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This roundtable brought together domain experts on cash transfers and on digital infrastructure, 
including digital public infrastructure (DPI), to explore opportunities for scaling digital cash 
transfers (DCTs) to help end extreme poverty. The conversation was informed by a proposal for a 
new global funding instrument to support the scaling of scale of DCTs to reach all people living in 
extreme poverty (e.g., Lawson, Stewart et al., 2023), in addition to a background note estimating 
the status of relevant DPI ingredients in relevant countries.  

The roundtable considered relevant issues in three parts:  

1. Stocktaking around evidence for cash transfers and the status of country-level scale-up of 
DCTs targeting people in extreme poverty. 

2. Identifying the priority digital infrastructure and policy preconditions for scaling DCTs 
targeting extremely poor people, and the relative importance of a “DPI approach.”  

3. Considering next steps to advance more systematic global efforts to expand country-level 
DCT programs for people in extreme poverty. 

Key discussion points emerging from each of these topic areas are described below. 

 

1. Stocktaking around evidence for cash transfers and the scale-up of DCTs targeting people 
in extreme poverty.  

• The efficacy of unconditional cash transfers (UCTs) for alleviating extreme poverty is 
increasingly clear. A recent meta-analysis of 72 randomized evaluations of UCT programs 
in 34 low and middle income countries (LMICs) suggests a positive and persistent impact 
on alleviating multidimensional poverty (with some evidence of effects of lump sum 
programs dissipating modestly). Open empirical questions include how to do cash 
transfers better; to what additional programming can they be attached (“cash plus”); and 
how to get better at targeting those who need cash transfers, including programs directed 
at women.  

• A first-order operational priority is to identify, on a country-by-country basis, how 
many people in extreme poverty have access (or need access) to the necessary digital 
infrastructure preconditions for DCTs. 

https://www.brookings.edu/wp-content/uploads/2023/12/2023-Room-1-Concept-Note.pdf
https://www.nber.org/system/files/working_papers/w32779/w32779.pdf


i) The status of DCTs targeting extreme poor in Nigeria—a country with an estimated 
70M people in extreme poverty—is illustrative of this point. Nigeria’s National Social 
Safety Nets Project (NASSP; an $800M DCT program supported by World Bank and 
IDA) has reached 5M households and is aiming to reach 10M households. But it has 
encountered difficulty reaching the poorest potential recipients due to lack of 
penetration of national digital ID and bank account numbers (preconditions for 
verified receipt of transfers). Technical workarounds to this challenge exist (such as 
relaxing a recipient’s KYC requirements to receive cash) but could be informed by 
more granular analysis of who needs what technology where. 

ii) A similar approach could help IDA-eligible countries such as Bangladesh, Ethiopia, 
Kenya, Uganda, and Zambia (each in different stages of DPI development) to 
attract international support for DCTs as a frontrunning use case to drive DPI rollout 
and adoption.  

2. Identifying the priority digital infrastructure and policy preconditions for scaling DCTs 
targeting extremely poor people, and the relative importance of a “DPI approach.”  

• There was general acknowledgement that the preconditions for DCTs are (i) digital ID, 
(ii) dynamic social registry, (iii) enrolment programs, and (iv) payment systems. Some 
of these are more challenging than others, depending on the context. 

i) To meet poor people where they are, multiple access mechanisms (including 
providing phones, debit cards) and other workarounds (e.g., lowering KYC 
requirements for recipients without digital ID) are needed to create on-ramps to 
DCT programs. 

ii) Enrolling the extreme poor in biometric digital ID and updating a social registry to 
understand who should be included in (or excluded from) DCT programs remains a 
difficult challenge for which more innovation is needed.  

• Amid evolving understanding of what should be classified as DPI, the specific 
implications of a DPI approach to scaled DCTs requires ongoing clarification – even if 
DPI represents a first-best option for a country’s digital infrastructure. 

i) DPI-enabled DCT programs promise greater responsiveness and reach (e.g., via a 
real-time payment system interoperable across mobile carriers) and lower leakage 
and fraud.  

ii) Open questions remain relative to DCTs, including to what extent DPI can help with 
targeting and inclusion/exclusion and the overall cost savings/benefit of a DPI 
approach (relative to full-stack/stove-pipe solutions).  

• A DPI approach to digital infrastructure rollout requires a combination of ingredients, 
including:  

i) Political leadership to mobilize a whole-of-government and whole-of-society 
approach to building digital infrastructure 



ii) Policies to enable scaled programs (e.g., eKYC legislation and workarounds) and 
heuristics to support policymakers and regulators manage trade-offs between 
policies (e.g., between data privacy and data liberalization). 

iii) Partnerships, including public-private partnerships, to incentivize and accelerate 
rollout and scale.  

iv) Innovations around targeting recipients (e.g., using novel ML methods to move 
beyond geographical or demographic targeting to individual-level targeting of 
beneficiaries as in Togo) and enrollment (e.g., provisioning mobile devices or using 
an agent-model to provide access to payments in low connectivity environments). 

 

3. Considering next steps to advance more systematic global efforts to expand country-level 
DCT programs for people in extreme poverty 

• Several strategic questions surfaced for a global effort to expand DCTs toward ending 
extreme poverty, such as: 

i) How can nationally scaled DCTs for the extreme poor function as an accelerant for 
broader sustainable development efforts, e.g., by providing a focused use case to 
spur development of DPI and social protection infrastructure simultaneously?  

ii) How could a pooled global fund have an adequate scale of both financial and 
technical resources to support lower-income countries both to build their DPI and 
deliver DCTs? When considering IDA funds, for example, does the country-level 
presence of DPI enable adequate access to resources scaling G2P [government-to-
person] transfers? 

• Some international forums could be opportunities to advance dialogues around the 
design and potential formation of the proposed fund for scaling DCTs. These include: 

i) The G20 sprint on cash transfers, launched as part of the “Global alliance against 
hunger and poverty” (The Alliance). The Alliance, with participation from 40+ 
countries and other organizations including the World Bank, IDA, ADB, and Give 
Directly, is designed as a delivery mechanism for country-owned, government-led 
program implementation. Alliance members could consider the opportunity for the 
proposed fund to help accelerate country-level progress on cash transfers.  

ii) In 2025, the Fourth International Conference on Financing for Development (FfD4) 
in Seville, Spain will include an emphasis on digital transformation for accelerating 
progress on the SDGs, including as follow-on to the recently established Global 
Digital Compact. The conversation around DCTs and the proposed global fund 
could usefully inform relevant intergovernmental deliberations.  

Other links shared 

1. Research on Uganda’s social protection system 
• How does Uganda Measure Up? 

https://policyaccelerator.uncdf.org/whats-new/navigating-tradeoffs-dpi-regulation
https://odi.org/en/publications/financing-social-assistance-in-lower-income-countries-post-covid-19-an-exploration-of-realistic-options/
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41586-022-04484-9
https://globalallianceagainsthungerandpoverty.org/new/2030-cash-transfers-sprint-press-release/
https://globalallianceagainsthungerandpoverty.org/news-and-events/
https://globalallianceagainsthungerandpoverty.org/news-and-events/
https://financing.desa.un.org/ffd4
https://www.un.org/global-digital-compact/en
https://www.un.org/global-digital-compact/en
https://iser-uganda.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/04/AU-Protocol-on-Social-Protection-and-Social-Security-How-Does-Uganda-Measure-Up.pdf


• You do not qualify! Experiences of older persons’ access to social protection in 
Uganda 

2. World Bank research on G2P transfers 
• On the different building blocks and design principles to enable outcome-driven 

G2P payments, including digital cash transfers: Next Generation G2P Payments: 
Building Blocks of a Modern G2P Architecture; On disaster 
preparedness/responsiveness and DPI 

  

https://iser-uganda.org/publication/you-do-not-qualify-experiences-of-older-persons-access-to-social-protection-in-uganda/
https://iser-uganda.org/publication/you-do-not-qualify-experiences-of-older-persons-access-to-social-protection-in-uganda/
https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/099600110202238143/pdf/P173166068e4220430a0ff03279b01c83db.pdf
https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/099600110202238143/pdf/P173166068e4220430a0ff03279b01c83db.pdf
https://documents.worldbank.org/en/publication/documents-reports/documentdetail/099830009302217091/p1731660f8c52f062092ac00d53c648bac7
https://documents.worldbank.org/en/publication/documents-reports/documentdetail/099830009302217091/p1731660f8c52f062092ac00d53c648bac7
https://documents.worldbank.org/en/publication/documents-reports/documentdetail/099830009302217091/p1731660f8c52f062092ac00d53c648bac7
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