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Executive Summary

Reducing the growth of violent movements is a perennial challenge for the international
community, in large part due to the multitude of reasons why people engage in violence.
While there is limited evidence that economic programs—such as those that improve
employment—Dby themselves can curb engagement in political violence, as shown by
research by Mercy Corps and others, such interventions are still a preferred approach of
numerous development actors working to promote stability in fragile and conflict-affected
countries. In places such as Afghanistan, donors and development practitioners invest
heavily in youth interventions focused on creating employment as one of the means to
dissuade youth from supporting armed opposition groups (AOGs). Additionally, there

is often a tendency to lump all types of violence together, not recognizing that political
violence may require different solutions than gang-related, criminal, or interpersonal
violence. Consequently, the limited amount of evidence from rigorous program impact
evaluations relating to political violence makes it difficult to reach definitive conclusions
about the causal link between economic conditions and political violence.

In response to this apparent knowledge gap, Mercy Corps, in collaboration with the
Political Violence FieldLab at Yale University and Princeton University, and with financial
support from the United States Institute of Peace, undertook a randomized controlled
trial with 1,590 participants to test the impact of particular economic interventions—
specifically a youth employability program and cash transfers—on youth attitudes toward
and willingness to support political violence. Mercy Corps implemented these economic
interventions under a US government-funded project known as INVEST in Kandahar
Province, Afghanistan. The program’s primary goal is to help vulnerable Afghan youth
develop skills that are responsive to local labor market needs and to help them secure
economic opportunities rather than reducing political violence specifically. However,

we used this opportunity to test whether a program designed explicitly to improve
economic outcomes can also affect support for political violence. The main component of
the INVEST program is technical and vocational education and training (TVET), which
includes three- and six-month courses for young men and women. Unconditional cash
transfers were provided as an additional intervention—separate from the INVEST program
and solely for the purposes of this research—to a random subsample of participants to
test the effects of cash transfers on economic and violence outcomes, both in the short
term and six to nine months after the intervention. Additionally, we tested why vocational
training and cash transfers may affect support for political violence, beyond the economic
reasons, by examining how the interventions affected psychosocial well-being and
perceptions of the government in the short term.

In places such as Afghanistan, where there is little evidence of what works to reduce
support for political violence, our results begin to point toward what may. Our research
demonstrates that when vocational training is paired with the provision of cash, it can
reduce young Afghans’ willingness to support AOGs six to nine months post intervention.
The results indicate that these impacts were not driven solely by economic factors, but also
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by participants’ improved perceptions of their government. Therefore, this study provides
strong evidence to support the argument that specific development interventions can
indeed shift young people’s attitudes toward violent groups and address the underlying
causes of these attitudes.

Key Findings

The vocational training by itself had no impact on youth support for political violence,
despite helping to improve economic outcomes six to nine months post intervention.
Even after experiencing those improvements, youth still showed no change in support
for political violence.

Participating in a TVET course improved several key indicators of economic activity,
including the number of days youth worked and the amount of money they earned. These
economic effects were observed six to nine months after the end of the program, but

not immediately after participants’ completion of the TVET course. Relying on indirect
questioning techniques to delve into young people’s attitudes and behaviors relating to
political violence, we found that, contrary to the theory that economic improvements can
reduce support for violence, vocational training had no impact on any of the violence-
related outcomes, neither in the short term nor six to nine months later.

While the lack of impact on political violence outcomes in the short term can be explained
by the fact that economic improvements take time to materialize, the findings at six to nine
months post intervention indicate that even when important economic outcomes improve,
there is no evident effect on violence-related outcomes. These findings make a strong

case against the often-presumed link between vocational training—with its resulting
improvements to economic conditions—and political violence.

Cash transfers reduced willingness to support violent groups in the short term;
however, these positive effects quickly dissipated.

Providing youth with one-time cash transfers equivalent to $75 led them to be significantly
less likely to support political violence in the short term. However, six to nine months later,
the effect is reversed, with youth who only received the cash transfers registering slightly
higher support for AOGs. Here again, the changes in economic conditions do not help
explain the effect cash transfers have on recipients’ attitudes toward violent groups. There
were no effects on economic outcomes either in the short term or six to nine months later.
The data on psychosocial well-being and perceptions of the government do not explain
these findings either. Since recipients spent their money on basic needs, the cash transfer
may have affected perceived opportunity costs such that having cash in the short term
possibly reduced the lure of financial incentives from AOGs.

The combination of vocational training and cash transfers resulted in a large reduction
in willingness to engage in pro-armed opposition group actions six to nine months
post intervention.

The combination of cash transfers and TVET led to the largest reduction—17 percent—in
willingness to support violent groups six to nine months after the end of the interventions.
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The economic outcomes alone do not fully explain these results. The addition of the
unconditional cash to the TVET did not have any additional economic effects. But in the
TVET-only condition, we do not see similar effects on violence outcomes. In examining
other possible reasons why the combination of cash transfers and TVET reduces support
for pro-AOG actions, we find that youth’s perceptions of government responsiveness
improve in the short term. While the reduction in support for political violence does not
materialize until six to nine months later, taken as a whole, these findings indicate that
the combination of cash and vocational training may help dampen support for political
violence over the long term by signaling government’s ability or willingness to address
people’s needs.

Conclusions and Recommendations

The findings indicate that specific development interventions are able to shift young
people’s attitudes related to violent groups and address the underlying causes of these
attitudes. Vocational training combined with cash transfers led to a 17 percent decrease

in participants’ willingness to engage in pro-AOG actions six to nine months after the
program ended. Cash transfers were able to increase youth support for the government

in the short term, particularly in comparison to support for AOGs, though there are
indications of a backlash effect six to nine months after the cash was dispersed. Vocational
training alone had little effect on attitudes related to political violence.

The reasons why people changed their willingness to support armed opposition groups
remain unclear—in particular, why the vocational training alone did not change attitudes
related to political violence—but the combination of cash and vocational training did. One
potential hypothesis is that youth who participated in both interventions used their cash
to meet basic needs—such as food and housing—and thus were able to spend their time on
activities that they learned from the training. Youth may have perceived the government
made this opportunity possible, which could explain why youth who received a cash
transfer paired with TVET exhibited more favorable perceptions of the government in the
short term. Unfortunately, a limitation of our data is that we were able to test perceptions
of government only in the short term and not at six to nine months, which would have
given us increased confidence in this explanation.

Overall, the research suggests that multifaceted approaches, which concurrently address
economic challenges and governance-related grievances, appear to be more effective in
reducing the risk of political violence among youth than stand-alone interventions. The
results provide important insights for improving development programming and policies
aimed at addressing the reasons why young people support AOGs and similar politically
motivated movements in conflict-affected contexts. The following recommendations
emerge from our research:

Pair short-term and long-term interventions to reduce violence.
Providing young people with more discretionary money, in this case through cash
transfers, may have given them a short-term financial boost that helped them realize
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the potential of the longer-term TVET intervention and thus reduced their support for
political violence. In addition, the cash transfers, when combined with the provision of
TVET, improved recipients’ perceptions of the government, which they saw as being more
responsive to their needs. If TVET participants gave credit to the government for the cash
transfers they received, and saw that they were able to invest in themselves further as a
result, this may explain why we see reduced willingness to support pro-AOG actions from
the combined treatment.

Invest in multidimensional interventions to address multifaceted motivations

for violence.

The INVEST program was specifically designed to improve the employability of youth

in order to harness economic opportunities. Yet policymakers continue to rely on such
interventions not only to improve employment outcomes but also to reduce participation
and support for violence. An important consideration when designing programs to reduce
political violence is the recognition that it is rarely one single motivation that drives
people to participate in such groups. An individual’s reasons for supporting a violent
movement could be ideological, political, self-interested, and/or altruistic, such as the
desire to protect one’s community or identity group. Often, these motivations interact
with one another and with people’s identities to determine this support. Consequently,
as this research confirms, interventions that focus on only one potential motivation for
participating in violence are much less likely to be successful. Interventions to address
violence therefore need to respond to multiple motivations, including those related to
governance grievances and economic circumstances.

Make intentional use of cash based on awareness of the benefits and risks.

Our research showed that cash transfers—even in small amounts—can yield short-term
benefits that can diminish young people’s willingness to support violent groups. Initial
evidence indicates that this may be because the cash enabled youth to meet immediate
financial needs, thereby reducing the ability of AOGs to economically coerce youth to
participate in or support violence. However, our finding on the uptick in cash recipients’
supportive attitudes toward political violence six to nine months after the transfer serves
as an important reminder that donors and governments should not only focus on short-
term solutions but also consider the longer-term ramifications. While further exploration
of the impacts of different forms of cash transfers on violence is needed, policy and
program decision makers should be aware of the potential for negative effects over the
longer term when using small one-time cash transfers by themselves to further violence-
reduction goals.
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Introduction

Rationale

Donors and policymakers struggle to identify effective ways to support stability in

fragile contexts. The States of Fragility 2016 report by the Organization for Economic
Cooperation and Development (OECD) underscores that violence is a central characteristic
of fragile states, and if violence is not addressed, these states will be unable to reach their
development goals. Mercy Corps’s decades of work in conflict-affected countries and a
growing body of research indicate that to reduce the factors that contribute to fragility
and instability and that lead people to engage in violence, development actors and host
countries must tackle the structural factors related to governance, economic development,
and social inclusion. However, a disproportionate amount of assistance to fragile, conflict-
affected states continues to be allocated largely toward economic growth investments.

The question as to whether employment can contribute to stability—and how—became
more prominent in the post-9/11 era. The Economist fretted about a growing mass of people
who were “young, jobless, and looking for trouble” (2001). Numerous macroeconomic
studies showing a correlation between youth bulges, unemployment rates, and civil war
were published soon after, providing further support for the theory that if you give young
people jobs, they won’t become involved in violence (Urdal, 2004, 2006; Collier & Hoeffler,
2004). In response to these concerns, donors funded a range of economic development
programs specifically for youth—education initiatives, microbusiness lending, and
vocational training programs—with the aim of expanding economic opportunity to
dampen the appeal of a range of violent groups, including militias, pirates, and terrorists
(Briick, Ferguson, Izzi, & Stojetz, 2016).

Since 9/11, billions of dollars have been invested in economic development programs

in conflict and post-conflict states, with the explicit, or often implicit, goal of reducing
engagement in violence by providing youth with jobs or other economic opportunities
(OECD, 2017). However, the evidence remains mixed—at best—as to whether these
interventions are effective in reducing violence, even when they are effective in terms of
their primary aim of improving economic outcomes (Blattman & Ralston, 2015; Briick,
Ferguson, 1zzi, & Stojetz, 2016). Some of the disparate results may be explained by the fact
that not all types of violence are the same. For instance, one intervention that reduces
ayoung person’s involvement in crime (Blattman & Annan, 2015; Blattman, Jamison,

& Sheridan, 2017) may not be as effective at reducing a young person’s involvement

in political violence. Another reason for the disparate results is a lack of research and
understanding about why certain programs are effective in the first place. Many economic
interventions directly target financial incentives for supporting or engaging in violence;
however, these interventions may have additional effects on other factors such as
grievances, confidence, or optimism, depending on the design and implementation.
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In this study, we examine whether and how programs aimed at improving economic
outcomes may also reduce support for and willingness to engage in political violence.!
Based on reports that many violent groups use financial incentives to recruit unemployed
youth, some hypothesize that providing economic benefits from other sources—whether
directly through cash transfers or indirectly through a training program that leads to
improved employment and income—should reduce the recruitment appeal of armed
opposition groups (AOGs) (Beazley, Morris, & Vitali, 2016). Alternatively, development
programs may in essence help give the government more legitimacy when people see
their government acting in ways that benefit them. Consequently, these programs may
reduce participation in violence by increasing support for the government and/or reducing
support for insurgent groups. Lastly, we examine whether these programs may reduce
support for violence via psychosocial mechanisms, such as the promotion of optimism,
confidence, and control over one’s future (i.e., self-efficacy). People with higher levels of
these psychosocial attributes may be less likely to engage in activities that would hamper
their future prospects.

We test the above propositions through two interventions: a technical and vocational
education and training (TVET) program and a one-time unconditional cash transfer (UCT),
the latter of which Mercy Corps added to the INVEST program for research purposes in
Kandahar, Afghanistan. This study extends previous research done in Helmand, where we
conducted a quasi-experimental impact evaluation. We found that a vocational training
program improved economic outcomes among youth; however, it did little to affect their
attitudes or propensity to engage in violence (Mercy Corps, 2015). In that study, we did not
compare the effects of vocational training and the resulting employment to the effects of
providing cash. By including both interventions in this study, we can disentangle more
rigorously whether—in the context of violence and insecurity in Kandahar—economic
programs can reduce support for and willingness to participate in political violence
through financial incentives or alternative mechanisms.

Policy Relevance

Research by Mercy Corps and others shows that economic issues, such as unemployment,
do not exist in isolation as the underlying drivers of political violence. Rather, they are
only one of the multiple factors that must be addressed to have an impact on violence
and insecurity, including political accountability, the provision of basic services such as
healthcare and education, social inclusion, and effective governance mechanisms. Yet
policy responses continue to emphasize economic drivers.

Additionally, of the small number of rigorous impact evaluations conducted on youth
economic conditions and violence, particularly randomized controlled trials, few focus on
contexts in which curbing support for an insurgency is an active policy priority. This study
contributes to the limited body of evidence on effective ways to mitigate political violence

1 For the academic version of the paper, please see Lyall, Zhou, and Imai (2017).
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by asking the question of whether and how vocational programs and cash transfers affect
the propensity for violence and support for AOGs in Afghanistan.

The purpose of this research is to test the causal linkages between vocational programs,
cash transfers, and violence outcomes with a focus on youth in Kandahar Province,
Afghanistan. We also examine three mechanisms to see how the interventions may
reduce willingness to support AOGs: economic conditions, psychosocial well-being, and
perceptions of government. By understanding why and how these interventions may

or may not be effective in reducing support for political violence, we aim to improve
evidence-based investments in TVETs and other programs aimed at contributing to youth
development and stability in Afghanistan, as well as in similar fragile states where donors
invest development dollars to reduce violence and improve security.

Context of Kandahar, Afghanistan

The INVEST program for youth vocational education and training operates in Kandahar,
the second largest city in Afghanistan and an important regional trading center.
Kandahar’s population has doubled in recent years due to the return of refugees and the
influx of internally displaced persons (IDPs), largely the result of drought, conflicts, and
unemployment (United Nations Development Programme Afghanistan, n.d.).

Afghanistan is affected by a confluence of factors relevant to this study—specifically a
youth bulge, high unemployment, and violence. According to a July 2016 estimate, about 64
percent of the population in Afghanistan is younger than 24 years old, which is considerably
higher than the percentages in the country’s regional neighbors, including Pakistan (53
percent), Tajikistan (52 percent), Turkmenistan (45 percent), Uzbekistan (43 percent),

and Iran (40 percent) (General Statistics Organization, Afghanistan, 2016). Education

rates have improved since 2002 when only 13 percent of the male school-age population
attended school and women and girls were almost completely excluded from educational
opportunities (United States Agency for International Development, 2016; Cortright, 2011).
Recent data show that the net enrollment rate for school-age children in Afghanistan is
close to 60 percent, with a total of 9 million students enrolled, of which 40 percent are girls
(USAID, 2016). However, only 34 percent of the population is literate (49 percent of men and
19 percent of women) (General Statistics Organization, Afghanistan, 2014).

Youth in Afghanistan have limited economic opportunities due to economic
underdevelopment, which has been exacerbated by years of war and insecurity.
Afghanistan’s main employment sectors are agriculture (44 percent) and services (16
percent), which account for 24 percent and 55 percent of the gross domestic product,
respectively (General Statistics Organization, Afghanistan, 2014). The economy, while
never strong, is now in decline due to the drawdown of international security forces that
started in 2014. Economic growth and employment are lower now because a substantial
portion of commerce, especially in the services sector, caters to the ongoing international
military presence in the country. Unemployment rates averaged 10.4 percent from 1981

to 2014, reaching a record low of 8 percent in 2013 and surging to an all-time high of
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40 percent in 2015 following the withdrawal of international security forces (Trading
Economics, 2017). Poverty rates have also increased, from 35.8 percent in 2011-12, to 39.1
percent in 2013-14 (Wieser, Ismail, & Silivia, 2017).

Many of the dynamics described above are relevant in Kandahar and further compounded
by the troop withdrawal and the influx of refugees returning from Pakistan and IDPs from
elsewhere in Afghanistan. All of which affect the local economy and place added strain on
the limited employment opportunities for youth. The Kandahar provincial government
estimates that 70 percent of its 2.3 million residents are youth.? The economy is based
largely on agriculture, and many people, particularly youth, are unemployed. In 2016,
26,000 people returned from Pakistan, placing greater burdens on government services,
infrastructure, and the economy (International Organization for Migration, 2017). There
are an additional 223,000 IDPs in Kandahar Province (Amnesty International, 2016).

With regard to violence, Afghanistan—particularly Kandahar—remains one of the most
insecure places in the world. Though violence in the country subsided in 2004, it climbed
steadily in the next decade, leading to more than 8,000 reported conflict-related deaths

in 2014. Violence has since surged, to almost double that level, with more than 15,000
conflict-related deaths reported in 2016 (Uppsala Conflict Data Program, 2017). In 2017,
there continued to be numerous high-profile terrorist attacks, raising fears of growing
insecurity. Taliban control in Afghanistan has fluctuated over the past 14 years. The
Taliban government collapsed after the American invasion and withdrew again after the
temporary surge of American troops at the beginning of President Obama’s administration.
However, the Taliban have been reclaiming territory since 2013 (Almukhtar & Yourish,
2015). Though the government still controls Kandahar City and the neighboring districts of
Dand, Daman, and Arghandab, where the INVEST program is implemented, the Taliban’s
influence remains strong.

Theories Examined

Various disciplines have explored the economic, social, political, and psychological reasons
for engagement in violence. However, economic theories have dominated the responses in
international development, assuming a rational actor theory (i.e., people weigh the costs
and benefits of their actions) to explain why people support and engage in violence. In the
limited scope of this study, we identify and test a select number of prominent theories on
the relationship between economic outcomes and violence reduction, which underlie many
development programs aimed at promoting stability. We explore these theories below.

Opportunity Costs

One theory about why people engage in conflict and violence is that their support is due
to the financial incentives that armed groups provide to individuals. If the wages to fight
are higher than what one could earn in regular employment, people are more susceptible
to recruitment. For example, a recent news article describes how the Islamic State of

2 Information provided by the Kandahar Provincial Directorate of the Ministry of Economy.
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Iraq and Syria (ISIS) has recruited members in Afghanistan by paying them a salary of

$500 per month (Najafizada, 2017). Moreovet, a large pool of unemployed people drives
down labor costs, making it cheaper for various armed groups to recruit using financial
incentives (Collier & Hoeffler, 2004). Most of the studies providing evidence in support

of this theory are large-scale macroeconomic studies that show correlations between
economic conditions and civil war (Collier & Hoeffler, 2004), and between youth bulges,
unemployment, and civil war (Goldstone, 2010; Urdal, 2004, 2006; Urdal & Hoelscher, 2012).

The underlying assumption of this theory is that employment at a high enough wage will
reduce people’s likelihood of being recruited by AOGs. While there is some support for

a connection at a micro level between employment and engagement in illicit activities
(Blattman & Annan, 2015) or political violence (Humphreys & Weinstein, 2008), and for
the notion that negative income shocks increase crime and conflict intensity (Beber &
Blattman, 2013), other studies question the assumed link between youth joblessness

and increased violence. For example, a cash transfer program targeting youth in Uganda
increased economic assets but did little to reduce engagement in violence (Blattman,
Fiala, & Martinez, 2013). In an analysis of 13 countries in sub-Saharan Africa, a correlation
between unemployment and engagement in violence was only found in Liberia (Mercy
Corps, 2015). Providing further evidence that financial motives may be overweighted in
efforts to reduce support for and participation in violence, insurgents in Nepal and Sierra
Leone were found to be more socially than financially motivated (Gilligan, Khadka, &
Samii, 2017), and lower classes were less supportive of AOGs than were the middle classes
in Pakistan (Blair, Fair, Malhotra, & Shapiro, 2013). Two recent systematic reviews conclude
that there is little evidence that jobs reduce participation in violence (Blattman & Ralston,
2015; Briick, Ferguson, Izzi, & Stojetz, 2016).

However, jobs and economic opportunities provide more than wages. In many conflict

and post-conflict societies, lack of employment may indicate a lack of government policies
to improve labor markets and hiring practices. For example, while many argued that the
Arab Spring was about youth unemployment, others argued that it was about the lack

of government response to the problem of unfair and non-inclusive economic systems
(Ianchovichina, Mottaghi, & Devarajan, 2015). Jobs, independent of wages, satisfy a desire
for status (Mercy Corps, 2011) and have been associated with psychological well-being
(Flint, Bartley, Shelton, & Sacker, 2013). Therefore, interventions to improve employment
may reduce support for and participation in violence through other mechanisms besides
improved wages, such as by addressing grievances and improving psychosocial well-being.

Psychosocial Well-being

Living under conditions of poverty and insecurity has numerous psychological effects.
Poverty increases stress and depression, as people must worry about meeting basic needs
(Lundberg & Wuermli, 2012; Mullainathan & Shafir, 2013). Similarly, exposure to violence,
such as being a victim of violence and trauma, increases post-traumatic stress (Panter-
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Brick, Eggerman, Gonzalez, & Safdar, 2009). Stress reduces impulse control and makes

it more difficult to pay attention to new information (Vohs & Baumeister, 2016). The two
interventions in Kandahar may help people manage the effects of this stress, including

a sense of powerlessness and loss of control over one’s life. TVET interventions may also
help people see a positive path for their future, illustrated by greater ambition (Ibarran,
Ripani, Taboada, Villa, & Garcia, 2014). Many TVET interventions include not only specific
vocational skills—such as mechanics or tailoring—but also interpersonal or life skills

to help manage the “softer” aspects of employment. Similarly, cash may immediately
alleviate the stress and the subsequent psychosocial effects of poverty. Haushofer and
Shapiro (2016) found that giving Kenyans UCTs not only benefited people economically
but also improved their psychological well-being, including factors such as happiness, life
satisfaction, and optimism.

Few studies have tested whether interventions that address the psychosocial impacts of
poverty and violence in turn reduce engagement in violence. Recently, Blattman, Jamison,
and Sheridan (2017) found that the combination of cognitive behavioral therapy—which
included life skills—and cash reduced the likelihood that male street youth in Monrovia
would return to their previous criminal behaviors. Whether similar interventions might
reduce participation in other types of violence, such as political violence, remains unclear.

Perceptions of Government

Another potential strategy for reducing support for and participation in violence is
providing development aid to address people’s concerns, and by doing so increasing

their support for their government over AOGs. In many ways, this strategy is related to
addressing people’s grievances regarding the government’s absence in these areas, and
this concept is at the center of the “hearts and minds” approach. The evidence of the
effectiveness of interventions that aim to shore up citizens’ support for governments in
(post) conflict contexts and the subsequent effects on reducing support for or engagement
in violence remains limited, at best, particularly in Afghanistan (Special Inspector General
for Afghanistan Reconstruction, 2016).

A recent systematic review examined a range of development programs, including
community-driven development, reconstruction, conditional cash transfers, employment,
and humanitarian aid, and their effects on violence (Ziircher, in press). Except for
employment programs, which consistently were associated with decreased political
violence in India, and humanitarian aid programs, which increased political violence
consistently, all other interventions had mixed results. The author concludes that

these programs tend to be most successful in areas that are relatively secure, and these
interventions may be most effective in preventing conflict from erupting rather than
decreasing it where it already exists. Additional research in Iraq demonstrates that small
rather than large infrastructure projects tend to reduce violence, and the authors speculate
that smaller projects allow for more local input (Berman, Shapiro, & Felter, 2011). None

of these studies disaggregate whether it is the provision of services or how the services
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are provided (e.g., transparent, participatory) that affects overall—positive or negative—
support for violence or stability. Recent studies show that even when service provision
improves, perceptions of government may not (Blair, Karim, & Morse, 2017; Blattman,
Green, Ortega, & Tobon, 2017; Kadt & Lieberman, 2017). However, when people are given
the ability to provide feedback on services, their opinions of the government improve,
even if actual service does not (Nixon & Mallett, 2017). Additionally, there is little research
currently as to whether providing services, such as formal education and job training,
rather than building infrastructure, is more effective at increasing government support
and therefore stability. Further, none of these studies analyze violence outcomes, leaving
open questions on the links between perceptions of government and actual violence.

INVEST in Kandahar

INVEST is a youth vocational training program that trains young men and women—
including local residents, returnees, and IDPs—in a range of vocational skills in and
around Kandahar City and the three neighboring districts of Dand, Daman, and
Arghandab. The program’s primary goals are to help vulnerable youth develop skills

that are responsive to local labor market needs and to support them with economic
opportunities through three- and six-month technical training courses. It is important to
note that the INVEST program’s original theory of change did not aim to reduce violence;
rather, it was designed purely as a youth skills training and employment program.
However, given Mercy Corps’s interest in understanding how economic interventions may
contribute to broader stability goals in the region by targeting an area that has traditionally
been susceptible to AOG influence, the program provided a unique opportunity to
determine whether improved economic conditions could decrease individuals’ support for
political violence.

The main component of the INVEST program is TVET. For the purpose of this study, an
additional component—UCT—was offered to a random subsample of participants. The cash
transfers were not a part of the INVEST program and were delivered independently as part
of the research. Each aspect of the program is described in detail below.

Technical and Vocational Education and Training

TVET instructs young men and women in a range of vocational skills that are responsive

to local labor market needs through three- and six-month technical training courses, with
the intention of improving their employability. The 14 courses (see Table 1) offered at the
vocational training centers (VTCs) build practical skills and link participants to various
career choices, including tailoring, embroidery, mobile phone repair, English tutoring,
motorcycle repair, and other employment or self-employment ventures. The courses are
developed and chosen by Mercy Corps based on a market assessment to ensure that the skills
being taught are responsive to local market needs. Assessments are conducted at regular
intervals, and the courses are updated regularly to reflect changing labor market demands.
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TABLE 1: List of Courses Offered to Participants in the TVET Intervention

) Sewing/Tailoring ) Construction Services ) Metal Works

) Embroidery ) Mobile Repair ) Computer Services
) Petrol Engine Repair ) Plumbing Services ) Motorcycle Repair
) Handicrafts ) English Tutoring ) Electrical Water

) Calligraphy )  Wiring Services Pump Repair

Source: Mercy Corps Afghanistan.
Note: TVET = technical and vocational education and training.

In addition, those involved in the TVET program are given the opportunity to participate
in Ready to Earn Clubs (RECs). The RECs aim to provide business skills, basic financial
management skills, and other transferable skills to complement the technical skills
provided by the TVET intervention. There were five components to the REC: technical
design workshops, business development training, transferrable skills curricula, gender-
based violence/human rights discussions, and guest speaker sessions featuring key market
actors. The transferable skills curricula train youth in life and soft skills such as effective
communication, time management, decision making, leadership, and negotiation.

Unconditional Cash Transfers

A second intervention, which was implemented independent of the INVEST program but
was included for the purpose of this study, was the provision of a one-time UCT. Cash
transfers were chosen to improve immediate economic outcomes and disentangle the
economic effects of the TVET from other benefits derived from the TVET. The UCTs,
funded by Yale University’s Political Violence FieldLab, were distributed to randomly
selected research participants—both those currently enrolled and those on the waiting
list—near the end of the vocational training course. The cash transfers were distributed
through M-PAISA (the mobile cash transfer platform of Roshan, a telecommunications
provider in Afghanistan). All research participants were provided with a free SIM card from
Roshan and informed that if they registered for M-PAISA and participated in a training
session by Roshan, they would be entered into a random lottery through which they might
receive a one-time cash transfer. The cash transfers were $75 each, approximating four
months of wages for an unskilled worker in Afghanistan and larger than the annual IDP
allowance of $60 provided by the Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for
Refugees and the Afghan Ministry of Refugees and Repatriations (Amnesty International,
2016). UCTs were randomly assigned across two different categories: participants who

did not receive TVET and participants who received TVET. Cash transfers to the selected
participants were completed in April 2016, prior to the endline survey.?

3 In addition to the cash transfer, all participants were given $5 as an incentive to participate in the midline and endline surveys. This
amount is sufficient to cover local travel costs to come to the VTCs for most participants.
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Research Design

Research Question

Does improving young people’s economic conditions reduce their willingness to support
political violence and armed opposition groups?

Hypotheses

HYPOTHESIS 1: TVET and/or UCTs will reduce youth propensity for violence and support for
AOGs, through improvements in economic outcomes.

HYPOTHESIS 2: TVET and/or UCTs will reduce youth propensity for violence and support for
AOGs, through improved psychosocial well-being.

HYPOTHESIS 3: TVET and/or UCTs will reduce youth propensity for violence and support for
AOGs, through improved perceptions of government functioning and responsiveness.

Theory of Change

The primary goal of this research is to test the causal linkages between people’s improved
economic outcomes and their support for political violence in Kandahar Province,
Afghanistan. The INVEST intervention (TVET) was strategically designed to improve the
economic outcomes of youth in the region. The UCT was designed to improve immediate
economic outcomes, but it was unclear how it might improve longer-term outcomes, as
this would depend on how people used the cash transfer. It is true that participation in a
program like INVEST may reduce one’s probability of supporting or engaging in violence
through unknown or unobserved social or behavioral pathways. However, the economic
outcomes may affect one’s propensity for violence in one of two ways: either (1) improved
livelihood options and optimism reduce key grievances, as well as provide economic
resources, in the working-age population (TVET), and/or (2) the ability to provide for one’s
immediate financial needs reduces the ability of AOGs to economically coerce youth to
participate in violence (UCT). Figure 1 illustrates the pathways tested that may connect
TVET and UCT interventions with political violence outcomes.

Outcomes

Intermediate Outcomes

In this research, economic outcomes are explored as the primary mechanism linking
the interventions to political violence outcomes, as the goal of the program is to improve
the economic conditions of participants. The analysis considers two key indicators—
cash earned and number of days worked in the past four weeks—to identify changes

in participants’ economic conditions. Other economic indicators, such as employment
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FIGURE 1: Theory of Change Framework

ECONOMIC OUTCOMES

Cash Earned
Days Worked
Employment Status

Ownership of Land Title
Interventions

PSYCHOSOCIAL OUTCOMES

Self-Efficacy Scale
Confidence in Finding a Job

POLITICAL VIOLENCE
OUTCOMES

Relative Support for AOGs
vs. Government
Relative Willingness to Engage

Anger about Finding a Job in Pro-AOG

vs. Pro-Government Actions

TVET + UCT
GOVERNMENT OUTCOMES

See Gov as Responsive
Satisfaction with National Gov
Satisfaction with Local Gov

Source: Authors.
Note: AOG = armed opposition group; TVET = technical and vocational education and training; UCT = unconditional cash transfer.

and ownership of land titles, are also considered but are treated as secondary economic
outcomes in the analysis, given the vast number of external factors that may also affect
these indicators beyond the interventions.

In addition to economic outcomes, we also tested two alternative explanations of possible
program effects on political violence outcomes: psychosocial well-being and perceptions
of government. Psychosocial well-being is measured through the Generalilized Self-
Efficacy Scale (Schwarzer & Jerusalem, 1995). While self-efficacy is only one dimension
of psychosocial status, previous research has shown that it is a strong predictor of
psychosocial well-being (Roos et al., 2013). In addition, two secondary outcomes, related
to anger about not finding a job and confidence in finding a job, are also considered as
measures of psychosocial well-being.

Perceptions of government were measured by the following three indicators: (1) the
perceived effectiveness of the national government across various services (e.g.,
employment, security, education, healthcare, fighting corruption); (2) the perceived
effectiveness of the local government across those same services; and (3) the perceived
responsiveness of the national and local government to people’s needs.

Full descriptions of how each of these outcomes is defined and constructed are included in
the Appendix.

Political Violence Outcomes
The primary outcomes of interest in this study are support for and willingness to engage
in political violence, measured through the indicators described below. We define political
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violence as violence primarily targeted at the state. In Afghanistan, this is meant to
describe violence perpetrated by AOGs, such as the Taliban. Therefore, ideological support
for and willingness to undertake actions to aid AOGs are defined, in this study, as forms of
political violence.

We recognize that correlations between attitudes toward violence and actual violent
actions are often weak. However, as an individual’s engagement in violence, particularly
political violence, is a rare event even in Afghanistan, it is difficult to gain a reliable
measure of participation in violence. Our best approximation of engagement in political
violence is therefore obtained by asking people about their willingness to engage in
behaviors in support of the government or AOGs. We do this through indirect survey
methods, as discussed below.

Given the sensitive nature of the behaviors and attitudes asked about on the survey (e.g.,
violence and support for AOGs), social desirability bias presented a concern. To avoid this
problem, the analysis employs two methods of indirectly assessing people’s attitudes and
behaviors: an endorsement experiment and a random response experiment.

Endorsement Experiment

The first indirect method we used to assess people’s attitudes was an endorsement
experiment. In this type of experiment, survey respondents are asked about how much
they endorse a hypothetical policy. Half the survey respondents are asked about the policy
with no indication given of who is advocating for it; the other half are told that an actor of
interest—typically of a sensitive nature—is said to endorse the policy. The difference in
rates of endorsement for the policy is interpreted as evidence of the level of support (or lack
thereof) for the actor of interest (Blair, Imai, & Lyall, 2014).

For this study, the analysis compares differences in the degree to which survey respondents
endorsed a policy seen as being supported by the government of Afghanistan (control),
compared to when it was said to be endorsed by AOGs (treatment). Respondents were

asked about four hypothetical policies (on issues related to prisons, election fraud, anti-
corruption, and government jobs for former fighters), and these responses were pooled.*

Random Response Experiment

The second indirect method we used was a random response experiment. This approach
asks respondents to use a randomized device (in our case, a spinner) whose outcome

is unobserved by the enumerator. By introducing random noise, the method conceals
individual responses, consequently protecting respondents’ privacy and thus making them
more likely to report their true beliefs or actions on sensitive issues (Blair, Imai, & Zhou,
2015). Survey respondents were asked about supporting the government of Afghanistan
and AOGs in the form of the following actions: paying taxes to the government / donating
to AOGs, sending a pro-government or pro-AOG SMS, providing information to the
government / AOGs, enlisting in the Afghan army, reporting corruption, and sheltering
AOG members.

4 These questions were adapted from Lyall, Blair, and Imai (2013).
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Methodology

Treatment Assignment: Factorial Design

This evaluation is based on a factorial design to test the effects on political violence of

the interventions and their combination. The three treatment conditions and control
condition were (1) TVET, (2) a one-time UCT, (3) TVET with a one-time UCT, and (4) control
(no intervention). A factorial design such as this allows the comparison of more than one
intervention without reduced loss of power relative to multiple-arm trials (Grimshaw,
Campbell, Eccles, & Steen, 2000).

The Yale Political Violence FieldLab worked with the wireless provider Roshan to register
all study participants with Roshan SIM cards. Participants in a random subsample

were then each sent a one-time UCT worth $75 via Roshan. However, the UCT was re-
randomized, as only 1,165 participants with the Roshan SIM card could be matched with
participants in the study.’ When receiving the cash transfer, recipients were told it was

from a foreign donor.

FIGURE 2: Random Assignment to Treatment

TVET+ UCT
TVET <

TVET Only

UCT Only
No TVET <
Source: Authors.

Note: TVET = technical and vocational education and training; UCT = unconditional cash transfer.

All Applicants

5 This note has been taken directly from the pre-analysis plan of the impact evaluation of INVEST in Kandahar, Afghanistan (Imai, Lyall,
& Zhou, 2016). After the registration process, in which more than 2,000 people were registered, many unique IDs were lost and only
1,165 participants registered with the Roshan SIM card could be matched with the participants in the study. Given the reduction in
sample size, the UCT treatment was re-randomized for only this subset of participants with the Roshan SIM card.
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Figure 2 shows how the treatment interventions were assigned. Note that because of the re-
randomization, there is a group of people from the initial pool that had to be dropped from
the analyses. For a more detailed description of treatment assignment, see the Appendix.

We used a “waiting list” approach for the randomization, so that all applicants eventually
received the TVET. Using the program eligibility criteria, village councils (shuras) and
Mercy Corps staff identified 3,000 youth to participate in the TVET program in mid-

2015, twice as many as there are spaces per semester. One half of the eligible youth were
randomly assigned to enter the program immediately (Cohort 1); the other half were invited
to participate the following year (Cohort 2) after being wait-listed to serve as the control
group (see Figure 3). The TVET intervention was implemented in a series of three- and six-
month vocational training courses between November 2015 and April 2016.

FIGURE 3: Research Timeline

Oct 2015 May 2016 Nov 2016

Baseline Endline Post Program
Cohort 1 Job
Treatment (T) i Seeking
Cohort 2 Waiting for Job
Control (C) Program e Seeking
R! R2 R3

Source: Authors.
Note: TVET = technical and vocational education and training; UCT = unconditional cash transfer.

Random assignment into the treatment arms was blocked based on VTC location,
gender, and course duration. Participants were additionally matched on employment,
displacement, and exposure to violence.®

Data Collection

Three rounds of longitudinal data were collected: baseline in October 2015, endline
in April-May 2016 upon participants’ completion of the TVET courses (six-month
courses ended in May 2016), and a post-program survey in October-November 2016 —

6 Refer to the Appendix for a full description of the sampling strategy.
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approximately six to nine months after course completion. Every participant in the
baseline study was contacted again for an interview at both endline and post-program.

By using the same observations, we were able to leverage more powerful analysis tools

on the panel data and the original random assignment. Data collection took place at four
VTCs—Mirwais Mina (all male), Sufi Sahib (all male), Mahmood Tarzai (all female), and
Aino Mina (mixed gender)—before the start of the three-month and six-month TVET
courses. Both six- and three-month courses began in November 2015, with the three-
month courses ending in February 2016 and the six-month courses ending in May 2016.
The endline survey was conducted in April-May 2016, after the conclusion of the TVET
courses but before the members of the wait-listed control group began their courses. UCTs
were distributed to randomly selected youth in April-May 2016, two weeks prior to the
end of the TVET intervention for the six-month cohort and three months and two weeks
after the conclusion of the three-month cohort, both for participants in the TVET and for
those who only received the cash transfer. The final round of data collection (post-program
survey) was in November 2016 to enable analysis of any effects of the interventions six to
nine months later.

During data collection, the enumerators identified themselves as working with researchers
from Mercy Corps, and the surveys were conducted on tablets using Open Data Kit (ODK), a
suite of open-source tools that help manage mobile data. In December 2016, the data from
all three rounds of the survey were merged to create a final post-program survey sample of
1,590 participants for analysis (see Table 2).

TABLE 2: Sample Size and Compliance of Participants

TVET treatment TVET control Totals
size (n) compliance size (n) compliance size (n) compliance
(%) (%) (%)
UCT 313 35.5 273 59.7 586 59.4
treatment
UCT 312 60.9 270 99.6 582 100
control
Others 673 47.5 756 98.3 1429 100
Totals 1298 54.5 1299 98.7 2597 69.2

Source: Lyall, Zhou, and Imai, 2017.
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Balance across Treatment Groups

Balance tests were conducted on both the treatment and control groups to identify any
statistically significant differences for a range of baseline characteristics (see Appendix).
The results showed that treatment and control groups, for both TVET and UCT, were
balanced as we would have expected from a properly conducted randomization

Estimation Strategy

An intention-to-treat (ITT) non-parametric analysis is used to estimate the impacts of
each intervention arm on the outcomes of interest at endline and post program. The model
estimates the marginal ITT effect of the TVET and UCT, estimating the average difference
in means in the block randomization groups between participants who were assigned to
an intervention and participants in the re-randomized control group for all outcomes of
interest. For the interaction effect, it is the average of when UCT is paired with TVET and
when it is not.

(1) Y_i=p, treat_assign-f3 treat_control

Where treat_assign is an abbreviation for the expanded treatment assignments f3,
TVET+B, UCT++B, TVET+UCT.

For additional details on the estimation strategy, see Lyall, Zhou, and Imai (2017).

Limitations

Despite our best attempts to design a rigorous impact evaluation, this study nonetheless
suffers from the following limitations:

1) Missing Data: Due to the length of the survey, which posed some difficulties during
the first and second rounds of data collection, some survey modules were removed for the
post-program survey. Namely, measurements of self-efficacy, government responsiveness,
and satisfaction with the government were not included in the post-program survey and
thus these data cannot be analyzed for the six- to nine-month period following the end

of the interventions. Additionally, our self-efficacy scale only included four out of the ten
questions, raising concerns about the robustness of the measure. Since we did not use

the full validated self-efficacy scale, it is difficult to make definitive conclusions on the
program’s impacts on this key psychosocial outcome.
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2) Generalizability: As with all impact evaluations, this study is limited in its ability to
generalize beyond the population that participated in it: youth from Kandahar. Although
Kandahar presents a context in which youth recruitment into AOGs, such as the Taliban,
is an ongoing problem, the findings might differ in other contexts in which groups with
different objectives recruit youth who may participate in violence due to other motivations.
Additionally, the macroeconomic conditions, specifically the withdrawal of US forces and
the resulting impact on labor markets, may limit the generalizability of these findings to
other contexts. Though we cannot say definitively that the findings from this research
will apply in other contexts, when the results are presented together with research and
evaluation findings from different contexts we can begin to develop more generalizable
conclusions about the causal relationships examined in our study.

3) Attrition: A significant challenge for the study was the rate of attrition from both
treatment and control groups through the three phases of data collection. Given the
highly mobile nature of youth in Kandahar, including many youth who were displaced
and temporarily living in the area, it is not surprising to see high rates of attrition. We
intentionally sampled a large number of youth—more than 2,000—at baseline, with the
assumption that high attrition would be likely at endline and post program. We further
analyzed attrition rates to determine whether they led to imbalances in key demographic
and outcome variables across groups. There were differences on a number of variables,
such as whether or not the person was a student, personal assets, and being married.
This was corrected through multiple imputation. For details on their analyses and these
corrections, see Lyall, Zhou, and Imai (2017).

MERCY CORPS Can Economic Interventions Reduce Violence? | February 2018 ) 23






Results

In this section, we summarize the findings of the data analysis examining the impact of
the two interventions (TVET and UCTSs) and their combination on the outcomes of interest.
We also present results on the hypotheses outlined above, linking the interventions to
these outcomes. The full results for all the outcomes examined are presented below,
followed by our analysis of the hypotheses we tested linking the interventions to political
violence outcomes. We also analyzed the data by gender and found that most of the results
relating to the political violence outcomes are driven by male participants. For further
details on the gender findings, please see the Appendix.

As described above, the notion that economic development interventions can reduce
support for political violence by improving employment and other economic conditions
for vulnerable youth is a common assumption in policy and practice. Taken as a whole,
our results shed light on the nature of this proposed relationship and point to other
possible reasons that may explain why and how economic interventions—in our case,
in the form of TVET programming and cash transfers—may reduce support for AOGs,
thereby improving stability.

Impacts of Vocational Training

Vocational training by itself had no impact on participants’ support for political
violence, despite helping to improve economic outcomes six to nine months

post intervention.

Relying on the survey experiments (endorsement and random response), the analysis
first examined the extent to which participation in the TVET-only treatment impacted
supportive attitudes for AOGs versus the government, as well as willingness to engage in
actions that aid one or the other. The first indicator in both graphs in Figure 4 reflects the
findings for the endorsement experiment, indicated with the label “Endorse AOG vs. Gov.”
As described above, the analysis compares the difference in the degree to which survey
respondents endorsed a policy seen as being supported by the government of Afghanistan
(control) compared to being endorsed by the AOGs (treatment). The second indicator in
the graphs in Figure 4 represents the combined results of the random response questions.
These findings are summarized in the variable labeled “Pro-AOGs vs. Pro-Gov Index.”

At both the endline (immediately after the end of the program) and the post-program
survey (six to nine months after the end of the program), a null effect of the TVET was
observed, indicating no impact on violence outcomes (see Figure 4).” In examining how
participation in the TVET program affected the primary economic outcomes—cash earned

7 For the coefficients for all analyses related to the figures, please see the Appendix.
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Difference in support

and days worked—we again find no effects at endline. This may be because there was
insufficient time between the end of the training course and the endline survey (which
took place immediately after the courses ended) for the participants to put their new
skills to use to improve their economic conditions. However, when youth who received
TVET were surveyed six to nine months after the end of the courses, both cash earned
and number of days worked increased compared to the control group (see Figures 5 and
6). While the magnitudes of these changes were modest, they are practically significant
when put into the context of the low baseline levels of economic activity among the
targeted youth. For example, by six to nine months post program, the TVET course led

to an additional 1.3 days of work per month compared to the control group—starting

from an average at baseline of less than 10 days total of work per month—a more than ten
percent increase. Similarly, as a result of participating in the TVET, youth were five percent
more likely to have earned income from any source in the past month compared to the
control group. These gains are notable given the challenging employment environment
in Kandahar. These results indicate that overall, the TVET program led to several positive
economic outcomes for participants six to nine months post intervention, despite the
known limitation of TVET addressing only the employability of participants.

FIGURE 4: Differences in Relative Support for AOGs versus Government
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Confidence intervals are at 95%. Source: Lyall, Zhou, and Imai, 2017. Note: AOG = armed opposition group.
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While the vocational training’s lack of impact on violence outcomes at endline may be
explained by the fact that economic improvements had not yet materialized, the post-
program findings suggest that even when indicators of economic activity—cash earned
and days worked—improve, there is no effect on violence-related outcomes. These null
findings relating to violence are consistent across both the indirect survey experiments,
making a strong case that a link between vocational training, the resulting increase in
economic outcomes, and political violence may not exist.

We hypothesized that the TVET would improve people’s psychosocial well-being and
perceptions of government, which could partially explain the relationship between the
TVET and political violence beyond economic explanations. If there was no relationship
between the TVET and these variables, this could explain why we see no overall effect of
the TVET on political violence outcomes.

The results from our data analysis partially explain why there is no direct relationship
between the TVET and political violence outcomes. The vocational training had limited
impacts on psychosocial factors. The TVET decreased participants’ anger about their
ability to find a good job post program, but did not affect self-efficacy.

Perceptions of the responsiveness and effectiveness of the local and national government
did not change at endline for TVET participants (see Figure 8). This was surprising given
that the TVET program was implemented in government facilities and supported by the
government. Participants completing the TVET do not appear to credit the government
with making available or delivering the courses. Taken together, the limited effects of the
TVET on psychosocial well-being and the null effects on perceptions of government may
explain why the TVET alone does little to reduce willingness to support AOGS.

Impacts of Unconditional Cash Transfers

Cash transfers reduced willingness to support violent groups in the short term;
however, these positive effects quickly dissipated.

While the effects of TVET on violence have been more widely studied, the degree to

which a one-time UCT might influence attitudes and behaviors related to violence is less
understood. Our experiment found that UCTs delivered by themselves reduced recipients’
support for political violence and AOGs in the short term. Specifically, at the endline, UCT-
only recipients demonstrated a 13-percentage-point decrease in relative support for AOGs
in the endorsement experiment and a ten-percentage-point decrease in willingness to
undertake pro-AOG actions in the random response experiment.

The question is: why did the UCTs have this effect? One possible explanation is that people
used the cash to invest in economic activities. This explanation seems unlikely based on
our analysis. At endline, which was approximately two weeks after receiving the UCT,
cash had no effect on indicators of economic welfare—namely, number of days worked
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FIGURE 5: Differences in Cash Earned
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FIGURE 6: Differences in Days Worked
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and cash earned from livelihood activities compared to the control group. Additionally,
in our qualitative data, participants reported using the UCT on consumables rather than
investing it in economic activities, suggesting that much daily work may be motivated by
meeting basic needs.

FIGURE 7: Self-Efficacy
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Confidence Intervals are at 95%. Source: Zhou (2017). Unpublished analyses
Note: TVET = technical and vocational education and training; UCT = unconditional cash transfer.

Alternative explanations of the effect of the UCT on violence outcomes are the
psychological impact that receiving such a gift may have on the recipient, and the potential
for recipients to credit the government for making the cash transfer possible. However, we
find no effect of the UCT on either the psychosocial outcomes or perceptions of government
effectiveness and responsiveness, which may explain why cash reduced support for AOGs
in the short term.

Six to nine months after the end of the program, the effects of UCTs on violence-related
outcomes dissipate. Post program, UCT recipients are no more or less likely than non-
recipients to express willingness to engage in pro-government or pro-AOG actions.
Surprisingly, UCT recipients are slightly more likely (4.5-percentage-point increase) to
support AOGs post program, according to the endorsement experiment. This might be
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Difference in assessment

because UCT recipients feel let down when the benefits of the one-time cash disbursement
dissipate and blame the government, which they might perceive to have been behind the
cash transfer.

FIGURE 8: Difference in Perceptions of Government
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Confidence Intervals are at 95%. Source: Zhou (2017). Unpublished analyses
Note: TVET = technical and vocational education and training; UCT = unconditional cash transfer.

When we examine the economic effects of the UCTSs six to nine months post intervention,
the results indicate again that economic factors are not the main conduits for influencing
violence outcomes. Had economic factors been the mechanism linking UCTs to a spike

in pro-AOG support during the post-program survey, we would have expected economic
outcomes to decline as well. Yet this is not the case. Six to nine months after the end of the
program, we continue to see no impact of the UCT on economic outcomes.

Due to the lack of data on self-efficacy and perceptions of government at six to nine months
post program, it is not possible to test whether the UCT affected those variables six to nine
months after the cash was received. We do not find effects related to confidence about
finding a job or anger over the job search process post program. Thus, we are limited

in the conclusions we can draw about the links between longer-term improvements in
psychosocial well-being and perceptions of government outcomes and changes in the
support for political violence resulting from a one-time cash transfer.
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Impacts of TVET plus UCTs

The combination of vocational training and cash transfers resulted in a large reduction
in willingness to engage in pro-AOG actions over six to nine months post intervention.
Although TVET participation on its own does not affect violence outcomes, UCTs appears
to have a short-term positive effect. Does the combination of the two interventions affect
support for and participation in violence differently than each intervention on its own?
Receiving the combination of TVET and UCTs has no effect on attitudes and behaviors
related to violence in the short term. However, six to nine months after the end of the
program, we find that the combination of TVET and UCT yields the largest reduction in
willingness to engage in pro-AOG actions—a 17-percentage-point decrease—amplifying
and extending the immediate effects of UCTs by themselves. Since development
approaches aim to produce lasting effects, the results indicate that the combination of
TVET and UCTs seems to be a promising approach to reduce attitudes of support for
political violence.

To understand what may be driving this positive outcome, we assess the extent to which
economic outcomes are behind the effect—that is, if the two interventions yield larger
economic benefits combined as compared to individually. Recall that TVET had no
economic impact at endline and modest positive impacts post program, while UCTs had no
effect on economic outcomes in the short term or six to nine months later, compared to the
control group. When the two interventions are combined, overall, there are no additional
effects of the UCT beyond those brought about by the TVET alone on the main economic
indicators at either endline or post program (see Figures 5 and 6). Thus, since post-program
economic outcomes do not improve in tandem with reductions in violence outcomes,

little support is provided for the hypothesis that the economic impacts are driving young
people’s willingness to support AOGs in Kandahar.

The alternative explanations we explored, including improved perceptions of government
and psychosocial well-being, also do not fully explain the effect on violence outcomes
observed when TVET and UCTs are combined. At endline, receiving the UCT in addition

to being a participant in the TVET led to a decrease in self-efficacy, which ran contrary

to what we expected. However, the combined treatment led to an improvement in
participants’ perceptions of government responsiveness. If perceptions of government
responsiveness were driving changes in violence outcomes, we would expect to see a
reduction in support for political violence at the endline for participants who received both
TVET and UCTs, which we do not. One possible explanation is that changes to support for
political violence lag behind changes to perceptions of government. Once again, because
we do not have government perception measures at six to nine months post program, we
are unable to assess whether improved views of government responsiveness persists after
the end of the intervention, which would explain the post-program reduction in support for
AOGs for those in the combined treatment.
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Discussion & Conclusion

The above findings indicate that specific development interventions are able to shift
attitudes related to violence outcomes. UCTs were able to increase support for the
government compared to AOGs immediately after the intervention, though there are
indications of a backlash effect months after the cash was dispersed. Additionally,
combining UCTs and TVET led to a decrease in participants engaging in pro-AOG actions
six to nine months post intervention.

The economic benefits of the INVEST program do not clearly explain the results. The
TVET intervention was successful in terms of the primary economic outcomes of days
worked and cash earned six to nine months after the intervention, demonstrating that it
helped participants become more economically productive; however, it did not contribute
to changing attitudes related to political violence. Additionally, with the UCT, we saw no
effect on the economic outcomes at the same point that we saw increased support for the
government compared to AOGs; therefore, economic outcomes do not explain that attitude
shift. The UCT also had no effect on perceptions of the government and psychosocial
well-being immediately after the intervention, providing no support that cash is affecting
attitudes towards political violence through those mechanisms.

The picture is less clear in the combined condition of UCT and TVET. For participants

who received both these interventions, receiving cash did not have additional effects

on economic outcomes beyond what the TVET provided either immediately after

the intervention or six to nine months later. Participants’ perceptions of government
responsiveness improved immediately after receiving the combined intervention, but

we do not see the corresponding change in attitudes related to political violence until
later. Unfortunately, we do not know whether improvement in perceptions of government
responsiveness at six to nine months can help explain the large reduction in willingness to
engage in pro-AOG actions post program.

The reasons why people changed their attitudes toward supporting AOGs remain unclear.
Specifically, why did the vocational training alone, which improved economic outcomes,
not change attitudes relating to political violence, but the combination of cash and
vocational training did? One potential hypothesis is that since the TVET program was in
government-sponsored schools, the cash may have been seen as a gift from the government
or made possible by the government, which could explain why youth who received cash

in addition to the TVET exhibited more favorable perceptions of the government in the
short term. For example, in both Bangladesh and the Democratic Republic of Congo,
citizens credited their local government for foreign aid directed to their communities
(Dietrich, Mahmud, & Winters, forthcoming; Winters, Dietrich, & Mahmud, 2017; van der
Windt, Humphreys, Timmons, & Voors, 2017). Consequently, participants in the combined
treatment may have perceived the government as beginning to address their economic
grievances through both the short-term cash transfers and the longer-term vocational
training. In contrast, the UCT alone may have worked more through changing recipients’
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opportunity costs—such that having the cash in the short term possibly reduced the lure
of financial incentives from AOGs. Additionally, since the UCT recipients were not in

the government-sponsored TVET schools, they may not have attributed the cash to the
government. Future research should better identify these mechanisms to explain why this
combination of TVET and UCT appears to reduce support for political violence after six to
nine months, but UCT alone only has short-term effects on political violence outcomes.

Though representing very different contexts, the results presented here in many ways
parallel what Blattman et al. (2017) find in Liberia, where the combined treatment of
cognitive behavioral therapy and UCTs reduced participants’ likelihood of returning to
their previous criminal behaviors. One possible explanation the authors give for these
results is that the cash allowed the youth to provide for themselves in the short term and
delayed the need to engage in illicit activities for survival. During this period of time, they
were able to more fully adopt the new behaviors they learned through the therapy, such as
self-control.

Unlike the participants in the Liberia case, the recipients of vocational training and cash
transfers in our study were not selected based on previous criminal or violent behavior.
Additionally, that study was carried out in a post-conflict setting, not in the midst of
conflict. However, perhaps the combination of TVET and UCT in Kandahar worked in a
similar way by helping participants spend time further developing the skills they gained
through vocational training into longer-term livelihood activities, since they had cash in
hand to meet their basic needs. Our qualitative data support this notion, indicating that
the youth spent the cash largely on consumable goods. If participants gave credit to the
government for the cash, and saw that they were able to invest their time on activities
that would help them in the future, this might explain why we see reduced willingness to
engage in pro-AOG actions.

Future research needs to explore why short-term cash appears to boost the violence-
reducing effects of longer-term interventions such as cognitive behavioral therapy and
vocational training. Another open question for further research is whether providing larger
and/or multiple cash transfers over time—as is more typical of interventions aimed at
bringing about economic benefits—would produce different political violence outcomes
over the longer term. Cash can be used as a safety net or as a means for promoting
economic gains. In this case, we hypothesized that cash would reduce the attractiveness

of the financial incentives used by AOGs, since youth would have cash to address
immediate basic needs (i.e., a safety net). In this study, those in the UCT condition received
approximately $75, which is less than the amount distributed in other studies on cash
transfers that have shown positive economic benefits (Blattman, Faye, Karlan, Niehus, &
Udry, 2017). Consequently, it is not surprising that no economic effects were seen from the
UCTs six to nine months post intervention. However, to test whether cash could improve
economic outcomes as a way of reducing support for political violence, the amount and
disbursement pattern of the cash would likely need to change.
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What the above research does illustrate is that combined approaches—not solely one type
of intervention or another—appear to be more effective at reducing the risk of political
violence among youth. Because young people support AOGs for multiple reasons, it may be
that to promote longer-term changes in attitudes related to violence, interventions need

to be multidimensional to address the economic- and governance-related motivations for
violence. Moreover, the ways these various motivations work may differ depending on the
type of violence—whether motivated by political, inter-ethnic, criminal, or interpersonal
reasons. This research examined one type of violence, political violence, which is largely
ideological. Therefore, care should be taken in extrapolating the findings from our research
to other types of violence.

Recommendations

Our results point to a number of opportunities for improving development programming
and policies aimed at addressing political violence among youth:

Pair short-term and long-term interventions to reduce violence.

Providing young people with more discretionary money, in this case through UCTs, may
have given them a short-term financial boost that helped them realize the potential of the
longer-term TVET intervention and thus reduced their support for political violence. In
this case, recipients of cash used it mostly on consumable goods, such as food and rent.

In addition, the combination of TVET and UCT improved recipients’ perceptions of the
government, which they saw as being more responsive to their needs. If TVET participants
gave credit to the government for the cash they received, and saw that they were able to
further invest in themselves as a result, this may explain why we see reduced willingness
to support pro-AOG actions from the combined treatment.

Invest in multidimensional interventions to address multifaceted motivations

for violence.

The INVEST program was specifically designed to improve employability in order to lead
to better economic outcomes. Yet policymakers continue to rely on such interventions

not only to improve economic outcomes but also to reduce participation in and support
for violence. An important consideration when designing programs to reduce political
violence is that people do not participate in these groups due to a single motivation. There
are often ideological reasons, political reasons, self-interested reasons, and even altruistic
reasons, such as a desire to protect one’s group, for why people support violent groups.
Often, these motivations interact with one another and people’s identities to determine
this support. Consequently, as this research confirms, interventions that focus on only
one potential motivation for participating in violence are much less likely to be successful.
Interventions to address violence need to respond to multiple motivations—including
those related to governance grievances and economic circumstances. While multi-sectoral
approaches are more expensive than single-sector approaches, the United Nations and
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World Bank (2017) report Pathways for Peace demonstrates that investing in these types of
programs would save the international community $5 billion per year.

Make intentional use of cash based on awareness of the benefits and risks.

Our research shows that cash transfers—even in small amounts—can yield short-term
benefits that can diminish young people’s willingness to support violent groups and
causes. These findings mirror those of the World Bank (2011), showing that targeted cash
(for work) programs for youth can serve as quick wins for stabilizing (potentially) violent
situations—such as during tense pre-election periods. However, our finding that cash
recipients’ supportive attitudes toward political violence increase six to nine months after
the transfer serves as an important caution. Future research needs to explore why short-
term cash appears to boost the violence-reducing effects of longer-term interventions
such as vocational training. Another open question is whether providing larger and/or
multiple cash transfers over time—as is more typical of interventions aimed at bringing
about economic benefits—would produce different violence outcomes over the longer term.
While further exploration of the impacts of different forms of cash transfers on violence

is needed, policy and program decision makers should be aware of the potential negative
effects of using small one-time cash transfers by themselves to further violence-reduction
goals over the longer term.

In places such as Afghanistan, where there is little evidence of what works to reduce
support for political violence, our results begin to point toward what may. Our research
demonstrates that vocational training, when paired with provision of cash, can reduce
young Afghans’ willingness to support AOGs. The results indicate that these impacts

are driven not solely by economic factors, but also by changes to participants’ improved
perceptions of their government. Thus, our findings challenge the narrative that improving
economic conditions through job training, by itself, is an effective solution to reducing
violence. Our findings and recommendations shed new light for development practitioners
and policymakers on the efficacy of various aid instruments—whether cash and/or
employment programs—in reducing young people’s support for political violence.
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Sampling Block Randomization Overview

The following sampling note is adapted from the impact evaluation of INVEST in
Kandahar, Afghanistan (Imai, Lyall, & Zhou, 2016).

Random assignment into the three interventions was based on block randomization. First,
we blocked on the vocational training center (VTC) location. There were four INVEST
training centers in this study: Mirwais Mina (all male), Sufi Sahib (all male), Mahmood
Tarzai (all female), and Aino Mina (mixed gender). Participants were not randomly
assigned to these centers but rather registered at the center most convenient for them.

Second, we blocked on three-month versus six-month courses, since participants chose
whether they wanted to take a three-month or six-month course. Within these two course
types, participants also expressed preference for a specific course. While the majority were
placed in the specific course of their expressed preference after treatment assignment,
some participants might not have been due to limited space. Third, since Aino Mina has
both male and female participants, we blocked on gender for this VTC. Thus, we have 10
unique blocks, which we account for when calculating standard errors.

Within each of these ten blocks, we additionally matched on three factors known to

affect the outcomes of interest: (1) employment status—employed, self-employed, or
unemployed; (2) displacement—whether refugee, returnee, IDP, or native resident of
Kandahar; and (3) exposure to violence in the past year by armed opposition groups,
Afghan security forces, or the International Security Assistance Force. The Mercy

Corps enrollment form was used to obtain information on these and other participant
characteristics. Participants were not informed of their INVEST program treatment status
until after they had completed the baseline survey; thus, there was no selection or bias in
the baseline based on treatment status.
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Detailed Random Assignment to Treatment

Study Timeline

10/23/15 11/14/15 - 5/14/16 4/27/16 - 5/14/16
Enrollment, blocked TVET 6 month courses Endline 1 survey
randomization into TVET 2/15/16 5/15/16

10/30/15 -11/13/15 SIM card signup, blocked TVET control courses
Baseline survey randomization for UCT 11/10/16 - 12/05/16
11/14/15 - 2/15/16 4/22/16 Endline 2 survey
TVET 3 month courses UCT transfer

Participants

n=2597
TVET treatment TVET control
n=1298 n=1299
50 size (%) 50 size (%)
UCT treatment UCT control Others
n=586 n=582 n= 1429 UCT treatment UCT control Others

22.6 size (%) 22.4 size (%) 55 size (%)

n=313 n=312 n=673 n=273 n=270 n=756
12.1 size (%) 12 size (%) 25.9 size (%) 10.5 size (%) 10.4 size (%) 29.1 size (%)

Factorial research design and study timeline. Participants (n = 2597) are first block
randomized into TVET skills training treatment or control. Then, for those participants
who registered for SIM cards and are therefore eligible for UCT (n = 1168), participants were
block randomized into UCT treatment or control. The sample size and proportion for each
group are shown.

Source: lyall, Zhou, & Imai (2017).
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Difference in support

Difference in support

Primary Outcomes Disaggregated by Gender

Violence Outcomes

ENDLINE: Al @ TVET A UCT —+ TVET+UCT
*p<.l;**p<.05
|
|
|
0.25 + :
|
' End Pro-AOG
I orse vs. Pro-Gov
0.00 + + 4+
' TVET -0.0050 -0.0166
: (0.0404) (0.0288)
I UCT -0.1278** -0.0960**
-0.25 ' (0.0590) (0.0410)
|
I TVET 0.0119 -0.0204
1 1 ' + UCT (0.0962) (0.0836)
T T :
Endorse AOG Pro-AOG
Vs. gov pro-gov index
ENDLINE: Men
0.6 —+ I Pro-AOG
| Endorse vs. Pro-Gov
|
I TVET -0.0013 0.0209
o3 1 : (0.0805) (0.0332)
I UcCt -0.1144 -0.0917**
| (0.0844) (0.0441)
|
0.00 | + + | : TVET  0.0164 -0.0794
+ | + UCT (0.199) (0.0892)
|
|
03 —+ :
|
|
| | 1

I I

Endorse AOG Pro-AOG
vs. gov pro-gov index
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Difference in support

Difference in support

ENDLINE: Women

|
|
0.5 — I
|
I
-4 I
|
0.0 —5= | I |
A * T '
|
|
|
05 :
|
|
|
| | L
I I
Endorse AOG Pro-AOG
Vs. gov pro-gov index
POST PROGRAM: All
0.25

0.00 ’ “‘

++

-0.25 +
| |
i i
Endorse AOG Pro-AOG
vs. gov pro-gov index
MERCY CORPS

TVET

ucT

TVET
+UCT

TVET

uct

TVET
+ UCT

Endorse

-0.0063
(0.1352)

-0.1318
(0.1484)

0.0056
(0.2186)

Endorse

-0.0141
(0.0132)

0.0452*
(0.0250)

-0.0571
(0.0512)
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Pro-AOG
vs. Pro-Gov

-0.0830
(0.0538)

-0.1103
(0.0998)

0.1946
(0.2125)

Pro-AOG
vs. Pro-Gov

-0.0150
(0.0238)

0.0157
(0.0334)

-0.1669**
(0.0672)
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POST PROGRAM: Men

TVET

UcCT

TVET
+UCT

TVET

UcCT

TVET
+UCT

Endorse

-0.0296
(0.0769)

0.0546
(0.0563)

-0.0487
(0.0900)

Endorse

-0.0219
(0.0628)

0.0624
(0.0864)

-0.0408
(0.1230)

Can Economic Interventions Reduce Violence? | February 2018

Pro-AOG
vs. Pro-Gov

-0.0331
(0.0304)

0.0057
(0.0382)

-0.2311***
(0.0770)

Pro-AOG
vs. Pro-Gov

0.0170
(0.0382)

0.0493
(0.0685)

0.0487
(0.1369)
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Difference in earning cash

Difference in earning cash

Economic Outcomes

ENDLINE: All
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N
]

o
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I

Cash earned
in past month
(Yes/No)

ENDLINE: Men
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MERCY CORPS
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Past month
days worked

TVET

UcCT

TVET
+UCT

TVET

UCT

TVET
+UCT

Cash
Earned

0.0095
(0.02096)

-0.0229
(0.0299)

-0.0195
(0.0601)

Cash
Earned

0.0115
(0.0260)

-0.0355
(0.0327)

-0.0308
(0.0658)
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Days
Worked

0.6064
(0.5085)

-0.4177
(0.7392)

-0.241
(1.4876)

Days
Worked

0.6638
(0.6341)

-0.9095
(0.8054)

-0.3352
(1.6000)



Difference in earning cash

Difference in earning cash

ENDLINE: Women
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POST PROGRAM: All
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days worked

TVET

Uct

TVET
+ UCT

TVET

UCT

TVET
+UCT

Cash
Earned

0.0061
(0.0336)

0.0195
(0.0701)

0.0185
(0.1406)

Cash
Earned

0.0527**
(0.0231)

0.0194
(0.0336)

-0.0282
(0.0676)
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Days
Worked

0.5050
(0.8512)

1.2340
(1.7503)
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(3.7059)

Days
Worked

1.1301*
(0.5834)

0.2290
(0.8358)

0.1641
(1.6910)



Difference in earning cash

Difference in earning cash
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0.0587*
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-0.0011
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0.0273
(0.0790)

Cash
Earned

0.0422
(0.0341)

0.0879
(0.06396)

-0.2146*
(0.1283)
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Days
Worked

1.4618**
(0.7446)

-0.2390
(0.9625)

0.6523
(1.9493)

Days
Worked

0.5440
(0.9352)

1.8007
(1.6793)

-1.4754
(3.3856)



Difference in assessment

Difference in assessment

Psychosocial Outcomes - Self-efficacy

ENDLINE: All

0.50 |

0.25 |

0.00 * L

-0.25

-0.50 1

I

General self-efficacy scale
(1 least - 4 most efficacious)

ENDLINE: Men
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General self-efficacy scale
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TVET

UcCT

TVET
+ UCT
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+ UCT

Self-Efficacy Scale
0.0462
(0.0315)
0.0253
(0.0461)

-0.1649*
(0.0931)

Self-Efficacy Scale
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(0.0409)
0.0422
(0.0538)

-0.1668
(0.1089)
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Difference in assessment

ENDLINE: Women
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TVET

UcCT

TVET
+UCT

Self-Efficacy Scale
0.0247
(0.0486)
-0.0317
(0.0882)

-0.1588
(0.1763)

Can Economic Interventions Reduce Violence? | February 2018 ) 52



Difference in anger

Difference in anger

Psychosocial Outcomes - Angry about Job Search

ENDLINE: All
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Angry about
Job Search

-0.0111
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(0.1682)

Can Economic Interventions Reduce Violence? | February 2018 )

53



Difference in anger

Difference in anger

ENDLINE: Women
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TVET

uct
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TVET
+UCT

Angry about
Job Search

-0.0095
(0.0888)
-0.1121
(0.1582)

-0.1860
(0.3270)

Angry about
Job Search

0.0247
(0.0486)
-0.0317
(0.0882)

-0.1588
(0.1763)
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Difference in anger

Difference in anger

POST PROGRAM: Men
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Angry about
Job Search

0.0247
(0.0486)
-0.0317
(0.0882)
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(0.1763)

Angry about
Job Search

-0.2546***
(0.0802)
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(0.1507)

0.1078
(0.2988)
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Difference in assessment

Governance Outcomes

ENDLINE: All
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MERCY CORPS

Local gov performance
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Difference in assessment

ENDLINE: Men

0.75

0.50 —

0.25 —

0.00

-0.25

L

TVET

UCT

TVET
+UCT

National gov performance Local gov performance
(1 very bad - 5 very good) (1 very bad - 5 very good)

National gov Local gov
performance performance
-0.0138 0.0118
(0.042¢) (0.0377)
0.0140 0.0145
(0.0544) (0.0488)
0.0714 0.0641
(0.1089) (0.0981)

Gov responsiveness

(1 very bad - 5 very good)

Local gov
performance

-0.0167
(0.0454)

0.0044
(0.0588)

0.2696**
(0.1178)

MERCY CORPS Can Economic Interventions Reduce Violence? | February 2018 ) 57



Difference in assessment

ENDLINE: Women
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Variable Construction

Variable
Construction

Variable
construction

Days worked

Self-efficacy

Optimistic about
finding job

Angry about job
search

MERCY CORPS

Survey Tool

Continuous

) Did you earn any cash from [say activity]
in the last 4 weeks?

Continuous

) In the past 4 weeks, about how many days
did you work at [say activity]?

Categorical

) This statement completely describes my
current situation

) This statement mostly describes my
current situation

) This statement partly describes my
current situation

) This statement does not reflect my current
situation at all

Categorical

) Very confident

) Somewhat confident
) Not very confident

) Not confident at all

Categorical

) Never
) Rarely
) Sometimes

) Oftentimes

Analysis

Continuous and binary

) 1=Any cash earned

) 0 =No cash earned
Continuous

) Total days worked

Index

) Index is a composite 1-4 score of
individual scores for each statement.

Scale

) 3 =Very confident

) 2 =Somewhat confident
) 1=Not very confident

) 0 = Not confident at all

Scale

) 3 = Oftentimes
) 2 = Sometimes
) 1 = Rarely
) 0 =Never
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Variable
Construction

Government
responsiveness

National
government
performance

MERCY CORPS

Survey Tool

Categorical

) How responsive do you think your [insert
item] is/are to the needs of the local people
in this area?

) Very responsive

) Somewhat responsive

) Neither responsive nor unresponsive
) Somewhat unresponsive

) Very unresponsive

Categorical

) Please tell me if you think the national
government is doing a very good job,
somewhat good job, somewhat bad job, or
a very bad job in the following fields?

) Education

) Healthcare

) Creating job opportunities
) Roads

) Fighting corruption

) Security

) Dispute resolution

) Electricity

) Agricultural assistance

) Refugee resettlement

Analysis

Index

) Index is a composite 0-4 score including
responses for the district governor, district
government, local village/neighborhood
leaders, and government in Kabul.

Index

) Index is a composite 0-10 score including
responses to all fields listed.
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Variable
Construction

Local government
performance

Formal or
informal

land deed

Unemployment

Source: Authors.

MERCY CORPS

Survey Tool

Categorical

) Please tell me if you think the local
government is doing a very good job,

somewhat good job, somewhat bad job, or

a very bad job in the following fields?
) Education
) Healthcare
) Creating job opportunities
) Roads
) Fighting corruption
) Security
) Dispute resolution
) Electricity
) Agricultural assistance

) Refugee resettlement

Categorial

) Yes, formal one issued by court
) Yes, informal one

) No, we own no land

Categorical

) Paid work for someone else
) Self-employment

) Have job, but temporarily absent from
work

) Unpaid family work
) Attending school or training
) Unemployed—Ilooking for work

) Unemployed—not looking for work

Analysis

Binary

) 1=somewhat or very good job

) O =other

) Index is a composite 0-10 score including

responses to all fields listed.

Binary

) 1=Yes, formal one issued by court
) Yes, informal one

) 0 = No, we own no land

Binary

) 1=TUnemployed—looking for work
) 0 =Paid work for someone else

) Self-employment

) Have job, but temporarily absent
from work

) Unpaid family work
) Attending school or training

) Unemployed—not looking for work
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