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Presentation Outline
• Background & Scope Conditions

• The political economy of the Benazir Income Support Programme (BISP)
• Overview of the changing landscape of  Social Policy in Pakistan

• Research Question(s)
• Political Origins and  Evolution in Design of BISP
• Impact of the  Cash Transfer on  female beneficiaries Citizenship claims 

• Political Origins of BISP and the shift towards a non-discretionary safety net 

• Defining and Measuring Citizenship in Pakistan

• Qualitative Field Work Findings  in Thatta 

• Field Survey Design (June-July 2019)
• Identification Strategy
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The  Benazir Income Support Programme(BISP)
• Pakistan’s largest federal social safety net

• Tri-monthly  Unconditional Cash Transfer: Rs 6000  ($43)

• 5. 7 million female beneficiaries nationwide

• A shift in the state’s approach to Social Protection

• First experience with a large  scale national poverty programme 

• One of the largest cash transfer programs targeted at women in the Global 
South 

• First experimentation with objective targeting criteria for poverty 

• Shifts from parliamentary to proxy means test (pmt)

• Milestones

• Significant increase in federal expenditure on social protection (Rs 121 
billion in FY  2017-18)

• Electronic G2P Transfer : ATMs or Biometric Verification (80%) 

• Millions of women enter National Identity Registry (NADRA) 

*Pakistan experienced a “staggering fall” in poverty from 2002 to 2014, 
halving poverty to  29.5% of the population (World Bank 2016) 



The Pakistani State’s Patchy Approach to Social 
Welfare 
• The Pakistani state has had a patchy approach to 

welfare
• Overall  Social Protection spending  remains low (<2% of 

GDP)
• Social insurance limited govt  & formal sector employees
• Ad hoc mix of federal and provincial poverty programs with 

weak targeting 

• 18th Constitutional Amendment (2010) devolved 
Social Protection to the provinces 

• A gradual shift towards programmatic appeals
• Party manifestos
• Electoral advertisements 
• Provincial social welfare programs 
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Electoral Politics & the Institutionalization of  BISP 
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National Elections:
2008: Pakistan Peoples Party (PPP) ➔ BISP established 
2013: Pakistan Muslim League (PML-N)
2018: Pakistan Tehreek Insaf (PTI)

PML-N  2018 Manifesto: 
• ‘Expanded BISP from 3.2 million to 5.4 million’ 
• ‘Increased funding for BISP from RS 40 to Rs 115 billion’

PTI 2018 Manifesto:
• ‘BISP has been a break through’
• ‘We will retain and improve BISP as the primary social safety net 

for the poor’

PPP 2018 Manifesto: 
• ‘BISP acclaimed across the world as a major achievement’
• Expand BISP benefits & coverage
• Link BISP poverty data base with provincial social protection 

programs



Cash Transfer Programs Impacts

Existing Evaluations Points to Important shifts in:

Food and Nutrition Levels 
• Reductions in casual labor (Oxford Policy Management 

2016)
• Increased women's mobility and reductions in domestic 

violence  (Ambler and De Brauw 2017)

• Extensive Global Cash Transfer evaluations  on 
Women's Empowerment
• Intra-household bargaining
• Women's Decision making & autonomy 

• Can cash transfer programs:
• Strengthen citizen- state encounters ?
• Erode clientelistic linkages? 
• Lead to a wider set of  citizen right claims?
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Research Questions: The Emergence and 
Citizenship Impacts of BISP

• Dissertation Research Questions

• Part 1:  Explaining the emergence of a non-discretionary safety net
• What factors explain the political origins  and institutionalization of BISP?

• How did the targeting move from highly discretionary to non-discretionary?

• Part 2: The Implications for democratic Citizenship and rights claims 
• Does obtaining the BISP cash transfer lead beneficiaries and their household members to 

claim and exercise greater political, civic and  social rights?

• Has BISP led to a shift in perception about the state and citizenship rights amongst 
beneficiaries?
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Part 1: The Origins of the Benazir Income Support 
Programme (BISP)
• Research Question

• What factors explain the emergence of a non- discretionary safety net in a low-
income  emergent democracy with weak democratic institutions?

• Existing Theories of Social Welfare Expansion
• Economic Growth (Lipset & Rokkan 1967, Wilensky 1975) 

• Democracy (Meltzer–Richard 1981, Acemoglu and Robinson 2006) 

• Democratic Competition (De La O, 2015,  Garay 2017)

• Power Resource theory (Esping Anderson 1986, Haggard and Kaufman, 2008)

• Diffusion theory  ( Sugiyama, 2010)

• Group identity & social solidarity  (Alesina et al 1999, Habyarimana 2007,Singh 
2015)
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Social Policy Expansion in Pakistan

• Pakistan – a theoretically  puzzling case - where unlikely conditions for 
the emergence of a non-discretionary social policy expansion existed.

• Not a stable democracy

• Low-middle income state with high levels of poverty 

• Weak parties and associational life as a result of repeated  periods of 
military rule

• Ethnic and sectarian tensions remain significant 

• Clientelistic &  weakly targeted programs remain the norm rather 
than the exception 
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Hypothesis: Social Policy Expansion & Democratic 
Transitions

• The emergence of BISP is rooted in the changing nature of Pakistan’s 
domestic politics
• Political openings during democratic transitions (but not democratic 

consolidation)
• Political party – technocratic collaborations ( but not bottom up mobilization)
• Role of donors and policy diffusion (becomes  prominent after 2010)

*H: Democratic transitions create incentives for political mobilization for the 
expansion of social welfare 
• Party-voter linkages
• Political competition 
• Top down political party-technocrat collaborations  
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Social Welfare Programme Type of Program Year Established Budget  (2017-18) Regime Type

*Provincial Employees Social 
Security Scheme (PSSS) 

Pensions  & labor benefits 1967 *Military

Worker Welfare Fund (WWF) Low cost housing and 
other amenities to the 
industrial labour.

1971 PKR 14 billion Democratic

Employees' Old-Age Benefits 
Institution (EOBI) 

Pension, old age benefits 
and social insurance

1976 PKR 13 billion Democratic

*Zakat Cash transfers & grants 1980 PKR 4 billion *Military

Bait Ul Maal Cash Transfers & Grants 1992 PKR 6 billion Democratic

Benazir Income Support 
Programme (BISP) 

Cash Transfer 2008 PKR 121 billion Democratic 

Prime Minister’s Youth 
Training, Loan & Laptop 
Scheme

Skills training, microcredit 
loans and laptops

2013-14 PKR 4 billion Democratic

Prime Minister’s National 
Health Programme (PMNHP) 

Health insurance 2015 PKR 15 billion Democratic 

Ehsaas Programme Umbrella- Federal  Social 
Protection Program

2019 TBD Democratic 



The Political Origins of BISP is rooted in Domestic 
Politics     

• Social Protection Strategy (2007) formulated during the military regime of Pervez Musharraf

• Donors  such as the World Bank promoted  the consolidation of existing Safety nets 

• Elections and the transition to democracy (2007-08)

• PPP Manifesto => CCT program and data base for the poorest 25%

• PPP Government announces the creation of BISP (2008)

• Initially designed by local technocrats not the donors 

• Decision to target women was a PPP leadership decision 

• Parliamentary targeting (2008-10)=>  discretionary 

• Government announces new  Targeting Formula (2010) 

• Significant expansion in federal funding on poverty alleviation

• Poverty survey becomes the basis for the National Socio-Economic Registry (NSER) 
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The Shift towards Non-Discretionary Targeting

• The Central Role of political parties
• PPP had high political incentives & will  to create a poverty targeted program
• Decision to end parliamentary discretion was also a PPP decision 
• shift towards non-discretionary targeting => create domestic & international legitimacy for BIP

• Political Competition and Oversight 
• BISP protected  through a bipartisan act of parliament
• The transition to democracy has created a gradual shift towards programmatic appeals across 

party lines particularly after 2013
• Opposition parties opposed the name but have adopted the program when in power

• The role of the  international donors  
• World Bank pushed for PMT Targeting 
• Donors Provided Technical support & Funding 
• Donors role in design becomes particularly prominent after 2010
• IMF, World Bank & DFID become important funders & advocates of BISP 
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Part 2: Conceptualizing Citizenship in Pakistan
• Conceptualizing Citizenship as a ‘bundle of rights’

• TH Marshal ‘Citizenship and Social Class’ (1949)
• Political rights – participatory rights 
• Civic  rights – right to association & justice
• Social rights – right to social welfare 

• Citizenship as an exercise in quotidian practices of engaging the state
• Encountering the State ( citizen-state interactions) – Kruks-Weisner 2017
• Expressing political preference ( voting) and politically mobilizing (joining a party, 

attending party meetings or rallies or contesting elections)
• Using  local public services  (public health, education, birth registration)

• Political Knowledge about rights and the state
• Citizenship is about a sense of  affiliation and belonging –Hunter and Sugiyama 

2016
• Can social welfare programs increase political learning about rights and 

entitlements ?
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Part 2: Citizenship and Social Rights in Pakistan
• Article 38 (d) and (e), (Principles of Policy) of the Constitution of Pakistan: 

‘The State shall provide for all persons employed in the service of Pakistan or otherwise, social security by compulsory social
insurance or other means; provide basic necessities of life such as food, clothing, housing, education and medical relief, for
all such citizens, irrespective of sex, creed, caste, or race, as are permanently or temporarily unable to earn their livelihood
on account of infirmity, sickness or unemployment; reduce disparity in the income and earnings of individuals’

• Routines invocations of the Welfare state and social rights by political parties
• PPP: ‘Roti, Kapra Aur Makan, Ilm , Sehat Sub ko Kam’  (Bread, clothes and home, education, health & jobs for all’)
• PML-N : ‘ Khidmat Ko Vote do  (Give your vote to Service)
• PTI:  ‘ Islami Falahi Riyasat’  (Islamic Welfare State)

*PTI’s Ehsaas Policy Statement (2019): ‘new constitutional amendment to move article 38(d) from the “Principles of Policyi 
n to the “Fundamental Rights’ section” 

• But unlike developmental states (e.g.: Brazil, India , Mexico and South Africa), Pakistan has  few rights based entitlements  
& programs  for the uplift of the poor & vulnerable populations

• Vast gaps between de jure legislation and ‘lived reality of Citizenship’ (Kruks-Wisner 2018)
• Women face additional barriers to access basic  citizenship rights 
• persistent gaps in voter registration, CNIC registration access to health & education services 
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Citizenship Hypotheses
Political Knowledge 

• H1 Cash transfers increase knowledge about state services and entitlements leading to greater rights 
claims

Political rights

• H2. Cash transfers increase beneficiaries’ participation in local political organizations (party meetings, 
rallies, district/ union councils etc.)

• H3. Cash transfers lead to greater voting across party lines in national, provincial and local elections by 
beneficiaries  

Civic rights 

• H4. Cash transfers to beneficiaries increase their intra-household status and allow them greater public 
mobility 

• H5. Cash transfers connect beneficiaries to local civil society creating new avenues for collective action

• H6. Cash transfers to beneficiaries increase information about local state institutions and services

Social rights 

• H7.  Cash transfers to beneficiaries reduces information asymmetries about other government social 
safety nets 

• H8. Cash transfers to beneficiaries promote household investments in health and education

16



Measuring  the Impact of the BISP Cash Transfer on 
Women's  Citizenship
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Political Rights Civic Rights Social Rights Perceptions & Political Knowledge

Voting in National, provincial and local

elections

Petitions to district courts Obtaining other federal or provincial

social policy programs

Knowledge about other rights and

entitlements

Joining a political party Registering Police/ FIR Reports Enrollment of household members in

public schools

Knowledge about BISP (entitlements and

delivery)

Attending a political party rally Registering child births, marriage or

divorce at Union council

Using public hospitals & basic health

units

Attitudes towards political parties

Attending public protests Visiting a Union or District Council Obtaining a govt microfinance loans Attitudes towards the state

Meeting other BISP beneficiaries Registering for a passport Immunization of households in public

health campaigns

Attitudes towards women’s political

participation



Qualitative Field Research Design 
• 30  Semi-structured Qualitative Interviews  with BISP beneficiaries

• n=20 rural 
• n-=10 urban 

• 25 Semi-structured Qualitative Interviews with Male Household Members 
(husbands, fathers, father-in-law, brothers)
• n= 15 rural
• n= 10  urban

• 2 Focus Group – with BISP Beneficiaries 
• 5-10 BISP beneficiaries per village

• 4 Village Profiles – with Key Informants 
• Mapping Village level Government Institutions and Public Services 
• Mapping village social and power dynamics ( caste, ethnicity &   informal governance)
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Field Site Selection  
• Districts: Thatta ( High poverty districts 

in lower Sindh)

• Urban Areas: Thatta City 
• Ward: Thatta 2 

• Behrani Goth

• Rural Areas : Rural Thatta
• Union Council: Chatto Chand

• 3 villages ‘Deh’ Chatto Chand
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Chattto Chand : (Deh) Village Cluster

• Union Council: Chatto Chand, 20 kilometers from Thatta city 
• Deh-Chatto Chand
• Villages: Haji Usman, Mohammad Ramzan, Urs Jakhro

• Village Caste composition:  Homogenous, Hejib Jakhro caste 

• Occupations: Primarily Labourers & agricultural daily wage 
Earners 

• Most respondents were political supporters of the Shirazis 
with some exceptions 

• Interviews and focus group with BISP Beneficiaries
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Behrani Goth: Peri-Urban Village, Thatta 

• Ward: Thatta 2
• Behrani Goth
• Peri-Urban Village, adjacent to Thatta City

• Village Caste composition:  Behrani, Baloch tribe, other 
smaller castes and including Meghwar Hindu community 
living nearby 

• Occupations: Primarily Labourers, daily wage earners, low 
level government employees

• Respondents political affiliations were split between the PPP 
& Shirazis

• Interviews and focus group with BISP Beneficiaries
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1: Women’s Mobility and Financial Inclusion 

• The vast majority of beneficiaries reported obtaining the cash transfer 
themselves
• Thatta is a pilot district for biometric verification systems (BVS)
• Beneficiaries travel to receive the cash transfer in groups or with a family member
• Large lines of beneficiaries at banks & branchless banking agents during disbursements

• Middle men – remain pervasive and extract a ‘service’ cut
• Community based middle men 
• Financial agents: commercial and branchless banking agents 
• Not affiliated with political parties

• Beneficiaries reported high levels awareness about the cash transfer including:
• Cash transfer amount
• Timings of disbursals
• Middle mans cuts
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2:Thin Engagement with the local State

• BISP Beneficiaries & their families engagement with local government 
institutions remains slim 

• Few beneficiaries in Thatta and Chatto Chand reporting going to:
• Union councils or district councils ( child birth registration only)
• District courts
• Police stations 
• Local MNA or MPA

• Male Household members engaged directly with their local 
MNA/MPA or landlord for support in obtaining electracy, water, road 
access
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3: Perceptions of BISP & the State

• Important Gender differences in men and women’s perceptions of 
where BISP funding came from:
• Women closely associated BISP with Benazir Bhutto and the Pakistan People’s 

Party (PPP)

• Male household members responses were more varied, with some 
associating the cash transfer with PPP, the federal government & 
donors

• Beneficiaries reported transparency in beneficiary selection
• High levels of grievances about other poor families not being selected
• Reported few cases of political connections being used to obtain the cash 

transfer
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4: Expressing Political Preferences and Affiliation

* Does BISP reinforce or undermine 
clientelism?

• Both male and female household members 
reported high levels of voting in national 
elections over time (2008, 2013, 2018)

• Despite beneficiaries close association of 
BISP with Benazir Bhutto and the PPP, voting 
patterns were split between those that 
voted for the PPP and Shirazis

• Close association with the leader/party does 
not necessarily => clientelistic quid pro quo 
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5: BISP and the Politics of Recognition

• The vast  majority of beneficiaries and their male household members 
reported feelings of:
• Pride and dignity on being cash transfer recipients 

• Being recognized  by the state as  rights-bearing citizens

• Aspirations for the program to continue and expand

• Within the context of rural Pakistan BISP is firmly established as  a well 
known government social policy program
• Is BISP: 

• A shift in the way the state views poverty?

• A move away from a sectarian approach to social policy?

• An example of the state’s expansion in rural areas?
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Next Steps: Field Survey Comparing Beneficiaries 
with Non-Beneficiaries 
• Field Survey  : n=1200 households 

• in 4 districts in two provinces: Sindh & Punjab 
• High beneficiary districts: Thatta &  Muzaffargarh
• Low beneficiary districts : Hyderabad & Faisalabad

• In each district Randomly select =>1 Tehsil => 2 Union Councils 

• Identification Strategy:  Fuzzy Regression Discontinuity Design 3 points above and below the 
eligibility cutoff of 16.17

• Control (n= 600) PMT score = 16.18 to 19.17
• Treatment (n=600) PMT score = 13.17 to 16.17

• Outcome variable: Citizenship (political, civic and social rights & political knowledge)
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PMT Score as a Threshold For Comparison

• Poverty survey :(2010 & 2018 – ongoing ) 

• National Socio Economic  Poverty Registry (NSER) : 27 million households identified in the survey

• Poverty Score Card: Asset based ranking which includes 12 key indicators including:
• household size
• type of housing and toilet facilities
• education
• child status
• household assets
• durable goods ownership
• agricultural landholding
• livestock ownership

• Eligibility Threshold: Poverty Score (16.17 or <)

***Special exemptions for households with disabilities and single mother households
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Average PMT Scores Across Sample Districts 
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Questions
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