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I. Motivation for
Joint Research

JOINT UNICEF-WB-WFP RESEARCH PROJECT: 
Exploring the impacts of social protection on social cohesion in the Sahel
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• In the Sahel, vulnerability, poverty, competition over natural resources, and lack of 
economic opportunities have distended social bonds and fueled conflict in the region. 

• Policies and programs that seek to address poverty and drivers of vulnerability, such as 
social protection, have the potential to support social cohesion. 

• Untangling the relationship between social protection and social cohesion is essential 
to maximize this positive impact and prevent unintended detrimental dynamics.  

• Social protection can have several effects on social cohesion, though few studies have 
evaluated such effects systematically in the Sahel.

I. Motivation for joint research
Exploring the impacts of social protection on social cohesion in the Sahel

Why this joint research project?
Social cohesion has emerged as an important topic in the Sahel and for the social 
protection sector.
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*This output is the fourth product of this research project. Review earlier outputs below—literature 
review, its interactive presentation, and concept note:

I. Motivation for joint research
Exploring the impacts of social protection on social cohesion in the Sahel

OBJECTIVES OF QUALITATIVE STUDY

I. Examine linkages between social protection and bridging, bonding, and linking 

aspects of social cohesion. 

II. Examine dynamics among beneficiaries, nonbeneficiaries, host, and 

refugee/displaced populations.

III. Examine conditions under which social protection can enhance social cohesion.

Concept Note

Qualitative Study
A qualitative study of how social protection affects social cohesion in the Sahel

Evidence Review 
PresentationEvidence Review

https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/099040308292526143/pdf/IDU-3177a267-672c-4223-958f-2cb885589040.pdf
https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/099720109192433700/pdf/IDU1cd6420bd1de081469d19884176460e296710.pdf?_gl=1*1d4wlbd*_gcl_au*OTcwNDg3NDA1LjE3MjQxNjQ4MzE.&deliveryName=FCP_1_DM231566
https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/099720109192433700/pdf/IDU1cd6420bd1de081469d19884176460e296710.pdf?_gl=1*1d4wlbd*_gcl_au*OTcwNDg3NDA1LjE3MjQxNjQ4MzE.&deliveryName=FCP_1_DM231566
https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/099709109192415798/pdf/IDU16a2c9ab1125aa14aaf18bc618af57fde36d2.pdf?_gl=1*1d4wlbd*_gcl_au*OTcwNDg3NDA1LjE3MjQxNjQ4MzE.&deliveryName=FCP_1_DM231566
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II. Conceptual Framing

JOINT UNICEF-WB-WFP RESEARCH PROJECT: 
Exploring the impacts of social protection on social cohesion in the Sahel
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This review adopts the definition proposed by 
Leininger et al, 2021: 

“Social cohesion refers to both the vertical and the 
horizontal relations among members of society and 
the state as characterized by a set of attitudes and 
norms that includes trust, an inclusive identity and 
cooperation for the common good.” 

II. Conceptual framing
Exploring the impacts of social protection on social cohesion in the Sahel
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What is our framework for social cohesion?
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Definitions compiled in Burchi et al. 2022

II. Conceptual framing
Exploring the impacts of social protection on social cohesion in the Sahel

Trust: Ability to trust other people, both within and outside one’s social 
circles, and trust towards the institutions of the country.

Inclusive Identity: Individuals can identify with various group identities (e.g. 
gender, religion, village) but still feel a mutual belonging to a larger national 
identity. The state recognizes and protects different identity groups.

Cooperation for the Common Good: When people and groups cooperate 
for interests that go beyond those of the individuals.

Social cohesion has three components



9

See for example, definitions compiled in Chatterjee et al. 2023. 

II. Conceptual framing
Exploring the impacts of social protection on social cohesion in the Sahel

• Horizontal social cohesion refers to the relations and bonds within and across groups 
and communities. 

• Vertical social cohesion refers to relations between citizens and the state, at the local or 
national levels. 

• The “bonding, bridging, linking” framework captures the different types of horizontal and 
vertical social cohesion.
o Bonding refers to relations connecting individuals within a given community. 
o Bridging refers to relations between individuals across different communities. 
o Linking refers to the connection between citizens and state. 

Social cohesion has horizontal and vertical dimensions
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II. Conceptual framing
Exploring the impacts of social protection on social cohesion in the Sahel

The "bonding, bridging, linking" framework
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III. Qualitative Study

JOINT UNICEF-WB-WFP RESEARCH PROJECT: 
Exploring the impacts of social protection on social cohesion in the Sahel



12

III. Qualitative study
Exploring the impacts of social protection on social cohesion in the Sahel

Design and delivery features: In what ways do program design and delivery features and 
practices affect social cohesion outcomes? Which features are likely to lead to stronger 
positive or negative impacts? 

Perceptions of participants: What pathways are perceived by program beneficiaries, 
nonbeneficiaries, community members, and other stakeholders as playing a role in the 
impact of social protection programs on social cohesion?

Role of the state: In what ways do program funding sources and implementation 
arrangements affect (vertical) social cohesion outcomes? Does it matter if a social 
protection program is perceived as being government-led? How important is the perceived 
reliability and institutional durability of the programs?

Conditions under which effects materialize: Which contextual factors are likely to affect 
the impacts of social protection programs on social cohesion and in what way? 

Research Questions
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III. Qualitative study
Exploring the impacts of social protection on social cohesion in the Sahel

Key informant interviews and focus groups

• 20 qualitative key informant interviews (KIIs) at the national level
• 48 qualitative KIIs at the sub-national level
• 56 focus group discussions (beneficiaries and non-beneficiaries)
• 48 qualitative in-depth interviews (beneficiaries and non-beneficiaries)

Geographic coverage

• Mauritania: Gorgol, Nouakchott, Hodh El Chargui*
• Chad: Bar El Ghazal, Mandoul*, Wadi Fira*

Methodology

*refugee-hosting areas
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III. Qualitative study
Exploring the impacts of social protection on social cohesion in the Sahel

Chad
Refugee and Host Community 

Support Program (Projet D'Appui 
aux Refugiés et aux Communautés 

d'Acceuil, PARCA)

National Productive Social Safety 
Net Program (Programme National 

de Filets Sociaux Productifs)

Monetary transfers

Social promotion / behaviour change 
communication

Productive inclusion

Infrastructure strengthening

Mauritania Tekavoul National Social Transfer 
Program (Programme National 

Tekavoul des Transferts Sociaux)

Monetary transfers

Social promotion sessions

Productive inclusion

Social Protection Programs
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IV. Results

JOINT UNICEF-WB-WFP RESEARCH PROJECT: 
Exploring the impacts of social protection on social cohesion in the Sahel



Positive effects on bonding Negative effects on bonding

• Strong evidence of mutual 
support and solidarity.

• Transfers facilitated: sharing of 
money, food, workload.

• Social promotion facilitated 
sharing of information/advice.

• Sharing is most common among 
those with strongest ties.

• Sharing was voluntary; didn’t want 
to “eat” while someone else goes 
without.

• Sharing tied to identity as Africans 
and Muslims.*

• Jealousy among family, friends, 
community members not 
selected for program; caused 
divisions.

*Sharing also evident in Christian communities but not referred to in this way in interviews

IV. Results
Exploring the impacts of social protection on social cohesion in the Sahel



“This change had divided friendships and caused some friends 
to separate because someone found money and can no longer 
walk with you.” 
~Community leader, Chad

IV. Results
Exploring the impacts of social protection on social cohesion in the Sahel

“We can say that these are lessons we have learned from 
Tekavoul, particularly the importance for the community to 
organize, come together, and support each other.”
~Male non-beneficiary IDI, Hodh El Chargui, Mauritania



Positive effects on bridging Negative effects on bridging

• Social promotion sessions and 
info meetings improved 
relationships between refugee 
and host communities.

• Village savings associations 
(cross-community) increased 
mutual aid and understanding.

• Increased interaction and 
understanding through payment 
points, meetings.

• Mutual aid (food, support, money, 
help with work) extends beyond 
family and ethnic groups.

• Increased economic activity.

• Targeted nature of program and 
dissatisfaction with targeting 
process.

• Exclusion of nonbeneficiaries 
from social promotion sessions.

IV. Results
Exploring the impacts of social protection on social cohesion in the Sahel



“There has been a clear improvement in our relationship. Even 
though we are not from the same ethnic group, thanks to 
this program, we have become like sisters in real life and we 
always help each other.” 
~Female beneficiary, FGD, refugee, Mandoul, Chad

“People who don’t get PARCA money are against us. They say, 
why us and why not them?...the PARCA situation has caused us 
too many problems.” 
~Female beneficiary, refugee, FGD, Mandoul, Chad

IV. Results
Exploring the impacts of social protection on social cohesion in the Sahel



Positive effects on linking Negative effects on linking

• Seeing that state is assisting / 
cares about vulnerable 
households.

• Continuity and recognition of 
program (e.g., Tekavoul).

• Transparency of targeting criteria 
and processes.

• Field agents seen to be 
professional, honest, and caring.

• Well-functioning grievance 
redress mechanisms.

• Infrastructure strengthening 
(schools, health facilities).

• Targeted nature of the program 
(versus universal).

• Payment delays and access 
issues.

• Lack of transparency in targeting / 
selection criteria and processes.

• Penalties for noncompliance with 
attendance at social promotion 
sessions.

• Belief that nonbeneficiaries will 
be covered later / will “get their 
turn”.

IV. Results
Exploring the impacts of social protection on social cohesion in the Sahel



“Through this program, people have come to understand that 
the government also cares about their well-being.” 
~Sub-national KII, Bar El Ghazal, Chad

“Sometimes, some people may say that it creates dependency, 
or that it is expensive. But when you see poverty, people 
understand that it is necessary.” 
~Sub-national KII, Gorgol, Mauritania

IV. Results
Exploring the impacts of social protection on social cohesion in the Sahel

“It’s when an organization comes to make a donation to our 
community and not everyone receives something that causes 
problems.” 
~Community leader, Chad
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V. Conclusions and 
Recommendations

JOINT UNICEF-WB-WFP RESEARCH PROJECT: 
Exploring the impacts of social protection on social cohesion in the Sahel



• Bonding was increased by: Social safety net transfers and social promotion 
sessions (through sharing transfers, food, information).

• Bridging was increased by: Social promotion sessions, gathering at pay points, savings 
associations, and local economy effects.

• Pathways of influence on bridging and bonding: Social capital, participation in community, 
local economy effects, social interaction, increased understanding of others

• Vertical trust in the state was increased by: Assisting poor, infrastructure development, 
transparency and communication, and caring and honest field agents.

V. Conclusions and Recommendations
Exploring the impacts of social protection on social cohesion in the Sahel

Conclusions



Outreach and communication
• Clearly communicate targeting and selection processes.
• Train implementing staff.
• Ensure information is accessible; work closely with community leaders.
• Improve communication when delays expected.

Targeting and selection
• Expand program coverage.
• Ensure selection criteria are transparent.
• Ensure the social registry expansion process is accompanied by public communication campaigns.

Payment delivery
• Ensure regular payments.
• Ensure pay points in camps are on-site and private.
• Offer options between manual and electronic payments.
• Improve network to enable mobile payments.
• Train staff of payment providers on how to engage with refugees in a polite manner that avoids frustration.

V. Conclusions and Recommendations
Exploring the impacts of social protection on social cohesion in the Sahel

Recommendations (1 of 2)



V. Conclusions and Recommendations
Exploring the impacts of social protection on social cohesion in the Sahel

Social promotion sessions
• Continue and strengthen.
• Eliminate penalties for nonattendance.
• Explore inclusion of nonbeneficiaries.

Complementary programming
• Intensification of existing awareness raising sessions and activities.
• Linkages to other social services including health, education, social security, and social housing.
• More support to income-generating activities, agricultural programming (local economy effects).

Grievance redress mechanisms (GRM)
• Ensure functioning and accessible.
• Bring services closer to communities for people to physically access. 
• Improve listening capacities of people responsible for grievance redress. 

Supply-side investments (schools, health, water infrastructure)

Recommendations (2 of 2)



26

V. Conclusions and Recommendations
Exploring the impacts of social protection on social cohesion in the Sahel

Joint UNICEF-WB-WFP 
Research Project

Components and next steps

Overall paper 
(expected March 2027)
To present synthesis of key evidence on the impacts 
of social protection on different dimensions of social 
cohesion in the Sahel and share recommendations on 
how to select design and delivery features to enhance 
these positive impacts in the Sahel.

2. Qualitative analysis 
(expected September 2026)
To understand the causal effects of social protection 
interventions on social cohesion and identify design and 
implementation features that can promote positive impacts 
of social protection programs on social cohesion. 

3. Quantitative analysis 
(expected December 2026)
Building on existing impact evaluations, econometric 
analysis to quantify the impacts of safety net programs on 
different dimensions of social cohesion in the Sahel and fill 
some existing gaps in evidence.

1. Review of existing evidence 
(September 2024)
Systematic review of existing evidence of the size and 
direction of impacts of social protection on social cohesion 
in the Sahel, to shape the conceptual framework and inform 
the research questions and methodology for components 2 
and 3. 

Conceptual 
Framework 
(September 
2025)
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