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Executive Summary 

Why NGOs matter in Cash Plus approaches 

NGO-led Cash Plus models create a 
reciprocal advantage: complementary 
services (the “Plus” component) enhance 
the impact of cash, while the regular income 
gives participants the means and mental 
space to fully benefit from typical NGO 
support in the area of mentorship, 
counseling and (livelihood) training. This 
synergy allows NGOs to promote agency, 
inclusion, and ecological or livelihood 
transitions more effectively than with 
services alone.  

Misereor launched three privately funded 
pilots to generate practice-based evidence 
on whether and how NGO-led Cash Plus 
approaches add value. The resulting insights 
aim to inform policy dialogue and future 
funding decisions. 

Misereor’s pilot and synthesis study 

Misereor launched two pilot projects with 
partner organizations in South Africa and Ecuador. In South Africa, monthly transfers were 

There is remarkably strong evidence based on 
rigorous impact evaluations that unconditional 
cash transfers reliably improve consumption, food 
security, psychological wellbeing, savings, and self-
employment. These effects are strongest for 
groups facing chronic poverty and exclusion. Yet 
many beneficiaries still face barriers to translating 
that relief into sustained income gains.  
This is where Cash Plus projects come in: Cash Plus 
refers to unconditional cash transfers combined 
with targeted support, such as mentoring, 
coaching, training, or community-based 
accompaniment. Cash provides stability and 
reduces immediate pressures; the “plus” helps 
people convert that stability into concrete steps 
toward livelihoods, wellbeing, or ecological 
regeneration. Cash Plus models outperform cash-
only approaches, especially when there is 1) strong 
political and institutional commitment, 2) cross-
sector coordination, 3) a skilled social-service 
workforce, and 4) adequate supply-side capacity.  
For more information on existing evidence see 
Chapter 2. 

Box 1: What Cash Plus means and why it 
matters 

Box 2: The pilot projects in Ecuador and South Africa  
For more information on the research design see Chapter 3. 

Ecuador 
Regenerative Livelihoods 

(Grupo Allpa / RGS) 
 

Main challenge: Structural rural poverty, ecological 
degradation, and limited liquidity to sustain 
regenerative livelihood transitions. 
Objective: Assess whether predictable income 
expands time, stability, and agency for ecological and 
socio-cultural regeneration. 
Cash design: USD 250 per month for up to 24 months 
(06/2022–07/2024). 
Plus element: Regular mentoring, collective learning 
spaces, and information on regenerative practices. 
Evaluation design: 

• Quantitative: Baseline and endline surveys 
with 60 beneficiaries and 60 matched 
controls. 

• Qualitative: Participatory methods (in-depth 
interviews, focus groups, body–territory 
mapping, case studies). 

South Africa 
Youth Livelihoods 

(PEJD)  

  

 
Main challenge: Extremely high youth unemployment; 
financial barriers to job search despite completed TVET 
training. 
Objective: Test whether monthly cash enables young TVET 
graduates to enter the labour market or start small 
livelihoods. 
Cash design: ZAR 2,000 (ca. EUR 100) per month for 24 
months (10/2022–09/2024). 
Plus element: Existing TVET training; informal peer 
support through focus groups and WhatsApp. 
Evaluation design: 

• Quantitative: Baseline and endline surveys with 
treatment (100) and control groups (67 baseline / 
35 endline). 

• Qualitative: Focus group discussions at 6, 18 and 
24 months using purposive sampling. 
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provided to unemployed TVET1 graduates; in Ecuador, to individuals working toward 
regenerative and ecologically grounded ways of life. Both partner teams carried out their 
own quantitative and qualitative data collection and analysis. This synthesis report distils 
their findings and adds a comparative perspective across the two contexts. For more 
information on the aims and objectives see Chapter 1. 

What we learned about the value-added of cash in South Africa and Ecuador 

Across both South Africa and Ecuador, cash acted as a powerful enabler for training and 
mentorship to translate into meaningful economic and ecological outcomes. In South 
Africa, Unconditional Cash Transfer (UCT) recipients self-reportedly became economically 
active at more than twice the rate of the control group (74% vs. 29%), initiating 49 new 
livelihoods and entering diverse forms of wage work and self-employment, whereas the 
control group created none. In Ecuador, cash combined with mentoring drove a marked shift 
from extractive practices toward regenerative production, with agroecology, permaculture, 
and implemented regenerative proposals all increasing by 20–30 percentage points. 

First, cash removed structural barriers—covering transport, data and certifications as well 
as tools, technology, access to land, inputs and livestock—allowing people to seek jobs, start 
businesses, adopt regenerative techniques, and act on skills that had previously been 
dormant. Cash also gave participants the ability to buffer unexpected shocks such as health 
crises or income gaps, preventing setbacks that would otherwise have forced them to 
abandon training or regenerative projects. 

Second, cash expanded forward-planning capacity. Predictable income reduced survival 
stress and created the mental space for moving beyond crisis management and to plan, 
learn, and act deliberately. Participants reported greater autonomy, motivation, and 
financial agency—crucial psychosocial shifts that enabled them to persist through challenges 
and pursue longer-term opportunities. 

Third, cash amplified the value of mentoring and training. With financial stability, 
participants could apply what they had learned—renewing credentials, piloting 
agroecological methods, upgrading tools, or entering internships and volunteer roles that 
strengthened employability. Mentoring and ecological guidance became actionable only 
once immediate financial pressures were eased.  
For more information on the results see Chapter 4. 

Additional insights emerging across contexts 

1. Cash restored agency and dignity, unlocking motivation and social recognition: Financial 
stability enabled individuals to regain a sense of control over their lives and decisions. 
Participants described feeling more confident, responsible, and valued—able to provide for 
their families, contribute to community life, and pursue aspirations that had long felt out of 
reach. For women in particular, cash translated into greater autonomy over mobility, 
childcare, and household finances. This psychosocial shift was not simply emotional—it 
directly fuelled productive behaviour by increasing initiative, persistence, and willingness to 
engage in new economic or regenerative activities.  

2. Cash activates action, mentoring provides direction: In Ecuador, structured mentoring, 
collective learning spaces, and technical accompaniment helped participants use their cash 
strategically and sustainably, particularly for regenerative investments. In South Africa, 

 
1 TVET - Technical Vocational Education and Training 
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where mentoring was more ad hoc, participants themselves said that additional guidance 
could have strengthened and focused their decision-making. The combined evidence 
highlights that while cash is a universal enabler, the form and intensity of accompaniment 
determine the depth and durability of change.  

3. Cash generated positive spillovers at household and community levels but also 
introduced social pressures: Transfers strengthened household resilience by improving food 
consumption, buffering shocks, enabling shared micro-enterprises, and reducing stress-
related conflicts. Communities benefited from increased circulation of goods, shared tools, 
knowledge exchange, and the spread of agroecological practices. At the same time, the 
visibility of cash created certain pressures, especially expectations from relatives or partners, 
and in some cases subtle social tensions. These dynamics underscore the need to embed 
Cash Plus interventions in supportive social ecosystems that combine financial relief with 
trusted relationships and link individual agency with collective support. 
For more information on those overarching results see Chapter 5. 

Interpretation of findings beyond the two projects  

While these comparative insights illuminate common patterns and contextual differences, 
they should be interpreted with caution. Both pilots were small-scale, non-randomised 
initiatives whose evidence is indicative rather than causal. Nevertheless, the convergence of 
findings across two contrasting contexts and its coherence with existing evidence strengthen 
the plausibility of the observed mechanisms: predictable cash relief, combined with trust-
based support, consistently expanded time, agency, and participation. These lessons provide 
a valuable foundation for translating the pilots’ experiential evidence into broader 
conclusions and recommendations for Misereor’s future engagement. 

What this means for development cooperation 

The pilot experiences in South Africa and Ecuador show that Cash Plus approaches fit well 
within Misereor’s strategic mission. Cash proved to be a powerful enabling tool for the 
poorest households, helping them overcome immediate financial barriers and participate 
more effectively in livelihood and regenerative activities that Misereor typically supports. 
Participants consistently reported that cash not only enabled economic action but also 
restored dignity, confidence, and the emotional stability needed to plan, learn, and invest in 
their future, directly reinforcing Misereor’s principles of inclusive, people-centered 
development and the ethical values of Ubuntu and Buen Vivir. 

The pilots also generated valuable insights for public policy. In South Africa, results 
contribute to national debates on youth employment and social protection. In Ecuador, they 
demonstrate how combining cash with mentoring and training can deepen the long-term 
impact of transfer programs. Together, they show that NGOs can play an important role in 
innovating and informing government systems. 

The findings resonate strongly with current BMZ priorities: demonstrating effectiveness in a 
tight budget environment, promoting “life in dignity,” improving prospects for children and 
youth, and advancing socio-ecological models that balance economic, social, and 
environmental well-being. 
For more information on the recommendations see Chapter 6.
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1. Introduction and background  

Misereor’s objective and values: Guided by the conviction that every person has the right to 

a dignified life, Misereor seeks not only to alleviate poverty, hunger and injustice, but also to 

address their structural causes. To achieve this, Misereor engages with partner organizations 

worldwide that share these development ideals but require financial or technical support. 

Across all activities, Misereor focuses on poor and marginalized groups, prioritizing 

empowerment, agency and contributions to socio-ecological transformation and 

decolonization. 

Cash transfers as a new instrument: Although cash transfers have not previously been part 

of Misereor’s portfolio, growing international evidence shows that unconditional cash 

transfers can generate positive impact across multiple outcomes (see Chapter 2). 

Unconditional cash transfers resonate strongly with Misereor’s emphasis on empowerment: 

by relieving beneficiaries from the constant pressure of subsistence, they open up space to 

develop talents, pursue livelihood opportunities, and engage in more fulfilling activities. 

Misereor’s hypothesis is that unconditional cash transfers can enhance self-determination 

and agency among marginalized groups and thus contribute directly to its development goal. 

Cash transfers might also enable partner organizations to reach people who would 

otherwise be excluded from services due to financial barriers.  

Role of NGOs and cash plus: While social protection remains primarily a government 

responsibility, non-governmental organizations (NGOs) can play a complementary and 

distinctive role in the implementation of cash transfer projects. Their long-standing 

relationships with hard-to-reach communities and their position as trusted partners can 

improve outreach and inclusion. Moreover, NGO-led interventions create natural synergies 

in the form of “cash plus” approaches: while additional services such as mentoring, training 

or community support can reinforce the developmental impact of cash, the regular income 

through cash transfers can in turn enhance the efficiency and effectiveness of NGO projects 

by giving beneficiaries the financial space to make use of the NGO’s support. This reciprocal 

dynamic suggests particular promises for aligning NGO strengths with financial support.  

Objectives of the pilots: To generate practice-based evidence on the value of NGO-led cash 

plus approached, Misereor launched three privately funded pilots. The evidence is to inform 

policy dialogue and contribute to future funding decisions. These pilots do not question the 

fundamental responsibility of state institutions for social protection; rather, they seek to 

demonstrate where and how NGO-led cash plus initiatives can complement state systems 

through context-specific, trust-based, and empowerment-oriented approaches. 

The pilot projects: Misereor launched three pilot projects in Ecuador, South Africa, and 

Mozambique, each designed by existing partner organizations according to local priorities 

and contexts.  

➢ In Ecuador, the partner organization focused on agro-ecological transformation and 

supported beneficiaries in transitioning toward sustainable and future-oriented 
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livelihoods. Rather than applying a uniform model, the approach emphasized 

individualized solutions tailored to regional circumstances and personal aspirations. A 

network of mentors and collective group activities provided guidance and peer support. 

The pilot aimed to test whether additional cash transfers could accelerate this transition 

and improve beneficiaries’ quality of life and subjective wellbeing.  

➢ In South Africa, the partner organization addressed the urgent challenge of youth 

unemployment. While government efforts have expanded access to Technical and 

Vocational Education and Training (TVET), training alone seems insufficient to secure 

decent work. The pilot therefore tested the hypothesis that, alongside skills, young 

people also require financial means to enter formal or informal jobs or establish small 

businesses. Cash transfers were introduced to assess whether they would increase the 

likelihood of recipients entering the labor market.  

➢ In Mozambique, the third pilot project was implemented in a high-conflict setting and 

centered on the integration of internally displaced people into host communities. In 

contrast to the other two, it adopted a group-based transfer modality rather than 

individual payments.  

Table 1: Overview of pilot projects 

Country Ecuador South Africa 

Partner Grupo Allpa2 / Red de Guardianes de 
Semillas (Seed Guardians Network) - RGS 

Pietermaritzburg Economic Justice and 
Dignity (PEJD) 

Target group 60 individuals working on their own 
“regenerative project”, identified through 
seed guardians, who participated as 
mentors 

100 individuals in the urban area of 
KwaZulu-Natal, aged 18 to 34, who have 
completed a one-year TVET course 
between 2020 and 2021 and are 
currently looking for employment 

Cash amount USD 250 per month  ZAR 2.000 per month3  

Duration 06/2022 – 07/2024 10/2022 – 09/2024 

Plus element Regular group meetings with a mentor 
(from the RGS), information on 
regenerative ways of life + qualitative 
research meetings 

Completed TVET training + Group 
exchanges in focus group discussion and 
WhatsApp groups 

Intended 
effects 

The project intended to support 
beneficiaries in transitioning towards 
more regenerative ways of life. It was 
assumed that the cash would allow 
beneficiaries to spend more time on their 
projects and at the same time increase 
agency and the feeling of empowerment. 

The project intended to reduce youth 
unemployment. It was assumed that 
the cash would allow beneficiaries to 
build their own economic livelihood, 
either by starting up their own business 
or by entering the formal or informal 
labor market. 

 
2 Grupo Allpa coordinated the research in Ecuador and implemented the project together with Red de 
Guardianes de Semillas (RGS). 
3 Aproximately USD 120 (July 2026) 
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Synthesis report: Because of these substantial contextual and methodological differences, 

as well as divergent timelines with the Mozambique study, this report will focus on the 

Ecuadorian and South African case studies. The key aspects of these two pilots are 

summarized in Table 1. For learning purposes, all partners were required to accompany 

their pilots with systematic monitoring and evaluation, using both quantitative and 

qualitative methods and adhering to recognized evaluation standards. These efforts were 

scientifically supported to ensure quality and to enable a cross-sectional analysis across the 

pilots. This synthesis report draws on the results of the individual evaluations conducted by 

Misereor’s partner organizations to synthesize cross-cutting lessons and draw implications 

for policy dialogue and future programming. 

 

2. What we already know about cash and cash plus projects  

UCTs in developing contexts: Unconditional cash transfers (UCTs) in development contexts 

have been evaluated through a large body of rigorous impact evaluations (RIEs), in which 

outcomes for people who receive cash are compared to very similar people who do not. A 

recent synthesis of 115 such studies from 34 low- and middle-income countries by Crosta et 

al. (2025)4 finds consistent improvements in household consumption, food security, savings, 

productive assets and self-employment. Addressing the key fears of critics, there is in fact no 

evidence of increased spending on “temptation goods” such as alcohol or tobacco, and no 

systematic reduction in adult labor supply. Indeed, recipients seem to reallocate time 

toward job search, caregiving, or microenterprises. Notably, psychological well-being is also 

improved overall, with UCTs in regular tranches demonstrating larger effects on this 

outcome than lump-sum payment. Some effects persist—especially those linked to assets—

while others diminish after payments stop. Together, these lessons show that cash reliably 

improves security and well-being, especially for the most marginalized and vulnerable 

populations. 

Cash Plus and economic inclusion approaches: While cash alone can ease liquidity 

constraints and reduce stress, many people still face barriers to translating that relief into 

sustained income gains. They remain with limited skills, networks, tools, savings, or time to 

engage in livelihoods. In response, two related approaches have emerged that both seek to 

make social protection more transformative and ease economic integration:  

• Cash plus approaches start from a transfer and layer on complementary services to 

address non-financial barriers. Typical “plus” elements include coaching or business-

skills training, access to savings and credit, productive inputs, market linkage and 

value-chain support, or psychosocial counselling. The logic is that the cash stabilizes 

households and enables participation, while the added services help convert that 

stability into durable improvements in livelihood and wellbeing.  

 
4 The study is concisely summarized on VoxDev: https://voxdev.org/topic/social-protection/what-broad-
lessons-have-we-learned-115-studies-unconditional-cash-transfers (retrieved 17.10.2025) 

https://voxdev.org/topic/social-protection/what-broad-lessons-have-we-learned-115-studies-unconditional-cash-transfers
https://voxdev.org/topic/social-protection/what-broad-lessons-have-we-learned-115-studies-unconditional-cash-transfers


4 
 

• Economic inclusion approaches begin from the opposite direction: they are livelihood 

or graduation-style programs that traditionally focused on social services, such as 

training, coaching, and asset support, but have increasingly added cash or 

consumption support to relax short-term liquidity and risk constraints. Such projects 

are abundant—documented across more than 400 programs in 88 countries 

(Arévalo-Sánchez et al. 2024)—and typically integrate temporary transfers with 

savings groups, productive grants, and market-linkage assistance.  

In practice, the two approaches often converge: both aim to address multiple constraints 

simultaneously and to link protection with promotion, differing mainly in whether the entry 

point is cash plus services or services plus cash. 

Evidence of added value: A growing body of evidence confirms that combining cash with 

well-designed complementary components can substantially amplify and sustain the effects 

of transfers. The recent meta-analysis by Leight, Hirvonen, and Zafar (2024) finds that, 

compared to cash alone, cash-plus livelihood packages generate significantly larger 

improvements in income, consumption, asset accumulation, and savings, though with 

considerable variation across contexts and program types. Effects are strongest when 

complementary services directly target livelihoods and are delivered with sufficient 

intensity. Similarly, the State of Economic Inclusion 2024 synthesis, covering over 400 

programs in 88 countries, documents that multi-component economic inclusion models 

consistently outperform single-intervention cash transfers in raising income, assets, and 

resilience, while also demonstrating operational feasibility at scale (Arévalo-Sánchez et al. 

2024). 

Enabling and inhibiting factors: Long-term evaluations of “graduation”-type programs show 

persistent long-term gains in consumption and economic inclusion, but only where the 

services are high quality and coordinated (Banerjee et al., 2015). Similarly, the synthesis by 

Pruce et al. (2025) notes that poorly specified or weakly implemented “plus” elements often 

deliver no measurable advantage over cash alone. Impacts also vary considerably by the 

choice and sequencing of the “plus” elements: In the early childhood domain, for example, a 

PLOS Medicine meta-analysis comparing cash-plus interventions to cash alone finds added 

effectiveness only for cash plus food transfers (on height-for-age and stunting), but not for 

combinations with nutrition training, psychosocial stimulation, or child-protection 

components (Little et al., 2021). In an effort to systemize these various enabling and 

inhibiting factors, Roelen et al. (2017) compile case studies and highlight the following 

enabling conditions: 1) strong political and institutional commitment, 2) cross-sectoral 

coordination, 3) a skilled social-service workforce, and 4) adequate supply-side capacity.  

Research gaps and bias: More nuanced research is needed to track the different impact 

channels in a context-sensitive way, and to differentiate between necessary and sufficient 

components of these programs. Also, an additional three caveats remain especially salient: 

First, cost-impact trade-offs are rarely well documented, even though modest incremental 

effects may not justify substantially higher costs. Secondly, sustainability post-transfer 
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remains underexplored—many cash-plus gains may taper once service support ends. Third, 

the literature may suffer from publication bias, since studies reporting null effects are less 

likely to be published (Leight et al., 2024). 

Lessons learned: Summarizing the literature, we can draw two conclusions: On the one 

hand, for Misereor and its partners, social and livelihood services have long been the entry 

point for reaching poor and marginalized groups. Adding cash transfers can act as an 

enabling factor for achieving NGOs primary objectives more effectively. On the other hand, 

research suggests that not all state-run programmes generate lasting transformation. By 

delivering the plus-component, organizations such as Misereor can leverage enabling factors 

and reach those most constrained by poverty and exclusion i.e. by collaborating with and 

supporting local organizations. 

Contribution of this study: While there is convincing quantitative evidence on the overall 

effectiveness, the optimal combination and sequencing of components likely varies by 

context and target group. Each programme therefore warrants careful evaluation to identify 

which elements are necessary and which are merely supportive or redundant. Carefully 

designed qualitative studies—tracing implementation processes, behavioural change, and 

local dynamics—can provide the nuanced understanding needed to design future 

interventions. Moreover, emerging economic-inclusion agendas increasingly highlight the 

importance of ecological and youth-focused transformations, yet both remain under-studied 

despite growing policy interest. This study therefore makes a timely contribution by 

examining how NGO-led, socially and ecologically grounded cash-plus models can enhance 

both livelihood resilience and inclusion of the next generation. 

 

3. Methodology and limitations  

Methodology for synthesis report: The synthesis report is the product of a multi-year 

process of scientific accompaniment. In the inception phase (2021–2022), as consultants, we 

developed Evaluation Principles to guide the monitoring and impact assessment of the pilot 

projects. During implementation, we provided methodological advice to the partner 

organizations in Ecuador and South Africa, commenting on draft survey questionnaires and 

interview guides. We also participated in meetings with the country teams, and provided 

structured written feedback on interim reports. For the present synthesis, we draw primarily 

on the final reports produced by the country teams: 

• South Africa: Unlocking Potential: Investigating the Feasibility of Unconditional Cash 

Transfers to Boost Labour Market Participation Among KZN’s Unemployed Youth 

(PMBEJD, July 2025), available at https://pmbejd.org.za/index.php/unconditional-

cash-transfer-project/  

• Ecuador: Análisis relexivo de los resultados de evaluación cualitativa“ (Gabriela Borja 

and Paula Cuesta, 2025) plus film and interview material, which can be found at 

https://redsemillas.org/rb/    

https://pmbejd.org.za/index.php/unconditional-cash-transfer-project/
https://pmbejd.org.za/index.php/unconditional-cash-transfer-project/
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In addition, we have direct access to the quantitative survey datasets and conducted some 

limited supplementary analyses. By contrast, our access to the qualitative raw data is 

limited; therefore, our interpretation remains restricted to the thematic analysis and 

findings as presented in the country reports. 

Table 2: Quantitative design 

 Ecuador South Africa 

Sample 60 beneficiaries and 60 individuals as 

control group, living in rural areas 

across ten provinces nationwide 

100 beneficiaries and 67 (BL)/ 35 (EL) 

control group members, both TVET 

graduates from one college  

Eligibility 

criteria and 

control 

group 

selection 

Treatment participants were nominated 

through mentors, who have taken part 

for many years as RGS members, on the 

basis of economic circumstances and 

existence of a regenerative life project. 

Application sheets were filed, 

information scored and candidates 

selected by a Selection Committee. 

Control groups were purposively 

selected in the same communities as 

beneficiaries, matched on socio-

economic background, and upon 

nomination through the beneficiaries. 

 

Treatment group and control group 

were drawn subsequently, but 

randomly from the Plessislaer TVET 

College register. 

Baseline 

balance 

Baseline covariates are balanced across 

a wide-range of covariates, including 

socio-economic indicators (gender, age, 

income) and sector of economic 

activity. Importantly, while all 

treatment individuals have a 

regenerative project that they have 

already started or completed, 27% of 

control group members have none such 

project. This is in line with how the two 

groups were selected, but might imply 

that quantitative analysis overestimates 

some effects. 

Baseline covariates were generally well-

balanced between treatment and non-

attrited control group. People in the 

control group lived in slightly larger 

households with significantly more 

household members dependent on the 

respondent (1.9 vs 1.0) and more 

household members employed (1.6 vs. 

0.7). Control group households also 

contained more members on child 

grants (3.4 vs. 2.2), pension grants (2.2 

vs. 1.1) and on Covid grants (2.5 vs 2.0). 

This also implies that control 

households received higher incomes 

than treatment households with this 

difference being significant at 5% level. 

These differences would likely imply 

that quantitative data leads to some 

underestimated effects. 



7 
 

 Ecuador South Africa 

Waves and 

modes 

Baseline (2022) and endline (2024) 

surveys, complemented by a midline 

follow-up. Data was collected in person 

by trained enumerators, with responses 

recorded on paper questionnaires (pen-

and-paper interviewing).  

Baseline (2022), midline (2023), and 

endline (2024) surveys. Data collection 

was primarily in group sessions where 

participants self-completed pen-and-

paper questionnaires, administered 

separately for treatment and control 

groups; telephonic follow-up was used 

when needed. Two short WhatsApp-

based mini-surveys were conducted in 

between waves. 

Instrument 

and 

indicators 

Household income and expenditure, 

food security, ecological and 

regenerative practices, psychological 

wellbeing, agency. 

Employment and job search activity, 

business start-ups, asset ownership, 

household income and expenditure, 

food security, mental health (including 

PHQ-9), self-efficacy. 

Analysis Quantitative data analyzed mostly 

descriptively; some difference-in-

difference estimates. Focus on 

convergence with qualitative insights. 

Quantitative data analyzed descriptively 

and longitudinally; emphasis on 

treatment group trajectories over time, 

supported by thematic qualitative data. 

 

Table 3: Qualitative design 

Ecuador 

The qualitative design was central. Data collection relied on participatory and reflective methods, 

including in-depth interviews, focus groups, and body–territory mapping exercises. Participants 

documented their trajectories of ecological and regenerative livelihood projects, while mentors 

provided complementary narrative reflections. The data were meant to be analyzed thematically, 

combining individual accounts, mentor perspectives, and participatory outputs to identify patterns 

of change in agency, wellbeing, and socio-ecological practices. Case studies of individual and 

collective initiatives were developed to illustrate transformative processes. 

South Africa 

Qualitative data were collected exclusively from treatment participants through focus group 

discussions (FGD) held at 6, 18, and 24 months. FGD participants were purposively sorted into 

groups according to economic or demographic characteristics (e.g. employment status, gender, 

parenthood). Sessions were facilitated in Zulu or English by trained facilitators and aimed to 

encourage open dialogue in a group setting. Thematic analysis focused on domains such as 

expenditures, food security, livelihood creation and entrepreneurship, psychosocial impact, 

household dynamics, and gendered effects. 
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Data quality: The quality of the data collected across both pilots is uneven and poses 

important limitations for interpretation5: 

• On the quantitative side, both projects faced constraints that undermine internal 

validity. In Ecuador, the small sample size and non-random selection of control 

participants limit comparability and preclude causal inference. In South Africa, 

although the initial sample was larger, the treatment and control groups differed in 

terms of self-selection in the endline: Attrition in the control group was particularly 

severe, with fewer than half completing the endline, which eliminates the possibility 

of rigorous difference-in-differences analysis. Manual pen-and-paper data collection 

(PAPI) introduced inconsistencies and errors during entry, further reducing reliability. 

• On the qualitative side, both projects produced rich and detailed accounts but with 

restricted external validity. In Ecuador, the strong emphasis on narrative and 

participatory methods, including also mentors’ accounts, provides deep insights into 

processes of ecological and social transformation, but findings cannot be generalized 

beyond the specific groups studied. In South Africa, focus groups fostered open 

discussion and peer learning, but they inevitably privilege collective norms and more 

vocal participants. In both countries, interviewers were most likely directly associated 

with the cash-giving institution, which might have introduced substantial desirability 

bias. Moreover, for this synthesis report we rely exclusively on the thematic analyses 

presented by the country teams, as the raw qualitative material is not available or 

too voluminous for re-analysis. 

Internal validity: Taken together, these limitations mean that the evidence presented here 

should be interpreted as indicative and exploratory rather than causal or generalizable. The 

value of the pilots lies less in establishing precise impact estimates than in highlighting 

potential mechanisms, emerging patterns, and lived experiences. We comment on the 

robustness of the results where necessary in our interpretation. 

External validity: The pilot projects were implemented in highly specific contexts: 

unemployed TVET graduates in KwaZulu-Natal, and ecological livelihood pioneers in selected 

Ecuadorian communities. Neither sample was randomly drawn to represent broader 

populations. As such, the findings cannot be generalized to youth or households in either 

country as a whole, nor to other settings where Misereor might operate. Instead, the results 

serve as case studies of particular contexts and thereby illustrate potential, rather than 

definite pathways and opportunities for Misereor’s engagement in cash transfer projects. 

 

 
5 A detailed assessment of the methodological rigor is provided in the annex. 
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4. Overview of general findings from the two pilots  

4.1 Ecuador 

Background and objectives   

Problem statement: Ecuador faces persistent structural poverty and ecological degradation 

that undermine both livelihoods and community resilience. In rural and peri-urban areas, 

many families depend on small-scale agriculture and informal work but remain caught in 

cycles of low income, debt, and environmental depletion. National social assistance schemes 

offer partial relief but rarely enable long-term investment in sustainable production or 

regenerative practices. Youth and women in particular face barriers to land access, credit, 

and markets, while the advance of extractive industries and climate change further erodes 

the basis of rural livelihoods. 

Shortcomings of existing approaches: Conventional rural development and poverty 

alleviation initiatives in Ecuador often promote market-based approaches that lack 

ecological sustainability. Red de Guardianes de Semillas (RGS)—a grassroots network 

promoting agroecology, permaculture, and the conservation of native seeds—has developed 

a strong community and a network of seed banks supporting local autonomy and 

biodiversity. Yet, prior to the pilot study, RGS could not provide the needed liquidity to 

sustain or expand transition towards agro-ecological living. Lack of funding often limited the 

space for experimentation and the slow ecological transitions that regenerative living 

requires. 

Objective: The pilot project “Renta Básica y acompañamiento hacia modos regenerativos de 

vida” (RB+) tested whether complementing RGS’s mentoring initiatives with a regular, 

unconditional cash transfer could create the stability and time needed for households to 

deepen their regenerative transitions. The cash aimed to free participants from immediate 

survival pressures, allowing them to invest in diverse eco-social projects (i.e. agro-ecological 

farms, community seed and seedling production, forest restoration and native reforestation, 

organic composting and waste reuse systems, alternatives to extractivist practices such as 

small-scale tourism). Furthermore, RGS’s objective was to acknowledge (value) lifelong 

efforts to maintain and share ancestral practices like herbal medicine, pottery and 

midwifery. The pilot study sought to understand how predictable income, combined with 

accompaniment and collective learning, could strengthen self-determination, wellbeing, and 

territorial regeneration. 

Implementation  

Transfers. The unconditional cash transfer was initially planned for one year but later 

extended to two, giving participants more time to consolidate their regenerative activities. 

Each of the 60 beneficiaries received USD 250 per month, slightly above the 2024 basic 

salary. Transfers were made regularly and directly to participants’ accounts, except for a 

five-month interruption between April and August 2023 caused by administrative delays. 
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The pause created uncertainty and slowed many projects—about 70% reported delays and 

17% a temporary halt—forcing some to seek temporary work or rely on community 

solidarity. When payments resumed, beneficiaries received the arrears in full, which allowed 

most to reinvest quickly in their regenerative projects and regain momentum. The extended 

two-year duration ultimately proved essential, as regenerative practices required time for 

experimentation and tangible results. 

Mentoring. Mentoring, provided by the Red de Guardianes de Semillas (RGS), was the 

defining “plus” element of the Ecuador pilot. Mentors lived in the same area as participants 

and offered contextualized technical guidance and emotional support through fortnightly 

visits, rotating community workdays, group exchanges, and weekly phone calls. Sessions 

aimed to link practical learning on topics such as permaculture, composting, and seed 

conservation with reflection on ancestral practices and community values. Mentors 

emphasized collective purpose while respecting mentees’ autonomy, helping groups initiate 

joint ventures such as avocado-oil production and fruit dehydration.  

Outcomes in regenerative transition  

Quantitative and qualitative findings indicate a marked transition among participants from 

extractive to more diversified and ecologically oriented forms of production. 

Diverse livelihood examples: Many projects that individuals implemented directly reflect 

the intended transition to more sustainable agricultural production models: Mabel Pintag 

diversified her plot with native trees; Ana Delgado replaced chemical inputs in chili 

production with microorganisms and fermented organic liquid fertilizer (biol). Several 

families established edible gardens and food forests, multiplying agrobiodiversity and 

improving family nutrition. Others invested further down the value chain or in indirectly 

related activities: Juliana Miranda expanded a natural cosmetics enterprise through 

medicinal herbs; Erika invested in her own education to produce chocolate rather than just 

cacao; Paula Libman reoriented her bakery toward food sovereignty by sourcing local 

ingredients. Others invested in ecological sanitation systems such as banana circles, 

biofilters, and composting toilets, integrating regeneration into daily life. Yet others invested 

in community ecotourism, receiving visitors aiming to learn. 

Agricultural transformation: Overall, the project achieved measurable and visible shifts 

toward regenerative forms of production and living. Quantitatively, participation in 

agroecology increased by 27.7 percentage points, while conventional farming declined by 

34.3 percentage points. Engagement in permaculture rose by 20.4 percentage points, and 

the share of beneficiaries with an implemented regenerative proposal grew by 30.2 

percentage points. These results indicate a clear transition away from extractive models 

toward diversified and sustainable practices.  

Channels Through Which Cash Enabled Regenerative Transitions 

Knowledge, practice, and environmental awareness: The combined effect of mentoring and 

predictable income created space for learning-by-doing, reviving the old tradition of mingas 
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(community work). Participants were able to experiment with agro-ecological techniques 

such as composting (Ana S.) and other non-commercial fertilizers, crop diversification, and 

water management. This active application of knowledge seems to have deepened 

environmental awareness, strengthening participants’ understanding of soil health, 

biodiversity, and the interdependence between humans and nature. The mentoring process 

also likely encouraged reflection on ancestral and local practices, helping translate ecological 

awareness into concrete land management decisions and fostering identification with the 

community. 

Stability and productive investments: Beneficiaries used the cash transfer both to meet 

immediate needs and to invest in longer-term livelihood assets. Participants prioritized basic 

consumption, health, and education, thereby relieving short-term pressures and creating the 

stability needed to plan and reinvest. Most allocated part of the funds to productive 

purposes—buying tools, and small livestock, improving housing or irrigation systems, 

covering marketing and transport costs or capacity-strengthening activities. These 

investments often had multiplier effects, e.g. in the case of livestock producing natural 

fertilizer or home renovations enabling eco-tourism activities.  

Many non-recipient participants from the control group shared similar aspirations for 

regenerative living but struggled to advance their projects due to financial constraints, debt, 

and limited technical knowledge. Without stable income, they were compelled to migrate or 

seek precarious employment to meet basic expenses, leaving little time or energy to invest 

in long-term sustainability. 

Resilience and buffering during crises: For some, the transfer functioned as an adaptive 

mechanism that prevented temporary shocks from derailing progress. Participants facing 

health or family crises were able to cover urgent expenses without abandoning their 

projects, such as Guadalupe who paid for her son’s hospitalization expenses. Others used 

the stability to repay debts or avoid new borrowing, thereby safeguarding their assets and 

confidence. For Lourdes, repaying the bank debt also impacted her mental health positively. 

In this way, the cash operated as both a springboard and a safety net, sustaining momentum 

toward regenerative livelihoods even in the face of hardship and during an initial trial and 

error phase. 

Psychosocial effects: Beyond material gains, participants described how financial stability 

and mentoring jointly enhanced self-confidence, autonomy, and social recognition. The cash 

reduced stress and dependency, allowing recipients—especially women—to make decisions, 

assume community roles, and engage more actively in collective life. These effects on 

emotional security and social empowerment are explored further in Chapter 5. 

Sustainability and limitations 

Phasing out: Mentors and participants agreed that the two-year duration was sufficient to 

consolidate early results but not to ensure long-term stability. Sustaining regenerative 

transitions will require continued access to inputs, financial management tools, and RGS 
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learning networks for ongoing technical and motivational support. The experience of the 

payment delay also strengthened participants’ awareness of planning, saving, and collective 

resilience, suggesting a potential foundation for lasting impact if such practices are 

institutionalized.  

Replicability: However, the individualized, high-intensity mentoring model that enabled 

these outcomes is resource-intensive and depends on well-established local structures and 

mentors with sufficient knowledge and experience. These preconditions limit the model’s 

scalability and replicability, making it more suitable for targeted application in contexts 

where strong community networks already exist. 

4.2 South Africa 

Background and objectives  

Problem statement: Youth unemployment remains one of South Africa’s most pressing 

socio-economic challenges, with nearly one in two South Africans aged 15 to 23 

unemployed. Over the past decade, youth unemployment has risen by 9.2%, despite 

growing enrolments in education and training. While Technical and Vocational Education 

and Training (TVET) colleges aim at improving skill sets on the labour supply side, high 

unemployment rates even among graduates suggests that labour demand has simply failed 

to absorb the rising number of qualified youths into formal employment. 

Shortcomings of existing approaches: While many initiatives focus on facilitating the school-

to-work transition through skills training, apprenticeships, or mentorship, these programmes 

rarely include direct financial support. Yet, the costs associated with accessing the labour 

market—transport, data, airtime, or printing—pose a major barrier. A 2021 survey by Youth 

Capital found that unemployed youth spent an average of R938 per month on job seeking, 

forcing a trade-off: 84% of surveyed youth reported having to choose between food and job 

seeking activities, while more than a quarter relied on government social grants such as the 

Social Relief of Distress (SRD) grant to cover these costs. The SRD grant, however, amounts 

to only R370 per month—far below what is needed to support job search. 

Objective: The present intervention tested the assumption that cash support can serve as a 

complementary mechanism to existing training and labour market initiatives. 

Complementing existing investments in youth training and employment readiness, the pilot 

aimed to move beyond survival spending and to enable young people to invest in their skills, 

qualifications, and aspirations. 

Implementation  

Implementation process: Over a two-year period, 100 TVET college graduates (71 women 

and 29 men) in the Pietermaritzburg area received an unconditional cash transfer of R2000 

per month, which is above the national upper-bound poverty line. Implementation 

proceeded smoothly, with minor operational challenges during the initial months. Some 
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delays occurred in bank account verification and transfer processing, resulting in instances 

where payments were not made on the same date each month as originally intended. 

Mentoring: Although no formal mentoring component was planned, an informal peer 

mentoring system emerged organically. Participants began exchanging experiences during 

focus group discussions, where those already engaged in employment or self-employment 

shared their approaches and lessons learned with others. Communication was also 

facilitated through a WhatsApp group, established initially for administrative coordination. 

Over time, this platform evolved into a space for peer learning and mutual support, where 

participants exchanged information about job opportunities, livelihood activities, and 

business ideas. 

Outcomes in economic participation 

Overall, there is evidence that the UCT functioned as a catalyst for economic participation, 

not only by relaxing immediate financial constraints but also by creating an enabling 

environment for planning, saving, and investing in work-related opportunities.  

Employment and income-generating activities. By the end of the project, 74% of UCT 

recipients were economically active, compared to 29% in the control group. Among the UCT 

recipients, 25% were in wage employment, 38% in income-generating livelihoods, and 11% 

combined both, while all economically active members of the control group were in wage 

employment only. Beneficiaries reported working across a range of occupations including 

shop assistants, cashiers, Early Childhood Development practitioners, welders, and 

technicians in electrical and civil engineering. Parallel to employment gains, 49 new income-

generating activities were initiated among treatment participants, whereas none were 

started in the control group. Men accounted for 69% (n=34) of these ventures and women 

for 31% (n=15). The majority were concentrated in retail and services (n=29), covering 

activities such as small retail shops, tuck shops, microfinance initiatives, and hairdressing or 

beauty salons. 

Alignment with aspirations: For some, new jobs or training aligned with their genuine 

aspirations, while for others, economic necessity was the main driver. Some participants 

used the UCT to pursue long-intended business ideas that had previously been out of reach. 

As one participant explained, “I was thinking about this business for a long time. I bought 

baking material and an oven… I have started my business and it’s working very nice.” Others 

used their accumulated savings to purchase tools and equipment that enabled them to apply 

their vocational training, for example in electrical or mechanical work. 

A number of participants identified market gaps in their communities and created small-

scale livelihoods in response, such as selling eggs or perfumes, or starting car washes where 

none previously existed. Others, despite strong aspirations, struggled to find opportunities 

aligned with their training due to financial constraints, limited job openings, lack of 

qualifications or non-issued certificates by the training institute. 
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Pathways to livelihood creation: Livelihood creation unfolded gradually over the two years 

of implementation, following three overlapping trajectories. Some participants launched 

businesses almost immediately, using the first transfers to operationalize pre-existing ideas 

or resources. Others saved the monthly payments over time, reaching the capital needed to 

start during 2023. A third group began only in 2024, after overcoming initial barriers such as 

high start-up costs or competing household demands. Across these pathways, the UCT 

provided the financial stability and flexibility required to plan, experiment, and eventually 

engage in self-employment. 

Impact of household conditions: The capacity to invest the transfer productively was, 

however, shaped by household conditions. Participants in relatively stable households could 

save and direct funds toward business or job search activities, while those in precarious 

situations also had to use the transfer for immediate consumption. As one participant 

explained, “I couldn’t start something because I used the money to buy food and to pay rent” 

(18-month FGD). Thus, although the UCT seems to have removed some structural barriers to 

work, its transformative potential was likely moderated by household-level financial 

pressures, determining whether it acted as a springboard for economic participation or a 

short-term safety net. 

Channels Through Which Cash Enabled Economic Participation 

The catalytic impact seems to have unfolded through three main pathways: job search 

facilitation, skill and credential renewal and enhanced capacity for forward planning, which 

together supported both wage employment and self-employment outcomes. 

Removal of financial barriers: First, it removed direct financial barriers to job search. Most 

employed participants (94%) reported using the transfer to pay for transport, mobile data, 

or printing CVs—costs that otherwise limited their ability to look for work. Some also used 

part of the grant to cover childcare, which allowed them to attend interviews or take on 

part-time work. 

Skill development: Second, the UCT facilitated skill development and credential renewal. 

Around one third of participants invested in renewing expired certifications, completing 

short courses on computer skills and business, or engaging in unpaid internships and 

volunteer roles to build work experience. These activities strengthened employability and, 

for some, paved the way into more stable or formal jobs. 

Less pressure and more agency: Third, the cash transfer was reported to reduce survival 

pressures and fostered longer-term financial agency and confidence. Instead of focusing 

solely on day-to-day survival, many reported to begin planning ahead—saving toward 

training courses, accumulating capital for business expansion, or diversifying income 

sources. As one participant explained, “I am saving R500 for the security course… so that it 

will open doors for me,” while another reported, “I save by buying shares at Easy Equities.” 

These examples highlight how the UCT encouraged more forward-looking, opportunity-

oriented behaviour and boosted motivation. This effect is elaborated further in Chapter 5. 
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Linkages Between Training and Economic Outcomes 

Mismatch: While all participants had completed Technical and Vocational Education and 

Training (TVET) prior to the project, most employment and livelihood outcomes emerged 

outside the sectors in which they had trained. Only about 22% of new livelihoods directly 

applied TVET-acquired technical skills.  

This mismatch suggests that while TVET contributed to participants’ confidence and general 

employability, its direct translation into income-generating activity was constrained by 

limited demand in the trained trades. Those who did secure employment tended to have 

qualifications in high-demand technical fields, such as plumbing, carpentry, mechanical and 

civil engineering, ICT, e-commerce, and education. 

Sustainability 

Decline but resilience: Follow-up data six months after the end of the UCT programme 

indicate a moderate decline but overall resilience in economic activity among participants. 

Nearly 70% of all participants were economically active six months post transfer. 

Employment levels declined slightly, from 36 to 29 participants, with the majority of those 

who retained their jobs working in fields related to their training, possibly indicating the 

value of vocational skills for job retention.  

Engagement in income-generating livelihoods also declined slightly, from 49 to 45. Some 

participants demonstrated notable adaptability: Ten of those who lost wage employment 

transitioned into self-employment. This shift suggests that livelihoods functioned as a 

flexible alternative or interim pathway in contexts where formal jobs were scarce. As 

participants in the April 2025 sustainability survey noted, small business activities helped 

them “stay active in the market” and “build contacts for job opportunities.” 

Factors of success: However, the durability of livelihoods remained uneven. The most 

common reason for business cessation was lack of capital following the end of the cash 

transfer (n=13), followed by client non-payment and cash flow collapse. Sustained 

profitability was observed mainly among 14 operators who reinvested business profits, 7 

who accessed supplementary family support, and others who combined enterprise income 

with wage earnings. These findings indicate that while the UCT successfully catalysed entry 

into employment and entrepreneurship, ongoing access to finance and market stability were 

essential for maintaining gains once external support ended. In addition, the 2-year project 

duration was considered too short to create and stabilize small businesses. Participants 

suggested an extension of the project period to 3 years.  

 

5. Cross-cutting lessons  

While both projects addressed different constraints and target groups, some overarching 
themes emerged across both projects, in addition to the project-specific outcomes described 
above. 
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5.1 Reducing time poverty and creating mental space 

In both contexts, the transfer of predictable income created time and mental space—a 

breathing room that allowed participants to move beyond crisis management and to plan, 

learn, and act deliberately. This release from constant scarcity enabled a shift from survival 

to strategy and the cash functioned as a foundation for agency and self-determination.  

Beyond survival concerns A central benefit of the transfers in both Ecuador and South Africa 

was the time and mental space that participants gained and that could be used for planning, 

reflection, and more strategic investments. 

In Ecuador, having a fixed monthly income eased economic pressures and gave beneficiaries 

space to step back from constant survival concerns. With immediate needs met, many could 

dedicate more hours to activities they valued: advancing their own projects, participating in 

community initiatives, or simply taking time for themselves. Women in Ecuador reported 

that escaping from debt and gaining financial stability reduced the heavy distress caused by 

family conflict, health challenges, or economic insecurity. Many noted that they now had 

more time for themselves, could create spaces for well-being, or pursue long-cherished 

personal goals. 

In South Africa, many participants described less a gain of hours than a release of mental 

space: the transfers shifted their orientation from day-to-day survival to future planning. 

Instead of spending every cent on immediate needs, these beneficiaries began to budget, 

save, and channel resources into training or livelihoods. One woman reflected: “Before, I 

couldn’t plan how I could survive on my own. Then the cash transfer money came, and I had 

a plan” (6-month FGD). Another participant noted: “Before I got the UCT, I felt like I was 

drowning. Now I can breathe.” Survey data also suggested a drop in the feelings of 

hopelessness during the first months of the program. As participants reported to be better 

able to structure their time, the ability to plan was less about the money itself than about 

the time and mental space it created: the breathing room to imagine, decide, and act 

deliberately. 

Across both countries, participants reported that transfers eased the pressures of survival —

through saved time in Ecuador and reduced mental strain in South Africa—allowing 

participants to act with greater foresight and confidence. This effect is well known from 

experience in other countries: As Samuels and Stavropoulou (2018) report from Palestine, 

Kenya, Mozambique and Uganda, improved financial security can lead to reductions in stress 

and anxiety and therefore improve mental health of beneficiaries. More broadly, a meta 

analysis by Romero, Esopo, McGuire and Haushofer (2021) find significant average effects of 

economic interventions on psychosocial well-being, comprising depression, stress or anxiety, 

and happiness or life satisfaction. Among the different interventions reviewed, unconditional 

cash transfers had one of the largest impacts on these outcomes.  

Gender effects: For women in particular, the transfers reduced the double burden of unpaid 

care work and income generation, freeing time and energy to pursue personal or productive 

goals. Participating women in Ecuador used transfers not only to cover basic needs but also 
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to gain time for productive activities or training. Paula, for example, used the transfers to 

upgrade household utilities and purchase a washing machine—changes that not only 

improved family life but also released time for other pursuits. Others highlighted that they 

were able to focus on longer-term goals, from creating spaces of health and well-being to 

preserving family homes and achieving independence.  

Better time management: Beneficiaries emphasized that this temporal dimension also 

shaped the way they invested. Erika in Ecuador explained that without the transfers she 

would have tried to advance her regenerative project, but progress would have been much 

slower, since she would have needed to spend more time earning cash. Several participants 

in Ecuador underlined that mentoring reinforced this effect by helping them structure their 

time, avoid mistakes, and think through preventive measures such as pest management 

cycles (see Chapter 5.3). 

5.2 Agency and dignity 

Overall, participants in both countries described not only greater economic stability but also 

enhanced social recognition and new opportunities for agency. For many, this meant a 

restoration of dignity, whether through financial independence, the ability to care for others, 

or the public acknowledgment of their work and engagement. This restoration is not only 

valuable in itself but also instrumental in realizing economic projects. Even the control group 

in Ecuador demonstrated that increased motivation and confidence contributed to improved 

well-being outcomes.   

Self-worth: Experiences from both South Africa and Ecuador show how crucial economic 

security is for self-determination and dignity. In South Africa, recipients of unconditional 

cash transfers described vividly how financial independence translated into a renewed sense 

of self-worth. “Now I can buy my own things. I don’t have to beg,” reported one woman 

after six months. Others emphasized that they were now included in “adult conversations,” 

or that it felt good to respond “I’ve got it” when asked for help, rather than being perceived 

as a burden. Contributing to food, bills, or school costs not only restored individual dignity, 

but also fostered mutual respect within families and communities. In Ecuador, stable income 

and the possibility of developing local regenerative projects—such as agroecology or 

community tourism—helped some participants revalue their roots and envision viable 

livelihoods within their territories, which also impacted migration patterns.  

Female agency: The gender dimension was particularly striking. Some women in South Africa 

reported that financial autonomy meant greater decision-making power in childcare, 

household contributions, and mobility: “Now I don’t bother anyone about my child’s needs… 

I do everything for my son.” While men highlighted the restoration of pride in fulfilling their 

socially valued role as providers: “It makes me feel responsible and proud as a father.” In 

Ecuador, similar dynamics were observed. For Paula, who had to provide for her family alone 

after a separation, financial stability was crucial to navigating this transition. Independence 

opened up new opportunities for responsibility and leadership. Several women in Ecuador 

reported that for the first time they had decision-making power on land management. 
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Recognition: Making their own investment decisions contributed not only to personal 

empowerment, but also to greater recognition within families and communities. In Ecuador, 

cases were reported, where the cash transfer shifted perceptions among partners, relatives, 

or neighbours who had initially been sceptical of regenerative approaches. Recipients led by 

example: Guadalupe from Ecuador, for example, explained that economic stability gave her 

the confidence to rent and eventually buy land, and to take her leadership to another level 

by running for and being elected vice-president of a parish council. Others reported that 

financial stability enabled them to take out loans, set up projects such as ecotourism farms 

and become visible community role models.  

Again, these findings are in line with the literature. The above-cited study by Samuels and 

Stavropoulou (2018) in Palestine, Kenya, Mozambique and Uganda also confirms positive 

effects on social standing and restored dignity.  

Importance of mentoring for agency: Mentoring within the RB+ project was reported to 

reinforce agency. It fostered the conservation and exchange of native seeds, thereby 

strengthening independence from corporate-controlled seed markets and supporting agro-

biodiversity. At the same time, some beneficiary women highlighted the value of training in 

financial management and agricultural practices, which helped them revalue their work and 

assume leadership roles in their territories. The following section describes this in more 

detail. 

5.3 Mentoring and group processes as empowerment multipliers 

In Ecuador, the added value of the project did not lie in the cash transfers alone but appears 

to have been decisively enhanced by the accompanying mentoring and collective learning, 

beyond the above-described effects on agency. In South Africa, by contrast, the “plus” 

component emerged informally through peer exchange, which proved valuable but less 

systematic.  

Knowledge gains: Knowledge transfer encompassed both technological and methodological 

innovations. Some beneficiaries in Ecuador introduced more efficient irrigation systems, 

others experimented with new crops or adopted practices such as analogue forestry and 

syntrophic agriculture. This capacity for innovation was described as essential in dealing with 

environmental changes such as droughts, pests, or shifting weather patterns. At the same 

time, the knowledge provided a foundation for resisting the pressures of conventional 

agriculture and monocultures, enabling the creation of more resilient production systems in 

the long run. While not transmitted in the form of mentoring, the T-VET training in South 

Africa was also reported as an important enabler to find wage employment. 

Social support: Beyond knowledge transfer, the social dimension of mentoring played an 

important role in Ecuador. In groups facilitated by mentors, participants organized joint 

outings, visited each other’s farms, and exchanged ideas. For some, this support was crucial 

to enduring difficult moments, for example when cash payments were delayed. As Francisco 

explained, it was not so much new knowledge itself, but the creation of connections that 
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mattered—networks that not only generated individual, but also collective income 

opportunities, and that, in his view, should be extended to society as a whole.  

Structure: One participant in Ecuador stressed that without such guidance, she would 

probably have spent the money mainly on daily consumption and made less structured 

investments. Others highlighted that mentoring helped them to implement projects in a 

more organized and sustainable way, avoid mistakes, or introduce preventive measures 

against pests—for instance, by learning about planting cycles and pruning times. For some, 

cash alone might have flowed into less productive avenues, whether consumption or non-

regenerative investments. 

New perspective: Overall, mentoring gave recipients in Ecuador a different perspective, 

which facilitated the regenerative transformation. Juliana explained that without mentoring 

she would probably have moved to the city; through her mentor, however, she was 

introduced to permaculture and gained a new perspective on both agriculture and her own 

life. Similarly, Mabel reported that without guidance she might have fallen back into 

conventional farming, not least due to her partner’s initial scepticism. 

Missing out: Lessons from South Africa suggest the importance of mentoring, which was not 

systematically integrated into that pilot. Participants emphasized that group discussions and 

guidance could have strengthened their outcomes. One participant reflected, “If we had 

someone to guide us on how to use the money properly, more of us would still be running our 

businesses,” highlighting how even basic mentorship could have amplified the impact of cash 

transfers and supported more sustainable economic activity.  

Importance of complementing mentoring with cash: The positive effects of mentoring are 

in line with findings from existing impact evaluations. For example, Roelen and Devereux 

(2018) find that training and coaching significantly boosted the impact of cash and material 

support alone in a graduation programme in Burundi. This raises the question whether 

mentoring might not only be necessary, but also sufficient to elicit positive change. 

However, several participants in Ecuador believe that without the cash, they would have 

progressed with their projects due to the mentoring, but at a much slower pace and it is 

uncertain whether they would have succeeded. This described belief resonate with findings 

from entrepreneurship trainings, where effects of trainings without cash transfers are 

generally very limited, although individual consulting and role model approaches seem more 

promising (McKenzie et al. 2023). 

5.4 Household and community spillovers 

No primary data were collected from family or community members, and local economic 

effects were not quantitatively assessed. With this caveat in mind, participants in both South 

Africa and Ecuador described project impacts that reached beyond the individual 

beneficiary, generating positive effects on households and communities. Insights from both 

countries suggest that Cash Plus models work best when tailored to existing social 
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ecosystems, linking financial relief with trusted relationships, and pairing individual agency 

with collective support. 

Household relief: At the household level in Ecuador, many beneficiaries used resources to 

cover family needs such as food security, education and health expenses. In South Africa, 

98% of participants reported improved food security. Quantitative results for Ecuador show 

that the likelihood of reporting insufficient food access fell by 5.9 percentage points—a 

meaningful improvement. Qualitative accounts highlight widespread progress toward family 

self-sufficiency and food sovereignty, with households producing a greater share of their 

own food and reducing dependence on purchased goods.  

Survey responses from South Africa also suggest that cash transfers were often converted 

into durable goods (84% of respondents), school fees (49% of respondents), and transport 

for dependants, creating ripple effects that expanded opportunities for other family 

members. Participants who managed to secure jobs or livelihoods reported greater 

household harmony and reduced stress. As one focus group participant put it: “We are 

tighter now. There is less stress and less tension” (24-month FGD). Another explained, “It 

helped a lot because now I can contribute at home. My mother no longer stresses about 

everything.”  

Economic opportunities: The UCTs were reported to not only expand participants’ own 

income-generating possibilities but also created new economic opportunities within 

households. The additional liquidity allowed some family members to start or strengthen 

small-scale activities, demonstrating how individual transfers can catalyse shared economic 

participation. Several participants described how the transfers enabled relatives to 

contribute to household income in new ways. One participant in South Africa explained, 

“Because I buy food and electricity now, my mother could use her pension to start a small 

garden and sell spinach.” Another noted how family assets were shared for productive use: 

“My father used my machine to polish and repair furniture for others while I was at work.” A 

third described a joint effort within the household: “At home, we are working together now. 

My sister sells sweets at school, and I help her buy stock with my money.”  

New pressure: At the same time, the visibility of transfers also introduced new pressures: 

some women faced coercive expectations from relatives, as in the case of a participant 

whose mother demanded part of her monthly transfer or as in the case of another 

participant who shared: “My boyfriend started asking what I do with the money. He said if he 

is the man, he must decide. So, I started hiding some of it to save.” Other women reported 

jealousy and the ongoing challenge of balancing earning with caregiving responsibilities. 

Men also experienced pressure to demonstrate immediate household benefits: “People at 

home don’t understand. They say I’m wasting money when I buy materials for my business. 

They want to see groceries, not equipment.” The possibility of negative effects on 

community outcomes is well documented in the literature: Samuels and Stavropoulou 

(2018) report cases of intra-household conflict on the use of transfers or envy from non-

beneficiaries in the community, leading to negative effects on social and mental health. 
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Haushofer, Reisinger and Shapiro (2015) quantify this effect in an RCT and find that the 

decrease in life satisfaction of neighbours actually initially outweighs the positive effects on 

beneficiaries, but decreases over time. 

Community spill-over effects: In Ecuador, spill-over effects were intentionally embedded in 

the RB+ project design, which aimed to strengthen the rural popular economy by adapting to 

its collective nature rather than treating individuals primarily as consumers. The project’s 

impacts extended well beyond individual households, generating tangible social and 

ecological benefits within communities. For example, Ana supported her son’s schooling 

while improving a communal urban garden by purchasing water during the driest season—

enabling a group of women to continue their joint work. Isabel promoted crop diversification 

and shared her knowledge with neighbours, while Julia highlighted the exchange of plants as 

a direct outcome of her participation. Jefferson combined household improvements with 

community contributions by reproducing native plants in a nursery and diversifying his crops 

to strengthen both family nutrition and local agricultural resilience. 

Some participants in Ecuador also found ways to broaden the social and ecological reach of 

their activities. They offered products or services, such as medicinal therapies and oils, at 

accessible prices, or engaged in practices that benefited both their communities and the 

local environment, including pollination, community work (mingas), and the development of 

shared irrigation systems.  

Spill-over effects were also observable in South Africa. Participants reported to invest back 

into their communities by supporting local shops and informal traders or by hiring others as 

their small businesses grew. Some participants shared business ideas or helped neighbours 

start their own ventures, potentially creating a ripple effect of local entrepreneurship and 

mutual support. As one participant put it, “People started to see that we can help each other 

instead of waiting for government.” Another explained, “Some of us started small things like 

selling eggs and perfumes and then hired others to help when it grew.” 

Serving as good examples: Some beneficiaries gained attention in local and even national 

media in Ecuador, which elevated their projects as reference points beyond their immediate 

communities. In South Africa, some participants’ visible successes encouraged others in their 

area to explore new ways to work: “In our area, people were surprised to see us doing well. It 

encouraged others to also look for ways to work.” 

Mixed effects: Outcomes in Ecuador varied by context though, depending on existing social 

structures. Territories with strong social cohesion—particularly indigenous communities—

proved most successful, while areas with weaker networks, such as Mindo, experienced 

more limited results, underlining the importance of embedding social and community 

structures into program design. 

Not all experiences within the communities in Ecuador were positive. In some cases, efforts 

to promote agroecological practices and regeneration were met with resistance or even 

ridicule. Beneficiaries in Pichincha reported being labelled “crazy” for organic farming or 

dismissed as “bad apples” for drawing attention to harmful practices. In territories where 
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social cohesion was weak, collaboration around collective projects such as community 

gardens or seed exchanges proved difficult. Newcomers in particular described barriers to 

influence, given deeply rooted local customs around conventional agriculture and 

agrochemical use. 

 

6. Conclusion and recommendations  

6.1 Fit of Cash Plus projects with Misereor’s strategic goals  

Based on the limited pilot experience in two contexts, we conclude that cash transfers can 

effectively enhance the impact and reach of Misereor’s existing livelihood portfolio while 

directly contributing to its strategic objectives.  

Enabling and accelerating: As an instrument, cash acted as a powerful enabler, allowing 

especially resource-constrained households to overcome immediate financial barriers and 

participate in economic activities and regenerative practices that would otherwise remain 

inaccessible. For those who already had a clear vision, cash self-reportedly accelerated 

progress, helping them to act on their plans more quickly and to generate some spillover 

effects that benefited other household and community members. 

Transformative: Beyond its economic function, cash was reported as transformative on a 

human level. It helped preserve dignity, restore self-worth, and strengthen participants’ 

confidence and mental well-being. This psychological and emotional stability provided the 

necessary motivation and “breathing space” for people to explore new roles, adopt 

innovative practices, and invest in their future.  

Aligned with core principles: In this way, cash supported Misereor’s core principle of 

inclusive development, by creating entry points for the very poor—those often excluded 

from livelihood or community initiatives due to a lack of starting capital or resources. It also 

aligned with Misereor’s commitment to empower people to lead self-determined lives by 

restoring agency and enabling individuals to “pull themselves up by their bootstraps”. 

Finally, the cash approach resonates deeply with the ethical values of Ubuntu and Buen 

Vivir. Even when provided as individual transfers, cash can enable recipients to reconnect 

with and contribute to their communities and to participate in collective and 

environmentally regenerative practices. In doing so, it may affirm the relational dimension of 

human development (“I am because we are”) and the aspiration to live in harmony with 

others and with nature. 

Demonstration effects: The pilots not only served as test cases within Misereor’s own 

programming but also demonstrated that NGOs can play a constructive role in testing and 

informing innovative approaches with broader policy relevance. The South Africa pilot, for 

example, is now contributing to national policy discussions on youth employment and social 

protection, highlighting which complementary measures are needed to make existing 
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systems more responsive to young people’s realities. Similarly, the Ecuador pilot shows how 

cash transfer programs could be enhanced by integrating training and mentorship 

components, thereby strengthening their long-term developmental impact. Together, these 

experiences illustrate how NGOs can act as learning partners for government, not only in the 

design but also in the implementation and adaptation of social protection measures.  

6.2 Relevance to BMZ priorities  

Demonstrating effectiveness: In the context of a shrinking development budget and 

increasingly critical public attitudes toward development cooperation, the BMZ faces 

growing pressure to demonstrate both effectiveness and efficiency. Innovative and 

integrated programming approaches—such as those combining cash transfers with 

livelihood support— are therefore likely to resonate more strongly with policy and public 

audiences, particularly if they accelerate and safeguard the achievement of strategic goals. 

Life in dignity: The Federal Minister has identified “life in dignity” and the fight against 

poverty as key priorities. In line with literature, the pilots underline that poverty is 

multidimensional and that poorer individuals and households face systemic barriers to 

participation and success in conventional livelihood activities. These include resource and 

time constraints, limited cognitive space and confidence, and a lack of external support. 

Incorporating a cash component appears essential to address these barriers in the two 

studied cases—by reducing poverty directly while simultaneously creating space for creative 

thoughts and innovation, planning and transition, and investment into the future. For NGOs, 

this approach also plays to their comparative advantage in reaching marginalized groups and 

fostering locally grounded, people-centered change. 

Children & youth: The new Minister’s focus on creating brighter prospects for children and 

youth is also reflected in the South Africa pilot, which builds on existing national structures 

in training and social protection and combines them in a novel and synergistic way. As 

participants reported, combining cash and training increased motivation and self-efficacy 

among young people. These experiences offer a practical example of how integrated 

interventions can strengthen young people’s employability and agency. 

Counter-weight to interest-based development policy: Finally, experiences from Ecuador 

remind us that agricultural and livelihood practices centered on environmental stewardship 

and collective well-being may not fully align with a purely interest-based development policy 

focused on profit and private-sector returns. However, they serve as an important 

counterbalance, emphasizing that the sustainability of economic activities is not only 

economic, but also ecological and social. 

6.3 Recommendations and next steps 

Drawing on insights from two pilot projects, the following recommendations suggest 

possible directions for Misereor’s future engagement. The extent to which these are 

applicable depends on Misereor’s future priorities and the role it seeks to play within an 
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evolving development landscape. BMZ’s strategy is currently in flux, with new priorities still 

being defined. Against this backdrop, Misereor may choose to emphasize different functions 

ranging from piloting innovative socio-ecological models to complementing government-led 

social protection and offering more effective livelihood initiatives. 

1. Position Cash Plus as a targeted and complementary instrument within Misereor’s 

portfolio 

Cash Plus approaches should be selectively applied where the most vulnerable populations 

remain difficult to reach and engage through conventional livelihood projects. Based on self-

reported experience in line with existing literature, cash transfers can act as a catalytic tool 

reducing immediate barriers to participation and enabling recipients to invest in training, 

livelihoods, and regenerative practices in such contexts. The pilots, however, did not include 

a fully-fledged cost-benefit analysis, so that we cannot recommend the inclusion of cash plus 

unrestrictedly.  

2. Communicate clearly that cash transfers are time-bound and complementary 

When offering a cash component, it needs to be explicitly communicated from the outset 

that the transfers are a temporary, livelihood-enabling measure rather than a substitute for 

state social protection responsibilities. Clear messaging is essential to manage expectations 

among participants and communities, while also reinforcing advocacy for governments to 

fulfil their social protection mandates. In addition, the optimal transfer duration must be 

carefully analyzed.  

3. Strengthen delivery systems and ensure regularity of payments 

Both pilots experienced some irregularities in payment schedules. To avoid such disruptions, 

partner organizations could assess and adopt the most reliable and cost-effective payment 

methods, including digital solutions. Where feasible, payment functions could be outsourced 

to professional financial service providers. Governments increasingly use innovative 

Government-to-Person (G2P) payment systems, which can serve as a reference point for 

NGOs seeking efficiency and transparency. 

4. Complement and enhance government Cash plus initiatives 

Misereor and its partners are well positioned to potentially complement public social 

protection systems by contributing to the “Plus” component of government cash plus 

programs. This could include mentoring, coaching, and livelihood support that strengthen 

participants’ capacity for self-reliance and regeneration as the pilots demonstrate that 

mentoring and localized support can add value to transfer programs. Misereor’s comparative 

advantage lies in its long-standing experience working with the most vulnerable and its 

ability to operationalize inclusive and community-based approaches. 
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5. Promote socio-ecological innovation and evaluative capacity through pilot projects  

Building on these initial experiences, Misereor could position itself as a leading actor in 

piloting innovative cash plus approaches that generate both social and ecological gains. This 

includes testing combinations of cash, mentoring, and regenerative livelihood interventions 

to identify models that go beyond individual benefits and promote collective well-being and 

environmental stewardship. For pilot experiences to meaningfully influence policy and 

practice, they need to be professionally evaluated. Misereor should continue to invest in its 

partners’ evaluation and learning capacity to capture evidence on what works, under what 

conditions, and for whom. Strengthening partnerships with research institutions and policy 

actors might further enhance the credibility and policy relevance of future pilots.  
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