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Overview

1. Context of poverty and youth mental health in LMICs

2. Does longer duration of exposure to CTPs during childhood (0-17 
years) reduce depressive symptoms in early adulthood (18-30 
years)?

3. If so, might increased education or employment explain the 
association with long-term mental health outcomes?
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61% of the world’s poor are under 24 years of age

Source: Aguilar et al., 2020; Castañeda et al. 2018; World Bank, 2018.



• Living in poverty can lead to mental 
health problems 

• Youth mental health problems limit 
life chances & increase likelihood of 
continuing to live in poverty

• Cash transfer programmes do not 
address these dynamics

Mental health is a key factor intertwined with poverty and future 
life chances



Impact of poverty reduction programmes
on (mental) health: some evidence
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Evidence for long-term effects of cash transfer programmes
(CTPs) on mental health?

• Recent systematic review Zimmerman et al., 2022) identified  12 studies examining 
impacts of CTPs on youth mental health –all short term impacts

• Most evaluations focus on children’s physical health, nutrition and education 
outcomes
• Some of these look at long-term outcomes and suggest increased educational 

attainment 

• Yet, little known about impact of early and sustained exposure of CTPs on mental 
health



Research questions

1. Does longer duration of exposure to CTPs during childhood (0-17 years) reduce 
depressive symptoms in early adulthood (18-30 years)?

2. If so, might increased education or employment explain the association with long-
term mental health outcomes?



Data from three countries with CTPs

Colombia’s Familias 
en Accion

• 2015 National 
Mental Health 
Survey 

• n=3,674

South Africa’s Child 
support programme

• National Income 
Dynamics Study 
(NIDS)  2014

• n=7,372

Mexico’s
Opportunidades

• Mexican Family 
Life survey (MxFLS-
3) 2009-2012

• n=8,832



Study design

• Exploits cross-country and cohort variation in the age of children 
when the program was first introduced

• Seeks to capture impact of policy on cohort of children and 
adolescents, rather than impact of individual receipt of cash 
transfers

• Treatment: number of years (from age 0 to age 17) living in country 
with CTP

• Outcome variable: Depressive symptoms (SQR-20 for Colombia, 
CESD-10 for South Africa, and CCDSD for Mexico)  



Oportundidades Introduced 
(called Progresa)

CSG Introduced (under 7 years 
)

Familias en Acción Introduced 
MxFLS Round 1

CSG changed to under 9

CSG changed to under 11

MxFLS Round 2

NIDS Wave 1

CSG changed to under 18

NIDS Wave 2

NIDS Wave 3 MxFLS Round 3

NIDS Wave 4

ENSM

NIDS Wave 5
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MxFLS Round 3

Year CTP introduction and eligibility change in South Africa, 
Mexico and Colombia



Mean years exposure to CTP by country and birth cohort 
category
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What did we find? 



Each additional year of exposure to CTP (aged 0-17) was 
associated with a reduction in depressive symptoms (aged 18-30)

Continuous normalised 
depressive symptoms 

B
(95% CIs)

Years of potential 
exposure

-0.003
(-0.004, -0.001)

Small effect size: Cohen’s d = 0.02

*All models controlled  for 3-year birth cohort, country, sex and poverty status.



Theoretical model of long-term effects of CTPs on mental 
health – role of education & employment?

CTPs from
age 0 to 17 years

Mental health 
age 18-30 years



Might increased 
education or 
employment 
explain the 

association with 
long-term mental 
health outcomes?

Odds ratio

Secondary school 
completion

1.01 (1.00, 1.03)

Employment 0.90 (0.88, 0.91)



Discussion
• Our data suggest small impacts of growing up during CTP expansion on depressive symptoms 

during early adulthood
• Although effect size is small, identifying a population impact given only subset received CTP is 

promising 
• Moreover, given CTPs do not target mental heath outcomes this can be considered an added 

‘bonus’ of CTPs
• Improvements in depression outcomes are not due to improvements in employment 

outcomes
• Improvements may be related to improvements in education outcomes and likely to be a 

number of other potentially complex pathways (household, stress, income security, caregiver 
mental health)

• To improve mental health, need better understanding of mechanisms and specific targeting
• Also, need direct mental health interventions to support youth living in poverty and improve 

their life chances
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Thank you! Any questions?
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