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Summary
The effectiveness of using conditions in cash transfer programmes is currently one of the most 
polemic policy debates in social protection. However, to date, there has been no robust evidence 
on whether the use of conditions provides any additional benefit to providing cash alone. To 
address this question, between 2007 and 2009 the World Bank carried out an experiment 
in Zomba, Malawi to test whether conditions made any difference to school enrolment and 
attendance among adolescent girls. 

Based on their findings, in 2010, the researchers – Sarah Baird, Craig McIntosh and Berk Ozler 
– published a paper indicating that conditions made no difference. By 2011 this conclusion had 
changed, with a revised paper claiming that the use of conditions not only increased enrolment 
and attendance but also improved learning outcomes. Unsurprisingly, the change in findings has 
generated a significant amount of interest. 

A careful reading of the 2010 and 2011 papers suggests that the conclusion that conditions work is 
not possible to substantiate. It would appear that there were significant flaws in the methodology 
used by the researchers. While in both the 2010 and 2011 papers the original methodology 
indicated that conditions had no impact on enrolment, another methodology – which used a much 
smaller sample – indicated that they did. We suggest that it is not possible to conclude that the 
revised methodology is superior to the original one. Furthermore, given that the methodology 
used to measure impacts on attendance employed a very small sample and a flawed data 
source, no robust conclusions can be drawn on the impact of conditions on either enrolment or 
attendance. 

Further potential flaws include: the research probably assessed the impact of conditions mainly 
on better-off families, rather than among the poor, which is of limited relevance for policy 
discussions; extreme scenarios were designed for the conditional and unconditional transfers, 
which do not reflect reality; the experiment incorporated a test of free education against 
fee-paying education which will have distorted the results; there were relatively significant 
differences between the groups of girls in the conditional and unconditional programmes, and 
it is unclear whether this was reliably controlled for; and, finally, the methodology used to test 
whether conditions had an impact on educational attainment did not use a baseline and the 
results appear merely to reflect inherent differences in ability between the girls in the conditional 
and unconditional groups. 

It is our view, therefore, that the study by Baird, McIntosh and Ozler provides no robust 
evidence on whether conditions work. It does, however, indicate that the use of conditions may 
impact negatively on the mental health of adolescent girls and that conditional transfers are 
less effective than unconditional transfers in reducing child marriage. Both findings should be 
addressed more seriously in debates on the use of conditions.
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Introduction
In recent years, conditional cash transfers 
(CCTs) have become a popular social protection 
instrument. However, while it is well known that 
providing families with regular cash increases 
school enrolment and attendance, there has been 
no robust evidence of any added value from the use 
of conditions among poor families. To fill this gap, 
between 2007 and 2010 the World Bank financed a 
cash transfer experiment in Zomba, Malawi, using a 
randomized control trial methodology. 

In early 2010, the authors of the study reported 
that conditions made no difference to school 
enrolment rates.1 The working paper by Sarah 
Baird, Craig McKintosh and Berk Ozler received a 
great deal of international attention and was widely 
regarded as a significant step forward in the debate 
on the value of conditions. 

In February 2011, a further version of the Zomba 
paper was published which reversed some of 
the earlier findings. The paper claimed that 
the conditional cash transfer (CCT) arm of the 
experiment did, in fact, have a greater impact 
than the unconditional cash transfer (UCT), not 
only on enrolment, but also on attendance and 
academic performance.2 The results have been 
given significant prominence internationally; for 
example in a 2011 World Bank workshop on CCTs, 
the Zomba experiment was described as “the first 
careful and innovative study going at the heart of 
the question.”3 Ozler announced on his blog that 
“Conditions Work!”4

Given the prominence attached to the Zomba 
experiment – and the fact that the results appear 
to have changed within a short period – it seems 
only fair to ask whether it has indeed proven that 
conditions work. To help answer this question, 
we need to review both the results and assess the 
robustness of the methodology used by  
the researchers.

 

Overview of The Zomba 
Experiment
The Zomba cash transfer was a small World Bank 
funded experiment run by an NGO that – over a 
period of 2 years (2008-2009) – provided cash to 
the families of female students aged between 13 
and 22 years who were attending school at the 
commencement of the project. A total of 2,284 
girls and young women5 were involved in the 
experiment: 1,495 were in a control group and 
received no cash; 506 received a cash transfer 
conditional on attending school 80 percent of  
days in each month (the CCT arm); and 283  
received the cash unconditionally (the UCT arm). 

Based on the information provided by the 
researchers in their 2011 paper, the CCT was 
punitive in that no excuses for missing school appear 
to have been accepted.6 We can thus assume that, 
even if girls could not attend school due to illness, 
families would have had the cash withdrawn. The 
amount of cash received by families and girls varied. 
Based on a lottery system, girls received transfers 
varying between US$5 and US$15 per month 
(although, as we shall see below, all those in the UCT 
group received an additional US$6 per month).

The experiment employed a range of methods 
to determine school enrolment and attendance. 
Enrolment was measured at the end of each school 
year by asking both girls and teachers to report on 
the “schooling status” of the girls for each term. 
In the 2010 paper – which reported on results 
from 2008 – both of these methods delivered the 
result that conditions made no difference to school 
enrolment. 

The results reported in the 2011 paper modified the 
methodology used to assess enrolment. While the 
researchers continued to use the full sample of girls 
to self-report on their schooling status, for the year 
2009 they restricted the reporting by teachers on 
enrolment to a much smaller sample (see below). 
Also, despite the experiment having finished, they 
decided to measure school attendance for the first 
time by returning to schools to examine the school 
ledgers. In addition, the 2011 paper reported results 
on the girls’ academic performance, gained by 
subjecting the full sample of girls to a series of tests. 
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1 Baird et al (2010).
2 Baird, McIntosh and Ozler (2011).
3 http://web.worldbank.org/WBSITE/EXTERNAL/TOPICS/EXTSOCIALPROTECTION/EXTSAFETYNETSANDTRANSFERS/0,,content 
 MDK:23038737~pagePK:210058~piPK:210062~theSitePK:282761,00.html 
4 http://blogs.worldbank.org/impactevaluations/conditions-work-but-are-they-a-good-thing-part-i
5 Both girls and young women participated in the experiment. For ease of reference, we will refer to them collectively as “girls.”
6 The paper only notes that cash was withdrawn if girls missed school. It makes no mention of the possibility of appeals if girls were,  
 for example, ill. If girls complied with the conditions in the following month, they would once more receive the cash.
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Findings from Zomba
Although the 2011 paper argues that it has proven 
that conditions work, the results are, in fact, rather 
more mixed, with various methods providing 
different results. The results from the 2011 paper 
are summarized below:

• As in the 2010 paper, self-reporting by girls 
continued to indicate that conditions had no  
impact on enrolment in both 2008 and 2009.

• Teacher reporting, however, indicated that 
conditions did have an impact on enrolment, 
reversing the findings of the 2010 paper.

• The school ledgers indicated that attendance was 
higher among girls in the CCT group throughout 
the 2009 school year, although in one of the three 
terms attendance was higher in the UCT group.

The 2011 paper was able to argue that conditions 
had an impact on enrolment and attendance by 
focusing on the methods of teacher reporting and 
school ledgers and by dismissing self-reporting 
by girls as unreliable, despite it being the method 
originally favoured by the researchers during the 
design of the experiment.

 
Discussion of the Results
A review of the 2011 paper indicates apparent 
problems with the methodology used in the 
experiment, which leads us to question the 
robustness of the results. The main challenges are 
discussed below.

1. Sample size 
A cursory glance at the 2011 paper may give 
readers some degree of confidence that the sample 
size used in the experiment was relatively large 
and that the paper’s results were, therefore, likely 
to be statistically robust. A total sample size of 
2,284 girls seems to be a good, solid number for 
the experiment. Indeed, as indicated above, when, 
in the 2010 paper, conditions were found to have 
no impact, the self-reporting method drew its 
information from a sample of 2,087 girls, while  
the teachers, in 2008, reported on 2,023 girls.

However, the 2011 paper’s conclusion that 
conditions work was based on methodologies with 
much smaller samples. For the teacher reported 
assessment in 2009, the sample size was only 852 

girls, including only around 100 girls in the UCT 
group.7 The sample was even smaller when school 
ledgers were used to determine attendance. Over 
the three terms of 2009, the researchers found 
an average of 254 children per term in the school 
ledgers, including only around 30 in the UCT group. 

The decision of the researchers to favour the results 
drawn from small samples – while rejecting those 
from the much larger sample of girls self-reporting 
– raises questions. It may have had some validity 
if, as argued by the researchers, self-reporting by 
girls was, in fact, unreliable (this will be discussed 
further in Section 2). But it also begs the question 
whether the sample sizes used to deliver the results 
in the 2011 paper were sufficiently large to enable 
good quality analysis. Sample sizes of around 30 
and 100 girls in the UCT group do seem – even to 
anthropologists such as ourselves – rather small 
to deliver results that are sufficiently robust to 
conclude that conditions work. 

In fact, the sample sizes are so small that the 
differences in enrolment and attendance may be 
explained by changes in the behaviour of a very 
small number of girls, perhaps only one per term in 
the case of attendance. To take a simple example, 
let us assume that 3 girls in the school ledger UCT 
group were struck down with malaria or some 
other illness and could not attend school for a term 
(with each girl absent in a different term). If we also 
assume that all other children in the two groups 
have similar average attendance, this would reduce 
overall school attendance among the UCT group 
over a year by about 3%, which is greater than the 
reported difference between the CCT and UCT 
groups (2.2%).

It is not, in fact, an impossible scenario that the 
difference between the CCT and UCT groups can 
be entirely explained by malaria. The share of girls 
that reported sleeping under a bed net was 10 
percentage points higher among the conditional 
group compared with the unconditional group. 
Given that the prevalence of malaria among school 
children in Malawi is high – it was 47 percent in 
2001 – it is likely that many children in both groups 
will have contracted malaria, with higher rates of 
sickness among the UCT group.8 This may have 
resulted in the UCT group having lower enrolment 
and attendance, with conditions having no influence.

7 The sample sizes in the UCT group are calculated by using the proportion of girls in the original UCT group. For some reason, the researchers  
  do not provide the exact sample sizes.
8 The 2011 paper does suggest that conditions may have led to higher use of bed nets, although this is highly speculative. However, the  
   potential impact of bed nets on attendance does suggest that, since the aim of the project was to increase schooling outcomes – and not  
   address poverty – a more successful and cheaper alternative may have been to provide every schoolgirl with a bed net rather than a cash grant. 
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2. Reliability of self-reporting and teacher 
reporting for measuring enrolment 
Underpinning the researchers’ conclusion in the 
2011 paper that conditions increase enrolment 
is their belief that the information provided by 
teachers is more reliable than that from girls. This 
belief can be examined by: a) testing whether the 
methodology used to arrive at this conclusion is 
reliable; and b) by reflecting more deeply on the 
reasons why teacher reporting would be more 
reliable than self-reporting by girls.9 

The researchers tested the accuracy of self-
reporting and teacher reporting by comparing the 
information supplied by girls and teachers with 
attendance records in the school ledgers. This 
assumes that school ledgers accurately report 
attendance, yet it is likely that the school ledgers 
may not have been accurate. The researchers 
report that it was extremely difficult to find 
“reliable” school ledgers, which suggests that 
they should have been more careful in trusting the 
accuracy of those that were found. In addition, 
given that few ledgers were found, the sample 
against which the accuracy of self-reporting and 
teacher reporting was assessed was very small – 
around 250 girls per term – which further calls into 
question the reliability of the findings.

Furthermore, the assumption that teachers 
necessarily kept an accurate record of attendance in 
those few ledgers that were found is questionable. 
Teachers may, for example, have forgotten to 
note the attendance of some girls. Or, perhaps 
teachers did not turn up to school themselves, a 
common problem in rural areas in many developing 
countries. It is also possible that teachers may have 
paid more attention to some girls than others. For 
example, according to the authors, the teachers 
were charged with monitoring the attendance 
of girls in the CCT group on a daily basis, while 
“attendance was never checked for recipients in  
the UCT arm.” It is not unreasonable to assume  
that attendance records would, therefore, have 
been kept more accurately for those in the CCT 
group with the recording of attendance for girls  
in the UCT arm being less rigorous.

It is not entirely clear why self-reporting by girls 
should be less reliable than reporting by teachers. 
The girls had no reason to lie, as they would not 
lose any cash. Indeed, self-reporting is the basis 
of many surveys – including household income 
and expenditure surveys (which can also include 
information on school enrolment) – and is rarely 
questioned. 

Additionally, there are grounds for thinking that 
girls could have been more reliable informants 
than teachers. The teachers had to recall – at 
times, more than a year later – which of the 
girls, of the many they had in their classes, were 
in school each term. It is not unreasonable to 
imagine that it was more difficult for the teachers 
to recall the attendance of many children than it 
was for individual girls to recall their own personal 
attendance.10 

Therefore, it is not possible to substantiate the 
assertion by the researchers that teacher reporting 
is more reliable than self-reporting by girls, thereby 
undermining the conclusion of the 2011 paper that 
conditions had a positive impact on enrolment. 
In fact, if self-reporting were found to be more 
accurate than reporting by teachers, we would  
have to conclude that conditions had no impact  
on enrolment.

3. The reliability of using school ledgers to 
measure the impact of conditions on attendance  
As described above, only once the experiment had 
finished did the researchers decide to integrate 
into their evaluation an assessment of the impact 
of conditions on attendance. They examined the 
school ledgers for 2009 but, as we have discussed, 
the results are of questionable value due to the 
small sample size and the questionable reliability  
of attendance records.

The reliability of attendance records may have been 
further undermined by the possibility that teachers 
may have falsified the attendance records of those 
in the conditional group, either out of pity – to 
avoid the transfer being removed from children 
and their families – or out of fear of the reaction 
from parents, thereby inflating the attendance 
records of some children. There is evidence of this 
happening in Argentina, Brazil, Colombia, Mexico 
and Nicaragua.11

9 It is difficult to know what the teachers and girls were, in fact, reporting on. According to the 2011 paper, they were reporting on the girls’  
 “schooling status.” But, it is unclear what this means. And if this is unclear to the readers of the 2011 paper, perhaps it was also unclear to  
 the respondents.
10 It is also possible that teachers may have been better able to recall the attendance of the girls in the CCT group. As noted above, during the  
 experiment, teachers had to monitor the attendance of the girls in the CCT group but not that of the other girls. Having paid greater attention  
 to the CCT girls, they may have found it easier to remember them, while the attendance of the UCT girls may have faded faster in their  
 memory. If so, we would expect teachers to report higher enrolment of girls in the CCT group, but we would also have to conclude that these  
 results are not reliable.
11 Adato and Roopnaraine (2004), Heinrich (2007), Bastagli (2009) and Schuring (2010).
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In the Zomba experiment, the researchers tried 
to test for teachers falsifying attendance by 
undertaking spot-checks in some schools halfway 
through the first year of the experiment. However, 
these spot-checks were discontinued after the first 
checks revealed a discrepancy between attendance 
and the girls in class in only one school (although 
we do not know the size of the sample). This does 
not, however, prove that teachers did not falsify 
attendance records during the second year of the 
experiment. It is probable that any falsification was 
less likely to happen during the first few months of 
the experiment, as teachers would have still been 
trying to understand how the experiment worked. 
Falsification would have been more likely during 
the experiment’s second year, at the point when 
attendance records were used to determine the 
impacts of conditions. However during this time no 
spot-checks were carried out. So, while we cannot 
know whether teachers falsified the results, we 
can assume that it was a significant risk, further 
undermining confidence in the research’s findings.

 

4. The wrong type of beneficiary 
When assessing the extent to which cash or 
conditions are responsible for increased school 
enrolment and attendance, it is important to 
ensure that the beneficiaries of the cash transfer 
are poor. If they are not poor, then poverty will 
not be the reason that their children do not attend 
school and unconditional cash may, therefore, have 
limited impact on schooling. Thus any experiment 
among non-poor families tells us little – if anything 
– about the relative impacts of a conditional or 
unconditional cash transfer on poor families. Yet, it 
is poor families that are the primary focus of policy 
interest. 

So, were the families in the Zomba experiment 
poor? The researchers do not provide any 
information on the incomes or consumption of 
families, which is a key weakness in the design of 
the experiment. However, given the age of the 
girls – who were mainly teenagers and young adults 
– and the grade reached in school, it is likely that 
the beneficiaries of the programme were generally 
among the least poor in their communities. The 
average grade reached by the girls was around 
grade 7, while the 2010 paper suggests that all girls 
were in at least grade 6. In Malawi, only a minority 

of girls reach the upper grades of primary school 
and secondary school. According to administrative 
data, survival rates to the end of primary school are 
only 36% while gross secondary school enrolment 
is only 27%12  It is not unreasonable to assume 
that upper primary school and secondary school 
enrolment in Zomba is correlated with greater 
wealth, as this is common across developing 
countries. So, it is likely that the experiment was 
conducted among a relatively small group of 
generally better-off families and girls.

It would seem reasonable, therefore, to conclude 
that the experiment tells us very little about 
the relative merits of cash or conditions among 
poor families since poverty would probably not 
have been the reason for many of the girls in the 
experiment dropping out of school. The value of 
the experiment is, therefore, limited.
 

5. Extreme scenarios 
The researchers appear to have created extreme 
scenarios for their comparison of conditional and 
unconditional cash transfers, which are highly 
unlikely outside an experimental setting. As 
noted above, the CCT arm appears to have been 
particularly punitive. Furthermore, the compliance 
of the CCT group was highly monitored; apparently, 
girls were even followed to school, a remarkably 
cost-intensive exercise.13 In contrast, every effort 
was made not to link the cash received by the UCT 
families to schooling. Instead, the UCT families 
were led to believe that they were winning a lottery 
and, in their offer letter, they were specifically told 
that “you are not required to do anything more to 
receive this money.”

While setting up extreme scenarios may have been 
valid for a pseudo-laboratory type experiment 
aiming to isolate the impact of the condition, the 
results have much less relevance for policy and the 
international debate on the value of CCTs since 
neither of these scenarios is likely to be found in 
real life national programmes. There is no national 
CCT programme that could ever afford to “follow” 
children to school and few are as punitive as the 
Zomba experiment. Furthermore, any sensible 
unconditional child grant would, of course, ensure 
that parents are aware that the cash received is to 
be used for the benefit of their children, including 
attending school. 

12 Source: http://www.unicef.org/infobycountry/malawi_statistics.html. Survival rates to the last year of primary school are 71% according to  
 an alternative measure, using survey data.
13 The paper reports a girl who claimed that the CCT girls were followed to school to monitor their attendance. The researchers do not point out  
 that this was an aberration. Given that monitoring of attendance appears to have been done by teachers, it is not explained why this  
 additional “monitoring” was in place but it would certainly have created further pressures on the girls.
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Any experiment on CCTs needs to be designed 
to replicate reality rather than an ideal situation 
that will never occur. The unrealistic nature of 
the Zomba experiment undermines its value to 
international policy debates.

 

6. Conflation of the impact of free education  
with conditions 
The manner in which the experiment dealt with 
the question of school fees may have created 
distortions, also influencing the results. Those in 
the CCT group had their school fees paid directly 
to the school so that, in practice, they received free 
education. In contrast, those in the UCT group had 
to pay school fees themselves, with their transfer 
increased to cover this cost. However, they were 
intentionally not told that this additional amount 
was for school fees but were informed that they 
had been randomly selected to receive a “bonus”  
of around $6 per month. 

This simple difference in the mechanism for 
paying school fees could have had a considerable 
impact on the experiment. Firstly, it meant that 
the CCT and UCT groups received very different 
levels of transfer, which reduced the value of the 
comparison. In fact, the “bonus” alone for the UCT 
group was higher than the total transfer received by 
some girls in the CCT group (i.e. some of the CCT 
group will have received $5 compared to the bonus 
of $6). 

Secondly, the difference in school fee payments 
also meant that the experiment not only compared 
a UCT with a CCT but also free against fee-paying 
secondary schooling. Those in the UCT group 
would still have had to go through the process of 
paying the fees even though, in some cases, they 
would have received less cash than many in the 
CCT group (ie. some will have received $11 per 
month compared with many in the CCT group 
receiving up to US$15). We do not know what other 
financial demands the families in the UCT may 
have experienced at the time of paying the school 
fees, which may have obliged them to use the 
additional cash for other purposes, an option that 
was not open to the CCT group. Some may have, 
for example, experienced a medical emergency or 
some other crisis. 

The fact that the UCT group had additional cash 
available and had to go through the process of 
paying fees may have reduced their enrolment 
compared with the CCT group. So again, the 
presence of conditions may not have been the 

cause of any differences. In fact, any increased 
enrolment observed among the CCT group 
may have been the result of their receiving free 
education.

 
7. Comparability of the UCT and CCT groups  
of girls 
In any experiment – such as the Zomba cash 
transfer – the best results are going to be generated 
when the groups being compared are as similar 
as possible. For example, it would have been 
preferable to undertake the experiment among 
girls of the same age and in the same year group, 
while giving all of them the same level of transfer, 
thereby significantly reducing heterogeneity within 
the experiment.

Instead, the experiment seems to have opted for 
maximum heterogeneity. Girls came from a wide 
range of ages (from 13 to 22 years), a number of 
grades (from 6 to 12) and they were each given 
different amounts of cash. While giving different 
sizes of transfer is an interesting experiment, 
finding comparable groups of girls – especially 
with such small sample sizes – would have been 
incredibly challenging. 

Helpfully, though, at a very broad level, the 
researchers did assess the comparability of the 
groups they created. Yet, these comparisons raise 
questions in at least three areas: 

• The girls in the UCT group were, on average, 
around 5 months older than those in the CCT 
group. Since older children are more likely to 
leave school, we would expect to see lower 
enrolment and attendance among the UCT  
girls, irrespective of the influence of conditions. 

• The UCT group were, on average, around half 
a year ahead of the CCT group in terms of the 
grade reached at school. Again, we would 
expect this to result in lower enrolment among 
the UCT group, which would have nothing to 
do with the existence of conditions. Indeed, 
according to the 2010 paper, there were no CCT 
girls in Standard 12 – the highest grade – and, in 
Standard 11, there were many more girls in the 
UCT group when compared to the CCT group. 
It is likely that many of these girls would have 
legitimately left school by the time of the second 
year of the project, and we can only hope that the 
researchers took this into account when assessing 
enrolment and attendance.
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• We have two possible indicators of the wealth 
of the two groups. The UCT group had higher 
asset index scores and also greater mobile 
phone access. While neither measure is a reliable 
indicator of income/consumption, they do 
suggest that the UCT girls were potentially better 
off than those in the CCT group. As a result, we 
would expect that providing cash would have  
less impact among the UCT girls. 

While these differences between the groups may 
have caused differential rates of enrolment that 
are not related to the existence of conditions, this 
could potentially be addressed by controlling for 
these factors. Hopefully, the method used by the 
researchers to control for the differences between 
groups was robust, in particular given the small 
sample sizes and high degree of heterogeneity that 
they were having to deal with. 

 
8. Assessment of learning outcomes 
As Fiszbein and Schady (2009) have pointed out, 
there is no evidence of CCTs having an impact 
on learning outcomes. In fact, they make logical 
arguments about why we would not expect to 
see such impacts, at least not within a period of 
just a few years and particularly when payments 
commence once children are already quite old.

Yet the 2011 Zomba paper claims to have found a 
positive impact of conditions on learning outcomes 
after only two years. They note “across the board 
improvements in test scores in the CCT arm, while 
no significant improvement can be detected in the 
UCT arm.” On the face of it, this is an impressive 
and surprising result. But, again, we have to ask  
the question: how robust is the finding?

To test improvements in learning outcomes, we 
would have expected the project to undertake 
tests among all girls at baseline, and then to follow 
up with further tests once the project had been 
finalised. This would have enabled the researchers 
to measure improvements in learning, the critical 
issue of interest. Yet, we can find no evidence 
that this happened. Instead, the evaluation of test 
scores among pupils appears to have been another 
late addition to the methodology. Tests were only 
carried out once the project had finished.

Carrying out the tests only at the end of the 
experiment does beg the question about how 
improvement could have been measured. It 
appears that the researchers made the assumption 
– without any evidence – that the three groups 
would have had identical scores when the 
experiment started. They therefore assumed that 
the differences they found in scores between the 
groups reflected “improvements.” Yet, in reality, 
they only seem to have been measuring differences 
between groups. 

As we saw earlier, the groups were not identical 
and differed in a number of ways. Of particular 
importance, though, is evidence of differences in 
cognitive ability between the UCT and CCT groups. 
Helpfully, the researchers not only carried out tests 
in English and Mathematics, but also implemented 
a cognitive test. It is highly unlikely that two years 
in school would have impacted differentially on 
children’s abilities in the cognitive test. Indeed, the 
cognitive test is more likely to be a good indicator 
of the differences between the two groups’ 
underlying abilities. As such, it could be used to 
assess whether the improvements in English and 
Mathematics were the result of conditions or not. 
Given that the cognitive ability of the CCT group 
appears to be significantly higher than the UCT 
group, it is likely that the better performance of 
the CCT group in English and Mathematics does 
not indicate any impact of conditions but only 
differences in ability between the groups. 

Furthermore, it is unclear whether the researchers 
were measuring differences in educational 
outcomes only between girls who remained in 
school, or also included girls who dropped out of 
school (and, indeed, may have had no schooling 
during the entire two years). There seems little 
point in measuring the impact of schooling on 
educational outcomes among girls not attending 
school. 

The results from the tests may, therefore, prove 
nothing at all about the impact of conditions on 
learning outcomes.
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Although the Zomba CCT experiment has been promoted as having proven that conditions 
can work, the validity of this conclusion is in significant doubt. In fact, the methodology 
initially favoured by the researchers – self-reporting by girls – actually indicates that 
conditions had no impact on enrolment. So, we have to make a choice about which 
methodology is most reliable. This review of the 2011 paper has indicated that the 
methodologies used by the authors were flawed. The only reliable conclusion from the 
Zomba cash transfer experiment is that we can make no conclusions on the impact of 
conditions on enrolment, attendance or academic performance.

Even if conditions did have an impact, there would be significant concerns over whether 
this is a positive finding. There are two reasons for this. First, the experiment found 
“substantially elevated stress and psychological morbidity among adolescent girls in the 
conditional group relative to the unconditional arm.” Indeed, for each additional dollar per 
month received by the girls in the CCT group, their likelihood of suffering a deterioration 
in their mental health increased by 3 percent.14  This may have been a consequence of the 
punitive nature of the Zomba CCT and suggests that girls in the CCT group may have been 
forced – as a result of their families not wanting to lose money – to attend school when it 
was in their best interests to remain at home. They may, for example, have been obliged to 
attend school when they were ill, perhaps with malaria. 

More worryingly, the enforcement of conditions may have led to girls unwillingly returning 
to school after suffering sexual or physical violence. Leach et al (2004), in a study of three 
schools in Malawi, found that 11% of girls had received a love proposal from a teacher, 43% 
had been propositioned by men outside school, and 80% had been beaten by teachers. Yet 
any girl in the CCT group who suffered a traumatic experience and refused to return to school 
would have been punished by the withdrawal of their cash. Punishing girls that have suffered 
threats or actual sexual or physical violence – a necessary consequence of punitive conditions 
– does not seem to be good social policy.

A second measure of wellbeing with implications for long-term and intergenerational 
poverty is the impact of conditions on early marriage.  The authors found there was no 
impact of the CCT on delaying early marriage at all, and a significant positive difference in 
the unconditional group. Given the relationship between delaying marriage and improving 
maternal and child well-being, it is surprising that more has not been made of this significant 
finding.

Since robust evidence on the positive impacts of conditions among poor families can still not 
be found anywhere in the world, it is difficult to understand why CCTs continue to dominate 
the discourse on cash transfers. Some of the most telling evidence on conditions comes from 
programmes such as the CT-OVC programme in Kenya and the LEAP programme in Ghana. 
Both have attempted to implement conditions yet, even at a small scale, the resulting 
programmes have been far too complex to manage due to the relative weakness of both 
countries’ administrative systems. Indeed, this also appears to be the reason why some  
CCTs in Latin America – such as in Ecuador, Paraguay, Honduras, and the Dominican  
Republic – do not enforce compliance. 

Conclusion

14 See Baird, de Hoop and Ozler (2011).
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Greater attention in evaluations should also be given to the potential for conditions to reduce 
school attendance, as highlighted by the Economist newspaper.15 By stipulating that children 
should attend school only 80 or 85 percent of days rather than 100 percent, CCTs may create 
a perverse incentive by allowing families to withdraw their children from school for up to 
15 or 20 percent of days to undertake child labour. It does beg the question why countries 
would choose to replace mandatory 100 percent school attendance with 80 or 85 percent 
attendance.

Clearly, debates on the value of conditions will continue and more evidence is needed, in 
particular from programmes that replicate the challenges found in national schemes rather 
than from experiments that attempt to create ideal laboratory-type conditions and may 
cause unintentional damage to young girls.

Furthermore, the debate on conditions needs to adopt a broader perspective than the 
current focus on immediate impacts. It is particularly important to incorporate a broader 
political economy focus, given Fiszbein and Schady’s (2009) argument that a key rationale 
for conditions is to make unpopular poverty targeted – or poor relief – programmes more 
palatable to tax-payers. No CCT programme has a budget above 0.4 percent of GDP, which 
makes them small when compared to more conventional social protection programmes 
in developing countries – such as universal pensions or the South African Child Support 
Grant – many of which have budgets well above 1 percent of GDP. If we want social transfer 
programmes to have a meaningful impact on poverty and human development, then we 
need to accept that higher social spending is a good thing. And, within this context, there 
needs to be further debate on whether poor relief programmes like CCTs – which necessarily 
generate limited government budgetary commitment – are the best way forward. Or, should 
progressive social policy seek to develop social protection programmes that generate greater 
political and budgetary support, which should, ultimately, lead to greater impacts?

15 Economist: 29 July 2010 – “Brazil’s Bolsa Família – How to get children out of jobs and into school: the limits of Brazil’s much admired and  
 emulated anti-poverty programme.”
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