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Most low and middle-income countries have implemented programmes providing transfers to families in pover-
ty, often with a focus on children. The paper examines the potential effects of social transfers in these countries on
child protection outcomes: the reduction of violence, exploitation and abuse of children, family separation and
improved birth registration. The analysis is based on database including information on 79 impact evaluations
in 28 countries, covering 45 medium and large-scale social transfer programmes. The paper identifies and eval-
uates three sets of effects: direct effects observed where social transfers have explicit child protection outcome
objectives; poverty-mediated effects where the impact of social transfers on poverty and exclusion leads to im-
proved child protection outcomes; and operational synergies arising from the implementation of social transfers.
An extended report of this study, including full references can be accessed at: http://www.unicef-irc.org./
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1. Introduction

Since the turn of the century, many low- and middle-income countries
have introduced or expanded programmes providing direct transfers in
cash and/or in kind to families or individuals facing poverty and vulnera-
bility (Barrientos, 2013). In middle-income countries, flagship social
transfer programmes - such as Brazil's Bolsa Familia, Mexico's Progresa/
Oportunidades, South Africa's Child Support Grant, India's National Rural
Employment Guarantee and China's Minimum Living Standards Scheme -
now reach large sections of the population. There is considerable diversity
in the objectives, design and implementation of social transfers, but they
share the overall objectives of reducing poverty and fostering economic
and social inclusion. The fact that a majority of people in poverty in
low- and middle-income countries are children is reflected in the share
of programme participants who are children and often in the explicit ob-
jectives of programmes (Barrientos & DeJong, 2006). A growing body of
evidence is emerging on the impact of these programmes on children,
particularly on health, nutrition and education outcomes. Antipoverty
transfer programmes have a variety of effects which enhance child surviv-
al, well-being and development. This paper examines the potential effects
of these programmes on child protection outcomes understood as the
prevention and reduction of the damaging exposure of children to vio-
lence, exploitation, abuse and neglect and family separation and im-
proved birth registration.
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The approach adopted is to identify and assess the known effects of so-
cial transfers on child protection risks and outcomes in low- and middle-
income countries. The analysis is supported by a database of impact eval-
uation studies and programme information collected for this purpose. An
extended report of this study, including full references can be accessed at:
http://www.unicef-irc.org./publications/691. The paper distinguishes
three main channels through which antipoverty transfer programmes
can impact upon child protection outcomes. First, there are direct effects
which follow on from the explicit objectives of antipoverty transfer
programmes. Familias en Accién in Colombia, for example, had a compo-
nent explicitly designed to facilitate the reunion of families fragmented
by displacement in areas affected by internal conflict. To the extent that
the programmes achieved family reunion, this can be considered a direct
effect. Second, child protection outcomes can be mediated by social trans-
fer programmes' effectiveness in reducing poverty. Where transfers im-
prove consumption levels among poor households they can help reduce
the prevalence of child ill-health and child labour (Barrientos & DeJong,
2006). Third, there are effects associated with programme implementa-
tion synergies. The implementation of social transfer programmes often
generates improvements in the capacity of public agencies with implica-
tions for the effectiveness of child protection agencies. Countries like
Brazil, Chile and Colombia have pioneered a single registry of vulnerable
households, greatly facilitating information across public agencies
(UNICEF, 2012). Whilst the majority of the effects identified are positive,
in some contexts these effects can be detrimental to child protection.

This paper is divided into four main sections. Section 2 reviews basic
concepts and approaches in social transfers and child protection. This is
important to facilitate an understanding across the two communities of
practise. Section 3 assesses the effects of social transfer programmes on
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child protection risk factors and outcomes. Section 4 summarises the
main findings.

2. Social transfers and child protection: review of concepts
and approaches

This section reviews key concepts and approaches in social transfers
and child protection. This is important to facilitate a shared understand-
ing across the two communities of practise.

2.1. Poverty and social transfers

Social transfers are regular, reliable and direct transfers in cash and/or
in kind to households in poverty and deprivation. UNICEF defines social
transfers as predictable direct transfers to individuals or households,
both in-kind and cash to protect and prevent individuals and households
from being affected by shocks and to support the accumulation of human,
productive and financial assets (UNICEF, 2012). The main focus of social
transfers is the reduction of poverty and social and economic exclusion.
In recent international development policy discussions, the term ‘social
protection’ is increasingly being used to describe anti-poverty or social
transfers, a narrower definition than that in common use in high-
income countries. In low- and middle-country context it is important to
distinguish regular social transfers from humanitarian or emergency as-
sistance. In this study we focus on the former.

Poverty describes deficits in well-being experienced by individuals,
households or communities considered to be unacceptable in a particular
society. From this perspective, poverty is multidimensional in nature and
cannot be reduced solely to deficits in income. Deficits in health care, ed-
ucation, housing and political voice are often associated with poverty and
deprivation. Social and economic exclusion often go hand in hand with
poverty and deprivation. To an important extent, poverty reflects the ex-
tent to which the relevant groups are unable to participate in the life of
the community. In the context of social transfers, vulnerability is defined
as the likelihood that individuals or households will be in poverty in the
near future. Vulnerability is in fact ‘vulnerability to poverty’. From this
perspective, households currently in poverty are perhaps the most vul-
nerable. In child protection, on the other hand, risks are understood as
the likelihood of an incidence of violence, abuse, and exploitation, whilst
vulnerability is understood as openness or exposure to these risks. In this
approach, child outcomes result from the particular interaction of risk and
protective factors (WHO & ISPCAN, 2006).

It will be useful to classify social transfer programmes into three main
categories: pure income transfers; income transfers combined with asset
accumulation; and integrated poverty reduction programmes (For a de-
scription of social transfer programmes in developing countries see
Barrientos, Nifio-Zaraz(a, and Maitrot (2010), available from http://
papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=1672090). Pure income
transfers involve transfers in cash targeted at households in poverty, or
categorical transfers targeted at groups facing acute vulnerability. Some
pure income transfers are focused on households in (extreme) poverty.
Income transfers combined with asset accumulation include programmes
providing transfers in cash or kind, which are combined with, and facili-
tate, accumulation of productive assets. The term ‘asset’ is used here in
its broadest sense, to include human, physical and financial assets. Linking
direct transfers with interventions aimed at asset accumulation under-
lines the fact that programmes of this type aim to strengthen the produc-
tive capacity of households in poverty. This category includes two types of
programme now common in low- and middle-income countries. The first
group includes programmes which combine direct transfers with inter-
ventions facilitating household investment in human development, espe-
cially education and health. Mexico's Progresa/Oportunidades or Brazil's
Bolsa Familia are well known examples of this type of programme. The
second group includes programmes which combine direct transfers
with interventions facilitating physical asset protection and accumulation.
Examples of this type of programme include India's National Employment

Guarantee Scheme (infrastructure or community assets) and Ethiopia's
Productive Safety Net Programme (household and community assets). Inte-
grated poverty reduction programmes are an important innovation in social
assistance, combining a range of interventions focused on the poorest.
Chile's Chile Solidario is an example of only a handful of programmes pro-
viding an integrated set of interventions addressing a range of deficits re-
sponsible for keeping households in poverty (Chile Solidario was replaced
with Family Subsidy, Ingreso Etico Familiar, in 2012).

The basis for this classification is provided by the underlying under-
standing of poverty underpinning the programmes. Pure transfers rely
on an understanding of poverty as largely to do with deficits in income
or consumption. Transfers are expected to remedy these deficits and
thus reduce poverty. Income transfers combined with asset accumulation
share a broader understanding of poverty. They pay attention to deficits in
income or consumption but, important as these are, they also aim to ad-
dress deficits in productive assets. Integrated antipoverty programmes
share the multidimensional perspective on poverty but in addition pay
special attention to social exclusion.

2.2. Child protection

The UNICEF, 2008 Child Protection Strategy defines the aim of child
protection as ‘preventing and responding to violence, exploitation and
abuse against children’, which ‘is essential to ensuring children's rights
to survival, development and well-being’. Table 1 summarises child pro-
tection objectives, protective environment, and outcomes.

Child protection approaches have changed over time. In high income
countries, particularly the Anglo-American countries, statutory systems
were developed to respond to cases of abuse of children, and child pro-
tection was often understood in a narrow forensic sense. Since the mid-
1990s there has been a gradual move towards a greater emphasis on
early intervention, prevention and family support. This shift was
brought about by recognition that not all families in contact with statu-
tory services were at “high-risk” of child maltreatment and that a large
number of families had more generic problems, such as financial diffi-
culties, high levels of stress or substance abuse problems.

Unnecessary family separation, especially when it occurs due to con-
flict, natural disasters and reasons or poverty does not imply that vio-
lence, abuse and exploitation will occur. However, out-of-home care
arrangements for a child who is not with his or her biological parent
may sometimes lead to these violations, both in institutional or family
type settings (kinship care or fostering). Birth registration is the right
of all children and one of the key instruments that establishes the exis-
tence of the child under law and safeguards other rights, including the
protection from child labour and exploitation.

In low- and middle-income countries, attention now focuses on
developing more comprehensive child protection systems that comprise
the set of laws, policies, regulations and services needed across all social
sectors - especially social welfare, education, health, security and justice
- to support prevention and response to violence, abuse and exploitation
(UNICEF, 2008). In practical terms, this implies building high quality child
welfare services, strengthening data collection and information manage-
ment systems, development of service models and referral pathways
and ensuring adequate financing (Wulczyn et al., 2010). Transnational co-
ordination is essential to promote safe cross-border child migration, and
address issues such as child abduction and child trafficking.

3. Social transfers effects on child protection
3.1. Research strategy to identify effects

The discussion in the previous section reviewed concepts and ap-
proaches informing social transfers and child protection. In this section,
the focus will be on identifying and evaluating the effects of social trans-
fers on child protection outcomes, based on information provided by 79
impact evaluation studies covering 45 social transfer programmes in 28
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