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Abstract 

Since the late Nineties, countries throughout Latin America have introduced conditional cash transfers (CCTs) as key components of their poverty reduction and redistributive strategies. CCTs typically provide monetary subsidies to poor households, provided they comply with conditionalities in the form of school attendance for school-aged children and regular health visits for women and children. Their promise, proponents argue, lies in their ability to address short-term poverty alleviation objectives as well as long-term goals of human capital accumulation. Evaluations on early experience reveal that programmes have contributed to increasing enrolment rates, improving health care and raising household consumption. Less attention has been paid to the positioning of such programmes within a country’s social protection system and their contribution to the development of such systems. Do CCTs promote the development of a social safety net, understood as a residual set of policies of last resort? Do they contribute to the development of an inclusive system of entitlement-based social policies?

This paper reviews the conditional cash transfer experience in six Latin American countries. It compares CCTs along four dimensions: policy rationale, design characteristics, policy financing and allocation of institutional responsibilities. Drawing from this analysis, the paper reflects upon the effects of the rising popularity of such programmes on broader welfare state developments taking into account country background differences as well as variations in the original motivations underlying CCT introduction.

The paper argues that, along with other developments in the area of social assistance, CCTs represent an opportunity for countries to develop an integrated and inclusive set of social policies. At the same time, particular design and implementation parameters of these tools risk promoting the further residualization and fragmentation of safety nets. By identifying alternative CCT design parameters and recent developments in such features, the paper considers the contribution of CCTs to the potential transition from a largely absent or minimal safety net to a sustainable, coordinated system of social policies. 
