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Summary

Public works programmes (PWPs) are widely used
social protection instruments in low- and middle-income
countries. Participants carry out temporary, labour-
intensive works in exchange for cash or in-kind
compensation. The available empirical evidence indi-
cates that these programmes are usually effective in
improving outcomes such as food security and earnings
in the short term, but these positive effects rarely persist
in the long term.

Our knowledge of PWPs'’ effectiveness is, however,
incomplete as scholars have mostly examined
programme impacts through the wage channel, largely
neglecting the skill-development and, especially, the
asset channels. PWP participants engage in the
construction of assets, such as roads, check dams and
sewage systems, that could provide important benefits
for the whole community. Without assessing these
effects, it is normal to arrive at the general (biased)
conclusion that cash transfers (CTs) are always more
cost-effective than PWPs.

Moreover, the effectiveness of PWPs largely depends
on programme design, implementation and context.
Based on the existing empirical evidence and our recent
fieldwork to analyse Malawi's PWP, this policy brief
provides the following policy recommendations for how
to enhance the potential of these programmes.

¢ Policy-makers should design PWPs to guarantee
stable, reliable employment; set wages not higher
than market levels but high enough to incentivise
participation; ensure transparency in the targeting,
possibly by involving communities and at the same
time avoiding elite capture; align the timing of work
cycles with local agricultural calendars; and assign
tasks in a way that reduces travel burdens,
especially for women.

Francesco Burchi & Tekalign Gutu Sakketa

¢ Policy-makers should promote active community
participation in the identification and maintenance of
the assets created through PWPs. Evidence points
to the importance of community participation for the
implementation of higher quality infrastructure and
better long-term maintenance. Only in this way, can
these assets provide sustainable benefits not just for
programme participants, but for the entire
community. Approaches like those used in Ethiopia
and Malawi can serve as models to enhance active
community participation in the programme cycle.

¢ Digitalisation of PWPs (and social protection in
general) should be promoted as it offers great
advantages, but specific measures should be
adopted to avoid their negative consequences:

1. The construction of a digital registry of benefi-
ciaries is a great tool to reach the intended bene-
ficiaries and coordinate the various schemes.
Development cooperation actors should provide
technical support for the creation and updating of
these databases, then leave them in the hands of
national institutions.

2. The digitalisation of reporting systems for work
activities is likely to improve the accuracy and
efficiency of the information reported. To achieve
this, it is essential to provide the “digitisers” with
proper training.

3. It is important to move from physical cash
payments to e-payments, but it is firstly necessary
to ensure adequate digital literacy through
training. Moreover, to compensate for the
impossibility to interact with programme officials at
the time of payment, PWPs should include
complaint handling points, as is done in India.
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Public works programmes in low-
and middle-income countries

PWPs - also referred to as workfare or
cash/food/input-for-work programmes — provide
temporary employment opportunities typically to
individuals in poor or vulnerable areas.
Participants in PWPs engage in labour-intensive
tasks, such as constructing or maintaining public
infrastructures or delivering public services; in
return for their work, they receive compensation
either in cash (more common) or in kind (often in
the form of food).

PWPs are commonly used social protection
schemes in low- and middle-income countries.
Globally, they are implemented in over 90
countries. As shown in Figure 1, the percentage of
population covered by this social protection
scheme varies greatly: from less than 1 per centin
countries like the Philippines, Bangladesh and
Benin to 14 per cent in Lesotho and even 17.4 per
cent in India, where participation in the PWP is a
legal entitlement (World Bank, 2025). Public
spending on PWPs makes up a large share of the

social assistance budget in South Asia (25 per
cent), less in Sub-Saharan Africa (12 per cent) and
even less in the Middle East and North Africa
(World Bank, 2018).

The general objective of these programmes is to
reduce poverty and vulnerability by providing
income support (wage channel) and by creating or
improving community assets (asset channel), and
to enhance employability through training (skill-
development channel). The positive effects can,
therefore, extend from the immediate PWP
participants to the whole community where the
programme is implemented. Recently, in a few
countries, such as Malawi, PWPs have directly
integrated climate adaptation objectives into their
design, paving the way to enhance climate
resilience.

This policy brief discusses some of the main
factors that determine the success of PWPs in low-
and middle-income countries and, above all,
provides policy recommendations on how to
design and implement these programmes to be
successful.

Figure 1: PWP coverage (% population), selected countries

20

18

= = =
[h=] =Y (=]

PWP coverage (% population)
=
[en]

NS T O
& & §
. QQ\ \@b ) ~° ~x§§ sz\“ \\\% \)\%’b 3
N & o & @
Q‘Q R (‘:O\'B v

Source: Authors’ elaboration based on World Bank (2025)

2 <2 Q*I"\ A ‘xﬁz’ o X
3 NS
L \'«\OQ S N NS
< S ¥ e £
L) ‘é\ < & (8] A
S ~9
A b




IDOS Policy Brief 4/2025

Specifically, we emphasise two key areas that
have been given less attention: (1) how to identify
assets in such a way to ensure their sustainability
over time and maximise their effects and (2) the
challenge of digitalising PWPs in societies with low
digital literacy. In doing so, we build on existing
academic literature and policy papers, as well as
on insights gained during our fieldwork in Malawi
in September 2024 for the analysis of the Climate-
Smart Enhanced PWP (CS-PWP).

Are PWPs an effective
instrument?

Over the past two decades, the growing im-
portance of PWPs has spurred numerous empi-
rical studies examining their effects on outcomes
such as food security, employment, and earnings
(Bagga et al., 2023; Gehrke & Hartwig, 2018). By
ensuring temporary employment for households
living in poverty, these programmes are usually
effective in improving the outcomes above in the
short term; however, most of these effects tend to
fade in the long term.

PWPs have also been sometimes associated with
broader benefits, such as social cohesion and
women’s empowerment (Zintl & Loewe, 2022). In
addition, a recent study shows PWPs’ important
role in promoting climate resilience (Aurino et al.,
2024).

The available evidence so far is, however, still
limited for two main reasons. First, it largely
focusses on two prominent programmes: the
Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment
Guarantee Scheme (MGNREGS) in India and the
Productive Safety Net Program (PSNP) in
Ethiopia. Second, it investigates PWPs’ effects
almost exclusively through the wage channel, with
scarce attention to the asset/infrastructure channel
(Bagga et al., 2023). Some of the important
reasons for this negligence are related to the
difficulty in assessing programme impacts through
the asset channel as they may materialise only in
the long run and to the fact that infrastructure
creation is often not considered an inherent
component of social protection, and, therefore, is

outside the competency of the ministers usually in
charge of PWPs.

This oversight is significant, as neglecting the
assets created through PWPs undermines their
justification compared with simpler social protec-
tion schemes like cash transfers (CTs). Con-
structing assets can be costly, but it holds trans-
formative potential. As emphasised in Germany’s
Federal Ministry for Economic Cooperation and
Development’'s (BMZ) strategy on “Health, Social
Protection and Population Dynamics,” the choice
between cash-for-work and other social protection
schemes should be context specific (BMZ, 2023).

Aurino et al. (2024) further highlight that in the few
cases where the asset channel has been
assessed — mostly through qualitative methods —
it has demonstrated promising benefits, particu-
larly in enhancing climate resilience. This evidence
calls for a re-evaluation of how PWPs are designed
and assessed, placing greater emphasis on their
capacity to deliver effective, durable and context-
appropriate infrastructures.

Designing and implementing
PWPs: established determinants
of success

As is often the case, the evidence on the effects of
these programmes is not clear-cut and depends
on several factors. In particular, how PWPs are
designed and implemented makes a huge
difference in their effectiveness. In what follows,
we outline some of the established determinants
of success that have been widely discussed in the
academic and policy arenas.

Duration of employment: By their nature, PWPs
are designed to provide employment for a limited
period, which varies widely from country to
country, ranging from a total of 2.5 months in
Djibouti to 18 months in Egypt (distributed in three
consecutive years). While it is still unclear what the
optimal duration of employment is, it appears
evident that programmes with limited duration, like
the Cash-for-Work programme in Somalia, yield
significantly fewer benefits.
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Wage level: Setting the right daily wage is crucial
for the effectiveness of PWPs. Wages should not
be too high — and normally not above market
wages — so that only poor and vulnerable groups
are incentivised to participate, and it does not
create major distortions to the local labour market.
On the other hand, they should be high enough to
increase take-up and lead to larger impacts.
Evidence shows that only when wages are not
too low, do PWPs generate mid-term effects on
outcomes such as savings and investments.
Although there is important variability across
programmes, the tendency is to set pay close to
the national minimum wage (where available)
(Bagga et al., 2023).

Targeting: Some PWPs, such as India’s MGNREGS,
rely on self-targeting of the beneficiaries, while
others, such as those in Ethiopia and Malawi adopt
targeting criteria similar to those normally used for
CTs (such as proxy means tests). These are usually
accompanied by geographic or community-based
targeting, with PWPs more often operating in rural
areas. Which approach to follow must be decided
on a case-by-case basis, bearing in mind that a
proxy means-test type of targeting may lead to a
more accurate identification of the expected
beneficiaries than self-targeting, but the former is
far more costly than the latter. Regardless of the
specific targeting mechanism, it is essential that
these criteria are perceived as transparent and
properly communicated; involving the community
in the targeting process can be useful for that
purpose (Loewe et al., 2020).

Skills development: While most PWPs involve
short-term, low-skilled work for a short duration
with limited opportunities for skill transfer, there are
cases where PWPs complemented with training
activities are better at facilitating transitions from
temporary PWPs to more stable forms of
employment and generate higher benefits, as
seen in Argentina and Cote d’lvoire. It is therefore
advisable to integrate basic training in animal
husbandry, crop production and soil conservation
in the design of PWPs.

Timing of the PWPs’ work: Timing is critical to
creating quality assets as well as economic
benefits. Temporary work offered to beneficiaries
should take into account the agricultural calendar
so that it does not create an additional burden or
conflict with household farming activities, unless
these activities are time-sensitive and require
additional work outside the PWP cycles. In Malawi,
for example, PWP participants complained that
they had to work in the mornings and on Sundays,
which had negative consequences on personal
and household wellbeing.

At the same time, there are design and implemen-
tation features that have not been adequately
taken into account in the formulation of PWPs. In
the next sections we discuss two crucial aspects:
(1) how to identify and maintain assets and (2) the
multiple challenges in digitising PWPs.

The role of assets: how to identify
and maintain them?

As already highlighted, the role of the asset
created through the PWP has often been
neglected in academia as well as by policy-
makers. However, this means disregarding a con-
sistent share of the possible benefits generated by
these programmes for PWP participants and even
more for non-beneficiaries (whom there are poten-
tially many more of than in other programmes like
CTs). Not considering the asset creation under
PWPs leads to an assessment of CTs being more
cost-effective than PWPs.

How little attention is paid to the assets is clear in
a few studies that show that the quality of the
infrastructure was poor from the onset of the
project or deteriorated after just one or two years
(Beierl & Grimm, 2018). It is, therefore, important
to understand how to enhance the quality and
sustainability of assets so that PWPs can ensure
long-lasting positive impacts through this com-
ponent. This is what we discuss in the next
paragraphs.

As a general point, the quality and sustainability of
the assets depends on the combination of labour
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and machines used to realise them. While in
general PWPs are employment-intensive, the
degree of this intensity depends on the type of
assets and the main objective. If the main purpose
is to enhance access to markets and public
services through rural roads, a lower labour-
intensity may guarantee higher quality. In contrast,
if there is a need for a better sewage system or
restoration of ecosystem services, more labour-
intensive solutions are likely to yield better results.

Another crucial aspect is that communities do not
always perceive PWP infrastructure as useful
(often even from the beginning of its construction),
and thus they may have little incentive to use and
maintain it properly, especially once the programme
is discontinued. Some evidence shows that this is
strictly related to the lack of participation of the
community in the different phases of the
programme cycle: selection, implementation,
management and maintenance of the assets. In
fact, a few studies have shown that higher com-
munity participation is associated with creation of
higher-quality infrastructure (Mansuri, 2012), as
well as improvement in the design and con-
struction of PWPs and their maintenance (Shigute,
2022). Therefore, greater emphasis on community
participation is essential.

The next step is, then, to understand how to better
involve communities in the various project
activities. While itis impossible (and dangerous) to
provide a one-size-fits-all solution as these
processes are strictly dependent on local institu-
tions and social norms, we believe that the
experiences of Ethiopia’s PSNP and Malawi's CS-
PWP offer good lessons.

PSNP used the Community-Based Participatory
Watershed Development (CBPWD) approach,
which aims to create long-lasting, high-quality rural
infrastructure by empowering communities to
participate in all project phases: planning and
implementation, project usage and benefit distri-
bution, maintenance, and project monitoring and
evaluation. By doing so, this approach fosters a
sense of ownership and sustainability in water-
shed development projects.

Detailed guidelines provided in the CBPWD
project manual outline the necessary steps to
ensure community involvement, offering practical
advice on selecting and realising appropriate
assets in different conditions. The first step
consists of the correct selection of watersheds; this
includes forming and organising watershed teams
at the district level. Next, the community forms and
organises watershed planning teams by calling the
general assembly to provide an introduction of the
relevance of watershed and management issues
(to raise interest among the community) as well as
to elect a representative community watershed
team. Then, through a survey aimed at knowing
the watershed and especially people’s needs,
strengths and aspirations, programme designers
identify the core interventions to prioritise. Then
the different intervention options are discussed
and approved by the general assembly, leading to
the preparation of maps, inputs and action plans.
Finally, this manual indicates how people parti-
cipate in the realisation, monitoring and evaluation
of the selected assets. Shigute (2022) shows that
the average levels of participation within PSNP are
relatively high and that they become very high in
districts with higher awareness of the watershed,
leading to higher quality assets.

Malawi’'s CS-PWP also follows a watershed logic
called the Village Level Action Plans (VLAPSs). The
activities take place at the micro-catchment level,
where a micro-catchment is a climate-vulnerable,
geographical hotspot, usually less than 250 ha,
and there are on average about five per district. By
design, all catchment residents, whether enrolled
in the programme or not, are invited to participate
and develop these VLAPs through the formation of
local committees to steer and coordinate the
implementation of these plans as well as to
determine how to implement the projects. During
our interviews with communities in the Southern
districts of Malawi, most of the respondents
reported being satisfied with their general level of
engagement in the programme and, above all,
considered the assets constructed — mostly check
dams, swales and planting trees — very useful.
They even stressed that they found these assets
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more useful than those constructed in the old
phase of Malawi’'s PWP — mostly seasonal roads
and bridges — as they see how they contribute to
their resilience against climate-related shocks,
primarily droughts and floods. For this reason, they
repeatedly stated that they would continue to do
the maintenance of the assets even if the
programme is discontinued, contributing this way
to the sustainability of projects. Also, community
members who were not directly participating in the
PWP seemed aware of the benefits of these
assets. Finally, both our direct observation as well
as previous assessments confirmed that CS-PWP
assets are generally of high quality.

Digitalisation of PWPs

Digitalisation offers significant opportunities to
improve the effectiveness, efficiency (in targeting),
monitoring and payment processes of PWPs. That
is why it is currently very high on the international
agenda on social protection among policy-makers,
including the BMZ (BMZ, 2023). The shift to digital
is also associated with improved well-being and
reduced poverty among digital recipients, in part
due to the reallocation of reduced time to produc-
tive activities (Aker et al., 2016). However, to
exploit the benefits of digitalisation, it is necessary
to address some critical points.

We discuss opportunities and challenges in the
digitalisation of PWPs in three different activities:
(1) the registration of beneficiaries, (2) the report-
ing of PWP activities and (3) payments.

Digitalising the registration of beneficiaries:
programme reqistry systems

Digitalisation of programme systems is not specific
to PWPs, but it can be applied to other social pro-
tection schemes. In some countries, mostly
middle-income countries, over 70 per cent of the
population is registered (Grosh et al., 2022). Digital
databases of programme beneficiaries serve as a
useful starting point for identifying new bene-
ficiaries and ensure interoperability with national
identification systems for better targeting and
coverage. For instance, during the COVID-19

response, countries using digital databases and
data exchange to identify populations reached a
much higher share of their population with
emergency social protection than countries that
had to collect new data (Lowe et al., 2023).
Additionally, responses tend to be faster in
countries that can enrol participants using pre-
existing social registries covering more than 15 per
cent of the population (Beazley et al., 2021). More-
over, digital approaches help improve the accu-
racy of service provision by removing duplicates
and reaching the intended participants. For
example, the implementation of new digital
systems in Turkey revealed that about 10 per cent
of social assistance benefits were duplicates.

Similar issues are likely prevalent in many PWPs
where universal beneficiary registries (UBRs) are
rarely digitalised. Even in cases of PWPs with self-
targeting mechanisms (like MGNREGS in India),
UBRs are still very useful as they provide a general
picture of which households/individuals participate
in which social protection programme. In Malawi,
over the past years, GIZ (Germany’s main devel-
opment agency) with funds from BMZ has played
a prominent role in producing a comprehensive
country-wide UBR. This is currently active and
used to identify CS-PWP’s beneficiaries. This
system was highly appreciated by the programme
participants we interviewed, as they consider this
list of beneficiaries as coming from official govern-
ment sources rather than from the local chief,
whom they often trust less. However, in the
absence of adequate personal data protection
policies, the digitisation of beneficiaries in auto-
cratic regimes poses several risks, such as
surveillance or misuse of data, as it involves the
collection and management of sensitive data in a
context where power is often concentrated and
accountability mechanisms may be weak.

Therefore, development cooperation actors
should provide technical support for the creation
of these databases, as this instrument then
remains in the hands of national ministries,
ensuring country ownership. At the same time,
these systems should be regularly updated, which
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may sometimes be a challenge as is now the case
in Malawi. In addition, the system requires a stable
management information system (MIS). The
functionality of the MIS system is critical and
requires well-equipped IT capacity.

Digitalising the reporting of PWP activities

The digitalisation of activity reporting systems
(working hours, work typology) can increase
PWPs' efficiency and transparency, too. In Malawi,
for instance, this has significantly expedited the
time-consuming process of report compilation by
extension workers and foremen during PWP
activities. Before digitalisation, foremen manually
recorded the log sheet participants’ daily hours
worked in micro-catchments and reported them to
extension workers, who then consolidated all the
reports and submitted them to the district council.
The district council then forwarded the reports to
the national social protection officer to proceed
with the payments. With the introduction of
digitised reporting of PWP activities, foremen
(hired to digitise log sheets) can enter participants’
working hours directly into an ad-hoc application.
This data is accessible in real time to both the
district council and national desk officers, stream-
lining the reporting process and reducing delays
and errors in reporting.

However, building the capacity of programme staff
and local governments, including digitisers at the
front line, to facilitate the use of digital tools is also
critical. In conclusion, shifting from a paper-based
to a digital reporting system can be very useful for
PWPs. Of course, one must expect these benefits
to emerge more in the mid-term as it could take
some time to train the “digitisers”, especially in
contexts where the average digital literacy is low.

Digitalising payments (e-payments)

There is a growing trend towards using digital
methods for government payment distribution,
replacing paper-based mechanisms. Digital
payment instruments include a wide range of
mechanisms, such as direct bank transfers, mobile
money and payments to digital wallets. In many

countries, the majority of government payments
are now made through these methods (Gentilini,
2022). In India, for example, direct bank transfers
are used to reach social programmes’ recipients
through biometrically authenticated accounts. In
Sub-Saharan African countries, like Ghana,
Kenya, Rwanda and Uganda, instead, mobile
money is largely employed to disburse social
assistance and pensions. Payments to digital
wallets are used in Colombia's national CT
programme.

E-payments can enhance the ease, quality and
scope of access to services; moreover, they are
generally safer, less stigmatising and more flexible
than manual payments. E-payments can save
beneficiaries time and costs by reducing trans-
action costs to access provision and cutting down
waiting times and delays. For example, in India,
PWP participants spent about 20 per cent less
time collecting their wage payments through bio-
metrically authenticated smartcards compared
with physical cash disbursements; this also led to
a reduction in leakage by 41 per cent (Muralid-
haran et al., 2016). Similarly, mobile payments
were highly preferred in Bangladesh due to
reduced travel requirements and greater flexibility
in timing as well as in Ethiopia due to increased
proximity, flexibility and speed in collecting
payments.

However, the shift to e-payments can also have
negative effects. First, it can increase the
“distance” between beneficiaries and institutions.
For example, CS-PWP participants in one district
of Malawi where e-payments were recently piloted
complained that they were no longer able to
inquire directly with officials when they received
less money than expected; moreover, they were
forced to go through a cumbersome process that
causes delays and additional costs to reclaim the
payment. Second, e-payments are clearly incom-
patible with programme participants’ possible
preference to receive payments in kind, especially
food. A strong preference for payments in food
was reported among PSNP beneficiaries in
Ethiopia, among CTs' beneficiaries in several
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countries, as well among our respondents in
Malawi (Hirvonen & Hoddinott, 2020).

Moreover, PWPs with e-payments may have lower
effects than those using traditional paper-based
cash payments in areas with low digital literacy,
which is quite common in low-income countries.
For example, in Malawi several PWP beneficiaries
were not aware of how to use SIM cards to receive
the payment; this led to delays and extra costs for
paying local agents who supported them in
receiving the money. Therefore, it is fundamental
to accompany PWPs with digital literacy training
and at the same time to adopt user-friendly,
accessible digital platforms.

Policy recommendations

PWPs are widespread social protection instru-
ments with great potential to reduce poverty and
vulnerability. However, to achieve these object-
tives, policy-makers should pay major attention to
the following issues.

First, key design and implementation features,
such as the duration of employment, wage levels,
targeting and the timing of work cycles. For
programmes with limited employment duration,
providing more stable and reliable employment is
essential. Additionally, while wage levels should
be set to avoid market distortions, the rate should
be set in a way that incentivises participation and
makes a difference for people’s economic condi-
tions. While self-targeting is cost-effective, care
should be taken in minimising targeting errors. In
all cases, it is fundamental to have selection
criteria that are perceived as transparent by the
population, to involve the community in the
selection process and, at the same time, to avoid
elite capture. Finally, the timing of work cycles
should align with local agricultural calendars, and
work should be allocated in a way that reduces
travel burdens by locating tasks closer to
beneficiaries’ homes, especially for women (as is
the case in India).

Second, policy-makers should promote active
community participation in the identification and
maintenance of the assets created through PWPs.

Only in this way, can these assets be contextually
appropriate and provide sustainable benefits for
the communities. Approaches like the PSNP’s
CBPWD and Malawi’'s VLAPs can serve as
models to enhance active community participation
in the programme cycle. Moreover, in the selection
and realisation of the infrastructure, it is important
to find a good balance between use of labour,
which is fundamental for short-term poverty reduc-
tion, and use of machines, which can enhance the
quality of the infrastructure.

Third, although the digitalisation of PWPs (and
social protection in general) offers great advan-
tages, there are some important challenges:

e The construction of a digital registry of social
protection beneficiaries is a great tool to
improve efficiency in reaching the targeted
beneficiaries, in coordinating the various
schemes and to ensure a prompt response to
external shocks. Development cooperation
actors should provide capacity building support
for the creation and updating of these data-
bases in low- and middle-income countries,
then turn them over into the hands of national
ministries.

o Specifically for PWPs, it is useful to ensure
digitalisation of reporting systems for work
activities as they are likely to improve the
accuracy and efficiency of the information
reported. For this to happen, it is fundamental
to provide the “digitisers” with proper training.

e It is important to move from physical cash
payments to e-payments, but this should be
done with extreme caution. In particular, it is
necessary to ensure an adequate level of
digital literacy through training and adopt
accessible digital platforms. The specific
payment methods should be tailored to the
needs of beneficiaries. Finally, to avoid nega-
tive consequences for social cohesion due to
the impossibility to interact with programme
officials at the time of payment, PWPs should
include complaint handling points, as is the
case in India.




IDOS Policy Brief 4/2025

References

Aker, J. C., Boumnijel, R., McClelland, A., & Tierney, N. (2016). Payment mechanisms and antipoverty
programs: Evidence from a mobile money cash transfer experiment in Niger. Economic Development and
Cultural Change, 65(1), 1-37.

Aurino, E., Burchi, F., Sakketa, T., & Terskaya, A. (2024). Do public works programs foster climate resilience?
Conceptual framework and review of empirical evidence (IEB Working Paper 2024/12). University of
Barcelona.

Bagga, A., Holmlund, M., Khan, N., Mani, S., Mvukiyehe, E., & Premand, P. (2023). Do public works programs
have sustained impacts? A review of experimental studies from LMICs. World Bank Group.

Beazley, R., Marzi, M., & Stellar, R. (2021). Drivers of timely and large-scale cash responses to COVID-19:
What does the data say? Social Protection Approaches to COVID-19: Expert Advice Service (SPACE), DAI
Global UK Ltd.

Beierl, S., & Grimm, M. (2018). Design and implementation features of public works programmes: What
do we know about the drivers of success and failure to achieve programme objectives? Deutsche
Gesellschaft far Internationale Zusammenarbeit (G12). https://www.wiwi.uni-
passau.de/fileadmin/dokumente/fakultaeten/wiwi/lehrstuehle/grimm/Forschung/GIZ_-

_Do_Public_ Works_Programmes_Work_Design_andimplementation.pdf

BMZ (Bundesministerium fur wirtschaftliche Zusammenarbeit und Entwicklung). (2023). Core area — Health,
social protection and population dynamics. https://www.bmz.de/resource/blob/200774/core-area-health-
social-protection-and-population-dynamics.pdf

Gehrke, E., & Hartwig, R. (2018). Productive effects of public works programs: What do we know? What
should we know? World Development, 107, 111-124.

Gentilini, U. (2022). Cash Transfers in Pandemic Times: Evidence, Practices, and Implications from the
Largest Scale Up in History. World Bank.

Grosh, M., Wai-Poi, M., & Tesliuc, E. (2022). Revisiting targeting in social assistance: A new look at old
dilemmas. Human Development Perspectives. World Bank. http://hdl.handle.net/10986/37228

Hirvonen, K., & Hoddinott, J. (2020). Beneficiary views on cash and in-kind payments: Evidence from
Ethiopia’s productive safety (Policy Research Working Paper, 9125). World Bank.

Loewe, M., Zintl, T., Fritzenkétter, J., Gantner, V., Kaltenbach, R., & Pohl, L. (2020). Community effects of
cash-for-work programmes in Jordan: Supporting social cohesion, more equitable gender roles and local
economic development in contexts of flight and migration (DIE Studies 103). German Development Institute
/ Deutsches Institut flir Entwicklungspolitik (DIE). https://doi.org/10.23661/s103.2020

Lowe, C.L., Rigolini, I. P., Solbes C. L., & Bastagli, F. A. (2023). Pathways toward digitalization in social
protection and labor (SPL) service delivery (Social Protection and Jobs Discussion Paper No 2307). World
Bank Group.

Mansuri, G. (2012). Bottom up or top down: Participation and the provision of local public goods. World Bank,
Poverty Reduction and Equity Unit.

Muralidharan, K., Niehaus, P., & Sukhtankar, S. (2016). Building state capacity: Evidence from biometric
smartcards in India. American Economic Review, 106(10), 2895-2929.



http://hdl.handle.net/10986/37228

IDOS Policy Brief 4/2025

Shigute, Z. (2022). Community participation and the quality of rural infrastructure in Ethiopia. Journal of African
Economies, 31(4), 355-383.

World Bank. (2018). The state of social safety nets 2018. World Bank Group.

World Bank. (2025). The Atlas of Social Protection Indicators of Resilience and Equity (ASPIRE) [Data set].
Author. https://www.worldbank.org/en/data/datatopics/aspire

Zintl, T., & Loewe, M. (2022). More than the sum of its parts: Donor-sponsored cash-for-work programmes
and social cohesion in Jordanian communities hosting Syrian refugees. The European Journal of
Development Research, 34(3), 1285-1307.

10



Dr Francesco Burchi is a Project Lead & Senior Researcher in the research department “Transformation of Economic
and Social Systems” at the German Institute of Development and Sustainability (IDOS) in Bonn.

Email: francesco.burchi@idos-research.de

Dr Tekalign Gutu Sakketa is a Senior Researcher in the research department “Transformation of Economic and Social
Systems” at IDOS.

Email: tekalign.sakketa@idos-research.de

This Policy Brief is part of the IDOS project “Fostering resilience through Health and Social Protection policies in times of
multiple crises”. Published with financial support from the Federal Ministry for Economic Cooperation and
Development (BMZ), based on a resolution of the German Bundestag.

Suggested citation:
Burchi, F., & Sakketa, T. G. (2025). Enhancing public works programmes: sustainable impact through participatory asset
creation and digitalisation (IDOS Policy Brief 4/2025). Bonn: IDOS. https://doi.org/10.23661/ipb4.2025

Disclaimer:
The views expressed in this paper are those of the author(s) and do not necessarily reflect the views or policies of the
German Institute of Development and Sustainability (IDOS).

S)er |
Except otherwise noted, this publication is licensed under Creative Commons Attribution (CC BY 4.0). You are free to
copy, communicate and adapt this work, as long as you attribute the German Institute of Development and Sustainability
(IDOS) gGmbH and the author(s).

IDOS Policy Brief / German Institute of Development and Sustainability (IDOS) gGmbH

ISSN (Print) 2751-4455
ISSN (Online) 2751-4463

DOI: https://doi.org/10.23661/ipb4.2025 elae st
20000000

© German Institute of Development and Sustainability (IDOS) gGmbH s :::::: s

Tulpenfeld 6, 53113 Bonn ce@@0 .o

Email: publications@idos-research.de Eae T JRF

https://www.idos-research.de KERTGER fofanmeschie

OF Forschungsgemeinschaft

Printed on eco-friendly, certified paper.

The institutes of the Johannes-Rau-Forschungsgemeinschaft are institutionally funded by the state of NRW.


https://www.idos-research.de/en/research/transformation-of-economic-and-social-systems/
https://www.idos-research.de/en/research/transformation-of-economic-and-social-systems/
https://www.idos-research.de/en/research/transformation-of-economic-and-social-systems/
https://www.idos-research.de/en/research/transformation-of-economic-and-social-systems/

	Enhancing Public Works Programmes: Sustainable Impact through Participatory Asset Creation and Digitalisation
	Summary
	Are PWPs an effective instrument?
	Designing and implementing PWPs: established determinants of success
	The role of assets: how to identify and maintain them?
	Digitalisation of PWPs
	Policy recommendations
	References


