
 

 

Key points  

Cash transfers are viewed by recipients as invaluable for poverty reduction, but their full effects depend on how 

they intervene in social relations. In depth research in recipient communities reveals: 

• Schemes that target vulnerable households are based on inadequate understanding of household dynam-

ics, and as a consequence are perceived as arbitrary and unfair. 

• Cash transfers to the elderly are perceived to be fairer than those to young adults and may contribute 

more to community bonds, though young people may invest more in productive activities. 

• Unearned transfers to young adults may promote social isolation; public works schemes are widely 

viewed as a more legitimate way of assisting young families. 

 

 

Background 

Social cash transfer schemes, which disburse cash to poor people, have 

proliferated  across sub-Saharan Africa over the past two decades. There is 

growing evidence that these address symptoms of poverty among their 

target populations, particularly children and the elderly. However, poverty 

cannot be understood by focusing on symptoms alone. It is an outcome of 

structural power relations including social relations of gender, age, genera-

tion and class. To fully understand the impacts of cash transfers, therefore, 

it is necessary to examine how they intervene in, and are negotiated 

through, these social relations.  

Focusing in particular on the effects of cash transfers on young adults, a 

group whose interests have often been neglected, this research project has 

examined how cash transfers shape relations of age, gender and, especial-

ly, generation. This contributes to a more nuanced understanding of 

whether, and to what extent, cash transfer schemes are transforming pov-

erty in rural African communities. 
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The cash transfer schemes  

 

The research 

Qualitative research was undertaken in two rural communities, 

one in the sparsely populated Maluti Mountains of Lesotho and 

the other in densely populated Thyolo District in southern Mala-

wi. Most households in both communities were sustained 

through varying combinations of subsistence agriculture, live-

stock rearing and remittances from migrant workers. In depth 

interviews were conducted with multiple members of 24 house-

holds that were receiving cash transfers, and with 64 young peo-

ple aged 18-34, some of whom had moved away from the villages 

over the past decade. Participatory workshops with groups of 

young people subsequently focused on how cash transfers inter-

vene in household and community dynamics.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Malawi’s Social Cash Transfer Programme (mtukula phakomo) targets ultra-poor labour constrained households (about 10% 

of all households). The scheme costs 1.6% of GDP and is largely donor-funded but administered by government. The size of the 

transfer ranges from US$3.50 to US$7.50 monthly, depending on household size, with supplements of US$1 or US$2 per school

-goer. 

Lesotho’s Old Age Pension targets everyone aged 70 or over except those who receive a government occupational pension. It 

costs 2.39% of GDP and is government initiated and government funded. It’s current value is US$53 a month. 

Lesotho’s Child Grants Programme targets poor households with children, benefiting 22% of households in programme areas. 

This donor-initiated scheme is now government funded, costing around 0.22% of GDP. It disburses US$28-US$58 quarterly, 

depending on the number of children. 



Cash transfer households 

The three households profiled briefly below reveal the complexities of how the three programmes intervene in social relations 

and highlight some recurring themes. 

 Lesotho’s Old Age Pension 

Manthabiseng, a 91-year-old widow, is a close neighbour of her 

son and his family. Residents of the two homesteads eat from 

the same pot, and in previous decades Manthabiseng would 

have been a dependent within the extended family. Today she is 

more autonomous. She fully controls her pension, which is col-

lected by a non-resident relative, and regrets it is too little to 

educate her double-orphaned granddaughter. Her son and 

daughter-in-law think she should contribute to the wider house-

hold, but she makes only small purchases or ‘loans’ them money 

for groceries when they claim to be running out. She also plays a 

significant economic role in the community as a purchaser of 

services and both lender and borrower of cash. 

 Lesotho’s Child Grant 

Thabang resides alone as his wife, Mamoletsane, works in Maseru 

and their two young daughters stay elsewhere with their maternal 

grandparents. He became distressed explaining how his jealous 

neighbours mock him, demanding to borrow this unearned ‘sky fall-

ing’ money. He says his family depends on the money that he delivers 

to Mamoletsane in Maseru to pay for items such as school uniforms. 

Yet, when she is interviewed, Mamoletsane complains of her hus-

band’s drinking and is unaware that her household has been selected 

to receive the child grant. 

m Malawi’s Social Cash Transfer 

70-year-old divorcee Chikumbutso currently cares for four orphaned grand-

children aged 5-13. Household membership is constantly shifting: the young-

est child arrived this year, but her bricklayer son moved out on re-marriage. 

Two of the children were registered to Chikumbutso’s sister’s household for 

an emergency cash transfer last year. As a recipient of the regular transfer, 

Chikumbutso did not qualify for this. She says she ‘inherited’ her cash trans-

fer from her mother who died two years ago. After a dispute with her two 

younger sisters who live nearby and also care for orphans, she has agreed to 

share the transfer three ways. Yet the animosity between them became very 

evident at a community meeting at the end of the research. 

Pseudonyms are used and photographs are illustrative only:  

they do portray the individuals profiled 



Implications for the design of cash transfer schemes 

 

UNIVERSAL TRANSFERS OR HOUSEHOLD TARGETING? 

Targeting of vulnerable households is based on false assumptions about households. In both countries households are fluid, 

individuals and resources constantly flowing in and out. Many cash transfer recipients receive remittances from migrant family 

members. Moreover, households are not bounded units of consumption. In southern Malawi, the typically small nuclear 

households are connected through kinship and material ties to other, sometimes more prosperous, households located very 

nearby. Children may be moved between them to capture grants. Changes in circumstance are seldom reported: in Malawi, 

three recipients had inherited transfers from dead relatives. Thus even where selection criteria are initially applied as intended, 

household targeting is poorly understood and often appears random. Although the benefits of cash transfers are visible to all, 

seemingly arbitrary targeting breeds resentment in those who do not benefit but perceive themselves to be equally poor.  

 

SOCIAL PENSIONS OR GRANTS TO YOUNG FAMILIES? 

Targeting the elderly is perceived to be fair and may contribute more to community bonds, though young people may invest 

in more productive activities. In both communities, younger families in receipt of transfers experience resentment from neigh-

bours, as they are perceived as undeserving. However, elderly people are seen as worthy beneficiaries. Lesotho’s old age pen-

sion was almost universally praised, and in the Malawi community most transfers went to elderly people selected through 

community targeting. In Lesotho, the pension is sufficient to allow elderly people to exercise economic influence beyond the 

household as employers, lenders and key members of savings groups. In contrast, child grants are spent on immediate family 

needs such as groceries and school uniforms and may never enter the local economy. Nonetheless, young people in both com-

munities say the elderly are ‘stingy’, and argue that as fit young adults they would make more productive use of money. 

 

CASH GRANTS OR PUBLIC WORKS? 

Unearned transfers to young adults may promote social isolation. While pensions are viewed as enabling the elderly to live 

more independently, child grants are viewed less as grants for children than income for healthy young adults who should 

rightfully work. Both contribute to nuclearization of the household. Receipt of transfers renders parents responsible for their 

own children, and less able to call on family or friends for support (although the collateral of a predictable grant allows them to 

borrow from neighbours). Members of both communities hold that young adults should earn their income, and recipients 

themselves often favour public works schemes in which they could both prove their entitlement and contribute to the commu-

nity. 
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