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 Abstract: Poverty remains a persistent global issue that limits 

individual opportunities and well-being. Cash transfer programs 
(CTPs), both conditional and unconditional, have emerged as key 
policy tools to address this problem. This review synthesizes 
empirical findings from 37 selected studies published between 2000 
and 2025. A structured search strategy using major academic 
databases was employed, and thematic synthesis was used to analyze 
outcomes related to income, education, health, labor, and 
empowerment. Both CCTs and UCTs were found to have a positive 
impact on household income, consumption, school attendance, and 
empowerment outcomes. However, effects vary depending on 
program design, target demographics, and contextual factors. UCTs 
provided flexibility, while CCTs often yielded stronger outcomes in 
education and health. The findings underscore the importance of 
integrated program design and the necessity of context-sensitive 
implementation to maximize impact. Complementary services, such 
as healthcare and training, enhance program outcomes. Policy 
recommendations and directions for future research are provided to 
improve program efficacy. 

 

 

INTRODUCTION 

Poverty remains a pervasive global challenge, with over 700 million people 

living on less than $1.90 per day, leading to adverse outcomes such as malnutrition, 

limited access to education, and poor health (World Bank, 2020). The impacts of 

poverty are not just economic but also social, often entrenching cycles of inequality 

across generations (Alkire et al., 2015; Ravallion, 2016). In addition, poverty 

undermines resilience to economic shocks and climate change, making it harder for 

https://ejournal.uinib.ac.id/febi/index.php/almasraf
mailto:deniamelia10@upiyptk.ac.id


97 ֎ Al-Masraf (Jurnal Lembaga Keuangan dan Perbankan) Volume 10, Nomor 1, Januari – Juni 2025 
 
 

affected communities to recover and thrive (Dercon, 2004; Narayan et al., 2000). These 

factors underscore the need for effective poverty reduction strategies. 

In response, governments and organizations have implemented various 

interventions to alleviate poverty, with cash transfer programs gaining prominence. 

Cash transfer programs, encompassing both conditional and unconditional 

modalities, provide direct financial assistance to individuals or households. 

Conditional Cash Transfers (CCTs) require beneficiaries to meet specific criteria, such 

as regular school attendance or health check-ups, whereas Unconditional Cash 

Transfers (UCTs) impose no such requirements (Fiszbein & Schady, 2009; Bastagli et 

al., 2016). These programs aim to reduce immediate financial constraints and promote 

long-term human capital development. 

Despite a large volume of literature, few studies offer comprehensive cross-

country comparisons between CCTs and UCTs, focusing on sustainability, 

empowerment, and context-driven effectiveness. Most existing reviews focus on child 

health or school attendance in isolation (Das & Sethi, 2023; Fuller et al., 2022), whereas 

studies examining long-term economic resilience and mental well-being remain 

limited (Ponce et al., 2023; McGuire et al., 2022). Furthermore, recent evidence from 

Ecuador suggests that early-life participation in cash transfers enhances adult 

resilience to economic shocks (Antón et al., 2025). Studies also highlight the emerging 

effectiveness of “cash-plus” programs in supporting psychological well-being 

(Dercon, 2023). 

This study presents an integrative and comparative analysis of both CCTs and 

UCTs, utilizing recent empirical data (2019–2025), and highlights the mechanisms of 

effectiveness and implementation challenges. Unlike previous reviews, this article 

emphasizes empowerment and labor market dynamics as central outcomes, 

presenting a structured overview that aligns findings with policy design elements. 

LITERATUR REVIEW 

Mental Health and Subjective Well-Being 

McGuire, Kaiser, and Bach-Mortensen (2022) conducted a comprehensive 

systematic review and meta-analysis of the impacts of cash transfer programs on 
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mental health across low- and middle-income countries. Drawing on data from over 

80 studies, they found consistent evidence that cash transfers, particularly 

unconditional types, significantly improved beneficiaries’ subjective well-being and 

reduced symptoms of depression and anxiety. This impact was particularly strong in 

humanitarian contexts and among female-headed households. The study emphasized 

the need for policy frameworks to consider mental health as an essential outcome of 

social protection. 

Similarly, Jaffee et al. (2024) reviewed child and adolescent mental health 

outcomes in the U.S. concerning state- and federal-level cash assistance. Their 

systematic review revealed that even modest, regular cash assistance yielded 

measurable benefits for the behavioral and emotional well-being of children. The 

findings support extending such programs during early developmental phases as a 

preventive measure for mental health.  

Economic Resilience and Long-Term Impacts 

Antón, Intriago, and Ponce (2025) utilized longitudinal survey data to analyze 

the long-term impacts of early-life participation in Ecuador’s CCT program. Their 

study revealed that adults who had received transfers as children were significantly 

more resilient to income shocks during the COVID-19 pandemic. These beneficiaries 

exhibited better labor market participation and a lower incidence of food insecurity, 

suggesting that CCTs can generate lasting protective effects across various life stages. 

In Afghanistan, Callen et al. (2023) evaluated the effectiveness of digital cash 

transfers delivered during humanitarian emergencies. Through randomized trials, 

they demonstrated that such programs significantly improved household food 

security, psychological well-being, and trust in service providers, even in the midst of 

political instability. The findings underscore the potential for technological innovation 

to enhance social safety nets. 

Effectiveness of Cash-Plus Interventions 

Dercon (2023) reviewed multiple cash-plus experiments in sub-Saharan Africa, 

where cash transfers were combined with health, nutrition, or psychosocial services. 

The meta-analysis found that while standalone cash transfers improved short-term 
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outcomes, the addition of complementary services amplified effects on mental health 

and social integration. However, the review also cautioned that program success was 

highly context-dependent.  

Little et al. (2021) compared standard cash transfers with cash-plus programs 

across 19 low- and middle-income countries. Their meta-analysis found that cash-plus 

approaches, which included early childhood nutrition and primary healthcare 

services, significantly outperformed regular CTPs in reducing stunting and improving 

cognitive development. The study recommended scaling cash-plus models, where 

feasible, to address multidimensional poverty effectively.  

These studies collectively suggest that cash transfers alone are not a panacea. 

Their effectiveness is often amplified when integrated with complementary services 

and tailored to the specific socioeconomic and psychological needs of beneficiaries. 

METHODS 

A structured literature review was conducted following a simplified PRISMA 

approach. Relevant studies were identified using databases such as Google Scholar, 

Scopus, JSTOR, and Web of Science, covering the period from 2000 to 2025. The 

following keywords were used: "cash transfer," "poverty reduction," "conditional cash 

transfer," "unconditional cash transfer," and "social protection." 

Inclusion Criteria: 

• Empirical evaluations of CCTs or UCTs. 

• Focus on poverty-related outcomes (income, consumption, education, 

health, empowerment). 

• Published in English, peer-reviewed journals or working papers with 

rigorous methodology. 

Exclusion Criteria: 

• Theoretical or conceptual papers without data 

• Studies focusing solely on implementation or administrative aspects 

From an initial pool of 112 studies, 37 met the eligibility criteria. Data extracted 

included program type, location, study design (e.g., RCT, quasi-experimental), key 

outcomes, and effect magnitude. The findings were synthesized thematically across 



The Effectivenes of Cash Transfer Programs (Deni Amelia et al.) ֎ 100 

 

 
five domains: household income, education and health, labor market behavior, 

empowerment, and program design challenges. 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

This section presents the key themes that emerged from the reviewed literature 

regarding the effectiveness of cash transfer programs in reducing poverty. The studies 

reviewed reveal consistent patterns, but they also highlight important variations 

depending on program design, contextual factors, and the outcomes measured. This 

synthesis aims to provide an integrated understanding of how and why cash transfer 

programs impact poverty. 

Income and Consumption Effects 

Most reviewed studies consistently report significant increases in household 

income and consumption following participation in both CCTs and UCTs. Programs 

such as Mexico’s Progresa significantly increased per capita consumption and 

reduced poverty gaps, especially among the poorest households (Skoufias et al., 2001). 

Similarly, the GiveDirectly program in Kenya demonstrated that UCTs led to 

substantial gains in consumption, food security, and asset accumulation (Haushofer 

& Shapiro, 2016). 

However, the magnitude of these impacts varied. In contexts with high 

inflation or weak financial infrastructure, the benefits were often less durable. 

Frequency and amount of disbursement also influenced outcomes, with regular 

payments associated with more sustained improvements (Davis et al., 2016). In some 

Latin American countries, household income increases were reinvested in livestock 

and small business ventures, generating multiplier effects in local economies (Ponce 

et al., 2023). 

Education and Health Outcomes 

CCTs such as Bolsa Família (Brazil) and BISP (Pakistan) significantly increased 

school attendance, reduced dropout rates, and improved child health and 

immunization (Glewwe & Kassouf, 2012; Ambler & De Brauw, 2017). These impacts 

were more pronounced among girls and children from marginalized households. 
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While UCTs also showed improvements in these domains, effects were less 

consistent. In Malawi, UCTs improved school attendance but had less impact on 

cognitive achievement (Baird et al., 2011). UCTs are often more effective when 

combined with information campaigns or health services, suggesting that behavioral 

nudges can complement flexibility (Das & Sethi, 2023; Pega et al., 2022). 

Labor Market and Productive Activities 

Contrary to the concern that cash transfers might reduce work incentives, many 

studies found positive or neutral effects on labor supply. In Uganda and Kenya, UCTs 

were used to start or expand microenterprises, leading to increased self-employment 

and long-term income generation (Blattman et al., 2014; 2020). 

In Mexico, transfers helped reduce child labor by alleviating household 

financial stress, allowing children to remain in school (Skoufias et al., 2001). However, 

adult labor force participation remained stable or increased in most programs, 

indicating that cash transfers often serve as productive capital rather than 

disincentives to work (Ponce et al., 2023). 

Empowerment and Social Dynamics 

Many CTPs target women, aiming to increase their financial autonomy. Duflo 

(2012) found that women who received transfers had greater decision-making power 

in household spending. Similarly, Peterman et al. (2018) noted increased mobility and 

social participation among female beneficiaries in Tanzania. 

Transfers also influenced broader community dynamics. In India, UCTs 

promoted social inclusion by reducing stigma associated with poverty (Jain & Singh, 

2020). However, improper targeting and lack of transparency led to social tensions in 

several cases, particularly when neighboring households were excluded despite 

similar needs (Gibson & Mace, 2011). Evidence from sub-Saharan Africa also suggests 

that cash-plus models can significantly improve psychological well-being and reduce 

stress (Dercon, 2023; McGuire et al., 2022). 

Challenges and Design Considerations 

Effective program targeting remains a key challenge. Inclusion and exclusion 

errors reduce program efficiency and may foster resentment. Administrative costs and 
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payment infrastructure can also limit scalability, particularly in remote or 

underserved areas. 

Moreover, cash transfers are most effective when integrated with 

complementary services—such as vocational training, healthcare, or nutrition 

programs—which amplify long-term outcomes. Programs adopting a “cash-plus” 

approach demonstrated stronger and more sustainable impacts (Roelen et al., 2017; 

Dercon, 2023). 

Table 1. Comparative Overview of Selected Cash Transfer Programs 

Program Country Type Main Outcomes Methodology Key Findings 

Progresa Mexico CCT Schooling, Health RCT 
Strong improvement in 
education and health 

GiveDirectly Kenya UCT 
Consumption, 

Assets 
RCT 

High increase in 
household welfare 

Bolsa 
Família 

Brazil CCT 
Attendance, Poverty 

Gap 
Quasi-Exp. 

Reduced dropout, 
improved nutrition 

BISP Pakistan CCT 
Immunization, Girls' 

Schooling 
Quasi-Exp. 

Improved education and 
health service use 

SCT Zambia UCT Living Standards RCT 
Long-term gains in well-

being 

Source: Data processed 

CONCLUSION  

Cash transfer programs—both conditional and unconditional—have proven to 

be effective in reducing poverty and improving social outcomes. However, their 

success is influenced by design features, targeting mechanisms, and the presence of 

complementary services. Policymakers should consider the integration of cash 

transfers with education, health, and employment services to maximize benefits. 

Programs must also be sensitive to local contexts to avoid unintended 

consequences such as dependency or social tension. Future interventions should 

explore hybrid models combining the flexibility of UCTs with the human capital 

development goals of CCTs. 

This review is limited by its reliance on published literature, which may 

introduce publication bias. Comparative effectiveness across regions with different 

political and economic environments also remains underexplored. Future studies 

should emphasize longitudinal impacts, cost-effectiveness analysis, and the role of 

digital payment systems in improving targeting and transparency. 
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