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How can Social Safety Nets help 
to Empower Women?
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• Areas of work:

– Leading 50+ impact evaluations in 20 countries in Africa

– Designing innovations

• eg: business training that focuses on mindset

– Synthesis reports and better measurement

• eg: Leveling the Field in Agriculture (joint with ONE)

– Deep-dive studies of underlying constraints

• eg: studies on occupational segregation in entrepreneurship

– Informing policy and taking what works to scale

Mission: figure out what works and what does not to 

improve gender equality and use it to shape policy

What is the Africa Gender Innovation Lab? 
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• Generating rigorous evidence 

• Designing good programs: what works? What doesn’t work? What is the 

size of the impact? Which combination of interventions work better? 

• Think through constraints facing beneficiaries and design programs that 

meet their needs 

Why does it matter?
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• Poverty and vulnerability

– Limited ability to save and invest and think long term

– Scarcity: limited cognitive bandwidth 

• Cognitive and non-cognitive skills 

• Physical capital and access to finance

• Social capital

• Psychosocial constraints 

– internalized gender norms 

– time 

– occupational segregation 

– limits investment in productive activity

 Cash transfers + other interventions 

Women face multiple constraints 

Social Safety Nets and women’s empowerment 
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1. Building the evidence: ongoing research 

2. Interventions that work

3. GBV and SSN: overview of the evidence 

Presentation outline 
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• Typical package: training + asset transfer + savings + cash transfer

• Building evidence through impact evaluation 

– Controlled experiments 

– Data collection

– Trying different combinations of a package to evaluate which components 
matter most 

– Use results to design policy

• Evidence from a multi-country study (Banerjee et al., 2015) in Ethiopia, 
Ghana, Honduras, India, Pakistan, and Peru.

– Multifaceted approach to increasing income and well-being for the ultra-
poor is sustainable and cost-effective.

– But no significant impacts on women’s decision-making

“Graduation” approach

Building the evidence: ongoing research 
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• The package: Cash transfer +

– Creation of beneficiary groups and coaching

– Village Savings and Loan Associations (VSLA/AVEC)

– Community sensitization on aspirations and social norms

– Life skills training

– Microentrepreneurship training

– Cash grants

– Access to markets

• How to optimize the productive measures package?

– What is the impact of the psychosocial interventions? 

– What is the impact of the asset transfer? 

Sahel Adaptive Social Protection Study

Building the evidence: ongoing research 

7



• The package: business and life skills training + grant + savings groups (+ 

cash transfer)

• Are there spillovers effects? What happens in the rest of the community 

when women are offered these packages? 

• Human vs financial capital: which matters most? 

• Does a consumption support magnify these impacts? 

Zambia Girls’ Education and Women’s Empowerment and 

Livelihoods (GEWEL) Project 

Building the evidence: ongoing research 
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• The package: cash transfer +  skills training and coaching + saving groups 

+ asset transfer + couple’s empowerment training. 

• What is the impact of delivering the package to women vs men? 

• What is the impact of delivering an additional structured couple’s training 

when women receive the package? 

• Gender dynamics within the household

• Decision-making 

• Control over finances 

• Gender-based violence 

Malawi Concern’s Graduation Model

Building the evidence: ongoing research 
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• Public Works intervention + Bikes + strict on-site code of conduct

• Individual and household level impact as a function of participants’ 

gender?

• What is the impact on women’s empowerment? 

– bargaining power 

– decision-making

• What is the impact on women’s exposure to gender-based violence?

• What is the impact of bicycles on women’s economic opportunities, 

access to services, mobility?

Central African Republic: LONDO

Building the evidence: ongoing research 
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3. GBV and SSN: overview of the evidence 

Presentation outline 
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• How to improve social safety net programs for women? 

– Mode of delivery

– Additional interventions 

• Complementary package: graduation approach

• Training that works 

• Transforming norm and aspirations

• Transforming gender dynamics and engaging men 

Interventions that work
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• Are cash transfers better chunky or smooth? 

• Unconditional cash transfers to women in Nigeria: worked more, spent 

more on consumption, more food secure, saved more, bought more 

animals and improved their housing 

• Quarterly transfers vs monthly transfers?

– Quarterly: half the cost

– 15 monthly installments or 5 quarterly installments

• No difference in outcomes 

Feed the Future Nigeria Livelihoods Project 

Interventions that work
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• 15-week long couple training program in Rwanda.

• Harmful social norms and unequal gender power relations entrap women and 
girls: inadequate support for child rearing for women, threats and use of 
violence and limiting participation in paid work

• Discussed violence, conflict, fatherhood,  sharing responsibility, and maternal 
and reproductive health (among other topics). 

• Gender norms are not immutable

• In less five months, behaviors were substantially changed, through intensive 
guided introspection by men and open dialogue between men and women:

– Reduced violence

– Transformed the man’s role in the household

Rwanda Bandebereho

Interventions that work: changing gender norms
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Less violence against women & children

Difference is statistically significant at: ***p<0.001, **p<0.01, *p<0.05

33.3%***

35%***

56.5%

60.2%

Physical
violence

Sexual
violence

Women's reports of 
experiencing violence by 

partners in the past 12 months

Control Bandebereho

57.7%**

68.3%***

67.3%

79.2%

Men's
self-reported

use

Women's
self-reported

use

Use of physical punishment 
against children

Control Bandebereho



Men share more household work

Difference is statistically significant at: ***p<0.001, **p<0.01, *p<0.05

8.3

2.3***

8.3

1.4

Women's
self-reports

Men's
self-reports

Time spent on unpaid 
household tasks, in hours

Control Bandebereho

2.0***

2.1***

1.7

1.8

1 3 5

Women's
self-reports

Men's
self-reports

Men and women share more 
household tasks

Control Bandebereho



Women have an increased role in decision-making

45.5%*
**

56.1%*
**

70.3%

78.7%

Men's
reports

Women's
reports

Man has final say on income 
and expenses

Control Bandebereho

31.9%*
**

34.9%***

49.0%

47.8%

Men's
reports

Women's
reports

Man has final say on number 
and spacing of children

Control Bandebereho

Difference is statistically significant at: ***p<0.001, **p<0.01, *p<0.05



• 1 of 10 studies show a significant positive impact on firm survival

• 6 of 8 studies show a significant positive impact on business 
practices

• 4 of 10 show improved revenues, but only 2 of 7 show increased 
profits

• Entrepreneurs learn the skills they are taught and apply them, but 
not an overwhelming response in terms of profits

• Are we targeting the wrong people?  

• Are we teaching the wrong skills?

• Does training need to be complemented with something else? 
(finance?)

It’s not encouraging…

Business training: a review of the rigorous evidence

Source: McKenzie and Woodruff (2014)



• Personal initiative training compared to a more 
standard business training (Business Edge)

• Personal initiative training comes from business 
psychology and focuses on how to think like an 
entrepreneur.  It emphasizes:

o Goal setting

o Planning and implementation

o Overcoming obstacles

o Future and action orientation

o Being self-starting

The program

The wrong skills:  evidence from Togo

Source: Campos et. al. 2017



Results: monthly profits

The wrong skills:  evidence from Togo
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• For women the personal initiative training dominates

• Lead to significantly higher innovation (relative to 

Business Edge and the controls), particularly in 

products

• Significantly higher use of credit: Entrepreneurs are 

borrowing much higher amounts

• Significantly higher investment

• Increase in the number of employees

• Higher sales and revenues…and profits

Gender differences

The wrong skills: evidence from Togo
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• Three quarters of countries have laws to protect women against sexual 

violence.  

However:

• One in three women experienced at least one act of physical and/or 

sexual violence by an intimate partner in her lifetime

• More than one billion women lack legal protection against sexual violence 

by partners or family members.

• In two-thirds of countries, unmarried intimate partners are not protected 

under the law.

• One in five countries do not have appropriate laws against sexual 

harassment in employment.

• 20,000 girls marry illegally every day. 

Legal frameworks are not sufficient to 

prevent gender-based violence
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• Some evidence that CT can decrease IPV 

• CT present in almost all countries worldwide

• Design features of SSN programs may have implications for IPV

Buller et al (2018)

Cash transfers and intimate-partner violence 



S
o

u
rc

e
: 
B

u
lle

r,
 A

. 
M

.,
 P

e
te

rm
a

n
, 
A

.,
 R

a
n

g
a

n
a

th
a

n
, 
M

.,
 B

le
ile

, 
A

.,
 H

id
ro

b
o

, 
M

.,
 &

 H
e

is
e

, 
L

. 
(2

0
1

8
).

 A
 m

ix
e

d
-m

e
th

o
d

 r
e

v
ie

w
 o

f 

c
a

s
h

 t
ra

n
s
fe

rs
 a

n
d

 i
n

ti
m

a
te

 p
a

rt
n

e
r 

v
io

le
n

c
e

 i
n

 l
o

w
 a

n
d

 m
id

d
le

-i
n

c
o

m
e

 c
o

u
n

tr
ie

s
. 



• Systematic review of the evidence

– 14 quantitative and 9 qualitative studies 

– Low and middle-income countries 

– CCT and UCT or bundled 

– Latin America, Bangladesh, Kenya, South Africa (quantitative)

• 11 out of 14 studies: decrease in IPV 

• 1 study: both increase and decrease 

– Kenya GiveDirectly

• 2 studies: no impacts 

• 56 outcomes: 20% decrease IPV, 2% increase IPV, 63% no change 

Buller et al (2018)

Cash transfers and intimate-partner violence 



• Gender-transformative SGBV interventions

– Additional data collection on Rwanda Bandebereho project to get long 

term and economic impacts

– Ongoing work on similar interventions in the DRC and Rwanda

• How can couples interventions shape economic lives? 

– In Uganda we are combining a couples intervention with sugar cane 

out grower contracts assigned to either the man or the woman 

– In Malawi we are combining a couples intervention with a poverty 

graduation program

Upcoming GIL Work on Engaging Men




