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Could perceived economic standing relative to others affect citizens’ support for 
and confidence in government leaders and institutions? We explore this question 
by examining Pakistan’s national unconditional cash transfer program, the 
Benazir Income Support Program (BISP). The BISP is one of the largest 
unconditional cash transfer programs in the world, and employs a selection model 
that allows for causal inference. Leveraging a regression discontinuity approach 
using BISP’s administrative data and an original survey experiment, we find that 
perceptions of relative deprivation color citizen reactions to social protection. 
When relative deprivation is not salient, receiving cash transfers has little effect 
on individuals’ reported level of support for government and its leaders. However, 
when relative deprivation is salient, those receiving cash transfers experience 
increases in support for government, while those denied transfers simultaneously 
become more politically disgruntled. This has important implications for our 
understanding of the political ramifications of rising perceived inequality.   
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