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What does nutrition-sensitive social assistance tell us about financing and programming for long-term resilience against shocks? 

Background 
What’s the issue? 
Social assistance – or support provided directly to people living in 
poverty or vulnerability – is increasingly used to enable people to 
attain a minimal standard of living, improve their lives and build 
resilience to crises and shocks. Direct cash payments (cash 
transfer programmes) and food transfers are two main modalities 
of social protection. 

Understanding whether such support can build longer-term 
resilience – particularly in the context of frequent, compound 
shocks such as economic crises, pandemics and extreme weather 
events – is important for designing such programmes 

What we already know 
There is a robust body of evidence about the benefits of social 
assistance – and specifically cash transfers and cash plus 
interventions – during and immediately after a programme ends. 
However, much less is known about the sustainability of such 
benefits and what happens in the years that follow.  

 
1 For further details, see: https://www.ifpri.org/project/transfer-modality-
research-initiative-tmri/ 

What does a new study, part-funded by DEEP tell us? 
This paper reflects on the findings of a study about the impact of 
the Transfer Modality Research Initiative (2012–2014) on the food 
security and resilience of poor households in northwest Bangladesh 
before, during and after the COVID-19 pandemic – a major shock 
that occurred some six years after the programme had ended.  

It builds on previous work by the researchers who have had ongoing 
access to the same communities involved in the TMRI programme. 
The programme was a safety net protection pilot partnership 
between the International Food Policy Research Institute (IFPRI) 
and World Food Programme (WFP), implemented as a randomised 
control trial in two rural areas of Bangladesh – the northwest region 
and the coastal southern region.1 

About this paper 

We outline the study’s findings and provide some reflections on 
potential implications for evidence-building, programming and 
financing.  

Linked publications 
Ahmed A., Bakhtiar M., Hoddinott J. and Roy S. (2024). Does 
nutrition-sensitive social protection build long-term resilience? 
Experimental evidence from Bangladesh. DEEP Working paper 25, 
Data and Evidence to End Extreme Poverty Programme. 
https://doi.org/10.55158/DEEPWP25  

https://www.ifpri.org/project/transfer-modality-research-initiative-tmri/
https://www.ifpri.org/project/transfer-modality-research-initiative-tmri/
https://doi.org/10.55158/DEEPWP25
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What does nutrition-sensitive social assistance tell us about financing and programming for long-term resilience against shocks? 

Ahmed, A.U., Bakhtiar, M., Gilligan, D., Hoddinott, J. and Roy, S. 
(2023). Private transfers, public transfers, and food insecurity 
during the time of COVID-19: Evidence from Bangladesh. Applied 
Economics Perspectives and Policy 45(4), pp. 1,901–1,921. 
https://doi.org/10.1002/aepp.13373  

Ahmed, A. U., Hidrobo, M., Hoddinott, J., Kolt, B., Roy, S. and 
Tauseef, S. (forthcoming). Sustainable poverty reduction through 
social assistance: Modality, context, and complementary 
programming in Bangladesh. American Economics Journal: Applied 
Economics. 

Ahmed, A.U., Hoddinott, J., Roy, S., and Sraboni, E. (2024). 
Transfers, nutrition programming, and economic well-being: 
Experimental evidence from Bangladesh. World Development 
173(January), p. 106414. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.worlddev.2023.106414 

How to get in touch 
For all questions on the research and our work in this area, please 
contact: contact@povertyevidence.org  
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What does nutrition-sensitive social assistance tell us about financing and programming for long-term resilience against shocks? 

Key findings, learning and reflections 
 

1. The recent study, part-funded by DEEP, found that households in northwestern Bangladesh that had 
received cash transfers and nutrition behaviour change communications as part of the Transfer 
Modality Research Initiative (2012–2014) were better able to manage shocks sustained during the 
COVID-19 pandemic – a major global shock that occurred some six years after the initiative closed. 

2. The design and funding of this follow-up research (based on data collected in 2018, 2021 and 2022) 
was crucial in helping to build much needed evidence about whether such interventions can provide 
ongoing benefits to household food security and child nutrition over the longer term – even in the face 
of future shocks. It is rare to have the opportunity to measure impact on the same group of people 
once a programme has ended.  

3. We already know that cash transfers can provide quick, direct and effective financial assistance to 
people in situations of poverty and vulnerability. This research highlights the longer-term protective 
effects of giving ‘cash plus’ directly to vulnerable families against future shocks – an important and 
relevant insight for those commissioning research and allocating climate financing, and one that is 
worth understanding further, including in relation to different shocks in different locations.
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What does nutrition-sensitive social assistance tell us about financing and programming for long-term resilience against shocks? 

  

 

 
 

 

Understanding whether (and how) cash 
and in-kind transfers build household 
resilience against future shocks is key 
to designing adaptive social protection 
programmes – and is particularly 
significant in the light of increasingly 
frequent and compounding shocks.
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What does nutrition-sensitive social assistance tell us about financing and programming for long-term resilience against shocks? 

What are the evidence gaps?  
There is a robust body of evidence about the benefits of social assistance – specifically cash transfers and cash plus interventions – during 
and immediately after a programme ends. However, there is much less evidence about the sustainability of those impacts and what happens to 
households and communities further into the future. 

Can recipients withstand future shocks? 
Many studies have highlighted the impacts of social assistance programming between three 
years and several days prior to a shock – but evidence is scarce when it comes to shocks that 
take place further into the future as this often falls beyond programme and study timeframes.  

What programme design features are most effective alongside cash? 
Cash gives recipients choice about how they spend their money – food, transport or medicine for 
example. But there is increasing evidence to suggest that, in order to have sustained benefits, 
more than ‘just cash’ is needed. For example, improving nutrition is not just about being able to 
afford to buy food but also understanding which foods are nutritious.  

How can programmes best support or enhance households’ existing 
resilience capacities? 

How do we measure longer-term impact and resilience when programme 
funding ends? 

A quasi-experimental analysis in Bangladesh 
shows that, in late 2021, during COVID-19 
lockdowns, households that reported receipt of 
social assistance in 2018 showed higher food 
security than similar households that did not 
(Ahmed et al. 2023).  

An experimental study in Nicaragua shows that, 
two years post-programme, households that 
received cash transfers together with a productive 
grant or vocational training were better protected 
from weather shocks than those receiving cash 
alone (Macours et al. 2022).  
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What does nutrition-sensitive social assistance tell us about financing and programming for long-term resilience against shocks? 

What was 
different about 
this study? 
It built on past programmes and research  
The study aimed to address some of the existing evidence gap by 
examining the impact that Bangladesh’s Transfer Modality 
Research Initiative (TMRI) – a safety net protection pilot partnership 
between the International Food Policy Research Institute (IFRPRI) 
and World Food Programme (WFP) between May 2012 and April 
2014 – had on food security during the COVID-19 pandemic.2  
Researchers were able to return to the same 
households, way beyond the initial programme 
The study used a TMRI sample comprising 2,000 poor households 
living in 200 villages in the northwest region. In the control group, 
76% of these households were considered extremely poor, with per 
capita consumption below the US$1.90/day.  

 
2 See: https://www.ifpri.org/project/transfer-modality-research-initiative-
tmri/  

The households were split equally between a control group, a group 
receiving cash only, a group receiving food only, and a group 
receiving cash with nutrition behaviour change communications.  

Between 2012 and 2014, participants in the cash only group had 
received a monthly payment of Bangladeshi Taka (BDT) 1,500 
(approximately US$19) per household. Meanwhile, the food group 
participants had received a monthly food ration equal to the value 
of the cash transfer, comprising 30 kilograms of rice, 2 kilograms of 
mosoor pulse (a type of lentil), and two litres of cooking oil.  

The nutrition behaviour change communication activities were 
intensive and included: weekly group training led by community 
nutrition workers; twice-monthly home visits by community nutrition 
workers; and monthly group meetings between programme staff 
and influential community leaders.  

The training covered: basic nutrition; control and prevention of 
micronutrient deficiencies; infant and young child feeding practices; 
health care; maternal nutrition; and hygiene. Discussions covered 
the importance of fruit, vegetables and animal source foods, and 
how home gardens or livestock or poultry rearing could facilitate 
access to them. 

Researchers were able to test against a major global 
shock – the global COVID-19 pandemic 
Data was collected before COVID-19 (2018), during COVID-19 
(2021), and after the pandemic’s immediate effects (2022).  

https://www.ifpri.org/project/transfer-modality-research-initiative-tmri/
https://www.ifpri.org/project/transfer-modality-research-initiative-tmri/
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What does nutrition-sensitive social assistance tell us about financing and programming for long-term resilience against shocks? 

 

 

Households that received cash 
transfers combined with nutrition 
behaviour change communication 
(2012–2014) were more resilient to the 
detrimental effects of COVID-19 on 
household food security (measured in 
2018, 2021 and 2022).  
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What does nutrition-sensitive social assistance tell us about financing and programming for long-term resilience against shocks? 

What were the 
findings? 
The households that received cash transfers 
combined with nutrition behaviour change 
communication were more resilient to COVID-19’s 
impact on household food security  
These households were more likely to be food secure across all 
three rounds of data collection (2018, 2021 and 2022), including 
post-shock. 

In the aftermath of the third COVID-19 lockdown (2022), households 
in this group were more likely to eat healthier food, including animal 
source foods, pulses/legumes, fruit and vegetables.  

Their likelihood of encountering moderate or severe difficulties in 
accessing food was 11.1% lower than in the control group. 

When the pandemic struck, these households were 
more likely to have a second income earner (often a 
woman) engaged in activities like livestock or poultry 
rearing – bolstering income during lockdowns as 
well as increasing the physical availability of a wider 
range of nutrient-rich foods 
In the post-intervention, pre-pandemic period, households that had 
received cash and behaviour change communications had made 
larger investments in productive assets, specifically livestock (the 
northwest is suited to livestock-rearing). With higher income-
generating resources and asset holdings, they were better placed to 
weather the economic consequences of the lockdowns. 

The type of transfer matters 
Unlike households that had received cash with behaviour change 
communication 2012–2014, households that had only received 
cash or food transfers did not experience any benefits once the 
TMRI intervention ended, nor did they experience any protective 
effects during COVID-19.
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What does nutrition-sensitive social assistance tell us about financing and programming for long-term resilience against shocks? 

The study represents a significant 
piece of evidence around the ability of 
‘cash plus’ to build the longer-term 
resilience of households in the face of 
a shock – in this case COVID-19. 
Would the same be true in the case of 
climate shocks? What could this mean 
for evidence-building and financing?   
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Reflections 
1. The study represents a significant piece of evidence around the ability of cash plus to build long-

term resilience in the face of a shock – in this case COVID-19. Would the same apply in the case of 
climate shocks? Further thinking and evidence around this could help shape about how climate 
finance is channelled and used to support people living in situations of poverty and vulnerability.  

2. Context matters. It is important to note that the same protective benefits (larger impacts on 
consumption and assets, significant increases in income generation and an acceleration of 
reduction in stunting) were NOT felt in the coastal southern region of Bangladesh – this merits 
further consideration. Further qualitative research at community level could help to unpack this.  

3. Quality matters. The initial intervention had particularly high implementation fidelity. How could this 
type of intervention be taken to scale?  

4. Cost effectiveness. There is increasing work around the cost-effectiveness of different ‘cash plus’ 
approaches on different outcomes, including in relation to transferring cash alone. However, we 
now need to build an evidence base that goes beyond immediate benefits to include resilience to 
shocks further down the line.  
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Appendix A: Study researchers and 
funding 
Akhter Ahmed: International Food Policy Research Institute (IFPRI), Dhaka, Bangladesh; a.ahmed@cgiar.org; M. Mehrab Bakhtiar: IFPRI, Dhaka, 
Bangladesh; m.bakhtiar@cgiar.org; John Hoddinott: Cornell University, Ithaca, NY, USA and IFPRI, Washington, DC, USA; jfh246@cornell.edu; 
Shalini Roy: IFPRI, Washington, DC, USA; s.roy@cgiar.org.  

Funding support for this study was provided by the World Food Programme, Cornell University, and the CGIAR Research Program on Policies, 
Institutions, and Markets. For this study, we gratefully acknowledge funding from the United Kingdom’s Foreign, Commonwealth & Development 
Office through the Data and Evidence to End Extreme Poverty (DEEP) research consortium and from the Feed the Future Innovation Lab for 
Markets, Risk and Resilience (MRR) Innovation Lab, established at UC Davis in 2019 by the generous support of the American people through the 
United States Agency for International Development (USAID) (cooperative agreement no. 7200AA19LE00004). 

The study builds on earlier research funded by the German Ministry for Economic Cooperation and Development (BMZ), the UK’s Department for 
International Development (DFID), the Swiss Agency for Development and Cooperation (SDC), the United Nations Development Programme 
(UNDP), and the United States Agency for International Development (USAID).  

The original intervention was registered at AEARCTR-0000247 and with ClinicalTrials.gov (ID: NCT03810300). The four-year post-programme study 
was registered at AEARCTR-0002977 and analysis of the 2021 and 2022 registered at RIDIE-STUDY-ID-631aada707a31. The initial intervention 
received ethical approval from the Institutional Review Board of the International Food Policy Research Institute (IFPRI) as did the 2018 and 2021 
surveys; the 2022 survey was approved by Cornell University’s IRB. All study rounds were reviewed and approved by the Ministry of Food and 
Disaster Management in Bangladesh. We thank Data Analysis and Technical Assistance (DATA) for careful data collection and Wahid Quabili, 
Asraul Khan Eitu, Deboleena Rakshit and Sadat Anowar for excellent research assistance. For their insightful comments, we also thank seminar 
participants at the Africa Gender Innovation Lab at the World Bank; Dickinson College; participants at the MRR Innovation Lab workshop; and the 
Bangladesh Institute of Development Studies. All errors are our own. 
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