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Child poverty is a multidimensional challenge 
and decades of evidence demostrate that cash 

transfer programs can provide simple and effective 
protection against poverty, especially extreme 

poverty. A nationally representative telephone survey 
conducted in Guatemala in May 2022 indicates 

very high support (88%) for a cash transfer program 
targeting children and adolescents. In addition, 90% 
are in favor of setting the value of the transfers to at 
least the basic food basket. Finally, a slight majority 

(almost 52%) supports extending the transfers to 
at least all children in poverty, while 46% support 

restricting the program to those in extreme poverty. 
Either way, given that the current program reaches 

only about 13 percent of children and adolescents in 
extreme poverty, there is broad support for a massive 

expansion in coverage.   
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1. 

	 WHY DO CASH  TRANSFERS FOR CHILDREN AND 
ADOLESCENTS MATTER?

2	 The source is the 2014 ENCOVI survey adjusted with the population growth projection to 2022.
3	 The survey was conducted between May 3rd and May 22nd by Asíes, Asociación de Investigación y Estudios Sociales, and included 1503 

respondents aged 18 and older. The appendix summarizes the sociodemographic characteristics of the nationwide sample.

In Guatemala, 39% of the population is under 18 
years of age, 68% of whom live in poverty and 29% in 
extreme poverty (World Bank, 2020; ENCOVI, 2014)2. 
Guatemala is considered the Latin American country 
most vulnerable to climate risks and is among the 
ten most vulnerable in the world (UNICEF, 2021). High 
exposure to the consequences of climate change and 
natural events, such as hurricanes and earthquakes, 
has increased food insecurity and hunger in recent 
years (UNICEF; World Bank, 2022).

Child and adolescent poverty is a violation of the rights 
of children and adolescents and has devastating effects 
on their present and future lives. Decades of studies 
document the impact of material deprivation early in 
life on the lack of opportunities later in life, along with 
a huge waste of human capital for society (Black et al., 
2017; Berens et al., 2019; Jensen et al., 2017).

While poverty is a multidimensional challenge, 
evidence also shows that access to regular cash 

transfers can provide a simple and effective protection, 
particularly against extreme poverty. Such transfers, by 
helping families meet their basic needs, especially food, 
have been shown to improve child health, education 
and development, as well as overall well-being, 
representing an immensely beneficial investment for 
them, their families and society (UNICEF, 2017; Bastagli 
et al., 2016; Save the Children, 2018; Cecchini, Villatoro 
and Mancero, 2021). Based on this evidence, there is a 
broad consensus among scholars, multilateral agencies, 
and policy officials regarding the importance of these 
transfers as an instrument of social protection, even if 
they debate the appropriate scope and adequacy of 
such transfers.

In this context, it is surprising how little is known about 
how the public perceives them, both in Guatemala and 
in Latin America in general. Does public opinion support 
cash transfers? Based on a nationally representative 
telephone survey conducted in June 2022, this policy 
brief contributes to filling this gap3.
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The first national conditional cash transfer program aimed 
at children was created in 2008 under the name “Mi familia 
progresa” (ECLAC, 2022). It was renamed “Mi Bono Seguro” in 
2012 and “Bono Social” in 2020.  From higher coverage rates 
ten years ago (ECLAC estimates that 29% of the population 
was covered in 2012), coverage dropped to 5.5% in 2017 
and to 4.4% of children and adolescents in poverty in 2019 
and represented just 0.4% of GDP (UNICEF and World Bank, 
2022; ECLAC, 2021). Each transfer was equivalent to USD 
65 (500 quetzales) (ECLAC, 2023) and, on average, a family 
received five transfers per year (UNICEF, 2021).

During the Covid-19 pandemic, the government made 
a significant effort to provide cash and food assistance 
to vulnerable households. At the end of March 2020, 
Guatemala announced the creation of the Bono Familia, an 
emergency cash transfer targeted to the population most 
economically affected by the pandemic and  its fallout, and 
whose electricity consumption in February 2020 was less 
than or equal to 200kWh (CIEN, 2020; Martínez Franzoni 
and Sánchez-Ancochea, 2022). In addition, low-income 
households without electricity service were included 
(CIEN, 2020). 

Bono Familia reached 2.7 million households (one third of all 
people under the poverty line) with up to three transfers per 
household of USD 130 each (Martínez Franzoni and Sánchez-
Ancochea, 2022). This coverage represented a more than 20-
fold increase compared to existing cash transfer coverage. 
Given the low social spending in the country before the 
pandemic (7.6% of GDP according to ECLAC’s estimate), 
the rapid deployment of such a massive program was very 
important in cushioning the effects of the pandemic and in 
avoiding a more pronounced increase in poverty (UNICEF 
and World Bank, 2022). A recent study conducted among the 
recipient population at the behest of UNICEF and the World 
Bank reconstructs in detail the strengths and challenges 

faced by recipients under this important program (CID-
GALLUP, 2022a; 2022b). 

The Guatemalan government also made a significant effort 
to provide food assistance (Martínez Franzoni and Sánchez-
Ancochea, 2022). Figure 1 shows whether respondents 
or their households received cash or food assistance from 
the government during the two years of the pandemic 
(between May 2020 and May 2022, the date of the survey), 
comparing Guatemala with the other countries analyzed. 

In Guatemala, 27% of respondents said that they or 
someone in their household had received some type of 
cash assistance from the government in the past two years, 
and 44% said they had received food assistance. In terms 
of food assistance, Guatemala ranks second after Chile 
(49%). In terms of cash transfers, the coverage recorded 
in the survey is 27%, the same as in Colombia (27%) and 
Costa Rica (28%), and close to that of Argentina (30%), a 
noteworthy result given the low coverage of cash transfers 
prior to the pandemic. It should be noted, however, that the 
survey did not inquire about the frequency or adequacy of 
the transfers.

 

2.  
CURRENT GOVERNMENT POLICY
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4	 This reflects the continuity of food transfers through PTAs that brought food house-to-house, with an increase in coverage of 2.8% during 
2020 (UNICEF, 2021).

Figure 1. In the last two years, did you or anyone in your household receive cash assistance/
food assistance from the government?

Source: Own elaboration based on data from the Covid survey, families and social programs in Argentina, Chile, Colombia, 

Costa Rica, Guatemala and Peru, 2022.

Figure 2 shows the extent of government cash and 
food assistance to households according to whether or 
not they had members under 18 years of age. The data 
indicate that in Guatemala, along with the rest of the 
countries, households with children reported a higher 
probability of receiving cash and food assistance than 
households without children. In Guatemala, living in a 

household with children increased the probability of 
having received cash assistance from the government 
from 23% (without children) to almost 29% (with 
children). In the case of food transfers, the difference is 
even more marked, as 60% of households with children 
received food aid, compared to only 13% of households 
without children or adolescents4.
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Figure 2. In the last two years, did you or anyone in your household receive cash assistance/
food assistance from the government? 
 

Source: Own elaboration based on data from the COVID survey, families and social programs in Argentina, Chile, Colombia, 

Costa Rica, Guatemala and Peru, 2022.

5           Based on the UNICEF and World Bank estimate of Bono Social coverage in 2018 and 2021 (126,000 and 100,000, respectively) and the 
projection of population and population in poverty by age group in 2021 from the National Institute of Statistics of Guatemala based on 
the ENAHO 2014.	

6           On a positive note, with the support of UNICEF and the World Bank, the Guatemalan government took steps to have an information system 
for the identification of recipients (MIDES, 2022).	

7	 In Guatemala, a consumption-based poverty line method is used. The extreme poverty line is defined as the cost of acquiring the mini-
mum 2172 calories recommended, using the consumption basket of people observed in the survey. The poverty line includes an additional 
amount that corresponds to the percentage of non-food consumption of people whose food consumption is around the extreme poverty 
line (Ministerio de Desarrollo/OPHI, 2018).

Emergency assistance only lasted through 2020. 
Meanwhile, the conditional cash transfer program 
for children and adolescents lost ground: in 2021, 
the Bono Social reached less than 3% of children 
and adolescents in poverty (1.14 percentage points 
less than before the pandemic) (UNICEF, 2021)5,6. 

In terms of adequacy, the Bono Social was equivalent 
to about half of the extreme poverty line per capita7. 
In August 2022, the value of the basic food basket 
per person was USD 95 (3539 quetzales divided by 
4.77 persons per household, given that a maximum 
of one voucher per household was granted) (ECLAC, 
2021; UNICEF, 2021; INE, 2022). Social spending 

directed to children and adolescents in Guatemala 
is far below the needs of the population, with a 
percentage between 3.3 and 3.8% of GDP, far from the 
7.5% of investment that UNICEF considers necessary 
“to achieve significant results” (UNICEF, 2021). 
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The survey asked whether cash transfers should be a right. 
A high 79% of those surveyed agreed with the statement, 
indicating that a strong majority supports the existence of 
a cash transfer program.

In addition, the survey contains a series of questions on 
attitudes towards cash transfers aimed at four different 
population groups: the elderly, children, the unemployed 
and immigrants. 

Figure 3 shows that the respondents overwhelmingly 
support cash transfer programs for the elderly (93%) and 
for children (88%). A large majority also support transfers 
to the unemployed (74%). As for immigrants, the majority 
opinion remains favorable but divided: 55% are in favor 
of transfers to this group, while 36% are opposed (7% do 
not answer).  

Figure 3. Would you agree or disagree with the government having a cash transfer program for...?

Source: Own elaboration based on data from the Covid survey, families and social programs in Argentina, Chile, Colombia, Costa 

Rica, Guatemala and Peru, 2022.

3.  
PUBLIC OPINION ON CASH TRANSFERS FOR CHILDREN AND 

ADOLESCENTS
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3.1 
 COVERAGE OF CASH TRANSFERS FOR CHILDREN AND 

ADOLESCENTS

The survey contains additional questions to elucidate 
preferences on the scope and coverage that transfer 
programs should have, both for the general population 
and for children and adolescents. As shown in Figure 4, 
respondents support broader eligibility criteria for cash 
transfers for this group than for the general population. 
A slight majority (almost 52%) supports the provision 
of cash transfers to at least all children in poverty, 

while 45.5% are in favor of restricting them to those 
in extreme poverty. Of note is the 26% in favor of a 
universal transfer to children and adolescents.  For  the  
general  population,  almost  64%  of  those  surveyed 
support restricting them to those in extreme poverty.  

Figure 4. When cash transfer programs exist, who should receive them?

Source: Own elaboration based on data from the Covid survey, families and social programs, Guatemala case, 2022.
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3.2  
ADEQUACY OF CASH TRANSFERS FOR CHILDREN AND 

ADOLESCENTS

8           The extreme poverty line is calculated based on a basic food basket, so this provides a way to measure the preferences of the population in 
relation to the extreme poverty line.	

To evaluate preferences on the optimal value or 
generosity of cash transfers, the survey presented 
people with four very concrete options that form a 
scale from less to greater adequacy in the amounts.
These options include a transfer that is equivalent to: (i) 
half of a basic food basket8, (ii) a basic food basket, (iii) 
a basic food basket plus the cost of clothing, and (iv) a 
basic food basket plus the cost of clothing and other 
basic necessities.

Figure 5 shows the distribution of preferences among 
the four categories. When adding the three that include 
at least one basic food basket (FB, 49%; a FB and 
clothing, 9%; and a FB, clothing and other basic needs, 
33%), an overwhelming majority (91%), believe that, 
if the government were to make such cash transfers 
available, they should cover at least the value of a basic 
food basket. Only three percent would set the value at 
half the value of a food basket and thus half the extreme 
poverty line. Six percent did not answer the question.

Figure 5. What should cash transfers to children and adolescents cover?

Source: Own elaboration based on data from the Covid survey, families and social programs, Guatemala case, 2022.
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The public opinion survey conducted shows broad support 
for a transfer program for children and adolescents with 
greater adequacy and scope than the one that currently 
exists in Guatemala. Four out of five people think that cash 
transfers should be a right, and an overwhelming majority 
(91%) support a value of the transfers to cover at least the 
basic food basket. 

According to the latest available data, the current program 
reaches 263,403 children and adolescents (ECLAC, 2021), 
while 4.7 million children and adolescents live in poverty 
(68% of all children and adolescents) and 2 million live in 
extreme poverty (29% of all children and adolescents). A 
slight majority (52%) agrees that transfers should reach 
at least all children in poverty, while almost half (45.5%) 
would restrict them to children in extreme poverty. 
Either of these two scenarios would mean an expansion 
of between 10 and 30 times the coverage in the current 
program (ECLAC, 2021). Based on this public support, the 
government could build the political space to achieve a 
significant increase in the coverage and adequacy of cash 
transfers for children and adolescents.

If every child and adolescent living in poverty were to 
receive a monthly amount equivalent to a basic food 
basket, this would mean allocating 7.5% of GDP9 to cash 
transfers (precisely the minimum level of social spending 
recommended by UNICEF for children and adolescents in 
Guatemala) (UNICEF, 2021). This reflects the combination 

9	 The cost of basic food basket per person in August 2022, close to the time of the survey, was USD 95.5. At that time, there were 4,741,252 children 
and adolescents living in poverty. Multiplying the cost of a food basket per child in poverty by 12 months yielded the total amount of resources 
needed, USD 5,431.1 million. The gross domestic product in 2022 was USD 72.42 billion, so the estimated required funding is equivalent to 7.5% of 
GDP. Micro data could not be used because the number of children and adolescents receiving vouchers in the ENAHO is very small compared to the 
administrative data.

10	 CEPALSTATS; Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean (ECLAC); United Nations.

of the high population weight of children and adolescents 
in the Guatemalan population, combined with the very 
high proportion of these children and adolescents who 
live in poverty. Given that cash transfers to children and 
adolescents currently account for 0.03% of GDP, the 
additional amount would be 7.47% of GDP.

In 2022, both UNICEF and the World Bank argued for “the 
need to expand the coverage of cash transfers to protect 
the population in poverty and extreme poverty, particularly 
children and adolescents” (UNICEF and World Bank, 2022, 
p. 13). This would require a massive, but necessary and 
feasible, increase in the budget, which starts from a very 
low level of social spending (7.4% in 2021, the lowest in 
Central America and the second lowest in Latin America)10.  

The national survey demonstrates that such an expansion 
in the scope of social protection would be supported by 
public opinion, as well as be consistent with the evidence 
regarding the overwhelming effectiveness of these 
programs in improving the welfare and human capital of 
children and adolescents.

 

4.  
POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS
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Characteristics of the sample in Guatemala

Number of people interviewed between May 3rd and May 22nd, 2022: 1503

Margin of error: +/- 3%

Gender

Woman 52%

Men 47%

Age

18 to 24 years 24%

25 to 34 years 25%

35 to 44 years 19%

45 to 54 years 13%

55 to 64 years 9%

65 years and older 9%

Occupation

Works 49%

Works and studies 3%

Retired 2%

Unemployed 6%

Only studies 3%

Dedicated to unpaid domestic work 35%

Does not study, or engage in paid or unpaid domestic work 2%

Education

No education or incomplete primary 41%

Completed primary or incomplete secondary 24%

Secondary school complete 14%

Incomplete or complete technical 11%

Incomplete or complete university 7%

Household composition

Without presence of children under the age of 15 years 38%

With presence of minors under the age of 15 years 62%

Without the presence of older adults 59%

With presence of older adults 41%
Source: National telephone survey, GIGA-UCR with the support of the German Research 
Foundation; by Datavoz.
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