
Towards Universal Child Benefits
Save the Children’s experiences from East and Southern Africa
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Urgent action on Child Poverty is needed

In 2019, just over one in three children globally (34.9%) had access to any form of child or family 

benefit. This falls to as low as 15.9% of children in Africa, and 13.1% of children - in sub-Saharan Africa.



My family should 

get the money 

they need to help 

bring me up”



Why prioritise investments in children?





What are Universal Child Benefits?
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Why invest in Universal Child Benefits?



Examples of Save the 

Children’s Work in the 

Region



MALAWI: Analysis of the Child Sensitivity of Malawi’s Social Protection System



*Only 2.1% of all children under 5 years (a critical period of physical and cognitive growth) 

are covered by the Social Cash Transfer Programme.



MALAWI:A critical gap in social protection 

coverage: Under fives



Child-Sensitive Social Protection in Somalia

Social Protection Scoping Study for Somaliland -

here

Piloting a child benefit in Hargeissa with govt co-

financing and oversight

Social protection systems building in Somalia -

funded by European Trust

• Research on financing

• Funding 10 Ministry staff to work on a unified registry

• Design and pilot a child grant

Running a shock responsive social protection pilot

file:///C:/Users/b.munyas/AppData/Roaming/Microsoft/Word/: https:/somalia.savethechildren.net/sites/somalia.savethechildren.net/files/library/Scoping and Sector Review of Social Protection in Somaliland_260620_Final-correction_use this version.pdf


Rural PSNP Urban PSNP CBHI School Feeding

Number of 

children covered

8 million people (~2-2.5 

million households) = est. 

~4 million children 

604,000 people =  est.             

~241,600 children

22.5 million people = 

est. ~10 million 

children

0.9 million children 

(2018/19) – highest level: 3.1 

million children (2015/16)

Total as a 

proportion of all 

children in 

poverty 

33% of 12.1 million 

monetary poor children

11% of 36.5 million 

multidimensionally poor 

children

2% of 12.1 million 

monetary poor children

0.7% of 36.2 million 

multidimensionally 

poor children

N/A - CBHI is for all 

informal households 

not poverty targeted 

N/A - targeting chronically food 

insecure districts – not poverty 

targeting at the 

household/individual level/ AA –

universal provision

Total as a 

proportion of all 

children in 

Ethiopia

~9.7% ~0.6% ~24.2% ~2.2%

ETHIOPIA: Estimated coverage of children in existing social protection schemes



Costing UCBs in Ethiopia

Scenarios Monthly value

(ETB)

Annual cost 

(billion ETB)

As a % of GDP 

(2020)

Child benefit for

0-2 year olds
100 12,308 0.38%

Child benefit for

0-5 year olds
100 23,958 0.75%

Child disability 

benefit
400 2,633 0.08%



Other examples of child-focused programmes from the region

Country Programme Details

Mozambique Subsidio para Crianças • Regular grant targeted at caregivers of children (0-2)

• Aimed at reducing high levels of chronic malnutrition (stunting)

• Aimed at national coverage by 2024

Angola Valor Criança • Regular grant targeted at caregivers of children (0-4)

• Pilot aiming to reach 20,000 children in three provinces

• Inclusive categorical targeting: all children of eligible age to be reached

Kenya Cash Transfer for 

Orphans and Vulnerable 

Children

(Plans for Universal)

• Coverage increased from 500 hhs (2004) to 240,000 (2015)

• Gov’t increasingly financing through national resources (% financed by 

development partners fell from 57% in 2008 to 16% in 2016)

• Resulted in delayed first pregnancy among youth (Handa et al., 2016)

Namibia Various child grants • Gov’t invested 1.5% of national government budget in Child Grants (2017/18)

• Reaching 306,555 children (2017)

South Africa Child Support Grant • >12m children covered (63% of 0-17 population)

• Means tested (children <18)

• Eliminated poverty in bottom two deciles (Leibbrandt et al., 2010)



Financing of Social Protection in Lesotho

Old Age Pension 
37%

Tertiary Bursary Program 
34%

School Feeding 
11%

Public Works 
8%

Child Grant Program 
4%

OVC Bursary program 
4%

Public Assistance 
2%

Old Age Pension Tertiary Bursary Program School Feeding

Public Works Child Grant Program OVC Bursary program

Public Assistance



LESOTHO’s Child Grant Programme – Impacts (2013 & 2018)
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QUESTIONS 

& 

COMMENTS



THANK YOU

Yolande Wright (Poverty Reduction, Gender Equality Inclusion Global Director): 

yolande.wright@savethechildren.org;

Chance Briggs (Country Director at Save the Children in Mozambique): 

chance.briggs@savethechildren.org;

Adam Davies (Director for Program Development and Quality at Save the Children in Mozambique): 

adam.davies@savethechildren.org

mailto:yolande.wright@savethechildren.org
mailto:chance.briggs@savethechildren.org
mailto:adam.davies@savethechildren.org


The Effectiveness of Cash Transfer 
Programming for Children 

https://resourcecentre.savethechildren.net/library/effectiveness-cash-transfer-programming-children


2-pager is a summary of evidence

https://www.savethechildren.net/blog/coronavirus-crisis-highlights-need-child-benefits-globally
https://resourcecentre.savethechildren.net/node/18040/pdf/Universal Child Benefits 2 Pager_Summary of Evidence_July 2020.pdf


https://resourcecentre.savethechildren.net/our-thematic-areas/child-poverty/child-sensitive-social-protection


Frequently Asked 

Questions 

on 

UCBs



Will Universal Child Benefits increase pregnancies?



Will Universal Child Benefits increase dependency 

and lower labour participation?

There is evidence from low- and middle-income countries, that the receipt of social 

security benefits does not reduce engagement in the labour force. In contrast, it 

can increase it or help people move into higher quality employment. 

In contrast, there is evidence from LIC and MIC that poverty targeted programmes 

can dis-incentivize engaging in work. (eg. Georgia, Uruguay, Argentina)



Will parents misuse the money?



UCBs and Poverty Reduction

In low-income and middle-income countries (LICs and MICs), simulations 

suggest that UCBs could reduce poverty significantly. 

An exercise for 14 Middle Income Countries showed that universal transfers 

financed by 1% of GDP led to a fall in the child poverty headcount of as 

much as 32% and a reduction in the child poverty gap of up to 48% in some 

countries.

The maximum poverty reduction occurred when transfers were 

‘weighted’, paying higher transfer levels towards the poorest 40% and 

‘taxed back’ from higher earners.



Why Universal vs. Poverty Targeted Child Benefits
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