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Background 

What’s the issue? 
Tanzania’s Productive Social Safety Net (PSSN) has played a vital 

role in reducing income poverty and currently reaches over 1.4 

million households nationwide (Tanzania Social Action Fund 

(TASAF) 2023). Studies confirm significant improvements in 

household welfare, with participation leading to a 16.1% decline in 

harmful coping strategies like begging, as beneficiaries typically 

allocate about two-thirds of cash transfers to food (Mwaijande and 

Mwakalikamo 2024; World Bank 2018). However, despite these 

gains, multidimensional poverty — spanning health, education and 

living standards — remains widespread, particularly among the 

most vulnerable populations (UNDP 2023). This indicates that while 

cash transfers provide essential relief, they are often insufficient 

alone to address deeper, non-monetary deprivations, revealing a 

critical gap between the programme’s design and the goal of 

sustainable poverty reduction (Mwaiiande and Mwakalikamo 2024). 

What does this briefing do? 
This briefing is based on a comprehensive, mixed-methods study 

conducted between 2024 and 2025, that aimed to evaluate the 

effectiveness of Tanzania’s PSSN in reducing multidimensional 

poverty. The research combined quantitative analysis of the 

nationally representative 2022 Tanzania Demographic and Health 

Survey (TDHS-MIS) (National Bureau of Statistics (NBS), 2022) with 

in-depth qualitative fieldwork, including interviews and focus groups 

in the Tabora region (specifically Tabora Municipal Council and 

Uyui District Council). It sought to answer the key questions:  

• Who remains most vulnerable to multidimensional poverty 

despite the programme?  

• Why do cash transfers alone fail to address non-monetary 

deprivations in health and education?  

• What integrated policy reforms can bridge this gap to achieve 

sustainable poverty reduction?  

The findings provide evidence-based insights that can help guide 

the transition of the PSSN from a cash-centric model to a holistic 

social protection system (United Nations Development Programme 

(UNDP) and Oxford Poverty and Human Development Initiative 

(OPHI) 2024). 

About the Challenge Fund 
The DEEP Challenge Fund supports nationally-led research that is 

designed to strengthen strategies and policies to end poverty. 

By working closely with steering committees in each country, 

Challenge Fund projects are chosen to reflect national priorities, fill 

current evidence gaps and move countries closer to tackling the 

root causes of poverty. 

The Ethiopia and Tanzania Challenge Funds awarded grants in 2024 

and the Bangladesh and Madagascar Challenge Funds in 2026. For 

further information, see: https://povertyevidence.org/challenge-

fund/ 

How to get in touch 
For all questions on the research and our work in this area, please 

contact: cjmlacha@gmail.com or contact@povertyevidence.org  
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Key points 

 

1. On their own, cash transfers are not enough to tackle multidimensional poverty. While the Productive Social Safety Net (PSSN) 

reduces immediate income poverty, the study finds that cash transfers alone are insufficient to address deeper, non-monetary 

deprivations in health and education. 

2. Operational challenges undermine the effectiveness of PSSN. The PSSN programme's impact is eroded by significant operational 

issues, specifically payment delays and high transaction costs (such as travel), which reduce the real value of the transfers for 

recipients. 

3. Targeting is vulnerable to influence by more powerful community members. Despite the use of community-based targeting and 

proxy means testing, the research indicated that the programme is vulnerable to favouritism, and social biases, which can lead to 

exclusion errors at the community level. 

4. The PSSN reaches the most vulnerable groups. The study confirms that multidimensional poverty is concentrated among specific 

groups (female-headed households, rural communities, western regions) and that PSSN participants exhibit higher poverty rates, 

reflecting the programme’s focus on the most vulnerable. 

5. An integrated approach is required for long-term impact. To achieve lasting poverty reduction, the study argues that Tanzania must 

transition from a cash-centric model to a holistic, integrated social protection system that combines cash transfers with targeted 

interventions in healthcare, education and infrastructure. 
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Findings 

Can cash transfers effectively reduce multidimensional poverty? 
While the PSSN has been effective in improving household income and food security, the study finds that cash transfers cannot resolve 

multidimensional poverty on their own. When monetary support is not combined with other interventions, it fails to significantly address deeper, 

non-monetary deprivations in critical areas such as health and education. Our research indicates that because cash does not automatically 

remove barriers to services or improve human capital, it cannot single-handedly achieve sustainable poverty reduction. This highlights a critical 

gap between the current design of the programme and the comprehensive needs of the vulnerable populations it serves. 

How do operational challenges undermine impact? 

The programme's impact is significantly eroded by specific operational weaknesses during implementation. Key issues identified include 

unpredictable delays in disbursement and high transaction costs, such as the travel expenses incurred by recipients when collecting payments. 

These operational hurdles effectively reduce the real value of the cash transfers, undermining their intended protective effect. Consequently, 

even when funds are allocated, beneficiaries may not receive the full benefit in time to manage shocks effectively, limiting the programme's 

overall efficacy in alleviating poverty. 

Is targeting fair?  

Although the PSSN utilises systematic targeting mechanisms like proxy means testing and community-based targeting, the process is 
susceptible to manipulation at the community level. The qualitative research indicated that social biases and influence by powerful community 
members persist, with local leaders sometimes manipulating selection lists to favour relatives or politically connected individuals. This increases 
the potential for exclusion errors, where the poorest and most vulnerable households — who the programme aims to protect — are inadvertently 
left out, undermining the programme's fairness and reach. 
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Does the PSSN reach the most vulnerable? 

Despite bias in the selection process, the study confirms that the PSSN is successfully targeting the segments of the population most affected 
by hardship. Multidimensional poverty is found to be heavily concentrated among female-headed households, rural communities and the western 
regions of Tanzania. As a result, current PSSN participants exhibit higher rates of multidimensional poverty compared to the general population. 
This serves as evidence that the programme is effectively focusing its resources on the neediest groups, reflecting a high degree of alignment 
between the programme’s objectives and the reality of poverty distribution. 

Moving forward: An integrated 

approach 
 To achieve lasting poverty reduction, this study advocates for a 

transition from a purely cash-centric model to a holistic social 

protection system. Long-lasting exits from poverty require integrating 

cash transfers with targeted interventions in healthcare, education, 

and infrastructure. By linking beneficiaries to essential services and 

providing ‘plus’ interventions like asset transfers or livelihood training, 

the programme can address the multiple dimensions of deprivation 

simultaneously, fostering the resilience needed for households to 

graduate out of poverty permanently.  

 

 

Figure 1: Factors for improving the effectiveness of the PSSN 
programme in Tanzania 

Source: Field data, 2025 
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Recommendations 

Adopt an integrated social protection 

approach  
The study reveals that cash transfers alone are insufficient to 

address multidimensional poverty. Therefore, policymakers should 

transition from a purely cash-centric model to a holistic social 

protection system. This requires integrating PSSN transfers with 

targeted interventions in critical sectors such as healthcare, 

education and infrastructure. By combining financial support with 

direct service provision, the programme can address non-monetary 

deprivations that currently persist despite cash assistance. 

Mitigate operational challenges to 

preserve transfer value  
Operational issues, specifically payment delays and high 

transaction costs, significantly erode the real value of the transfers. 

The government should implement measures to ensure predictable 

payment schedules and reduce the financial burden on recipients. 

This could include negotiating lower fees with mobile money 

providers and expanding the use of digital payment channels to 

eliminate travel costs and ensure timely disbursement. 

Strengthen targeting mechanisms to 

prevent selection bias  
While the programme uses rigorous targeting tools, qualitative 

evidence suggests that community-based targeting remains 

vulnerable to manipulation and elite capture. It is important to 

enhance the transparency and accountability of the selection 

process. This can be done by empowering community members to 

monitor the selection lists, enforcing stricter penalties for 

favouritism, and establishing better feedback mechanisms for 

households that are unfairly excluded. 

Implement ‘plus’ interventions to 

support long-term poverty relief 
To prevent ultra-poor households from remaining trapped in a cycle 

of survival, the PSSN must evolve into a ‘graduation’ model. This 

involves offering complementary ‘plus’ interventions alongside cash 

transfers, such as targeted asset transfers, financial literacy 

training and skills development. These interventions are designed 

to build human capital and productive assets, enabling beneficiaries 

to become self-reliant and eventually exit the programme without 

falling back into poverty. 
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Prioritise resources for high-risk 

demographics and regions  
The study identified that multidimensional poverty is highly 

concentrated among female-headed households, rural communities 

and the western regions of Tanzania. The government should 

ensure that programme resources and scale-up efforts are 

geographically targeted to these high-risk areas. Additionally, 

specific support packages should be tailored for female-headed 

households to address the unique barriers they face in accessing 

social protection services. 
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Conclusion  

This study evaluated the effectiveness of Tanzania’s PSSN in reducing multidimensional poverty, revealing that while the 

programme successfully targets the most vulnerable groups, cash transfers alone are insufficient to resolve deep non-monetary 

deprivations in health and education.  

The findings highlight how operational challenges, such as payment delays and transaction costs, alongside issues of elite capture, 

significantly undermine the programme's impact.  

To address these gaps, the study recommends transitioning from a cash-centric approach to an integrated social protection model 

that incorporates targeted ‘plus’ interventions in health and education. Ultimately, shifting toward this holistic system is crucial for 

building household resilience and enabling ultra-poor households to achieve long-lasting economic change. 
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