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1.Introduction 
Under the term ‘public works’ and similar terms, a wide 
range of interventions are lumped together that share 
certain common objectives but differ in terms of their 
prioritisation, exact programme design, and mode of 
implementation. In practical terms, they all ‘entail … the 
payment of a wage (in cash or in kind) by the state, or an 
agent acting on its behalf, in return for the provision of 
labour’ (McCord 2012a, p. 8).

In a nutshell, public works programmes (PWPs) are 
expected to yield positive impacts through three main 
vectors: first, through the wage that is paid to those 
working on a public works site and that may have a more 
or less effective insurance function; second, through the 
productive assets created, which are intended to benefit 
the wider community or a more specific group; and third, 
through the skills learned by participants that improve 
their employability or their capabilities to boost income 
from self-employment.

A companion study by the same authors (Beierl and 
Grimm 2018) and published by the Deutsche Gesellschaft 
für Internationale Zusammenarbeit (GIZ) GmbH on behalf 
of the German Federal Ministry for Economic Cooperation 
and Development (BMZ) includes a systematic stock-
take of what is currently known about the effectiveness 
of public works programmes (PWPs) based on rigorous 
(quasi-)experimental evidence. This systematic review 
reported results for the following seven outcome areas: 
income, consumption and expenditure; labour supply; food 
consumption and food security; nutrition; asset holdings; 
agriculture (technology and production); and education. For 
all the outcome areas that are expected to be positive-
ly influenced by PWPs, there are in each case several 
studies which indeed confirm that these expectations are 
met. However, in almost all areas there are also exam-
ples of situations where these expectations have not been 
fulfilled. For all outcome areas, we found at least some 

programmes that meet their objectives. We take this as 
evidence that PWPs are not ineffective per se, but rather 
that they can be effective under certain conditions. These 
conditions include in particular the PWP’s specific design 
and implementation features. However, when it comes to 
answering questions of exactly how these conditions me-
diate programme effects, the systematic review remains 
rather vague due to the dearth of (quasi-)experimental 
evidence and the heterogeneity of the limited findings that 
exist. Furthermore, the review was unable to fully clarify 
what role is played by the wage, asset and skills vectors 
in this respect.

This complementary study adds to the systematic review 
by highlighting what conclusions can be drawn regard-
ing these important outstanding questions. To this end, 
the range of studies considered was broadened to also 
include qualitative studies, and process and implemen-
tation reports. Furthermore, theoretical considerations 
were introduced, especially where empirical insights 
are particularly scarce or ambiguous. The findings from 
these different types of sources and perspectives have 
been cautiously synthesised with the (quasi-)experimen-
tal evidence. The discussion of design and implementation 
features and their role for the three main vectors is by no 
means exhaustive; it is limited to those aspects that were 
identified in the reviewed literature as being linked to 
the impacts of PWPs. While attempts are made to draw 
meaningful inferences regarding the cost-effectiveness of 
different PWPs, particularly of specific policy features, the 
extent to which this is possible is severely limited by the 
lack of (comparable) data on impacts and costs. The same 
holds for comparisons with alternative social protection 
interventions, such as cash transfers.

The systematic review was restricted to low-income and 
lower-middle-income countries in sub-Saharan Africa and 
the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) region. While the 
focus of this complementary study remains the same, at 
times we decided to cautiously draw on literature cover-
ing South Africa and India, because these countries have 
well-researched PWPs that offer a number of valuable 
lessons for the country contexts treated herein.

Introduction

1 I  Middle East and North Africa
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To further ensure consistency, this study also adopts 
the same definition and typology of PWPs as that used 
in the systematic review. For this reason, it focuses on 
programmes that can be classified as ‘social protec-
tion instruments … with the dual objectives of providing 
temporary employment and generating and/or maintaining 
some labour-intensive infrastructural projects and social 
services’ (Subbarao et al. 2013, p. 3). To account for the 
heterogeneity of these programmes’ objectives and pro-
gramming, we differentiate between PWPs with a short-
term focus (Type 1) and those with a medium- to long-
term focus (Type 2). The key difference between these 
two Types is the duration, continuity and predictability of 
the employment offered to individual beneficiaries. If the 
employment offered is accompanied with complementary 
measures, the programme is classified as Type 1 Plus or 
Type 2 Plus respectively.

In Type 1 programmes, employment continuity in the sense 
of employing more or less the same households across 
many work cycles is not a core element of programming. 
Instead, targeting is ad hoc and often based on a self-tar-
geting mechanism that entails the deliberate setting of 
low wage rates, and re-targeting is commonplace. As a 
result, there is typically considerable movement of house-
holds in and out of the programme from one work cycle to 
the next. Type 1 programmes are mostly implemented in 

contexts of acute crisis to enable short-term consumption 
smoothing. However, particularly in the past, they were 
often also implemented in contexts of chronic poverty.

Type 2 programmes, on the other hand, are mostly imple-
mented in contexts of widespread chronic poverty. In real-
ity, they are much rarer than Type 1, although the best-re-
searched programme in the region of interest – Ethiopia’s 
Productive Safety Net Programme (PSNP) – is of Type 2. 
Such programmes have a medium- to long-term focus 
in the sense that they place strong emphasis on keep-
ing initially targeted households on the programme for 
several years. Retaining households in this way enables 
the accumulation of savings and assets, which can then 
be used to proactively protect against livelihood risks and 
to promote livelihoods. The continuity and predictability of 
Type 2 programmes is therefore high. Targeting is typi-
cally carried out by means of a wealth ranking exercise, 
because pure self-targeting effected through a low wage 
rate stands at odds with the promotive objectives of these 
programmes. Some Type 2 programmes also have an 
additional emergency component that makes it possible to 
temporarily scale up the programmes to cover households 
affected by acute shocks.2

In reality, many PWPs are not a pure Type 1 or Type 2, 
falling instead somewhere between these two. Moreo-

Introduction

2 I  Employment guarantees (EGs) like India’s well-known Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment Guarantee Act (MGNREGA) programme are  

     a third type of PWP. Instead of offering the continuity of Type 2 programmes, MGNREGA offers a maximum of predictability by giving every  

     citizen a legally enshrined right to 100 paid days of work in MGNREGA projects. However, EGs do not exist in the region of interest of this           

     paper and are therefore not discussed in detail herein.

Table 1: Typology of PWPs

Type Key design feature Primary objective Example(s)

Type 1 Single short-term episode  
of employment

To enable consump-
tion smoothing

Most past PWPs that were supported through social 
action funds in Africa – e.g. the Malawi Third Social 
Action Fund’s (MASAF III) PWP

Type 2 Repeated or  
ongoing employment

To provide a form of 
income insurance Ethiopia’s PSNP

Plus

Additional measures to  
complement the core  
public-works component –  
e.g. training or access to  
credit or extension services

To enhance or sustain 
the gains of the core 
public-works com-
ponent in order, ulti-
mately, to facilitate 
graduation

Ethiopia’s PSNP + other food security programmes 
(OFSPs) or household asset building programmes 
(HABPs)

World Food Programme’s R4 Rural Resilience Initia-
tive, within which the Food for Assets (FFA) compo-
nent is embedded

Source: Adapted from McCord (2012a)
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ver, there are many programmes that offer various kinds 
(and, sometimes, combinations) of complementary meas-
ures aimed at enhancing and sustaining impacts (e.g. by 
promoting access to savings groups, loans, insurance, 
training or various kinds of extension services). In prin-
ciple, such measures can be attached to both types of 
programme. Henceforth, we will refer to Type 1 and Type 
2 programmes with such complementary measures as 
Type 1 Plus and Type 2 Plus respectively. This typology is 
summarised in Table 1 on Page 7.  
 
This study is structured as follows: First, the role of the 
core design features of PWPs is discussed one by one, 
with the connections between these features highlighted 
throughout. Particular emphasis is placed on considering 
the mediating role of the opportunity cost that might be 
incurred by participation in a PWP. Second, we reflect on 

the evidence regarding the linkages between public works 
and other programmes, instruments and institutions, and 
we discuss the merits but also possible downsides of 
these linkages. Third, we look at how certain key imple-
mentation features mediate the short- to medium-term 
impacts of PWPs on the ground, and we briefly discuss 
how the implementation of a PWP can affect developing 
countries’ planning and implementation capacity for better 
or worse. Fourth, the role of the assets created is exam-
ined more closely and, fifth, the role of the skills acquired 
is reviewed. Sixth, some general considerations are made 
regarding the cost-effectiveness of PWPs. Lastly, by way 
of conclusion, we cautiously determine a number of policy 
implications by linking the key insights from the broader 
review of the literature on PWPs back to the findings of 
the systematic review.

Introduction The role of design features
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2. The role  
of design 
features 
2.1 Selecting the appropriate PWP type  
Needs assessment: Social protection programmes should 
ideally be based on a clear understanding of “who needs 
what type of assistance, when, where and why” (Devere-
ux & Macauslan, 2006). PWPs are no exception. Different 
PWP types are suitable in different context (McCord, 
2012a). In many low income countries, chronic poverty 
levels are high and, on top of that, a large share of the 
rural population is chronically vulnerable, especially 
those that rely on farming. As a result, many households 
that are not chronically poor are likely to be in need of 
assistance at one point or another. In other words, need 
patterns vary considerably during and across the years, 
but a substantial share of the population is in more or 
less constant need of support. Furthermore, it is im-
portant to recognise the heterogeneity of the poor and 
vulnerable in the sense that different types of households 
may need different forms of support at different times. 
Due to the potential opportunity cost of participating 
in PWPs (further discussed below), the spare labour 
capacity of households during the course of the year is a 
particularly important factor (McCord & Farrington, 2008). 
Therefore, in order to combat poverty, countries ideally 
need social protection systems that are, on the one hand, 
flexible enough to accommodate this heterogeneity and to 
address vulnerability without crowding out other econom-
ic activities, while, on the other hand, offer sustained and 
predictable support to certain segments of the popula-
tion, especially the chronically poor. This is the context 

in which PWPs and other social protection programmes 
operate in low and lower-middle income countries in 
Africa and the MENA region.

Programme design that addresses the needs and fits the 
clearly prioritised objectives and country context: Each 
programme needs clearly prioritised objectives that have 
been chosen in full awareness of the needs of benefi-
ciaries and communities, the involved trade-offs, and 
the financial and capacity constraints (McCord, 2012a, 
p.31; Devereux & Macauslan, 2006; McCord & Slater, 2009; 
Train4Dev, 2010; World Bank, 2015). For example, trade-
offs might exist with respect to:

• tensions between treatment intensity of 
   individual households and programme coverage 

• tensions between social protection objectives  
   and the quality/type of the assets created 

• tensions between short-term and long-term  
  objectives3

In particular, it has to be spelt out clearly whether the 
programme aims at short-term consumption smoothing 
or at more significant social protection impacts, because 
these objectives require quite different programming. 
The fundamental criticism levelled by McCord at many 
PWPs in Sub-Saharan Africa is that there is a “serious 
mismatch between problem and policy response” (2009, 
p.329). In particular, Type 1 programmes have often been 
wrongly heralded as poverty reduction instruments in 
contexts of chronic poverty 

2.2 Opportunity cost of PWP participation 
While it is not a design feature it is critical to reflect on 
the role of opportunity cost at this point because it has 
a bearing on the wage level as well as the duration and 
timing of PWPs. It cannot be taken for granted that each 
Euro transferred in wages to a beneficiary increases the 
total household income by the same amount. The real 
transfer value depends on the opportunity cost of partic-

3 I  For more information on trade-off in PWPs see Barrett et al. (2002), Koohi-Kamali (2010) or Lieuw-Kie-Song et al. (2010, p.29).

The role of design features



10 

ipating in the PWP. These costs have received insufficient 
attention in most impact evaluations, potentially under-
mining the validity of results regarding the wage effect of 
PWP participation. This important caveat should be borne 
in mind. 

Types of opportunity cost: First, PWP participation may 
lead to foregone income if participants decide to reduce 
their time spent on other income-generating activities. 
The small global evidence base indicates that even if the 
wage level has been deliberately set below prevailing 
market wages for unskilled labour, labour displacement 
may occur in contexts where irregular and unpredictable 
piecemeal employment is the alternative to working in 
PWPs (Datt and Ravallion, 1994; McCord, 2012a, p.64; Mc-
Cord, 2004a). While studies from India and South Africa 
found this cost of PWP participation to be substantial, 
studies in other countries (e.g., Liberia and Malawi) found 
them to be negligible (Andrews et al., 2011; Beegle et 
al., 2015; Chirwa et al., 2004a; Datt and Ravallion, 1994; 
McCord, 2012a, pp.67; McCord, 2004a; Murgai et al., 2013; 
Ravallion, 1999).

Second, PWPs may lead to a reduction in subsistence 
activities on people’s own farms (and, thus, potentially 
lower yields) if the possibility of immediate consump-
tion through the PWP wage trumps the attractiveness 
of deferred income from selling farm produce. Although 
there is no robust evidence, this may have happened, 
for instance, in Zambia and Ethiopia (Hoddinott et al., 
2009; Subbarao et al., 2013, p.66; World Bank, 2015). 
Third, as anecdotal evidence from Malawi suggests, the 
participation of women in PWPs may lead to the neglect 
of important household activities, such as child care and 
food preparation (Chirwa et al., 2004b; McCord, 2004b). 
Fourth, PWP participation may have direct costs, such as 
for transport or the use of one’s own tools (Chirwa et 
al., 2012).

Key determinants of opportunity costs: One key factor in 
determining the incidence and size of the first three types 
of opportunity cost is the degree of flexibility in terms of 

time and task allocation within the household of the PWP 
participant. Another key factor is the nature of the labour 
market during the course of the year.

Implication: All in all, the limited evidence that exists 
from Africa and MENA suggests that the opportunity cost 
of PWP participation may, on average, be lower than in 
other regions due to the severe slack in the labour mar-
ket. However, the opportunity cost may be high for mem-
bers of poor, labour-constrained households. Therefore, 
a good understanding of the characteristics of targeted 
households and the nature of the labour market through-
out the year is needed in order to accurately estimate the 
real value that the PWP wages would have for (potential) 
beneficiaries. Generally, the first two types of opportuni-
ty cost can be reduced if the PWP activities take place 
outside the planting and harvest season when other 
employment opportunities are rare (Bezu & Holden, 2008; 
Gilligan et al., 2009b; Holden et al., 2003). However, in 
some cases it may not be necessary to fully scale down 
PWP activities during these periods, because even then 
there appears to be a certain degree of excess labour 
supply albeit much smaller than outside the agricultural 
peak season (Beegle et al., 2015). 

2.3 Wage level 
The role of the wage level is discussed at length in the 
systematic review and, therefore, not repeated here in 
full. The main take-away message is that the wage rate 
and work duration should be set in a way that is com-
mensurate with the programme objectives, the nature, 
extent and depth of poverty and vulnerability, and the 
labour market context in the country. This includes giving 
consideration to the various types of potential opportunity 
cost that participating in a PWP may entail (discussed 
above). The social protection impacts through the wage 
channel depend on the real value of the transfer for the 
household (i.e., excluding opportunity cost) in relation to 
the household poverty gap.4 The purchasing power of cash 
payments should be monitored regularly and ideally ad-
justed to ensure that it is sufficient to achieve the stated 

The role of design features

4 I  The poverty gap is a measure of how much the consumption of the household falls below the consumption level defined as sufficient to

     cover basic needs for a household of a given size in a given region.
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programme objectives. Many studies cite low wage rates 
as the key factor in explaining limited impacts (Bloom et 
al., 2005; Chirwa et al., 2012; Chirwa et al., 2004a; Chirwa 
et al., 2004b; Gilligan et al. (2009a), White & McCord, 
2006; World Bank, 2015). A frequently made theoretical 
counterargument against increasing the wage rate is 
based on the fear of distortionary economic effects, espe-
cially of crowding out workers from the regular job mar-
ket, e.g., low-skill casual agricultural work. However, in 
the African context there is little empirical evidence that 
this risk materialised in practice. Given the severe slack 
in (especially but not only rural) labour markets, there 
are indications that distortionary economic effects would 
be minimal even if the wage is set moderately above the 
wage paid for some casual (agricultural) work – provided 
that targeting does not rely exclusively on self-target-
ing, and the policy recommendations on how to minimise 
the opportunity cost of PWP participation (stated above) 
are considered. Thus, the question is rather whether or 
not higher wage rates are financially and/or politically 
feasible. Political feasibility in this case pertains to the 
national discussion as well as the acceptance of the wage 
rate among the local communities, especially of those 
segments that cannot be enrolled in the programme. 

2.4 Duration 
Programme duration can either refer to the number of 
working days beneficiaries are allowed to work in a PWP 
each year or to the number of years individual beneficiar-
ies remain on the programme.5 From a social protection 
impact perspective, the sparse and geographically heavily 
concentrated global evidence indicates that longer is 
better for both policy aspects (Devereux, 2002; Gehrke & 
Hartwig, 2015; McCord, 2012a). This being said, conclu-
sive high-quality evidence is lacking, partly due to the 
general caveat that it is difficult to disentangle the role 
of duration from the income effect. There are indications 
from the Indian context that the income security offered 
by longer PWP participation creates added value over 
the pure income effect, especially if access is granted 
on demand (income insurance function), because it has 

been shown to encourage more risk-taking in entrepre-
neurial activities (Gehrke, 2014; Zimmermann, 2014). This 
is linked to the importance of predictability. Predictabil-
ity is greatest in employment guarantee schemes, such 
as India’s Mahatma Ghandi National Rural Employment 
Generation Scheme (MGNREGS), which offer a substantial 
number of working days each year (100 per beneficiary) on 
demand. In Sub-Saharan Africa, there is no large-scale 
employment guarantee scheme (McCord & Slater, 2009). 
The programme that comes closest is Ethiopia’s PSNP, in 
which beneficiaries worked for an average of 82 days each 
in 2010. The beneficiaries of the PSNP can be fairly certain 
of remaining in the programme for several years if they 
are found eligible in the first place.6

Number of years beneficiaries can be sure to remain in 
the programme: In one review of global experiences it is 
argued that, if productive investments are to be made, 
beneficiaries should be kept in the programme for at 
least three years (Gehrke & Hartwig, 2015). A study from 
Malawi puts the minimum duration at 18 months, i.e., long 
enough to cover two planting and lean seasons (Chir-
wa et al., 2004b).7 However, extending the duration that 
individual beneficiaries stay on the programme may come 
at the expense of lower coverage, i.e., a smaller share of 
the population being covered. In addition, it may conflict 
with deeply rooted local equity considerations that result 
in rotation being practiced even if it is not foreseen in 
the programme design. Unofficial rotation tends not to be 
detected through the regular M&E frameworks of PWPs. 
Policy makers must not ignore gaps between design and 
practice in this respect as it may have implications for 
achieving programme objectives.

Number of working days beneficiaries are allowed in a 
PWP each year: The only robust evaluation of a randomised 
control trial where the number of workdays was deliber-
ately varied finds that offering 48 instead of 24 days did 
not lead to better food security outcomes in the Malawian 
context (Beegle et al., 2015). However, less rigorous stud-
ies in the same context found indications that increasing 
the maximum number of working days per worker per year 

5 I  Of course, it can also refer to the number of years a PWP is running or to the number of days during which PWP activities take place each

        year, irrespective of the number of days individual beneficiaries work. These two aspects are not further elaborated because they are less

        important from an impact perspective.

6 I  A word of caution: The arguments in favour of more working days per year and multi-year employment are largely informed by Ethiopia’s

     PSNP being frequently heralded as a success story. However, as highlighted in the systematic review, the most robust evidence with

     respect to the performance of the PSNP is not unequivocally positive. Furthermore, one should note that the jury is still out whether the

     PSNP alone or combined with HABP/OFSP can deliver sustainable graduation at a significant scale. The performance of the PSNP during the

     recent multi-year food crisis in the country has not yet been investigated in any of the included evaluations..

7 I  This finding is in reference to the Central Region Infrastructure Maintenance Programme (CRIMP) pilot.



12 

from around 12 days to 48 days allowed beneficiaries to 
save more of their earned income (World Bank, 2015). Fur-
thermore, if the goal is to increase the total transfer value 
received by a beneficiary but it is politically too sensitive 
to increase the daily wage rate, extending the work dura-
tion may be a ‘workaround’ that is more acceptable. 

2.5 Payment modality: cash or food? 
PWP participants are typically either paid in cash or in 
food although in some cases also in assets (e.g., farm 
inputs) or access to insurance (e.g., index-based weather 
insurance or health insurance). The available evidence 
highlights that cash and food both have their strengths 
and weaknesses (see Table 2). Given that these strengths 
and weaknesses are highly context-dependent, different 
payment modalities may be appropriate in different situ-
ations. A number of lessons, especially from Ethiopia, are 
instructive. First, other contextual factors of importance 
are the characteristics of food markets in the beneficiary 
areas in terms of accessibility (cost factor), food availa-
bility and, relatedly, the prices of staple foods (Subbarao 
et al., 2013). Second, in non-acute settings cash led to 

relatively more asset accumulation and investments in 
human capital, whereas food led to relatively more con-
sumption (Save the Children UK, 2008; Slater et al., 2006). 
Third, in settings where there are acute food shortages, the 
purchasing power of cash quickly erodes and food may be 
preferable over cash (Maunder & Wiggins, 2006, p.27). This 
might explain why one quasi-experimental study found 
that PSNP households that received food only or as a mix 
of food and cash did better in some respects (especially 
total income) than those that received cash only (Sa-
bates-Wheeler & Devereux, 2010). However, it should be 
noted that food payments in acute crisis situations make 
self-targeting (further discussed below) nonviable as a 
mechanism for reaching the poorest (Koohi-Kamali, 2010). 
Fourth, the implied value of food tends to exceed that of 
cash payments, because the former is more often chosen 
to meet basic needs than cash payments. This is particu-
larly problematic in countries with high inflation rates. 
Fifth, combining food and cash may be considered, as 
done in Ethiopia, because it allows flexibility in adapting 
to changing circumstances but it may be more costly to 
administer (World Bank, 2010).

Table 2: Advantages and disadvantages of cash and food payment modalities

Cash Food

Advantages • Typically more cost-efficient than food
• Allows beneficiary more choice
• Encourages production
• Stimulates the market

• Donor food surpluses are available
• Immediately increases food availability
• Directly addresses nutritional deficits
• Transfer value less affected by inflation
• Usage favours women, children, older persons
• Lower security risk

Disadvantages • Limited donor resources are available
• Losses from inflation
• Can be used for non-food consumption
• More difficult to target
• Usage favours men
• Heightened security risk

• High transport and storage costs
• Losses from spoilage and theft
• Less easily exchanged than cash
• Disincentive effects on production
• Competes with local markets and trade

Source: Adapted from Sabates-Wheeler & Devereux (2010)

The role of design features The role of design features



13

 
2.6 Timing of PWP activities  
     and payments  
With respect to the timing of PWP activities, it should be 
noted that the needs and availability of the workers do 
not necessarily align with the appropriate time to imple-
ment certain work activities. Programme implementers 
must be aware of this potential trade-off. To maximise 
direct social protection impacts, the timing of work should 
reflect the needs of workers (Chirwa et al., 2004b). In 
countries where subsistence farming is the main activity, 
this means that PWP activities should be timed with the 
agricultural cycle in mind in order to offer employment 
when opportunity cost is lowest (i.e., outside the peak 
planting and harvest season) and make payments when 
money for productive investments, especially farm inputs, 
is needed the most (i.e., just before the planting season) 
(Chirwa et al., 2004b; Gehrke & Hartwig, 2015; Sharp et 
al., 2006; Subbarao et al., 2013; World Bank, 2015). 

Not surprisingly, the timing of activities and, thus, of pay-
ments, may influence the use of payments (Chirwa et al., 
2012). If payments are made when there is acute food in-
security, earnings are most likely spent on food consump-
tion. If they are made at different times, it is more likely 
that money is saved or spent productively. Depending on 
the programme objectives, one or the other or both may 
be desirable. However, the above-mentioned evaluation of 
a randomised control trial in Malawi found no evidence of 
improved food security, irrespective of whether the PWP 
activities took place during the lean or the harvest season 
(Beegle et al., 2015). Fertiliser use also did not increase, 
even though the timing of activities was specifically cho-
sen so that it would enable workers to access subsidised 
farm inputs (especially fertiliser). While delays in activ-
ities and payments (further discussed below) have been 
shown to have undermined the linkage to the farm input 
subsidy in other studies (Chirwa et al., 2012), it cannot 
explain the disappointing results in this study. To max-
imise the quality of the assets created, the more direct 
social protection considerations need to be balanced with 
the timing suitable for the chosen PWP activities (ibid.). If 
public works activities are meant to contribute to an in- 

 
tegrated catchment management approach (as they ought 
to in the context of Ethiopia’s PSNP but increasingly also 
elsewhere), the coherence of the package of activities 
should not be compromised by delaying or skipping activi-
ties to accommodate the preferences of PWP beneficiaries. 

2.7 Targeting 
Due to the severe slack in the labour markets of most 
developing countries in Africa and the MENA region, the 
demand for additional income, as offered through PWPs, 
exceeds the number of available programme spots by far.8 
Therefore, some form of targeting or rationing mechanism 
is needed. Given that this is a topic of its own, the discus-
sion is restricted to a few key insights that highlight how 
targeting can enhance or undermine the social protection 
impacts of PWPs.

Several options are available to target beneficiaries at 
the community level. First, self-targeting through low 
wages is based on the reasoning that setting the wage 
below the prevailing market wage for low-skilled labour 
attracts only those in need who have no other employment 
opportunities (Subbarao et al., 2013). Second, commu-
nity-based targeting approaches try to capitalise on the 
local knowledge of who is most deserving and suitable 
to participate in PWPs. Third, means testing determines 
eligibility on the basis of an explicit catalogue of criteria. 
It usually involves a wealth ranking in settings where 
demand exceeds employment opportunities. Furthermore, 
these options can be, and often are, combined in various 
ways. While the first two options are popular in PWPs in 
developing countries, the latter is mainly used, in a simple 
form, to guide or verify the beneficiary selection through 
community-based approaches.

Commonly, PWPs try to reach the poorest of the poor who 
are able-bodied and have spare labour capacity. Target-
ing effectiveness in this case is determined by how well 
this target group is reached. This has two aspects: Most 
importantly, exclusion errors (i.e., the non-participation 
of people who are eligible) should be as small as pos-

8 I  The findings of Beegle et al. (2015) confirm that rationing takes place in the context of Malawi’s biggest PWP. The fact that PWPs are the

     only large-scale social protection instrument accessible to the able-bodied working-age poor with spare labour capacity raises the question

     what could or should be offered to those who are in need of income support but fail to access PWPs (McCord & Slater, 2009).
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sible. On the other hand, there should be few inclusion 
errors (i.e., participation of people who are not eligible). 
In a country where most rural households are chronical-
ly vulnerable and many even chronically poor, targeting 
is inherently difficult (Chirwa, 2007). All approaches are 
more effective at reaching the poor than the extremely 
poor (Lembani & Mandali, 2006). In other words, exclusion 
errors are especially hard to avoid. Thus, there is no per-
fect approach. In a nutshell, the evidence suggests that 
in settings of wide-spread chronic poverty and underem-
ployment community-based targeting is more effective 
than pure self-targeting through low wages even though 
community targeting also faces a number of risks and 
challenges that may undermine (cost) effectiveness (Chir-
wa et al., 2012; Chirwa et al., 2004a; Chirwa et al., 2004b; 
Lembani & Malanda, 2006; Lieuw-Kie-Song, 2014; McCord, 
2012a; McCord & Slater, 2009).

Self-targeting through low wages: In most cases where it 
has been examined, self-targeting through low wages has 
led to exclusion errors.  One reason is that the excess 
demand for work required rationing of the work available 
under the PWP, which was often either done arbitrarily 
(e.g., through a lottery) or without regard to the poverty 
profile of the potential workers. Another reason may be 
that the poorest, who are also often socially excluded, are 
not aware of the programme (Lembani & Malanda, 2006; 
Lieuw-Kie-Song, 2014). In many cases, “significant” inclu-
sion errors have been observed (Chirwa, 2007; Devereux 
& Solomon, 2006; Lembani & Malanda, 2006; Lieuw-Kie-
Song, 2014; McCord, 2012a; McCord & Slater, 2009). While 
some argued that this is due to a failure to set wages 
low enough, a study from Ethiopia demonstrated that in 
settings with dysfunctional labour markets self-targeting 
may result in structural inclusion errors, even if the PWP 

wage rate is successfully set below the market wage rate 
(Barret & Clay, 2003). In any case, setting the wage rate 
below the prevailing market wage rate is rarely desirable 
from a social protection standpoint as it limits programme 
impacts through the wage channel. Even if the duration 
of programme participation is substantial, impacts are 
unlikely to amount to anything beyond satisfying basic 
consumption needs, if at all. In order to make self-selec-
tion work ‘effectively’ in contexts of wide-spread chronic 
poverty and underemployment wages would have to be set 
so low that they would no longer have a meaningful social 
protection impact on those that still opt to work at these 
very low rates. It is difficult to argue that this is effective 
in a broader sense than effectively avoiding exclusion and 
inclusion errors.

Community-based targeting: A critical advantage of 
community-based targeting is that it is more flexible 
with respect to the setting of the wage rate in a way 
that makes certain broader social protection objectives 
attainable (Lieuw-Kie-Song, 2014). Furthermore, if done 
well, community-based targeting tends to be more effec-
tive in reaching the poorest (Lembani & Malanda, 2006). 
However, truly participatory targeting processes are more 
costly and time-consuming than self-targeting approaches 
(Chirwa, 2007; Kardan, 2015; Lembani & Malanda, 2006; 
Wahenga, 2007). A number of factors have been identified 
as critical for an effective community-based targeting 
approach. First, targeting criteria must be developed such 
that they are compatible with local practices and percep-
tions, e.g., when it comes to equity considerations and, 
relatedly sharing practices.  Second, the targeting criteria 
and the objectives of the programme need to be clearly 
communicated (Chirwa, 2007; McCord, 2012a). Third, the 
heterogeneity among the un(der)employed must be reflect-

9 I  McCord, 2012a; McCord & Slater, 2009
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ed in the targeting criteria, e.g., in terms of gender, age, 
and labour availability (ibid.). Fourth, good facilitation 
skills are needed to inform communities about the 
programme, manage the targeting exercise (especially if 
it involves a wealth-ranking), and stick to the foreseen 
targeting guidelines. In some countries, the presumption 
that everyone is poor is quite entrenched. Here, one key 
challenge for facilitators is to overcome the resulting 
reluctance of community members to categorise them-
selves (Chirwa, 2007; Lembani & Malanda, 2006). Fifth, 
the process should minimise the risk of elite capture 
(Chirwa et al., 2012; Chirwa, 2007; Chirwa et al., 2004a; 
D R Consulting, 2013). Elite capture is problematic be-
cause the excessive influence of local leaders can result 
in substantial targeting errors and undermine their role 
as a neutral arbiter when it comes to resolving con-
flicts that arise among community members, e.g., in the 
context of the PWP. Sixth, an alternative, or complemen-
tary, way to counter the influence of local leaders and to 
increase transparency could be the introduction of sim-
ple (proxy) means testing or some form of categorical 
targeting that can be easily verified by the communities 
(Chirwa et al., 2012). Lastly, given that effective target-
ing cannot be taken for granted regardless of the chosen 
approach, targeting outcomes have to be monitored, e.g. 
through sporadic verification exercises (McCord, 2012a). 
While it may be unrealistic and inefficient (due to the 
high cost) to add all these extra layers of verification to 
a single social protection programme, it may be at least 
partly possible if a harmonised approach is adopted that 
combines the targeting for several programmes into a 
single targeting exercise.

Lastly, irrespective of the targeting method, attention 
should be paid whether the attempts to target the poorest 

come at the expense of asset quality or durability. For 
example, if a lot of the poorest are labour constrained 
in one way or the other (e.g., elderly, disabled or chroni-
cally ill), they may not be able to well execute physically 
demanding labour tasks. Other social protection instru-
ments, such as cash transfers, might be better suited to 
serve such households. Moreover, sometimes it may be 
worth to consider favouring those in the beneficiary se-
lection process that are most likely to take ownership of 
the assets created, for example, because the performance 
of the asset is particularly strongly tied to their own 
wellbeing (see section 5.2). Hence, the targeted group 
should fit the type of work activities and vice versa. 

2.8 Monitoring & evaluation 
A shortcoming of the M&E frameworks in many PWPs 
is the preoccupation with process and output indicators 
over impact (McCord, 2012a, p.48). As this study and 
others before have highlighted, there are many knowledge 
gaps that would need to be closed, or at least narrowed, 
in order to base future programme design on solid evi-
dence, rather than anecdotal observations and assump-
tions. In addition to broadening the range of indicators 
in the regular M&E reporting, conducting more rigorous 
impact evaluations may be advisable where design fac-
tors are (cross-) randomised. Furthermore, the institu-
tional memory of the global and regional PWP community 
of practice needs to be strengthened. A lot has already 
been tried in the field of PWPs over the past decades and 
it is important to continually take stock and draw les-
sons. While the learning process facilitated by the World 
Bank that culminated in the publication of the study by 
Subbarao et al. (2013) was a critical step forward, the 
learning must not pause or even stop there.

The role of design features
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3. The role  
of linkages 
A 2009 review found that 100 out of 167 PWPs reviewed in 
Sub-Saharan Africa had complementary measures and 57 
had multiple measures (McCord & Slater, 2009). In a con-
text of chronic poverty, linkages to other complementary 
interventions outside the core PWP activities are indispen-
sable if sustainable poverty reduction is to be achieved on 
any scale. While it goes beyond the scope of this report to 
discuss these in detail, key insights from the analysis of 
the reviewed literature are presented here.10 

3.1 With savings promotion 
There is no doubt that savings are critical for graduation, 
given their role in asset building, risk diversification, risk 
insurance, and investment promotion.

Compulsory savings component: Globally, some PWPs have 
a compulsory savings component, i.e., a certain fraction 
of the wage earned from the PWP is withheld and put 
into an individual or group savings account. While it is 
certainly most effective in maximising the savings rate, 
this design feature should only be considered if it is safe 
to assume that the remaining disposable PWP income 
(after deducting the saved share) lifts the total household 
income of all beneficiaries above the subsistence level. 
Otherwise, an overemphasis on savings may be detrimen-
tal to household welfare if it forces households to adopt 
negative coping strategies, such as taking children out 
of school or compromising on the quality and quantity of 
food consumed (Gatsinzi, 2013).

Voluntary savings component: Demand-driven voluntary 
savings components appear to be better suited to het-
erogeneous beneficiary groups with consumption levels 
near or below basic subsistence levels because they 

give more leeway to households to determine their own 
priorities between consumption, savings, and invest-
ment. In many PWPs across the globe, workers are 
encouraged to join savings groups. One lesson has been 
that workers are more likely to join such groups if the 
promotion takes place well before the first payment is 
received (Chirwa et al., 2012). While savings groups can, 
and are, also successfully promoted independently of 
PWPs, the linkage to PWPs may add value by exerting 
peer pressure on the beneficiaries to reflect upon how 
to use their PWP wages. 

Some PWPs in other countries incentivise savings by 
offering matching grants (Bertrand et al., n.d.). However, 
such an approach is not financially sustainable for PWPs 
that aim at high coverage rates.

Insurance: Evidence from the R4 Rural Resilience Initi-
ative pilot in Ethiopia (a PWP Plus programme) shows 
that farmers covered by weather insurance tripled their 
savings compared to their pre-intervention savings levels 
and increased them by 123% more than uninsured farmers 
(Madajewicz et al., 2013). Hence, complementary insur-
ance may facilitate the accumulation of savings, which 
can be ultimately used for productive purposes because 
farmers do not have to draw on their savings when faced 
with shocks as their insurance covers them (e.g., against 
drought in Ethiopia’s case).11 

3.2 With promotion of access to credit 
Compared to the gradual accumulation of savings over 
time, taking out a loan is a shortcut to productive invest-
ment and, thus, to faster graduation from the programme. 
Consequently, PWPs have tried to leverage the impact of 
wages by linking workers to credit instruments of various 
sorts. However, this has had mixed results. Complemen-
tary credit components that are specifically tailored to 
address the needs and constraints of the target group 
appear to be an effective way to enable livelihood im-
provement (Gehrke & Hartwig, 2015). In Ethiopia, access 
to credit was meant to be facilitated for PSNP households 
through complementary components.12 As the systematic 
review by the same authors has highlighted, the robust 
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10 I  Unfortunately, there is a lack of robust evidence on the role of most complementary measures in enhancing impacts, and even more

       with respect to their cost-effectiveness.

11 I  Index-based weather insurance is further discussed below.

12 I  First through the Other Food Security Programme (OFSP) and later on (since OFSP was replaced by the Household Asset Building

       Programme (HABP)) through local NGOs operating outside the HAB.
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evidence as to whether or not these components enhance 
impacts is quite mixed (Beierl & Grimm, 2018).

In large parts of rural Africa, village savings and loans 
groups are (perceived as) the best and, in fact, often the 
only channel through which the poor can obtain loans at 
affordable rates (Hashemi & Rosenberg, 2006; Kabeer, 
2009). Access to loans through microfinance institutions 
or commercial banks is patchy and especially in the 
latter case their financial products rarely fit the needs 
and capacity of the poor (and thus also PWP partici-
pants) (Banerjee et al., 2015; Banerjee et al., 2013). What 
we know about whether and when training may have a 
complementary role to play when it comes to improving 
access to credit in the context of PWPs is discussed 
further in Section 6. 

3.3 With index-based  
     weather insurance 
As part of the R4 Rural Resilience Initiative, WFP offers 
beneficiaries of its FFA programme, among other com-
plementary components, the option to work in exchange 
for access to index-based weather insurance. The short-
term evidence from Ethiopia and Senegal is encourag-
ing. After two years, poor farmers with insurance in 
Ethiopia were better off than poor uninsured farmers in 
a number of ways although the specific impacts varied 
geographically and were not transformative (Madajewicz 
et al., 2013). Despite these caveats, the link between 
PWPs and index-based weather insurance seems like 
a promising way to overcome some of the constraints, 
especially cash and credit constraints that previously 
limited access to or take-up of index-based weather in-
surance among poor farmers and, thus, kept them from 
sustainably strengthening their resilience (Carter et 
al., 2014; Binswanger-Mkhize, 2012; Giné & Yang, 2009). 
From a lender’s perspective, coupling their credit offers 
with this type of insurance may be attractive because it 
lowers the default risk of loans given out to poor farm-
ers and may increase the access to credit at affordable 
rates (Giné & Yang, 2009). 

3.4 With cash transfer programmes 
     without labour requirement 
Following the example of the Ethiopian PSNP in which 
public works and unconditional cash transfers are com-
bined in one programme, other countries in Sub-Saharan 
Africa have moved towards a closer integration of these 
two instruments. The observed benefits have been as 
follows: First, once the integrated programme is up and 
running overhead costs may be saved, e.g., for targeting, 
administering transfer/wage payments, M&E reporting, 
accounting and other administrative tasks (Lieuw-Kie-
Song, 2011). The saved resources can then be invested in 
broader programme coverage, for example. Second, close 
links and an easy transition between both interventions 
makes them more responsive to variations in the labour 
availability of individual households (ibid.; McCord & 
Slater, 2009). In particular, the labour requirement can be 
adjusted flexibly, e.g., in the event of sickness or to mini-
mise the opportunity cost of participating in PWPs during 
the course of the year (McCord, 2012a, p.47). Effective 
referral mechanisms may, for instance, mitigate the risk 
of increasing child labour and of compromising education 
among poor labour-constrained households that hitherto 
only managed to gain access to public works and not 
cash transfers without labour requirement. Furthermore, 
the presence of public works and a cash transfer pro-
gramme in the same area mitigates the risk of overbur-
dening the PWP with too many and possibly competing 
objectives. If the cash transfer programme serves as the 
primary vehicle to reach the poorest of the poor with a 
specific focus on labour constrained households, it gives 
more flexibility to the PWP to select people that are fit 
for the work tasks and particularly well-placed to take 
advantage of the assets created and, thus, most likely to 
take ownership. In other words, if need be, the emphasis 
in the PWP can be somewhat shifted from short-term 
social protection objectives pursued through the wage 
channel to medium-term objectives linked to the asset 
channel – without leaving the most vulnerable excluded 
from access to social protection.

On the other hand, there are challenges that should not 
be underestimated. First, tensions between protective 
and productive objectives may arise in an integrated 
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programme to an even larger degree than they already 
do in separate programmes (World Bank, 2010). To avoid 
the dilution of the programme’s focus, a comprehensive 
and realistic graduation strategy is needed that has been 
developed in full awareness of the heterogeneity of the 
beneficiaries, possible trade-offs between objectives (and 
between the policy features adopted to achieve these), 
and the potential and limitations of complementary meas-
ures and linkages in playing a good role in the graduation 
strategy.13 The Ethiopian graduation strategy is an exam-
ple of how that could look like. Second, the integration 
process may be costly (Kardan, 2015). Third, coordination 
problems may arise because stakeholders, including 
various government ministries, who sometimes have no 
history of previous cooperation are now working closely 
together. This may lead to confusion, lack of accountabil-
ity, conflict, and, ultimately, ineffective implementation. 
To ease the transition process, tasks and responsibilities 
need to be clearly assigned, hierarchies among govern-
ment ministries and agencies clarified, and an integrated 
implementation structure put in place. 

3.5 With agricultural extension services 
Agriculture or agriculture-adjacent activities are the main 
source of livelihood in large parts of Africa and especially 
among those population segments from which PWP partic-
ipants are selected in rural areas. Given the limited scope 
for income diversification into non-agricultural activities, 
any realistic large-scale livelihood promotion strategy 
must include measures aimed at sustainably boosting 
farm income through increased agricultural productivity. 
The linkage between PWPs and government agricultural 
extension services is often deemed to play an important 
role in this. This being said, findings of a study on the 
PSNP in Ethiopia highlight the importance of predictable 
income over several years to enhance the impact of com-
plementary agricultural extension services offered through 
HABP/OFSP on agricultural investments, input use and 
yields (Hoddinott et al., 2012). However, more research 
is needed to substantiate this, given that other results 
were somewhat contradictory with respect to yields. One 

may look to Ethiopia’s HABP/OFSP or Malawi’s Irrigation, 
Rural Livelihood and Agricultural Development Programme 
(IRLADP) for lessons on operational matters (Posthumus 
et al., 2014). 

3.6 With humanitarian assistance 
In recent years, emergencies caused by covariate shocks 
such as droughts and floods have become the rule rather 
than the exception in large parts of Sub-Saharan Africa. 
Thus, the distinction between chronic and transitory needs 
becomes increasingly arbitrary. Similarly, the rationale to 
have regular social protection programmes to address the 
former and a separate emergency response to address the 
latter is getting weaker. While most stakeholders agree on 
the need to better coordinate these policy responses, in 
many countries it has not led to many changes in prac-
tice. Meanwhile, recurrent emergencies keep eroding the 
benefits of regular social protection programmes and the 
annual emergency response consumes immense resources, 
which may be put to better use by a better coordinated – 
or integrated – programme. While it is beyond the scope 
of this paper to discuss this issue in greater detail, it 
should be pointed out that there are examples, first and 
foremost the Ethiopian PSNP, of how such an integrated 
approach could look like.14 In particular, the performance 
of the PSNP during the previous multi-year drought in 
Ethiopia could offer lessons on whether or not, and to 
what extent, Ethiopia’s programme is indeed a model to 
be followed. Unfortunately, to date there appears to be no 
study that looks into this in a robust manner. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

14 I  See Slater et al. (2015) for more information on how emergency responses can ‘piggy-back’ on social protection programmes.

The role of linkages The role of implementation features



19

4. The role of 
implementa-
tion features
Regularity and predictability of payments: A primary im-
plementation concern must be to ensure predictable and 
regular payments in line with what the programme design 
foresees in terms of when payments are made and in 
which amounts. Programmes that fall short in this respect 
are unlikely to achieve the expected impacts – or even 
cause harm if beneficiaries have to revert to negative cop-
ing strategies as a response to sudden unexpected income 
gaps (Barrett et al., 2002; Chirwa et al., 2012; Chirwa et 
al., 2004a; Chirwa et al., 2004b; Gehrke & Hartwig, 2015; 
Gilligan et al., 2009a; Gilligan et al., 2009b; Gilligan et al., 
2008; Koohi-Kamali, 2010; McCord, 2012a; World Bank, 
2010). For example, in emergency situations, the quickness 
and reliability of payment is crucial for preventing the 
distress sale of assets or taking children out of school.

Implementation through government structures: In the 
interest of sustainability, PWPs should be implement-
ed through government structures as much as possible 
to create government ownership and build planning and 
management capacity from the national to the local level. 
Ethiopia’s PSNP is a good example of how to create a 
safety net programme that combines multiple funding 
streams and multiple implementing organisations in the 
context of an ongoing decentralisation process, while still 
being perceived as a single programme led by the gov-
ernment. When working through government structures, 
experience shows that the following aspects should be 

considered. First, adequate funds should be earmarked 
for capacity building measures that are based on a sound 
and comprehensive capacity development plan spanning 
all governance levels involved in implementation (World 
Bank, 2010). Second, existing capacity constraints should 
be reflected in public works programming to avoid unre-
alistic expectations concerning the ability of government 
bodies to perform certain tasks of a certain quality and 
quantity. Third, in order to avoid civil servants having to 
compromise on other duties, their PWP-related activities 
should but be fully integrated into their work plan (ibid.). 
In many ways, government extension workers are the 
transmission belt between government policy and local 
communities. Therefore, heeding the lessons captured in 
the first three points is particularly important when it 
comes to government extension services (ibid.; Ng’ong’ola 
et al., 2015). Fourth, horizontal integration across the 
government ministries involved and full commitment by 
non-governmental actors to respect and strengthen these 
institutional structures has proven critical. The implemen-
tation process needs to be steered by an institution that 
not only has the capacity to do it, but also the necessary 
domestic political clout. The same applies to the local 
level. Moreover, single programme documents are instru-
mental in ensuring coherence and minimum standards.

Donor coordination: The case of the PSNP in Ethiopia is 
often also put forward as a best practice example of good 
coordination among donors that helped to minimise the 
government resources needed to coordinate its own ac-
tions with the donor community because the latter spoke 
with one voice (World Bank, 2010). More precisely, this 
may include institutional setups that facilitate agreement 
on common principles and long-term goals, the alloca-
tion of roles based on the comparative advantage of each 
stakeholder, and basket funding arrangements to enable 
multi-annual financing with uniform accounting rules. 
Donor coordination is particularly critical with respect to 
linkages, e.g., when it comes to intensified coordination 
of PWPs with humanitarian assistance and regular cash 
transfer programmes where payments are not conditional 
on labour.

The role of linkages The role of implementation features
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Private contractors: Mixed experiences with involving 
private contractors in the implementation of PWP activ-
ities highlight the need to ensure that the social protec-
tion objectives of PWPs are not undermined, e.g., through 
the systematic exclusion of the very poor (Chirwa et al., 
2004b; Kabeer, 2009; McCord, 2012a, pp.48-49; McCord, 
2004b). Contract conditions and incentive structures need 
to explicitly address this risk.

Granting flexibility to local agents: Some PWPs aim to 
focus on hotspots, i.e., relatively small geographical areas 
where (often environmental) challenges are particularly 
pronounced, and then implement various inter-related 
sub-projects in this area to address them (e.g., through 
soil and water conservation, gully reclamation, affores-

tation, irrigation and road works). Especially such intense 
and geographically focused approaches to public works 
are likely to interact strongly with community dynamics 
and existing activities. On the one hand, this introduc-
es the risk that the PWP undermines them. On the other 
hand, it presents an opportunity to create synergies. In 
such cases, the programme should be flexible enough to 
allow the local agents (e.g., local development commit-
tees, local leaders or extension workers) to capitalise 
on the potential. This can be facilitated through a par-
ticipatory planning and implementation approach (further 
discussed below). To be clear, granting flexibility requires 
a good working relationship based on mutual trust among 
the local agents and between the local agents and those 
at the upper implementation levels.
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5. The role  
of the assets 
created
What sets PWPs apart from cash transfer programmes 
is their benefits accrue not only from the transfer paid 
(wages), but also through the assets created or servic-
es provided. Depending on the type of asset created or 
service rendered, the expectation is that they: a) generate 
direct or indirect income opportunities for beneficiaries 
and their communities, b) shield beneficiaries and their 
communities against the impact of shocks, such as floods 
and droughts, and/or c) improve the quality of, or access 
to, social services. Unfortunately, very little is known 
about the extent to which, and under which conditions, 
these assumed benefits actually materialise, especially 
if one looks for robust (quasi-) experimental evidence 
(Beierl & Grimm, 2018; McCord, 2012a; Subbarao et al., 
2013). The little that we know is largely based on anecdo-
tal evidence and community perceptions collected shortly 
after programme completion. Furthermore, many aspects 
linked to design and implementation features are highly 
contingent on the type of asset created or service ren-
dered. Therefore, an exhaustive discussion is beyond the 
scope of this study and would require a different method-
ological approach. Instead, we limit ourselves to what can 
be extracted from the general public works literature.

In a nutshell, the patchy empirical picture suggests that 
the expected medium to long-term social protection bene-
fits transmitted through the asset vector can by no means 
be taken for granted. In fact, they may often be merely 
“wishful thinking” (McCord, 2012a, p.100).15 For instance, in 
many cases assets were found to have degraded quickly 
(Arnold et al., 2011; Bloom et al., 2005; Devereux & Ma-

causlan, 2006; KfW, 2009; World Bank, 2015; World Bank, 
2008). In other cases, however, there are positive exam-
ples, at least in the short-term, in various outcome areas, 
such as agricultural productivity, access to markets, 
social and financial services, and water, environmental 
regeneration, school infrastructure, and health (Ahmed 
et al., 1995; Arnold et al., 2011, p.52; Bloom et al., 2005; 
Christian et al., 2013; EU, 2015; FAO, 2013; Fouillard et 
al., 2014; Kabeer, 2009; McCord, 2004a; National Planning 
Commission, 2012; World Bank, 2015; World Bank, 2010, 
Nepal National Planning Commission pp.34-36; World 
Bank, 2008). 

5.1 PWP activities 
The choice of appropriate project activities depends on 
their expected impacts, their employment creation po-
tential, the programme objectives, and the needs of the 
communities and beneficiary groups that are supposed 
to benefit from the assets created or services provided 
(Subbarao et al., 2013). Additional consideration should be 
given to capacity and the resource and time constraints 
that may impede the effective implementation of activi-
ties within the envisaged period and under the envisaged 
programme design. Furthermore, the PWP activities should 
not crowd out the provision of similar outputs through 
other channels, especially the private sector or the com-
munities themselves.

Who benefits from the assets created: The incidence of 
benefits conferred through the assets created (i.e., the 
question who benefits from the assets created and over 
what time horizon) has generally received little attention 
(McCord, 2012a). However, the question matters, because 
different types of activities may benefit different people 
and some activities may even create ‘losers’, as find-
ings from India and Somalia have highlighted (Gehrke 
& Hartwig, 2015). Whereas Indian land owners in close 
proximity to the PWP sites have benefited from irriga-
tion and water conservation activities, the landless poor 
saw their casual agricultural employment opportunities 
shrink (Gehrke, 2015). In contrast, flood control activities 
have benefited the landless poor. In Somalia, the con-
struction of wells led to tensions between farmers and 
shepherds (FAO, 2013). With respect to the time horizon, 

15 I  See McCord (2012b) for an insightful account of why PWPs are so popular despite their mixed track record in achieving their objectives.
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some assets may benefit the poor near PWP sites in the 
short-term without contributing to broader development 
objectives, while other assets may have a less immediate 
impact on poverty alleviation because they mainly benefit 
the less or non-poor, e.g. traders and small business 
owners, but potentially improve the livelihoods of the 
poor in the medium to long-term (McCord, 2012a). The 
policy implication is that PWP activities should be select-
ed in full awareness of the expected incidence of benefits 
and, thus, the underlying theories of change should ac-
count for them. Unfortunately, policy makers often dodge 
this issue in programme documents and instead revert 
to “fuzzy and loosely articulated expectations that PWPs 
can contribute to both local and national growth and 
development objectives” without specifying who benefits 
when and how (ibid., p.94).

Employment generation: Gehrke and Hartwig (2015) 
synthesised the findings in the literature with respect to 
how different types of PWP activities perform in terms of 
short-term employment (i.e. high labour intensity during 
programme implementation) and long-term employment 
(i.e., beyond the programme duration due to their produc-
tive impacts, such as on market access and agricultural 
production output). Activities that appear to perform 
well in the short and long-term are irrigation and water 
conservation, land development and rehabilitation, flood 
control, and road construction. Land terracing was also 
flagged as promising in relation to both short and long-
term employment, but this has not been empirically test-
ed. Flood control, water conservation and reforestation 
were deemed effective in the short-term but their long-
term employment effects are unclear. Drainage works 
and the construction and maintenance of public buildings 
appear relatively ineffective in the short and long-term. 
Maintenance projects in general may offer opportunities 
for continued employment for a significant number of 
PWP participants beyond the programme implementation 
period, but this may conflict with the objective of creat-
ing a sense of ownership among the users of the asset 
(McCord, 2012a).

Services: Service provision through PWPs is rare and 
consequently has received even less attention in the 
evaluation literature than asset creation. Therefore, little 
can be said about it apart from a few general comments. 
First, compared to infrastructure-related assets, for 
some services there may be a high risk of duplicating, or 
even undermining, the regular job sector for that service 
or the work of non-governmental and community-based 
organisations engaged in that sector (Lieuw-Kie-Song 
et al., 2010). Thus, an initial scoping study is critical to 
find out whether or not the services created by the PWP 
will actually add value. Second, service quality in most 
sectors depends on long-term employment and experience. 
The design of only a few current PWPs is suitable to de-
liver this and it is questionable whether PWPs are pref-
erable over more classical vehicles of service delivery. 
Third, strong local involvement in the service selection 
and provision has been identified as a critical success 
factor. On balance, service provision through PWPs is 
likely to remain an exception, because it does not appear 
to be systematically superior to asset creation theoret-
ically or empirically. In cases where too few suitable 
asset-related PWP projects are identified, services may 
be a viable alternative. 

5.2 Determinants of quality and the  
     relevance of assets created 
Given the wide variety of different activities conducted un-
der PWPs, few generalisations can be made.16 Irrespective 
of the type of PWP activity, a few factors have been iden-
tified in the literature as critical for sustainable impacts 
through the asset vector, because they jointly determine 
the quality and relevance of the assets created.

Quality of materials: First of all, the materials used in 
the construction of assets by PWPs must be of a decent 
quality standard in order to create durable assets. While 
local procurement of materials is commendable in prin-
ciple, alternatives should be considered if quality stand-
ards cannot be met locally rather than compromising on 
quality as it was observed at times (e.g. LDF, 2013).

16 I  It goes beyond the scope of this report to discuss the experiences with different types of PWP activities in detail. Instead, the focus lies on  

       general aspects that apply to all or most activities.
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Labour intensity: There may be a trade-off between PWP 
coverage and the quality of assets created. While high 
labour intensity17 is desirable in principle, it should not 
be increased at the expense of the quality of the assets 
created (Chirwa et al., 2012; Gehrke & Hartwig, 2015; 
Lieuw-Kie-Song, 2014; McCord, 2012a; McCord, 2012b; 
Train4Dev, 2010; White & McCord, 2006; World Bank, 
2015). As a point of reference, the labour share was 
found to be higher than 60% in two-thirds and below 
40% in less than a quarter of the 38 PWPs in developing 
countries for which these data were available (Subbarao 
et al, 2013). Some PWPs have a cap on the share of 
non-labour costs. Such caps should be commensurate 
with the capital requirements of the chosen PWP activity 
and allow for some leeway to accommodate changing 
needs, for instance by setting a cap for the district-wide 
average rather than for the individual project (McCord & 
Slater, 2009).

Technical expertise, management capacity and construc-
tion oversight: The skills level among PWP participants, 
especially in Sub-Saharan Africa, tends to be low (Mc-
Cord, 2012a). Depending on the complexity of the activity, 
adequate resources should be allocated to employ and, if 
necessary, train technical experts, management staff and 
supervisory staff for the implementation phase (Gehrke 
& Hartwig, 2015; Lieuw-Kie-Song et al., 2010). Given the 
capacity constraints at the local level, sufficient external 
technical expertise should also be provided during the 
planning phase. A balance needs to be struck between 
providing room for expert input and facilitating a partici-
patory planning approach. Furthermore, technical manu-
als and management guidelines have proven instrumental 
in ensuring minimum quality standards across project 
sites (World Bank, 2015).

Community participation: From a theoretical perspective, 
community participation can be a double-edged sword. 
On the one hand, involving the community in the project 
selection process strengthens local ownership and may, 
for instance, increase the likelihood of communities 
taking responsibility for the maintenance of the assets 

(Costella & Manjolo, 2010; Gehrke & Hartwig, 2015; Shu-
ka, 2014; World Bank, 2010). On the other hand, it comes 
with a risk of elite capture and, if it is truly participa-
tory, it may be more time consuming (Devereux & Ma-
causlan, 2006; McCord, & Farrington, 2008). An empirical 
study in Ethiopia found that the quality of the assets 
created through the PSNP improved in cases where the 
communities played an important role in planning and 
implementation (Shuka, 2014). Community involvement in 
usage and maintenance did not make a difference. With 
respect to technically demanding decisions and steps, 
there are some indications that community participation 
may negatively affect asset quality if the communities 
lack technical expertise (Khwaja, 2009; Khwaja, 2004; 
Mansuri & Rao, 2013).

Maintenance: Probably the most critical lesson from past 
experiences with asset creation is that maintenance con-
siderations have to be an integral part of project planning 
from the very beginning. PWPs are not cost-effective 
vis-à-vis alternative social protection interventions, if 
the assets created do not deliver long-term benefits to 
the communities. While this should be obvious, a reality 
check shows that this basic insight often has not been 
taken to heart. Effective maintenance requires adequate 
funding, maintenance plans, technical expertise, and 
community ownership. Lack of funding has been identified 
as the most critical constraint on maintenance (Chirwa et 
al., 2012; Chirwa et al., 2004b). There are several con-
ceivable options to address this. One option is to earmark 
funds for maintenance works in each project budget. An 
example from social funds is to deposit a certain frac-
tion of the overall project budget into a separate bank 
account specifically dedicated to the maintenance of the 
assets created by the respective project (Subbarao et 
al., 2013). These funds can be subsequently accessed if a 
maintenance plan is presented.18 However, what hap-
pens when the initially earmarked funds run out? The 
more sustainable option would be to clearly attribute 
responsibility for maintenance to a permanent institution 
or level of government. Many developing countries are 
currently unable to finance all maintenance activities 

17 I  Labour intensity refers to the share of the total expenditure on PWPs that is spent on labour wages.
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from domestic resources alone without compromising on 
other essential expenditures. Therefore, external support 
of some kind is needed for the time being. However, this 
does not preclude the need to assign responsibilities 
and build capacities, e.g., for distributing the funds, for 
planning maintenance, and for contributing within each 
party’s respective means. External technical expertise 
may be needed to assist the local level to develop main-
tenance plans. Given that communities are likely to play 
a key role in implementing any plan, this process should 
be participatory to ensure widespread community buy-
in. In some countries, communities have formed various 
committees tasked with maintenance (EU, 2015, p.9; 
Subbarao et al., 2013). As a general rule of thumb, those 
benefiting the most from the assets should be part of the 
maintenance group to capitalise on their inherent interest 
in maintaining the asset (Lieuw-Kie-Song, 2014).

Embedding PWP activities in national and local development 
plans: PWP activities should reflect national develop-
ment priorities and ideally be integrated into the national 

development plan (von Braun et al., 1991; McCord, 2012a; 
McCord, 2012b). Multi-year programming of activities has 
proven critical for consistent and strategic planning (Clift-
on et al., 2011; McCord, 2012a). However, this top-down 
framework should be complemented by a probably even 
more important bottom-up component that allows com-
munities to choose (possibly from a pre-defined cata-
logue of activities in a national guideline document) in a 
well-facilitated process that leaves enough flexibility to 
fully reflect the local conditions. In the end, the objective 
is that the selected activities are not only consistent with 
national, but also with local, priorities.19 In this respect 
it is advisable that the public works activities are not 
merely included in a PWP-specific local work plan but 
in a general local development plan that comprises and 
coordinates all development activities in the area. The 
expectation is that this leverages the impact of the PWP 
activities and, thus, enhances the benefits through the 
asset channel although robust evidence is lacking whether 
this materialises in practice.

18 I  Unfortunately, such plans were frequently not put forward and thus the money was not accessed. 

19 I  See the case study of project selection in Ethiopia’s PSNP (Subbarao et al., 2013) for an insightful account of how a bottom-up and top-down 

       approach can be combined in practice.
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6. The role 
of the skills 
acquired
Tangible positive impacts through skills acquired may 
manifest themselves either in the form of improved 
market-based employment prospects or as a sustained 
increase in income from self-employed micro-entrepre-
neurial activities or on-farms activities as a result of 
the application of newly learned or upgraded skills. In 
principle, there are three main channels through which 
skills may be imparted to PWP participants: first, learn-
ing-by-doing through the regular PWP activities, second, 
more elaborate on-the-job training closely linked to the 
regular PWP activities, and, third, complementary off-the-
job training that is more detached from the regular PWP 
activities, but primarily targeted at PWP participants. 
Generally, the conveyed skills range from soft, to techni-
cal, to business skills (Blattman & Ralston, 2015). Unfor-
tunately, robust evidence is rare. In particular, few studies 
attempt to separate the roles played by the wage paid 
and skills gained respectively. A few key observations 
and their implications, based on the weak global evidence 
base, are as follows.

First, the skills gained through regular PWPs in the absence 
of a specific skills development component are unlikely to 
enhance future income prospects in developing countries 
(Betcherman et al., 2004; Gehrke & Hartwig, 2015). There-
fore, if skills are to be a factor in PWPs, more sophisticated 
efforts are needed. This being said, there are indications 
from Ethiopia that the training on forestry and soil and 

water conservation received by PSNP participants led them 
to apply the knowledge in their own community and on their 
own farms (Andersson et al., 2011; Lieuw-Kie-Song, 2011).

Second, skills development components, regardless of the 
type of training and type of skills imparted, have rarely 
lived up to the expectations placed on them in terms of 
enhancing future employment prospects (Betcherman et 
al., 2004; Blattman & Ralston, 2015; Kabeer, 2009). An 
evaluation of a randomised control trial implemented in 
a semi-urban context in Côte d’Ivoire did not find any ev-
idence that offering additional wage employment training 
or self-employment training had any added value over just 
offering access to a Type 1 PWP – neither in the short nor 
in the medium term (Bertrand et al., 2017; ibid., 2016). The 
fact that unemployment in Africa is not primarily due to a 
skills gap (i.e., a mismatch between demanded skills and 
the skill sets of the unemployed), but rather the out-
come of a severe labour market slack further limits the 
potential of PWPs to serve as a bridge to market-based 
employment (Gehrke & Hartwig, 2015; Lieuw-Kie-Song, 
2014; McCord, 2012a). Therefore, emphasis should best be 
placed on skills and knowledge that are useful to increas-
ing income from micro-entrepreneurial activities or, in 
predominantly agrarian regions, from agricultural produc-
tion. This in turn presupposes the delivery of quality train-
ing that is tailored to the specific labour market context 
and the needs and capabilities of the participants.

Third, the effectiveness of formal training components is 
often limited by the difficulty of fitting it into the restrict-
ed timeframe of short-term PWPs (Gehrke & Hartwig, 
2015; McCord, 2012a). A minimum amount of contact time 
is needed to effectively impart knowledge to participants. 
If the delivery of the training would disrupt the core PWP 
activities, it may be advisable to decouple the training 
from the PWP, while maintaining a degree of coordination 
between the PWP activities and the training, e.g., in terms 
of timing and training content (McCord, 2012a, p.113).

Fourth, prolonged programme participation or access to 
credit on reasonable terms might be needed in order to 
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raise the necessary capital to translate gained skills into 
higher income from micro-entrepreneurial activities.

Fifth, judging by their performance with respect to 
boosting incomes beyond the duration of PWP participa-
tion, investments in skills enhancement appear to be less 
(cost-)effective than facilitating access to credit (Gehrke 
& Hartwig, 2015). Although there are some indications 
that business skills training can give an extra boost to 
income if combined with access to credit, more research 
is needed to substantiate this and to better understand 
the relative importance of each component, as well as 
how to best combine them (Blattman & Ralston, 2015; 
Cho & Honorati, 2013). For example, a descriptive assess-
ment of savings and investment groups in Malawi found 
that groups that had received training performed better 
than those that did not (D R Consulting, 2013). 

Sixth, one non-robust study found that training positively 
affected the choice of economic activities. Environmen-
tally-damaging activities, such as selling firewood and 
grass, markedly decreased, whereas more capital-inten-
sive activities increased (Chirwa et al., 2004a). 

While more research is needed, it seems that the option 
of adding training components to PWPs should not be 
dismissed a priori but they certainly require thorough 
planning and good implementation to be successful. In 
particular, the training must address knowledge gaps, 
schedule sufficient contact time, and be geared towards 
enabling beneficiaries to capitalise on actually existing 
and attainable economic opportunities. On top of that, 
cost effectiveness relative to alternative uses of the 
funds spent on skill development should be critically 
reflected upon.

The role of the skills aquired Cost effectiveness considerations
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7. Cost  
effectiveness 
considerations
Due to a lack of (comparable) data on impacts and costs, 
the extent to which meaningful inferences can be made 
with respect to the cost effectiveness of different public 
works schemes, particularly of specific policy features, 
is severely limited (Arnold et al., 2011; McCord, 2012a; 
McCord & Slater, 2009). The same holds for comparisons 
with alternative social protection interventions, such as 
social cash transfers. Notwithstanding the severe meth-
odological limitations20 and the substantial variations in 
cost estimates, it is safe to conclude that the cost per 
dollar transferred to beneficiaries is substantially higher 
than it is for cash transfers (Bloom et al., 2005; McCord 

& Slater, 2009; Murgai et al., 2013; Smith, 2001; White 
& McCord, 2006). Hence, to justify the use of PWPs as 
social protection instruments vis-à-vis cash transfers, 
it is critical that the extra impacts through the assets 
created or skills transferred are commensurate with this 
cost premium (Alik-Lagrange & Ravallion, 2015; Gehrke 
& Hartwig, 2015; Koohi-Kamali, 2010; McCord, 2012a). 
However, this cannot be taken for granted and currently 
cannot be empirically substantiated due to the dearth of 
evidence on the asset and skills vector. In addition, the 
opportunity costs of PWP participation must be factored 
into the cost-benefit calculation (Alik-Lagrange & Raval-
lion, 2015; McCord, 2012a).

Another angle from which to approach cost effective-
ness is to compare the costs of constructing a given 
asset through a PWP with the costs of constructing it in 
an alternative way. While some studies found that the 
costs in PWPs compare favourably, it should be noted 
that these studies do not account for the quality of the 
assets created (Costella & Manjolo, 2010; World Bank, 
2015). This is an important caveat given that the over-
emphasis on labour intensity may come at the expense 
of asset quality as other studies have found (Chirwa et 
al., 2012; White & McCord, 2006; World Bank, 2015).

20 I  See McCord & Slater (2009) for a reflection on these limitations.
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8. Conclusion
This study aimed to highlight what the literature tells 
us about how different design and implementation 
features mediate the effects of PWP programmes in 
low-income and lower-middle-income countries in 
Africa and the MENA region. It was designed to com-
plement the systematic review produced by the same 
authors (Beierl and Grimm 2018), which takes stock 
of what is currently known about the effectiveness of 
PWPs based on rigorous (quasi-)experimental evidence. 
The systematic review found that for all outcome areas 
that are expected to be positively influenced by PWPs, 
there are in each case several studies which indeed 
confirm that these expectations are met. However, in 
almost all outcome areas there are also examples 
where these expectations are not fulfilled. For all 
outcome areas, we found at least some of programmes 
that meet their objectives. We took this as evidence 
not that PWPs are ineffective per se, but rather that 
they can be effective under certain conditions. These 
conditions include in particular the PWP’s specific de-
sign and implementation features. However, statements 
regarding the role these conditions play in mediating 
programme effects remained rather vague in the sys-
tematic review due to the dearth of (quasi-)experi-
mental evidence and the heterogeneity of the limited 
findings that exist.

Shedding more light on this mediatory role issue was 
the core objective of this complementary study. Com-
pared to the systematic review, the range of studies 
considered was broadened to also include less rig-
orous quantitative assessments, qualitative studies, 
and process and implementation reports. Furthermore, 
theoretical considerations were introduced, especial-
ly where empirical insights are particularly scarce 
or ambiguous. The findings from these different types 

of sources and perspectives were cautiously synthe-
sised with the (quasi-)experimental evidence that is 
reflected in the systematic review. To account for the 
heterogeneity of PWPs’ objectives and programming in 
a consistent manner, the same typology as that used 
in the systematic review was adopted. This typology 
differentiates between programmes with a short-term 
focus (Type 1) and programmes with a medium- to 
long-term focus (Type 2). The key difference between 
these two types is the duration, continuity and predict-
ability of the employment offered to individual bene-
ficiaries. If the employment offered was accompanied 
with complementary measures, the programme was 
classified as Type 1 Plus or Type 2 Plus respectively.

The following summarises the key insights of the 
broader review of the literature on PWPs and cautiously 
determines policy implications by linking this broader 
review back to the findings of the systematic review. 

First, the overall cost-effectiveness of PWPs hinges 
on the benefits arising from the assets created 

or services rendered. If substantial benefits are not 
derived from these sources, PWPs amount to nothing 
more than inefficient conditional cash transfer pro-
grammes. In light of this, it is astonishing how little the 
asset vector has been investigated in the public-works 
literature – be it (quasi-)experimental or not. The little 
that we do know is largely based on anecdotal evidence 
and community perceptions collected shortly after 
programme completion. This evidence suggests that 
the assumed medium- to long-term benefits can by no 
means be taken for granted. In fact, in many cases the 
above-mentioned benefits appear not to have materi-
alised because of a failure to pay sufficient attention 
to the quality, maintenance and, to a lesser extent, 
usefulness of the assets created. That said, there are 
some positive examples – at least in the short term – 
in various outcome areas such as agricultural produc-
tivity, water, environmental regeneration, school infra-
structure, health, and access to markets and social and 
financial services.

1
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The choice of appropriate project activities depends on 
their expected impacts, the programme objectives, and the 
needs of the communities and the beneficiary groups that 
are supposed to benefit from the assets created or servic-
es provided. In addition, any capacity, resource and time 
constraints that may impede the effective implementation 
of activities will also influence this choice. Activities that 
appear to be particularly attractive (because they are 
labour-intensive and tend to have productive impacts) in-
clude irrigation and water conservation, land development 
and rehabilitation, flood control, road construction, and 
possibly land terracing. Due to the manifold constraints 
that obstruct development in the region, broad and sus-
tainable productive impacts are most likely to be realised 
in situations where (a) several of the above activities are 
combined within a participatory and integrated approach 
that is tailored to the needs and endowments of a par-
ticular area and (b) public works is just one of several 
complementary instruments used to address identified 
(environmental) challenges and development needs.                                                                  
 
In addition to the above, the following set of factors de-
termines the quality and relevance of the assets created:

• Use of quality materials. 
 
• A labour intensity21 that does not undermine the 
quality of the assets created. 
 
• Availability of adequate technical expertise, man-
agement capacity and construction oversight. 
 
• The involvement of communities in the selection 
process to strengthen local ownership. 
 
• Effective, sustainable and adequately financed 
maintenance arrangements that are agreed upon, fi-
nanced and implemented as much as possible by the 
users of the assets and/or the adjacent communities. 
 
• Embedding of the public works activities not only 
in a PWP-specific work plan, but also in a general 

local development plan that reflects the priorities of 
local communities and comprises and coordinates all 
development activities in the area.

Second, any well-designed and well-implemented PWP 
in the region should:

• have clearly defined and prioritised objectives 
that have been chosen in full awareness of the 
needs to be addressed and of the trade-offs be-
tween different objectives (and also between the 
policy features chosen to achieve them); 
 
• be designed in a way that is grounded in the 
empirical evidence on ‘what works best’ in a given 
context to achieve these objectives (to the extent 
that this knowledge exists – which is often not the 
case as we have highlighted); 
 
• be based on a good understanding of rural labour 
markets, especially in terms of spare labour avail-
ability and how it varies throughout the year, in 
different areas and for different household types; 
 
• schedule the bulk of the public works activities 
during periods when other employment opportuni-
ties are rare (i.e. outside the planting and harvest 
seasons) to reduce the opportunity costs of par-
ticipating in the PWP (although, given that certain 
work activities are best undertaken during peak 
labour-demand periods and that there still appears 
to be some – albeit small – excess supply of labour 
in most countries, there may still be room for some 
limited public works activities at these times); 
 
• apply a targeting mechanism that is more sophis-
ticated than self-targeting through low wages, as 
this will enable the poorest to be reached and, at 
the same time, to derive tangible benefits from the 
employment; 
 
• carefully weigh up the benefits of investing con-

2

Conclusion
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siderable resources (time and money) in reaching 
the poorest against other relevant considerations 
such as identifying those who are most willing to 
take ownership of the activities or who are physi-
cally capable of performing the work tasks; 
 
• be flexible enough to allow local agents (e.g. local 
development committees, local leaders or extension 
workers) to capitalise on the potential of creating 
synergies between the PWP and other community 
activities and practices; 
 
• have a monitoring and evaluation system (which 
includes impact evaluations) that provides the infor-
mation needed to detect implementation shortcom-
ings and unintended effects, such as child labour on 
public works sites, and that, ideally, yields informa-
tion that is indicative of impacts, rather than solely 
of processes and outcomes. 
 
Third, with respect to the wage rate, the following 
can be concluded:

• The total transfer value (wage rate plus employ-
ment duration) should be commensurate with the 
programme objectives, the nature, extent and depth 
of poverty and vulnerability, and the labour market 
context in the country.

• The social protection impacts realised through the 
wage transfer depend on the real value of the trans-
fer for the household (i.e. excluding the monetary 
and non-monetary opportunity cost of PWP partici-
pation) in relation to the household poverty gap.

• Wage rates do not necessarily need to be set 
below the market rate if an effective targeting 
mechanism is in place to prevent substantial inclu-
sion errors.

• If increasing the wage rate is not politically 
feasible, extending the number of workdays offered 
may be a good workaround.

• Implementers must ensure that payments are 
made regularly, as planned and in the planned 
amounts. Otherwise impacts are likely to be eroded.

• The purchasing power of cash payments should be 
monitored regularly and, where it is deemed neces-
sary to achieve programme objectives and if it is fi-
nancially and politically feasible, should be adjusted.

• There are good reasons why cash should be the 
standard payment modality, but there may be situ-
ations, especially in times of acute food shortages, 
where payment in food may be preferable.

It is important, however, to qualify these conclusions: 
while it seems conceptually plausible that the impacts 
would be substantially higher and long-lasting if all these 
criteria were fully met, it should be noted that no robust 
empirical evidence has been identified to date that sup-
ports this claim.

Fourth, with respect to the question of which PWP 
model is appropriate in what context, the following can 
be concluded:

• Irrespective of whether one considers the wider 
literature or solely the robust evaluations, pro-
grammes offering short-term employment at low 
wages (Type 1) only seem suitable in contexts of 
acute poverty and to achieve a few basic objectives, 
such as enabling short-term consumption smooth-
ing. However, some of the rigorous studies show 
that even this is not guaranteed, especially if the 
wages paid are low in relation to the household 
poverty gap (which is typically the case in countries 
where chronic poverty and underemployment are 
widespread and persistent almost year-round).

• Judged on the basis of the wider PWP literature, 
in contexts where chronic poverty and underemploy-
ment are widespread and persistent throughout the 
year, having PWPs that pay adequate wages over an 
extended period (Type 2) may enable beneficiaries to 
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(a) accumulate enough savings and assets to build 
a certain level of resilience against minor shocks 
and (b) accumulate assets and make productive 
investments that are at least sufficient to marginal-
ly boost post-PWP income. However, such PWPs are 
unlikely to reduce poverty on any significant scale 
and are not a complete substitute for responses 
to severe (especially covariate) shocks. If it is the 
poorest who ought to be reached and, at the same 
time, who particularly need to be able to draw tan-
gible benefits from employment that improve their 
livelihoods, the targeting mechanism needs to be 
more sophisticated than a system that relies solely 
on self-targeting based on low wages.

• If we focus on the positive findings contained in 
the rigorous evaluations of Ethiopia’s PSNP – the only 
Type 2 PWP implemented at scale in the region of 
interest – and consider what they indicate in terms 
of the potential of Type 2 PWPs, the statements 
made on the basis of the wider literature hold true. 
However, if one looks at the overall picture present-
ed by the rigorous literature, the conclusion is less 
optimistic. In the systematic review the PSNP seems 
to perform somewhat better in terms of improv-
ing food security and education than do the Type 1 
PWPs. However, the findings are inconclusive regard-
ing asset accumulation and disappointing regarding 
agricultural outcomes (technology adoption as well 
as production). The rigorous evidence overall does 
not therefore strongly support the assertion that 
Type 2 PWPs are better than Type 1 programmes at 
facilitating asset accumulation and, thus, at putting 
households on an upward trajectory.

• If sustainable poverty reduction is the objective 
in a context of chronic poverty, Type 2 Plus models, 
which offer complementary measures and deliber-
ately capitalise on linkages with other programmes, 
are the most promising option – but they offer no 
panacea. This conclusion has been drawn on the 
basis of both the wider public-works literature and 
the robust evaluations.

• To be precise, the robust studies show that the 
Type 2 Plus variant of the PSNP (i.e. plus OFSPs or 
HABPs) does well in terms of food security, asset 
accumulation (especially of livestock) and agri-
cultural technology adoption. However, there are 
no strong indications that it generates an increase 
in income or agricultural output in the medium 
term. In fact, no robust evaluation of a Type 2 Plus 
programme has yet been conducted that investi-
gates whether such programmes can sustainably 
strengthen the livelihoods of beneficiary house-
holds well beyond their time on the programme. In 
particular, there are no robust studies that aim to 
explicitly capture the benefits arising via the asset 
or skills vectors. Additionally, more research is 
needed to better understand which complementary 
measures, accompanying a Type 2 PWP, may best 
facilitate successful graduation.

Finally, the following are some observations gleaned 
from the wider public-works literature with respect to  
PWPs aimed at livelihood promotion:

• PWPs and their complementary Plus components 
should be embedded in a broader graduation strategy 
that effectively capitalises on possible linkages with 
other programmes and that has been developed in full 
cognisance of people’s heterogeneous needs, vulner-
abilities and capabilities, and of the strengths (and 
limitations) of various instruments and measures.

• If a PWP targets the poorest (i.e. households 
whose basic needs are not adequately met), the 
approach for encouraging, rather than compel-
ling, PWP participants to save (by joining savings 
groups) is well-grounded in the evidence.

• Complementary credit components that are spe-
cifically tailored to address the needs and con-
straints of the target group can be a promising way 
to leverage the impacts of PWP employment. The 
weak evidence base shows particularly promising 
results for village savings and loan groups.

›
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• While there is a lot of scepticism in the liter-
ature about the (cost-)effectiveness of offering 
complementary skills training in PWPs, there are a 
few encouraging examples which suggest that such 
Plus components should not be dismissed outright.

• Any realistic large-scale livelihood promotion 
strategy for the rural areas of countries under 
consideration must include measures aimed at 
sustainably boosting farm income through in-
creased agricultural productivity. The linkage 
between PWPs and government agricultural exten-
sion services may have an important role to play 
in this regard.

• Better coordination between the PWP and the 
social cash transfer programme (e.g. through the 
establishment of an effective referral mechanism) 
is needed, as is the expansion of the harmonised 
targeting approach to more districts in the medi-
um term.

• The PWP could be better coordinated with hu-
manitarian assistance to exonerate the emergency 
response system and to avoid recurrent emergen-
cies undermining the benefits of regular social 
protection programmes.

• Forging a link between PWPs and index-based 
weather insurance in an attempt to shield 
farmers from income losses due to drought or 
flooding sounds promising but requires closer 
empirical scrutiny.

Taken together, this study and its accompanying system-
atic review show that the existing literature provides 
a number of important lessons. However, it has also 
become apparent that the evidence base is often quite 
small and the external validity of some of the findings 
is unclear, especially considering how context-dependent 
PWPs are in many respects. Therefore, more research 
and thorough evaluations are needed to determine under 
what conditions (focusing in particular on design and 
implementation features) and over what time frame 
PWPs are likely to realise their full potential. This 
review is a starting point for this endeavour. Looking 
ahead, the Deutsche Gesellschaft für Internationale 
Zusammenarbeit (GIZ) GmbH, on behalf of the German 
Federal Ministry for Economic Cooperation and Develop-
ment (BMZ), and the University of Passau are planning 
a collaborative research project on PWP experiences 
and experiments in Malawi, the aim of which is to close 
many of the remaining knowledge gaps.

Conclusion
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