations, cash 
transfers are found to have significant positive 
impacts on productive indicators. For example, 
human capital development through strong positive 
effect on investments in children’s education, 
positive effects on livestock production, investments 
in agricultural assets and crop inputs, etc. Several 
recent studies also confirm that cash transfers 
improve household´s resilience and help them to 
manage shocks. 

3. “Crash transfers lead to dependency and 
laziness”

A common claim is that cash transfers foster 
dependency: i.e. poor families who receive financial 
support will work less and become lazy. However, the 
empirical evidence provides no indication that work 
effort is reduced. Instead, several studies report 
increased efficiency in agriculture and a realloca-
tion of labor away from less productive casual work 
to more productive work on recipients’ own farms. 

4. “Cash transfers increase fertility”

Policymakers, the media and donors often fear that 
cash transfers targeted to households with young 
children will have the unintended consequence of 
increasing fertility. However, cash transfers are not 
found to have any impact on the probability of 
having a child. Instead, cash transfers are found to 
delay sexual debut (Handa et al 2014) and reduce 
early pregnancies among adolescents, and to 
reduce the probability of having a stillbirth or a 
miscarriage, and to increase spacing between 
births. 

https://journals.plos.org/plosone/article?id=10.1371/journal.pone.0085473
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5. “Cash transfers lead to price inflation and 
disrupt the local economy”

There is a fear that transfers injected into small, 
isolated communities may lead to negative commu-
nity-level economic impacts, including inflation. 
Although cases of inflation have been attributed to 
cash transfers in a few humanitarian and post-con-
flict settings where markets are weak or constrained 
and where transfers tend to be large and lumpy 
(Creti 2010; IPC-IG 2015), the evidence to date on 
inflationary impacts of cash transfers is very thin. 
For example there are no significant increases 
among any treatment community reviewed by the 
Transfer Project. One reason for this is because 
beneficiaries are comparatively the poorest house-
holds in communities and therefore although the 
average transfer is substantial for the recipient, it 
represents a small injection to total community cash 
flows. Instead, the local multiplier effect of cash 
transfers has been found to generate positive 
impacts of the transfer for suppliers of goods and 
services who are typically non-beneficiaries.

6. “Cash transfers are not fiscally sustainable” 

A common concern is that cash transfer programs 
are too costly to maintain over the medium-/longer-
term. Administration costs are especially criticized 
for being disproportionally high. However, it is 
important to bear in mind that cash transfer pro-
grams in SSA are still (mostly) very recent programs, 
which largely has explained relatively higher admin-
istrative costs due to large fixed start-up costs. For 
example, for the CGP in Lesotho, the cost-transfer 
ratio substantially fell from 2.28 (January 2009 to 
December 2011) to 0.53 (January 2012 to December 
2012) (Kardan, Sindou and Pellerano, 2014), and 
similarly large efficiency gains (after the start-up 
period) have been documented in several other 
countries. It is also worth emphasizing that costing 
studies carried out for the Transfer Project show that 
cash transfer programs account for a very small 
share of countries GDP. In Lesotho cash transfers 
accounted for 0.2 percent of GDP; in Zambia, 0.06 
percent of GDP. Meanwhile, input subsidy programs 
(ISPs), which are important (budget) competitors to 
CTs, have been found to make up (on average in SSA) 
around 28.6% of the public expenditures on agricul-
ture. In Malawi, for instance, the Farmers Input 
Support Program (FISP) made up 3 to 6% of the GDP 
(Arndt, Pauw, and Thurlow, 2016). This is despite the 

substantial evidence-base showing that the effects of 
ISPs are highly asymmetric across the distributions 
of farm size and wealth, tending to be concentrated 
on better-off farm households. Conclusively, despite 
competition for budget allocations in any public 
program, cash transfers at scale are fully within the 
fiscal envelope of national governments in SSA. 
Recent studies have also showed that cash transfers 
generally increases economic growth in low-income 
countries. (Development Pathways 2021).
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