
Evidence to Action 
Reducing HIV Risk:  Empowering Low-
Income Women Through Cash Stipends

The Problem 

Many countries have made signifi cant progress toward 
the Millennium Development Goal of universal primary 
educa  on. Yet secondary educa  on remains elusive 
for many African girls. Reduced access to schooling 
– combined with social norms and pressure to marry 
early – can result in long-term barriers to equality. 
For some out-of-school adolescents, rela  onships 
with older men may be the only pathway to economic 
security. These girls are at higher risk of HIV infec  on, 
and are vulnerable to abuse and complica  ons from 
pregnancy. They o  en lack control over contracep  on 
and HIV preven  on decisions (including abs  nence and 
condom use). 

This Ac  on Brief describes the evalua  on of two 
versions of a cash transfer program in rural Malawi 
aimed at increasing girls’ school a  endance and family 
income. The study demonstrates that cash s  pends can 
yield an array of benefi ts, including improved schooling 
outcomes and a reduc  on in early marriage, pregnancy 
and other risky behaviors. 

The Promise

Condi  onal cash transfers are a common approach for 
encouraging school a  endance in developing countries. 
These programs off er cash s  pends to families, but 
only if their children a  end school on a regular basis.  
In rigorous evalua  ons from Mexico, Brazil, and other 
countries, these condi  onal s  pends have been shown 
to increase school a  endance. They have also resulted 
in unan  cipated benefi ts, like improved nutri  on.  
However, it is unclear whether and when condi  onal 
transfer programs change recipients’ behavior. Is the 
cash s  pend enough to change social norms, or do 
payments need to be condi  oned on children’s school 
par  cipa  on?

An alterna  ve is to off er uncondi  onal cash s  pends 
to poor households. Uncondi  onal cash transfers can 
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be easier to administer, since there is no need to 
monitor school a  endance. These s  pends also can 
reach a wider range of needy individuals, including 
those who cannot meet condi  ons such as school 
a  endance. This evalua  on in rural Malawi randomly 
allocates an uncondi  onal s  pend to some families; 
other families are randomly selected to receive 
s  pends dependent on their daughters’ school 
a  endance. The study tests how the condi  onality 
of a s  pend aff ects educa  onal a  ainment, 
early marriage, and risky sexual behavior among 
adolescent girls.
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Malawi’s Program for Girl’s Schooling

Funded by the World Bank, a girls’ schooling pro-
gram was implemented in Malawi in 2008, which 
paid school fees and a monthly s  pend of US $5-15 
to young women and their families. The s  pend cor-
responds to roughly 7-22% of household budgets in 
this region. The researchers targeted both current 
students and recent dropouts who had never been 
married, all between the ages of 13 and 22.

Two dis  nct versions of the program were off ered. In 
the fi rst version, par  cipants only receive the s  pend 
if the young woman a  ended school at least 80% of 
the  me each month. In the second program, par  ci-
pants receive the money regardless of school a  en-
dance. This allowed researchers to test whether out-
comes diff er based on whether or not the s  pend is 
condi  onal. The researchers also randomly varied in 
the amount of the cash s  pend, to iden  fy the most 
cost-eff ec  ve payment size. 

The Results

Cash S  pends Reduce Risky Sexual Behavior.  Both 
condi  onal and uncondi  onal s  pends appear to 
reduce the frequency of sexual ac  vity. 

Pregnancy.  Rates of pregnancy are an established 
proxy for risky sexual ac  vity in this group of young 
women, since unprotected sex can lead to both preg-
nancy and HIV. In the study, pregnancy is reduced by 

27% among those receiving the uncondi  onal s  pend. 

Sexual Ac  vity.  Women who received condi  onal s  -
pends are 30-45% less likely to report becoming sexu-
ally ac  ve, and report 25% fewer life  me sexual part-
ners. These results demonstrate that cash s  pends 
reduce risky sexual behaviors as well as improving hu-
man capital.  

Condi  onal vs. Uncondi  onal S  pends 

Condi  onal s  pends have the advantage of improv-
ing educa  onal outcomes.  While both condi  onal 
and uncondi  onal s  pends increase enrollment for 
all students, there is only an increase in school a  en-
dance, test scores and cogni  ve skills when the s  pend 
is condi  oned on girls’ school a  endance. Condi  onal 
s  pends increased school a  endance by 8% among 
students who were enrolled in school when the s  -
pend program began. Students who had dropped out 
prior to being off ered the s  pend were three to four 
 mes more likely to return to school. 

To measure risky sexual behavior, researchers 
rely on respondents’ informa  on about their 
sexual history. Yet, people do not always volun-
teer complete and accurate informa  on about 
sensi  ve topics.  A forthcoming study will report 
on HIV test results, avoiding the shortcomings of 
self-reported data. 

Girls in Zomba Town.
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Uncondi  onal s  pends reduce early marriage and 
pregnancy among school dropouts.  While teen preg-
nancy and early marriage did not change signifi cantly 
among students whose s  pend was condi  onal on at-
tending school, the evalua  on fi nds a 44% reduc  on in 
marriage rates and a 27% decline in pregnancy among 
students who received the uncondi  onal s  pend. These 
changes occurred almost en  rely among those who 
dropped out of school a  er the s  pend program began. 

Policy Implications

This evalua  on suggests that in some contexts, govern-
ments can use income support programs – both condi-
 onal and uncondi  onal – to decrease the risky sexual 

behaviors that can lead to HIV among girls. Further, the 
benefi ts of condi  onal s  pends are not limited to the 
specifi c behaviors they target. Although this s  pend pro-
gram targeted school a  endance, risky sexual behavior 
(including da  ng older partners) substan  ally decreases 
as a result of the program. 

As the evalua  on highlights, a broad range of factors 
infl uence the outcomes of a cash transfer program.  
How well cash transfer programs work can depend on 

the level of payment, the groups targeted by the pro-
gram, and which behaviors are incen  vized (if any). 
Therefore, cash transfer programs may have diff erent 
eff ects in diff erent contexts.

However, in the context of school-age girls in rural Ma-
lawi, there is clear evidence that condi  onal s  pends 
should be off ered when a program’s goals focus on 
changing a specifi c behavior, like school a  endance. 
On the other hand, uncondi  onal s  pends are prefer-
able when the goal is to focus on the social protec-
 on dimension of cash transfer programs. The uncon-

di  onal approach is par  cularly eff ec  ve for those, 
like school drop-outs, who are unwilling or unable to 
comply with rigid condi  ons like school a  endance. 

S  pends can have broad spill-over eff ects. Given 
that s  pends yield numerous benefi ts, policymakers 
should consider the program’s spillover benefi ts (like 
reducing risky sexual behavior) when evalua  ng cost-
eff ec  veness.

Notably, larger condi  onal s  pends do not lead to ad-
di  onal behavioral changes. Funders of cash transfer 
programs should therefore iden  fy the “minimum 
eff ec  ve” s  pend alloca  on, to maximize cost-eff ec-
 veness.

The Center of Evalua  on for Global Ac  on (CEGA) is the University of California’s premiere center for re-
search on global development. Our faculty affi  liates use two powerful techniques—rigorous evalua  on and 
economic analysis—to measure the impacts of large-scale social and economic development projects. The 
Center integrates business and economic approaches with exper  se in agriculture, public health, educa  on, 
and the environment. As a result, we have produced some of the most infl uen  al and policy relevant studies 
in recent years, including cash incen  ves for women’s empowerment, low-cost water technology for rural 
communi  es, and early childhood health interven  ons for improved adult economic outcomes.

How Much is Enough?  Lessons on the Size and Distribution of Stipends 

For this program, cash s  pends ranged in size from $5-$15 per month.  Parents received the majority of 
the s  pend, with a smaller por  on paid directly to students. In the experiment, both the s  pend amount 
and the share of the payment allocated to young women (versus their parents) were randomly assigned. 
By comparing families receiving diff erent amounts of money, we can draw lessons about the eff ects of 
s  pend size, and the sharing of cash among household members.

The size of a s  pend—and its distribu  on to parents versus girls—ma  ers only for those receiving 
uncondi  onal s  pends.  For these families:

>>  Larger s  pend amounts result in higher school enrollment rates and lower rates of early marriage.

>>  Marriage and pregnancy rates are lower when parents receive more money, while test scores in-
crease when girls receive more money directly.



The evalua  on reveals that condi  onal and uncondi  onal payments each off er 
dis  nct addi  onal benefi ts. Condi  onal transfers improve a  endance and test 
scores, while uncondi  onal s  pends lower marriage and pregnancy rates for 
students who drop out of school a  er the program begins.   However, both 
condi  onal and uncondi  onal cash s  pends appear to decrease young women’s 
risky sexual behavior, and may thereby lower their risk of HIV infec  on.  

Why Randomized 
Experiments Matter

Randomized Controlled Trials (RCTs) 
are increasingly used by researchers 
to measure the welfare impacts of 
social programs. The fundamental 
power underlying RCTs is their 
ability to isolate the true causal 
impacts of a program, by stripping 
away confounding factors in the 
environment, communi  es, or 
individuals. In an RCT, we compare 
the welfare outcomes of a group of 
people exposed to a social program 
to those of an equivalent group 
lacking access to the program. The 
program and comparison groups are 
randomly assigned and, as a result, 
any observed diff erences in outcomes 
can be a  ributed solely to the impact 
of the interven  on.

Read these studies and find more information at http://cega.berkeley.edu
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