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Abstract 
This study provides a comprehensive, localized assessment of the impact of the Benazir Income Support 

Program (BISP) on multidimensional poverty alleviation in District Narowal, Punjab. Employing a 

convergent mixed-methods design, the research integrates quantitative data from a household survey 

(n=560) with qualitative insights from in-depth interviews (n=48) and focus group discussions (n=12). 

The analysis evaluates impacts across economic welfare, human capital development, and social 

empowerment. Quantitative results, derived from Endogenous Switching Regression (ESR) models, 

confirm a statistically significant positive effect on household food security but reveal limited to non-

significant impacts on productive asset accumulation, secondary school enrollment, and preventive 

healthcare. Qualitative findings elucidate that while the unconditional cash transfer provides a critical 

lifeline for daily subsistence and fosters tangible improvements in women's intra-household decision-

making a form of instrumental empowerment its transformative potential is severely constrained. Key 

structural barriers include a static transfer value eroded by chronic inflation, unpredictable payment 

cycles that perpetuate debt, the absence of complementary livelihood support, and deeply embedded 

socio-cultural norms. The study concludes that BISP functions effectively as a consumption-smoothing 

mechanism in Narowal but remains structurally disconnected from fostering sustainable poverty escapes. 

Policy recommendations urgently advocate for the indexation of the cash transfer to inflation, the design 

of a targeted "BISP-Plus" graduation model integrating asset grants and coaching, systemic reforms to 

ensure payment predictability, and the creation of formal linkages with provincial health, education, and 

agriculture departments to build a synergistic poverty reduction ecosystem. 
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Introduction: 
The persistence of chronic and multidimensional poverty remains a central challenge for Pakistan's 

development. In response, the Government of Pakistan launched the Benazir Income Support Program 

(BISP) in 2008 as its flagship national social safety net. Designed to deliver unconditional cash transfers 

directly to the country's poorest women identified through a Proxy Means Test (PMT), BISP has dual 

objectives: to provide immediate income support for consumption smoothing and to promote the financial 

inclusion and socio-economic empowerment of marginalized women (Cheema, Farhat, & Hunt, 2016). 

Over a decade since its inception, BISP has scaled to become one of South Asia's largest such programs. 

However, its long-term efficacy and ability to facilitate sustained exits from poverty require continuous, 

context-specific evaluation beyond aggregate national assessments. 

District Narowal, a primarily agrarian district in Punjab, presents a critical microcosm for such an 

assessment. Characterized by pockets of significant poverty, livelihoods vulnerable to climatic and 

economic shocks, and a socio-cultural fabric marked by patriarchal structures, Narowal's context deeply 

influences how a women-targeted cash transfer program operates and what impacts it can achieve. This 

research is driven by the need to move beyond macro-level generalizations and provide a granular 

analysis of BISP's real-world functionality. It addresses the following interconnected questions: What is 

the holistic, multidimensional impact of BISP on beneficiary households in District Narowal? To what 

extent does the program enhance economic resilience, incentivize investment in human capital, and 
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reconfigure intra-household dynamics? Finally, what are the principal structural and operational barriers 

that inhibit the program from realizing its transformative potential? By answering these questions, this 

study aims to generate nuanced, actionable evidence to inform the evolution of social protection policy in 

Pakistan, ensuring it is responsive to local realities and capable of fostering genuine resilience and 

mobility among the nation's poorest citizens. 

The methodological approach for this investigation was a convergent mixed-methods design, 

implemented from August 2022 to May 2023. The quantitative phase involved a stratified household 

survey of 560 homes (280 BISP beneficiaries and 280 non-beneficiaries), using Endogenous Switching 

Regression (ESR) to estimate causal effects and constructing a local Multidimensional Poverty Index 

(MPI). The qualitative phase comprised 48 in-depth phenomenological interviews with recipient women, 

12 focus group discussions with separate community groups, and 15 key informant interviews with local 

officials and service providers. This integration of numerical trends with lived experience offers a robust 

and comprehensive analysis of the program's impact. 

The findings present a complex picture of moderated success and persistent challenge. On the positive 

side, BISP undeniably functions as a vital consumption floor. Quantitative analysis confirms its 

significant role in improving food security metrics, a finding powerfully echoed in qualitative narratives 

where beneficiaries describe the transfer as a lifeline that prevents starvation during periods of shock or 

seasonal unemployment. Furthermore, the program has generated measurable gains in women’s 

instrumental empowerment. Placing financial resources directly in women's hands through the debit card 

has increased their influence over decisions concerning children's food, health, and education, enhancing 

their status and bargaining power within the domestic sphere. 

However, the study identifies severe limitations that curtail BISP's potential as a tool for sustainable 

poverty reduction. First, the economic impact is largely confined to short-term consumption smoothing. 

The static cash transfer, whose real value has been drastically eroded by inflation, is almost entirely 

exhausted on immediate food and energy needs. Consequently, the ESR models showed no statistically 

significant impact on the accumulation of productive assets (e.g., livestock, sewing machines) or savings 

behavior. The program provides a buffer but not a springboard for investment. Second, impacts on human 

capital are muted and indirect. While primary school enrollment shows a modest positive effect, 

secondary enrollment does not. The cash is sometimes used for school expenses, but the larger indirect 

costs and opportunity costs of adolescent labor remain formidable barriers. Similarly, while beneficiaries 

report a slightly greater ability to pay for outpatient healthcare, there is no significant improvement in 

critical indicators like institutional deliveries or full child immunization. 

Third, the empowerment effects, while real, are bounded. The qualitative data reveals that increased 

agency rarely translates into community-level participation, asset ownership, or successful micro-

enterprise creation. The empowerment is often limited to making women more efficient managers of 

household scarcity within prescribed gender roles, rather than challenging the norms that confine them. 

Finally, operational failures exacerbate these design limitations. Unpredictable payment cycles force 

beneficiaries into cycles of high-interest debt with local shopkeepers, while a lack of integration with 

other government services (e.g., agriculture extension, vocational training) represents a missed 

opportunity for creating synergistic pathways out of poverty. 

Conclusion: 
In conclusion, this assessment of BISP in District Narowal confirms that the program is a necessary but 

insufficient component of a poverty alleviation strategy. It successfully mitigates the depth of deprivation 

and provides a platform for enhancing women's domestic agency. However, without substantive reforms, 

it risks perpetuating a state of aided subsistence. To transform BISP from a safety net into a catalyst for 

sustainable progress, policymakers must prioritize several key actions. The transfer value must be 
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substantially increased and formally indexed to inflation to restore its purchasing power. A targeted 

"graduation" pathway such as a "BISP-Plus" model should be piloted, combining continued cash support 

with productive asset grants, skills training, and mentorship for long-term beneficiaries. Payment 

predictability must be guaranteed through systemic reforms. Most critically, BISP must be intentionally 

embedded within a broader ecosystem of public services through formal linkages with provincial 

departments of health, education, and agriculture. Only through such an integrated, multi-faceted 

approach can social protection in Pakistan evolve to truly empower the poor of districts like Narowal to 

build resilient livelihoods and achieve lasting escapes from poverty. 
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