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The mission of the SP sector is to help countries identify and 
implement the most effective poverty reduction program that they 
can afford, given heir financial and political contexts. We take on 
research projects where we believe that we can make the biggest 
contribution to policy by generating novel evidence, and which build 
on our strong track record of previous social protection studies.

Mission: Social Protection (SP) Program



What is Social Protection?

● Social protection refers to a wide variety of programs that 
help poor and vulnerable people cope with crises and 
shocks, find jobs, invest in the health and education 
of their children, and protect aging populations.

● It serves to both improve the lives of people 
experiencing chronic poverty and prevent people from 
falling into chronic poverty



Social Protection Instruments

Cash or in-kind 
transfers

Social 
insurance or 

pensions

School feeding 
programs

Maternity 
benefits

Public works

Disability 
benefits

Active labor 
market 

programs

Unemployment 
benefits



Challenges implementing social protection

● All SP systems face challenges with program financing, design, and 
delivery 

● Low- and middle-income countries in particular face these challenges 
and more

○ Limited fiscal space due to lower tax collection to GDP ratios, as well as 
constraints to borrow 

○ Challenges with targeting given large informal sector, limited information 

○ Challenges with delivery given weaker institutions, incomplete markets (e.g., 
insurance markets, labor markets)



Cash Transfers



Cash & Vouchers for Poverty Reduction
● A review of food aid programs in 10 low-income countries found that they reliably 

improved nutrition, and may have reduced poverty for beneficiaries (Gentilini 
2016)

● Food vouchers (i.e. food stamps) have similar impacts, and can be distributed at 
a lower cost compared to direct food aid (Hidrobo et al. 2013)

● Food aid and vouchers are efficient when food is available at local markets, but 
food aid is preferable if markets aren’t working well

● There is little evidence that food aid or vouchers are resold or used to purchase 
temptation goods like alcohol (ibid., Evans & Popova 2014)



● Cash transfers generally reduce rates of intimate partner violence (Buller et al. 2018)

● Positive effects are found for both conditional and unconditional cash transfers, although 
CCTs tend to have larger impacts on their conditions (like housing or healthcare usage) (Akresh 
et al. 2016, Baird et al. 2013)

● A review of 19 studies of cash transfers found that the programs did not increase spending on 
temptation goods such as alcohol and cigarettes (Evans & Popova 2014)

● Caveat #1: most cash transfer programs offer small, consistent transfers, and recipients 
generally do not experience transformations in their overall level of poverty after the 
programs end

● Caveat #2: quality of targeting & enrollment varies widely; most SP programs include some 
poor individuals and exclude many more

Even More Evidence on Cash



Design and Delivery 
Considerations



Amount
Cash transfers encourage 
choice. Transfer values do not 
necessarily discourage work but offer the 
possibility of substituting wage work for 
care, self-employment, and education for 
children who are no longer engaged in 
child labor.

Impact of high-value transfers 
varies by gender in some instances, 
as well as between working-age adults. 
There are potentially negative effects on 
abuse, empowerment and safe sex, 
depending on demographic 
characteristics.

Higher value transfers can have 
greater impact on consumption, 
savings, investment, and specific health 
and nutrition outcomes when provided as a 
one-time payment or as cumulative benefits 
over a fixed time span.

Higher relative value transfers 
produce stronger impacts on 
economic indicators such as 
investment as well as consumption and 
food security.



Duration Frequency
Frequency is not a key driver of 
impact on outcomes such as health, 
nutrition and food security, savings and 
investments, education,  gender based or 
intimate partner violence. 

Frequency and amount may 
have gender impacts such as 
women’s ability to control cash, but more 
rigorous evidence is needed. 

One-time transfer may be 
preferable for policymakers and 
implementers given lower costs and 
greater ease of implementation.

Impact varies based on duration. 
Cash distributed over a long period (+24 
months) provides predictability associated 
with greater impact, particularly for those 
intended to improve children's health, 
nutrition and education, employment and 
labor.

Longer duration can increase 
risk tolerance by allowing households 
to plan for the future, release inhibitions for 
investments and engage in riskier yet 
profitable income-generating activities, 
where available.

UBI can benefit children especially 
when timed to pivotal development periods 
(e.g., the first 1,000 days). 



Modality Payment Mechanisms
Mechanisms can produce 
differential impacts on recipients' use 
of cash and welfare indicators, including 
consumption and food security, gender 
equity and empowerment, and financial 
inclusion.
Digital transfers are potentially 
cost-effective and can reduce 
transaction costs both for implementers and 
households and provide gateway to financial 
services.
Ecosystem and infrastructure 
matter including payment costs, leakage, 
mobile coverage, saturation, digital literacy, 
gender barriers to access to mobiles, ID, 
bank accounts, etc. 

Cash transfers appear to be 
more effective than in-kind transfers or 
vouchers for improving a range of 
outcomes including monetary poverty, 
health, food and nutrition security, across 
various contexts

In-kind transfers are more 
costly than cash, which may limit their 
potential for scale

More evidence is needed as most 
studies focus on food security and 
nutrition outcomes. Evidence for other 
outcomes is missing. 



Graduation Programs



food aid
health services
livelihoods
social development
financial services

The Graduation Approach

Pre-existing cash-transfer 

Source: CGAP



Honduras

Peru

Ghana Ethiopia

Pakistan

India

Six Country Replication (2007 – 2014)

Bangladesh
Yemen



Original Program Effects After 3 Years

Statistically significant impacts 
in 8 out of 10 key outcomes 
after 3 years

Strong positive impacts 
sustained over time despite 
differences in contexts, 
cultures, market access and 
structures, subsistence 
activities, and implementing 
organizations.

Science (2015)



Banerjee, et al. 2015; Bandiera, et al. 2016 (Bangladesh) 

Honduras:
Program costs: $1,406
Returns: -198%

Peru:
Program costs: $2,697
Returns: 190%

Ghana:
Program 
costs: $2,135
Returns: 133%

Bangladesh:
Program costs: $280
Returns: 321%

Ethiopia:
Program 
costs: $1,054
Returns: 
260%

India:
Program costs: $358
Returns: 433%

Pakistan:
Program costs: $1,160
Returns: 179%

Graduation is Cost Effective…
But Expensive



Long-Term Impacts
Bangladesh, West Bengal, India, Ethiopia

Bangladesh (BRAC)
● This study measured outcomes 11 years after the program ended (Balboni et al. 2020)
● Lasting escape from poverty was more likely when families could accumulate larger 

productive assets, like cows, rather than small ones like goats

India (Bandhan)
● This study follows households over 10 years (Banerjee et al. 2020B)
● Effects on incomes, food security, physical and mental health grow for the first seven years 

following the transfer and persist until year 10
● Treated households take better advantage of opportunities to diversify into more lucrative 

wage employment, especially through migration

Ethiopia (Relief Society of Tigray)
● Consumption and assets are still higher than the control group, but the difference is getting 

smaller
● No impact on income or food security by year 7 (Banerjee et al. 2020A)



Quantiles: Income and Revenues

Graduation works but some still struggle

How can we 
design programs 
such that these 
people benefit?

The program 
had large 
positive impacts 
on some



Using Research to 
Take Graduation 

to Scale



What Can We 
Reduce?

● Ghana Graduating from Ultra-Poverty 
(GUP) Goat Drops

● Uganda Village Enterprise Lower-Cost 
Graduation

● Kenya BOMA Lower-Cost Graduation 
● Uganda AVSI Graduating to 

Resilience Group Coaching/No assets



What Can We Add?
Psychosocial

● Malawi Concern - Gender Sensitive Graduation 
Couples training 

● Sahel Adaptive Social Protection Psychosocial 
support and community-based gender training

● Ghana Escaping Poverty Cognitive Behavioral 
Therapy

● DRC Women for Women International Men’s 
Engagement Program 

Climate and Environment

● Kenya BOMA Green graduation (in progress but a 
promising approach)

Photo: ASP



S E C T I O N   2 :   T E X T L A Y O U T S

Open 
Questions

How can this be 
done more 
cheaply?
How much of each 
component  is 
needed? 

What add-ons 
can boost 
impacts?
Mental health, 
gender training, 
etc?

Technology: 
Can digital 
delivery reduce 
costs and/or 
improve quality?

How do we design 
for scale?
Lower cost/simpler to 
deliver?

Who benefits the 
most, why? 
What can be done to 
improve impacts for 
others?

What new target 
populations 
could benefit?
Urban, Humanitarian 
settings? 



poverty-action.org

Thank you for 
your attention!

Julie Kedroske; jkedroske@poverty-action.org


