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ABSTRACT
Conditional cash transfers (CCTs) are social assistance programs that are widely used to
address the prevalence of poverty and vulnerability. By design, women play a central role in
the implementation of these programs because women are selected as the primary recipients of
the cash transfers, entrusted with managing the cash for their households in line with the
programs' objectives, and expected to meet the conditions attached to the cash which are
usually focused on development outcomes for children. While the development impacts of
CCTs have been extensively evaluated, women’s needs and experiences with the programs
beyond their role as mothers, have been sidelined. The growing body of knowledge on the
gender dimension of CCTs has debated the ‘empowerment’ effect of the programs but the
evidence is divided, and women’s perceptions of wellbeing resulting from CCTs require more

careful investigation and documentation.

This dissertation examines women’s perceptions - and perceived outcomes - of the Household
Uplifting Program (HUP), Nigeria’s main CCT program. Using critical feminist theory and a
feminist flourishing lens, this study assesses the gender transformative capacity of the
program’s design and delivery, as well as its impact on the practical and strategic interests of
women beneficiaries of the program. The dissertation employs key informant interviews, in-
depth semi-structured interviews, focus group discussions and document analysis to understand
if and how the program tackles the various gender-specific vulnerabilities that women face.
Nigerian women’s voices are prioritized in capturing the processes, complexities,
achievements, and contradictions in the operationalization of this CCT program. The findings
presented in this dissertation document the strengths and opportunities presented by CCTs as
well as the limitations of these programs in relation to challenging gender inequality arising

from the gender norms and stereotypes upon which the programs rely.
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION
Poverty constitutes one of the most pressing development challenges facing the world today,
and its eradication is a top priority for achieving sustainable development (Padmakanthi, 2018;
ul Mustafa, 2018; Lilenstein et al., 2016). Poverty refers to a multi-dimensional lack of the
necessities for wellbeing such as income, healthcare, education, water and sanitation, nutrition,
and housing (UNDP, 2016). Global poverty alleviation efforts over the decades have caused a
drop in extreme poverty rates (defined as living below $1.90 per day) from 36% in 1990 to
16% in 2010, and from 10.8% in 2015 to 8.1% in 2019. However, this remarkable poverty
reduction has been uneven across and within regions, countries, and social groups. Evidence
of the uneven gains in poverty alleviation can be found throughout sub-Saharan Africa,
particularly among rural dwellers, women, and children (UNDP &OPHI, 2023). The sub-
Saharan region is characterized by significant poverty and multifaceted inequalities that have
placed most countries in the region at the bottom rung of the ladder on the UNDP’s Human
Development Index (UNDP, 2022). Also, the gradual progression in poverty reduction has
been countered in recent times by compounding crises including the COVID-19 pandemic,
ongoing conflicts, and climate change. These crises have pulled millions of people into extreme
poverty, especially in low and middle-income countries (UNDESA, 2020; Abidoye et al.,

2021).

In the campaign against poverty, governments and global stakeholders have concluded that
comprehensive and inclusive social protection is key to addressing the social, environmental,
and economic risks as well as life contingencies that initiate and sustain poverty (ILO, 2021).
While social protection did not feature in the discussions that culminated in the Millennium
Development Goal 1 to half poverty by 2015, it is specifically linked with the Sustainable
Development Goal 1 to end all manifestations of poverty by 2030 (Hagemejer, n.d.; FES,

2018). The two fundamental classes of social protection — social insurance and social assistance



have been proven to provide basic income security, contribute to sustainable inclusive growth,
improve access to essential social services like health and education, fight hunger and
malnutrition, ensure equity and social justice, promote political inclusion and stability, and
preserve human dignity in most contexts where they have been implemented (Cluver et al.,

2016; Hidrobo et al., 2018; Babajanian et al., 2013; FES, 2018).

In sub-Saharan Africa, social protection is progressively being included on national policy
agendas and its implementation has contributed significantly to reducing poverty and its
associated ills (Satumba et al., 2017; Handa et al., 2022). The most prevalent type of social
protection program in the region is cash transfers, and it accounts for about 51% of all social
protection strategies (World Bank, 2018). Conditional Cash Transfers (CCTs) are the most
funded social assistance programs in Sub-Saharan Africa, Latin America and the Caribbean
(World Bank, 2018). This form of social protection involves the transfer of money at fixed
regular intervals to targeted poor households on the condition that they conform to delineated
behavioural conditionalities that promote human capital development (Scheel et al. 2020).
They have been associated with positive development outcomes in poverty reduction, maternal
and child health, household consumption, nutrition, education, and economic growth
(Glassman et al. 2013; Arnold et al., 2011; Kandpal et al. 2016; Cecchini & Madariaga, 2011;
Midgley, 2020). While these have largely been short-term positive outcomes of the program,
impact evaluation studies are increasingly showing sustained longer-term benefits (Millan et

al., 2019; Baird et al., 2018)

Among other factors, the success of CCTs is hinged on the skills, time, and labor of women
because women function as the conduits between the state and their households (Molyneux,
2006). Women are entrusted with the cash as caregivers, encouraged to spend it on stipulated

household needs, and charged with ensuring the cash’s conditionalities are fulfilled. This is



achieved by drawing on traditional gender roles and responsibilities that place the burden of
unpaid care and domestic work on women, and gender stereotypes that associate

womanhood/motherhood with self-sacrifice and altruism when dealing with their households.

Beyond women’s functions in the operationalization of CCTs, scholars argue that CCTs must
strive for gender equality and, at least, be gender-sensitive to account for women’s unique
vulnerabilities and prevent the aggravation of their vulnerabilities (Holmes & Jones, 2013). In
practice, however, gender considerations in most CCTs merely involve targeting women to
receive the cash, encumbering them with the responsibility of fulfilling the transfer
conditionalities for their families, and ignoring their needs as individuals (Handl & Spronk,
2015). On the one hand, it has been argued that this approach fails to improve women’s
conditions by challenging and transforming unjust gender relations and structures that oppress
them (Molyneux et al., 2016) but on the other hand, it is claimed that CCTs promote gender
equality and women’s empowerment because CCTs increase women’s self-esteem, autonomy,
decision-making and bargaining power (Urbina, 2020). Not only have disparities in empirical
evidence hindered a comprehensive grasp of the impact of CCTs on women’s wellbeing and
rights, but there is also a dearth of qualitative evidence that captures women’s experiences with
the operation of these programs on the ground (Fisher et al., 2017; Cookson, 2018), and even

less evidence of the impact on gender equality outcomes (Sugiyama & Hunter, 2020).

This research aims to address gaps in our knowledge about the gender-specific outcomes of
CCTs by investigating the CCT program in Nigeria, a sub-Saharan country where 63% of the
population is multidimensionally poor and 41% experience monetary poverty (NBS, 2022).
The Nigerian program, called the Household Uplifting Programme (HUP), was launched in
2016 to help poor households improve their consumption, nutrition, education, and livelihood

(NCTO, n.d.). Though implemented across every state in the country, knowledge of the HUP



is still in its infancy because the program has barely been subjected to extensive systematic
inquiry, especially from a gender perspective. While the theoretical underpinnings, impact, and
principles of CCTs have been the subject of extensive empirical inquiry, far less attention has
been paid to how the program, which is inextricably linked to women, impacts women and
gender equality outcomes. It is important to understand the subjective experiences of women
both in their engagement with the state and their households since they are highly embedded
in such programs. It is also key to know what benefits or challenges the program has for
women’s practical day-to-day needs and their strategic needs for achieving gender equality and
empowerment (Moser, 1989). Women’s voices need to be prioritized to uncover the drawbacks
and strengths in the design and implementation of CCTs as they relate to their dignity and
prosperity. The program must go beyond women’s participation and inclusion to address the
structures that drive unequal gender relations for positive sustainable change to be achieved in
women’s lives. The findings from this research will fill important gaps in the scholarship on
gender equality and CCTs and may have broader impacts such as recommendations for

improved programmatic approaches to addressing women’s needs in these critical times.

Research questions, methods, and conceptual framework.

Through the perceptions and experiences of women beneficiaries! of the HUP and other
program stakeholders, the research explores if and how the program is gender-transformative
first in its design and then in its implementation procedures on the ground. It also looks at how

various aspects of the program affect the wellbeing of women and if it promotes or impedes

1T recognize that the term ‘beneficiaries’ is problematic and criticized in the literature for reinforcing power
relationships/binaries between the benefactor/donor and beneficiaries. I use it purposely here to reinforce the
significance of the persistent relationship of power between policy designers and those to whom policies are
directed in international development (Ho, 2015). When engaging with ‘beneficiaries’, I employed the term
‘women in the program’.



gender equality and women’s empowerment. The dissertation relied on qualitative data to

consider the following research questions:

1. Does the HUP integrate gender equality considerations in its design and

implementation, and to what extent?

2. Does the CCT program offer a comprehensive range of approaches to address the
diverse needs of women such as their economic empowerment, physical and mental

health, spirituality, social inclusion, and other identified dimensions of wellbeing?

3. What are the implications of the HUP on gender equality and women’s empowerment?

This research is concerned with gender transformative change as a strategic outcome of the
HUP initiative. Gender transformative change is defined as the processual change of the
gendered power relations, norms and structural challenges that are the root causes of gender
inequality, with due consideration of the role of contexts and the intersection of gender and
other social identities like race, class, sex, ethnicity, among others. It differs from gender-
sensitivity which, at best, recognizes gender differences and gender power dynamics with no
action to address their structural causes, and from gender-responsiveness which considers these
differences and power dynamics but only takes preliminary steps to address the symptoms of

gender inequalities while leaving their root causes intact.

Critical feminist theory provides a vital foundation for this research because it is fundamentally
concerned with the structural origins of women’s subordination in the public and private
domain, and the need to change the power inequalities that are inherent in them. The research
also draws on the principles of African feminism to contextualize the meanings ascribed to

women’s voices and actions, and to avoid the imposition of Eurocentric ideals of feminism on



the realities of the women in my research. Nego-feminism, a strand of African feminism is
applied to make sense of Nigerian women’s perceptions of equal gender relations and structures
due to its emphasis on collaboration, compromise, and negotiation in culturally specific

contexts (Nnaemeka, 2003).

Building on critical feminist scholarship and the emphasis on systemic and structural
inequalities, as well as the significance of context-specificity and centering of women’s voices
through Nego-feminism, this dissertation advances a structure/agency lens of feminist
flourishing for conceptualizing wellbeing. Feminist flourishing brings together feminist
analyses of power and subordination with insights from the human flourishing scholarship to
measure and understand perceptions of wellbeing. It is a holistic multidimensional lens that
considers the barriers and enablers of women’s and girls’ flourishing across social categories
and wellbeing domains. Drawing on the Harvard Human Flourishing lens (Vanderweele,
2017a), these dimensions of wellbeing include mental health; physical health; economic
security; social relationships, relationship with the environment; meaning and purpose; and
spirituality. As such, the research transcends the narrow definition of wellbeing and the
outcome-measurement models of women’s economic empowerment (Laszlo et al., 2017). This
study also considers the range of experiences of empowerment or wellbeing beyond

mainstream development’s emphasis on economic growth as the core feature of life (Stiglitz et

al., 2018).

Data was collected using key informant interviews with HUP program officials and civil
society organization officials to assess the gender-focused language and policy priorities of the
HUP. It was also combined with in-depth semi-structured interviews and focus group
discussions (FGDs) with women beneficiaries of the HUP to understand how these policy

details translated to their experiences of wellbeing and empowerment. The study had a total of



102 participants (33 key informants and 69 program beneficiaries) recruited using purposive
and snowball sampling techniques. Data collection took place in Abuja FCT, Lagos state and
Oyo state, Nigeria over 6 months from September 2022 to February 2023. The interviews and
focus group discussions were conducted in English language, pidgin English language, and
Yoruba language with the assistance of an interpreter. Before going into the field, ethics
approval from the University of Ottawa’s office of Research and Integrity was obtained. The
Tri-Council ethical principles on Conduct for Research Involving Humans (TCPS 2) and

principles of feminist ethics of care were observed throughout the research.

Findings and contributions of the research.
The findings of this dissertation are summarized below and presented in response to each
research question:

1. Does the HUP integrate gender equality considerations in its design and

implementation, and to what extent?

The HUP is not gender blind because the very nature of the program mandates a degree of
gender mainstreaming for its operations. The program has gender and inclusion experts who
work within the program to implement the Gender and Social Inclusion Mainstreaming
Strategy, the Gender Action Plan, the Sexual Exploitation and Abuse/Sexual Harassment
Action Plan; the Gender Based Violence response pathway; and the Grievance Redress
Mechanism. The program also integrates gender equality considerations in various levels of its
operations including its selection of the cash recipients, governance structure, targeting
process, data management, and so on. However, the program is short of gender-transformative
because the participation of women is tied to the value that women offer to the program rather

than the value the program can offer to promote their practical and strategic interests.



2. Does the HUP offer a comprehensive range of approaches to address the diverse needs
of women such as their economic empowerment, physical and mental health,
spirituality, social inclusion, and other identified dimensions of flourishing?

Beneficiaries of the program reported positive wellbeing outcomes as a result of their
participation in the HUP. They experienced an increase in economic resources and financial
services; peace of mind and happiness; improved access to healthcare; expanded and
strengthened social networks, better relationships with God, and better relationships with their
natural environments. However, certain lags in the administration of the program are

threatening to reverse the progress achieved by beneficiaries in their wellbeing.

3. What are the implications of the HUP on gender equality and women's empowerment?
Among others, some of the goals of the HUP are to realize improved economic outcomes for
women, increase the number of financially literate and independent women, and increase
women’s decision-making opportunities. The program has an economic bias to the detriment
of other social vulnerabilities that affect women’s empowerment. Women enjoy increased
purchasing power but even in their improved economic conditions, their freedom to reach their
full potential is still constrained by gender relations, gender divisions, and gender roles which
are sites of oppression. The HUP may help to address the multidimensional practical needs of
women, but it does not effectively tackle the discriminatory gender norms that contribute to

women’s inequality simultaneously.

These findings fill empirical gaps in the CCTs literature by providing urgent and improved data
that speaks to the impact of these programs on women’s day-to-day lives (practical needs) and
their strategic interests. The literature is rich with evidence of the impact of CCTs on children’s
health, nutrition, and education outcomes but this research seeks out the voices of women who

are intricately linked to the program yet largely unheard in the literature. In so doing, it speaks



to debates on the gender implications of CCTS by privileging women’s expectations,
perceptions, and experiences. It consequently offers recommendations for improved
programmatic impact in Nigeria but also in other similar contexts in Africa and other

developing regions.

Its methodological contribution to the literature lies in its adoption of a qualitative research
design, and feminist epistemic and methodological principles in assessing the program’s
impact on women. The bulk of the impact evaluation studies on CCTs have been predominantly
quantitative (Cookson, 2018), and this has created gaps in understanding the relational
complexities of CCTs in the contexts where they are implemented. It builds on over ten years
of growing feminist evidence that points to both inconspicuous and conspicuous consequences
of women’s embeddedness in these anti-poverty programs. This dissertation captures and
investigates the processes, complexities, and contradictions in the operationalization of CCTs

in an African setting, and it enriches the literature in the process.

From a theoretical standpoint, the research contributes to critical feminist scholarship by
expanding our understanding of how women’s wellbeing, rights, and empowerment are
affected by both formal institutions like CCTs, and informal institutions like the gender norms
and stereotypes upon which CCTs are reliant. It adds the individualistic material dimension of
women’s wellbeing to the structural and systemic focus of critical feminist theory using the
feminist flourishing lens. The dissertation also adds to the conceptualization of wellbeing in
mainstream development which has a continued preference for narrow economic-centric
conceptualizations of wellbeing. Using the feminist flourishing lens, the research combines an
innovative multidimensional framing of wellbeing (human flourishing) with a critical feminist
framework to holistically capture the core dimensions of women’s wellbeing, especially within

the scope of CCTs.



Structure of Dissertation

The comprehensive body of work in this monograph is made up of nine (9) chapters that
provide detailed information on key conceptual, theoretical, and methodological ideas
underpinning the research topic; the findings from the field; the interpretations and meanings
deduced from these findings; and finally, the empirical and practical implications of the

research.

Chapter Two provides an in-depth review of the relevant bodies of literature that have informed
this dissertation. It begins with a dive into some analytical and conceptual terms that are crucial
to understanding social protection including its rationale; its different meanings and
conceptualizations; its classifications and categories; its role in achieving sustainable
development; and debates on its scope of coverage. Next, the chapter narrows down to
Conditional Cash Transfers as an instrument of social protection with a focus on its emergence
in international development, its operational specificities, debates on its relevance and ethics,
and the impact of CCTs on wellbeing dimensions. The chapter also pays attention to the gender
dimension of CCTs by highlighting the importance of gender mainstreaming in CCTs, the role
of women in the programs, and debates on the impact of CCTs on gender equality and women’s
empowerment. The last section of the chapter lays out the theoretical and conceptual ideas that
frame the dissertation, drawing on critical feminist theory, Nego-feminism, and feminist

flourishing as analytical lenses used to inform the central questions of the dissertation.

Chapter Three opens with discussions on my research methodology which is grounded in
feminist epistemologies and methodologies. The epistemological underpinnings of feminist
standpoint theory are highlighted to justify the research’s epistemic prioritization of the
marginalized, including women. Also, feminist methodology is underscored to reflect my

research’s preference for knowledge by women for women, attention to the voices of the
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marginalized, and its recognition of the power dynamics between the researcher and the
researched. Next, I briefly introduce my research sites and justify their selection for my study
based on their geographic, demographic, and socio-economic characteristics. Then I detail my
data collection process including my sampling and recruitment technique, the research methods
(key informant interviews, in-depth semi-structured interviews, focus group discussions, and
document analysis), and the data analysis process. This is followed by a reflection on the ethical
considerations and implications of my engagement with my research participants such as
confidentiality and privacy, risks and benefits, and informed consent. I also move on to discuss
reflexivity and my positionality to account for how it might have influenced the research
process. I close off this chapter by outlining the perceived methodological limitations of the

study.

In Chapter Four, I present an overview of Nigeria's political, economic, and socio-cultural
landscape. Here, I also highlight the developmental challenges that affect the majority of the
population to set the background for the importance of conditional cash transfers in that
context. I also give a historical perspective on CCTs in Nigeria and the policy and
programmatic background to the emergence of the HUP. Lastly, I point out some design and

implementation gaps in CCTs and other social protection instruments in Nigeria.

Chapter Five is the first of four empirical chapters. It is dedicated to meticulously describing
the specificities of the HUP. It focuses on its policy and institutional foundations, rationale,
objectives and structure, and implementation strategies and processes. Emphasis is placed on
the targeting mechanisms, enrolment, payment systems, co-responsibilities, savings group

mobilization, and the monitoring and evaluation provisions.

Chapter Six addresses the first research question, “Does the HUP integrate gender in its design

and implementation, and to what extent?” In this chapter, I first examine the posture of the
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Nigerian government on gender equality and women’s empowerment through an analysis of
extant policies and their linkages with the HUP. Next, I delve into an exploration of the gender
considerations of the HUP, including its logic for integrating women, the gender mainstreaming
strategies employed and the gender mainstreaming opportunities and challenges in the
program. I close out this chapter with a critical analysis of the implications of the program’s

gender mainstreaming approach to the goal of gender equality.

Chapter Seven addresses my second research question, “Does the CCT program offer a
comprehensive range of approaches to address the diverse needs of women such as their
economic empowerment, physical and mental health, spirituality, social inclusion, and other
identified dimensions of flourishing?” The chapter introduces the subjective interpretations of
flourishing by women beneficiaries to privilege the flourishing dimensions most important to
them in their daily lives. Next, it elucidates the impact of the HUP on their defined dimensions
of flourishing before moving on to the opportunities and challenges of the HUP based on the
experiences and perceptions of the women beneficiaries. To conclude, I apply the feminist
flourishing lens to the findings as a way of highlighting the finding’s implications for the

wellbeing and CCT literature.

Chapter Eight is the final empirical chapter of the dissertation that answers the question, “What
are the implications of the HUP on gender equality and women's empowerment?” It begins
by giving a background on the prevalent norms of gender roles and household income
management in Nigeria. This background aids the subsequent analysis of some indicators of
equitable gender relations (relevant to the cash transfer) and how these have been promoted or
constrained by the HUP. In focus were household financial dynamics, distribution of unpaid

care work, and control over the cash in the household. This chapter concludes with a critical
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feminist analysis of the HUP’s impact on gender power dynamics and structures, as well as its

implications for the body of evidence on gender and CCTs.

Chapter Nine concludes this dissertation with a summary of the research’s findings and an
overview of the empirical, theoretical, and methodological contributions of the dissertation.
Some programmatic recommendations are offered to improve the program’s impact on the lives

of CCT beneficiaries, and I close this chapter with some directions for further research.
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW
This chapter provides a review of the relevant literature that has shaped the design of this
research. The review is centered on the major ideas and debates that have emerged in the
literature on social protection broadly, and conditional cash transfers specifically. The chapter
is structured to emphasize the nuances in ideologies and empirical evidence on various aspects
of the research subject. The review is divided into four broad sections. The first section presents
key analytical concepts and frameworks for understanding social protection as a social policy
instrument including various conceptualizations of social protection, risks, and vulnerabilities,
and the associated development outcomes of social protection. In the second section, I narrow
the focus to CCTs as a type of social protection; examining its features and operational
specificities, ethical debates on conditionalities, and the impact of CCTs on development goals.
The third section applies a gender lens to CCTs to highlight its inherent gender dimensions and
the debates on their implications for gender equality. The last section of this chapter outlines
the theoretical framework and conceptual lens on which I rely for this research: critical feminist
theory, African feminisms, and the feminist flourishing lens. In concert, these interrelated
frameworks provided a roadmap for the research process and the interpretation of the data that

emerged in this research.

Understanding social protection: key analytical concepts and frameworks

Social protection is an important component of national policy systems (Loewe & Schiiring,
2021). It is recognized as a powerful policy mechanism and an emerging model of social policy
for the alleviation of poverty and reduction of vulnerability to risks (Barrientos & Hulme,
2009). The necessity of social protection programs became particularly evident in the 1980s
and 1990s in Latin America and East Asia following the devastating aftereffects of the

Structural Adjustment Programs and financial crises on human development. These
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occurrences spiked poverty rates and vulnerabilities but most importantly, they spurred
commitment to strengthen social protection systems that could alleviate poverty, build
resilience, and enhance human capital (Tirivayi, 2017; Barrientos & Hulme, 2009). The turn to
social protection and safety nets in this period reflected a growing consensus among
governments and donors that economic growth was essential but inadequate in addressing
poverty in all its manifestations, and that direct targeted interventions were a necessity to curtail

poverty (Adato & Hoddinott, 2010).

Social protection is critical to achieving inclusive and equitable economic growth, as well as
sustainable human development as stipulated in the United Nations Sustainable Development
Goals (Ulrichs and Sabates-Wheeler, 2018; Bastagli et al., 2019). For these reasons, various
international development organizations including the United Nations, International Labor
Organisation (ILO), World Bank, International Monetary Fund (IMF), and United Nations
Development Program (UNDP), among others, have pushed for the prioritization of social
protection coverage and comprehensiveness within states. For example, the ILO called for the
establishment and implementation of social protection floors by all states through its Social
Protection Floors Recommendation (No. 202) to ensure that states provide basic social security
guarantees such as income security, access to essential healthcare, and education, to name a
few. (ILO, 2012). This need for social protection coverage is further emphasized in the United
Nations 2030 Sustainable Development Goals 1.3 and 1.5 which enjoin states to establish
contextually relevant social protection systems and floors, especially for the poor and
vulnerable to strengthen their resilience against shocks and disasters (UN, 2015). Overall,
effectively designed and implemented social protection can intercept the various sources of
risks and vulnerabilities across an individual’s life cycle and between generations which can

culminate in chronic poverty and deprivation. In Africa, the potency of social protection in
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countering risks and shocks associated with poverty and inequality is recognized and political will

to expand coverage is growing in the region (ILO, 2017; UNDP, 2019).

Risks and vulnerabilities to poverty

The concepts of risk and vulnerability are central to social protection, and there are various
factors which can cause predisposition to varying types and levels of risks and vulnerabilities.
Risks affect the ability of an individual/household/community to secure a reasonable level of
livelihood and wellbeing. Risks which are typically targeted by social protection include shocks
(unforeseeable events/conditions that occur abruptly e.g., sudden sickness) and stresses
(predictable events/conditions that unfold at a much slower pace e.g., old age) (Farrington et
al., 2007; Holmes & Jones, 2013). Risks have also been classified into life cycle risks (that is,
inherent risks associated with different life stages or events including birth, childhood,
adolescence, parenthood, widowhood, orphanhood, marriage, old age, etc.); health risks (that
is, sudden or inevitable health conditions/events including pregnancy, childbirth, sickness,
work-related disability/injury, etc.); and unemployment (Loewe & Schiiring, 2021). They are
also categorized as idiosyncratic risks (that is, affecting a specific individual or household e.g.,
sickness) and covariate risks (that is, affecting multiple people at the same time e.g., recession
and disasters) (Holzmann et al., 2003). These risks can be economic, social, political, physical
(health) or environmental, and they can occur at various scales to affect populations’
livelihoods (see table 1 below). There are vast number of livelihood risks which threaten
individuals, households, and communities’ capabilities, although there is no globally applicable
list of risks, and their categories and scales can shift depending on the contexts where they
occur. EUROSTAT (2019) suggests that in the European context the following risks are most
relevant for the establishment of social protection: “Sickness/healthcare, disability, old age,

survivors, family/children, unemployment, housing, and social exclusion not elsewhere
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classified” (p. 9). This list of risks would differ in Lower Middle Income Countries (LMICs);

urban and rural areas; geographical terrains; climatic zones; formal and informal economies,

etc.

Table 1 - Types of risks and their degrees of covariance

Nature of Micro-level risks | Meso-level Macro-level Examples of risks
Risks (idiosyncratic) risks risks
(somewhat (covariate)
covariate)
Life cycle Childhood Old age: Loss of income
Adolescence after retirement due to
Parenthood fragility/sickness;
Death increased likelihood of
(widowhood, chronic age-related
orphanhood) diseases
Old age Widowhood: Loss of
household income as a
result of breadwinner’s
death; lack of inheritance
rights for widows
Adolescence (girls): Risk
of adolescence pregnancy
and early marriage
Health IlIness Epidemics e.g., | Pandemics e.g., | Segregation: Limited
Injury HIV/AIDS; COVID-19. access to healthcare
Employment- segregation in among marginalized
related injury healthcare groups within a community
and infection access within based on indigeneity,
Pregnancy communities gender, etc.
IIness/injury: A
household’s breadwinner
losing his/her income
generating capacity due to
ill-
health/injury/pregnancy,
etc.
Economic Unemployment Decrease in Global financial | Unemployment/loss of
Underemployment | demand crisis; employment: Risk of
Loss of Output collapse | Recession; income insecurity,
employment Inflation haphazard consumption
Job insecurity for pattern; disposal of
low-skilled productive assets e.g.,
workers selling off livestock;

compromising on human
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capital development to
cope e.g., withdrawing
children from school.

Environment

Drought
Flood
Landslide
River/Air
pollution
Hail
Volcanic
eruption
Earthquake
Deforestation
Livestock
disease

Drought

Flood
Deforestation
Volcanic
eruption
Earthquake
Air/river
pollution
Climate change
Environmental
degradation

Risk  of displacement,
destruction of assets, loss of
livelihood, forced
migration, etc. as a result of
environmental disasters.

Social

Family
composition (high
dependency, intra-
household
inequality  based
on gender, sexual
orientation, etc.,
family  violence,
family break-up)

Marginalization,
Discrimination,
and Exclusion at
the community
level.

Erosion of
communal ties
and social
capital

Marginalization
and exclusion of
social  groups
based on race,
gender, religion,
indigeneity,
sexual
orientation, etc.
Demographic
changes

Civil unrest

Exclusion from access to
resources, opportunities,
services, etc. on the basis
due to social identities

Adapted from Loewe & Schiiring (2021); Cain (2009); Jones & Shahrokh (2013)

In social protection, vulnerabilities can be described as conditions that increase the probability
of poverty or deprivation among individuals, households, and communities when adverse risks
materialize (Ruch, 2019). According to Chambers (1989), [Vulnerability]... “means not lack
or want, but defencelessness, insecurity, and exposure to risk, shocks and stress” (p. 1). It
heightens the likelihood of a detrimental outcome in the presence of risk, especially when the
ability of affected individuals and households is compromised (Ellis et al., 2009; de Mello,
2022). Therefore, vulnerability rises when the risk of adverse events occurring is high and when
coping abilities are low. Vulnerability is “ex-ante poverty”; an indicator of individuals and
households that are expected to be poor in the future (Dercon 2001, p. 27). It can be seen as a

predictive measure of poverty status, rather than poverty outcome.
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The ability to avert or recover from shocks and stresses is largely dependent on asset stock and
resources (land, educational endowment, skills, livestock, family labor, properties, savings,
etc.); such that an individual or a household with a robust diversified asset stock has a higher
chance of successfully dealing with shocks/stresses when they occur. This means that the poor
are predisposed to vulnerability due to their weak assets and resources, and this vulnerability

can push them further into poverty as successive adverse shocks occur (Ellis et al., 2009).

In addition to their ability to cope with risks, the level of vulnerability experienced by
individuals/households/communities are also influenced by numerous factors such as life cycle
stage, household composition/demography, social capital, and other intersecting socio-cultural
factors such as age, gender, ethnicity, physical and mental (dis)ability, race, religion, sexual
identity, etc. (Holmes & Jones, 2009). For instance, in the event of an economic risk like loss
of employment in a poor household, the girl child is vulnerable to withdrawal from school to
enable the household to cope with the loss of income. This disrupts her human capital

development and jeopardizes her chances of escaping poverty in the future (Acquaye, 2021).

Social protection, therefore, is aimed at addressing these risks and vulnerabilities by 1)
providing support for people’s livelihoods so that they are prepared to weather a shock/stress;
and ii) preventing the depletion of asset stocks that would otherwise increase their vulnerability
to future shocks. The provision of social protection can prevent poor and vulnerable people
from resorting to damaging coping strategies like withdrawing children from school, sale of
productive assets, stressful migration, declining food consumption, and risky behaviors like

transactional sex in the face of shocks and stresses (Holmes & Jones, 2013).
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Definitions of social protection

Although there is an almost ubiquitous political acceptance of social protection, there are huge
disparities in the conceptualization and definition of social protection among stakeholders due
to varying policy priorities and social norms (Devereux & Sabates-Wheeler, 2015; Hickey &
Seeking, 2017; EUROSTAT, 2019). Policy makers and development practitioners alike
include and prioritize different core components of social protection, thus, resulting in loosely
defined boundaries on what constitutes social protection. For instance, social protection has
been defined as “public actions taken in response to levels of vulnerability, risk, and
deprivation which are deemed socially unacceptable within a given polity or society” (Conway
et al., 2000, p. 5). In this definition, the primary focus of social protection is to address
deprivation and vulnerabilities among the poorest on the one hand and to prevent degeneration
among those above the poverty line in the event of shocks and life cycle contingencies on the
other hand. Similarly, the Global Partnership for Social Protection (GPUSP) describes social

protection as:

...a nationally defined system of policies and programmes [that] provide equitable
access to all people and protect them throughout their lives against poverty and risks to
their livelihoods and well-being. This protection can be provided through a range of
mechanisms, including cash or in-kind benefits, contributory or non-contributory
schemes, and programmes to enhance human capital, productive assets, and access to

jobs (GPUSP, 2019).

Devereux & Sabates-Wheeler's (2004) definition adds a social dimension to the vulnerabilities
and risks addressed by social protection. It highlights that social protection is not merely
protection against economic vulnerabilities and chronic poverty, but also protection against

social vulnerabilities such as discrimination and abuse; thus, underscoring the relationship
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between poverty and exclusion. Their conceptualization of social protection will be unpacked

further in the next section; however, they define social protection as:

...all public and private initiatives that provide income or consumption transfers to the
poor, protect the vulnerable against livelihood risks, and enhance the social status and
rights of the marginalized; with the overall objective of reducing the economic and
social vulnerability of poor, vulnerable and marginalized groups (Devereux & Sabates-

Wheeler, 2004).

Their perspective was echoed by the European Communities definition in its 2010 European
Report on Development which, in addition, points to the role of social protection in facilitating

the poor’s attempts to break out of poverty and productively partake in growth. It states that:

[Social protection is a] specific set of actions to address the vulnerability of people’s
life through social insurance, offering protection against risk and adversity throughout
life; through social assistance, oftering payments and in-kind transfers to support and
enable the poor; and through inclusion efforts that enhance the capability of the

marginalized to access social insurance and assistance (EC, 2010).

Besides the obvious diversity in defining social protection, there is also a lack of consensus on
the most effective conceptual framework for understanding and justifying social protection
(Devereux et al., 2018). Barrientos and Hulmes (2010) identify three dominant conceptual
approaches to social protection in public policy discourse that are embedded in different
perspectives of social transformation. First is the rights-based approach to social protection.
This perspective emphasizes that citizens possess economic and social rights conferred on them
by natural law, constitutional laws, and international laws which states are legally obligated to

uphold through the provision of social protection coverage (Septulveda & Nyst, 2012; Munro,
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2008; Kaltenborn, 2020; Chemmencheri, 2016). The inalienable right to social security is
entrenched in international human rights instruments like the United Nations Universal
Declaration of Human Rights of 1948 (Townsend, 2009). It states in Articles 22 and 25(1) that:
Everyone, as a member of society, has the right to social security and is entitled to
realization, through national effort and international cooperation and in accordance with
the organization and resources of each State, of the economic, social, and cultural rights
indispensable for his dignity and the free development of his personality (art. 22).
Everyone has the right to a standard of living adequate for the health and well-being of
himself and of his family, including food, clothing, housing and medical care and
necessary social services, and the right to security in the event of unemployment,
sickness, invalidity, widowhood, old age, or other lack of livelihood in circumstances

beyond his control (art. 25(1)) (UN, 1948).

Likewise, Article 9 of the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights of
1966 stipulates that “[t]he States Parties to the present Covenant recognize the right of everyone
to social security, including social insurance” (UN, 1967). The United Nations’ International
Convention on the Elimination of all Forms of Racial Discrimination also commits its
signatories to remove racial, ethnic, and color barriers to their citizens’ realization of economic,
social, and cultural rights:

In compliance with the fundamental obligations laid down in article 2 of this

Convention, States Parties undertake to prohibit and to eliminate racial discrimination

in all its forms and to guarantee the right of everyone, without distinction as to race,

colour, or national or ethnic origin, to equality before the law, notably in the enjoyment

of the following rights:(e) Economic, social, and cultural rights, in particular: [...]

(iv) The right to public health, medical care, social security, and social services (UN,

1965, art. 5).
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The right to social security is also laid down in other UN legal documents such as the
Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989), the Convention on the Rights of Persons with
Disabilities (2006), the International Convention on the Protection of the Rights of All Migrant
Workers and Their Families (1990), and the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of
Discrimination Against Women (1979). All these universally negotiated and accepted legal
instruments frame social security as a basic social right and necessity that may be threatened if
states do not establish by law, sustainable and accessible social protection systems that cover a
comprehensive range of social risks and circumstances including sickness, healthcare, old age,
unemployment, employment injury, family and child support, maternity, disability, and
orphans (ILO, 2021). The right to social security and other political, economic, social, and
cultural rights are considered inseparable and interdependent, hence, the need to synchronize
social protection schemes with other political, economic, and social policies geared towards
the realization of social security (UNRISD 2016). This rights-based approach to social
protection has been championed by the ILO which continues to advocate for states to
strengthen their social security systems and extend at least minimum levels of social protection
to their populations by ensuring income security and healthcare access throughout the life cycle
(ILO, 2021). States’ provision of social protection benefits to their citizens has also been
framed as a necessity under the social contract between states and their citizens — a normative
framework that obligates states to protect and promote its citizens’ social rights as well as the
latter’s obligations and level of trust in the state apparatus (Ulriksen & Plagerson, 2014;
Hickey, 2011). Social protection can strengthen vertical trust and relations between the state
and citizens, especially when the state can provide security, ensure citizen participation, and

provide social protection and basic infrastructure in return for taxes (Loewe, 2020).

Furthermore, the rights-based approach to social protection is concerned with ensuring that

social protection is inclusive, accessible, and responsive to the needs of different social and
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economic groups — that is, leaving no one behind (Hujo et al., 2017). This dimension of the
right-based approach recognizes various physical, financial, technological, and cultural barriers
that vulnerable groups such as children, women, ethnic minorities, indigenous peoples, older
persons, sexual minorities, rural populations, and persons with disabilities face in accessing
social protection (ILO, 2017). Scholars like Sepulveda (2017) therefore call for adherence to
the human rights principles of equality and non-discrimination in the design and
implementation of social protection programs. This means that states must guarantee everyone
equal enjoyment of their right to social security irrespective of their gender, age, color, religion,
physical and mental ability, health status and sexual orientation by ensuring that social
protection programs are accessible, affordable, adaptable, and gender-sensitive (Sepulveda &
Nyst 2012; Sepulveda, 2017). Others have suggested that social protection policies and
programs must adhere to the following human rights principles: Universality; dignity and
autonomy; equality and non-discrimination; inclusion of vulnerable groups; gender
perspective, transparency and access to information; meaningful and effective participation;
accountability mechanisms; respect of privacy; comprehensive, coherent and coordinated
policies; adequate legal and institutional framework for long-term social protection strategies;
standards of accessibility, adaptability and acceptability; and adequacy of benefits (social

protection-human rights, n.d.).

The second major approach to social protection is the needs-based approach. This draws from
the basic human needs school of development, and it identifies social protection as a means of
eliminating chronic poverty and securing human development for moral and economic
benefits. The needs-based approach is traced to the 1970s when development decisively
became people-centered with a focus on poverty and inequality due to a paradigm shift in
theory and practice from “development as economic growth” to “development as economic

growth and social wellbeing” (Esteva, 2010; Hulme, 2014). This shift in the obsession with
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economic growth was based on the realization in development circles that economic growth
was insufficient in addressing societal ills such as poverty, hunger, and inequality — because in
fact, it aggravated them (Streeten et al., 1981). There were therefore calls to directly address
basic human needs for quality human life, rather than expecting them to be delivered as a by-
product of Gross National Product (GNP) per capita increases (Seers, 1969). In this period, the
ILO propounded the Basic Needs Approach which centred on the fulfillment of people’s
minimum living standards such as access to food, water, shelter, clothing, healthcare,
education, employment, security, and sanitation. In the basic needs school, development is
measured by the extent to which certain basic human needs are met, and this can be achieved

using well-designed social protection schemes (Munro, 2010).

The satisfaction of basic human needs is justified on three main grounds: moral, instrumental,
and political (Streeten et al., 1981). The starting point for the moral argument for basic needs
satisfaction is that it is intrinsically good to prevent humans from enduring any form of hardship
caused by the absence of basic necessities, particularly when resources are available. This
position is based on compassion, value for human life, and human solidarity which do not
permit needless human suffering. From this perspective, social protection is morally imperative
for the wellbeing of those vulnerable to different shocks of life. The second justification for
social protection is its instrumental value for the state’s interests, especially economic growth,
and human development. Proponents argue that states make profitable investments in human
capital when funds are injected into social services such as nutrition, healthcare, education, and
sanitation because their citizens are better equipped to make positive contributions to their
societies and economies. This high rate of return on investment, they argue, would eventually
culminate in a reduction in social protection in the future since citizens would have escaped
from poverty (Streeten et al., 1981). The political argument for the satisfaction of basic needs

is its value for all socio-economic classes in the medium to long term. Asides from providing
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social resources to the poor, the rich can also benefit in various ways from living in a healthy,
educated and highly skilled society. For instance, wealthy capitalists would draw from a highly
skilled and educated labour force that would ensure continuous productivity and profit
accumulation for them. The basic needs school formed the intellectual basis for several projects
of international development agencies like UNICEF, UNDP, and the United Nations in the
1980s and 1990s including the UNDP’s human development index which measures the
satisfaction of basic needs using three indicators — income, literacy, and longevity; and the
United Nation’s 2015 Millennium Development Goals (UNDP, 1990; UNICEF, 1987; Munro,

2010).

The third popular conceptual framework of social protection is the social risk management
(SRM) framework. This framework was developed and popularized by the World Bank in the
late 1990s (Jorgensen & Siegel, 2019; Holzmann & Jorgensen, 2000; Holzmann et al., 2003).
Here, social protection is conceptualized as a tool for helping poor individuals, households and
communities to reduce their economic vulnerability and smoothen their consumption patterns
in the face of diverse risks such as disasters, sickness, conflict, inflation, discrimination, etc.
Devereux & Sabates-Wheeler (2007) call this perspective ‘the social protection for efficient
development’ or ‘instrumentalist’ perspective (p. 1). This camp argues that the poor face the
highest exposure to risks with dire consequences for their welfare, yet they are most ill-
equipped to deal with these risks due to their limited access to state and private support like
insurance and income support. These risks can be idiosyncratic or covariant; natural or man-
made; catastrophic or non-catastrophic, while risk management can be provided by state,
market-based, or informal mechanisms (Holzmann and Jorgensen, 2001). Advocates state that
due to asymmetrical information, principal-agent problems, uncertainty about the future, and
moral hazards, private or commercial insurance abhor and often offers incomprehensive

coverage for a range of risks including pregnancy and unemployment, as well as covariant risks
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like disasters and armed conflicts (Jorgensen & Siegel, 2019). This is because profitability is
the priority of private insurance and this is threatened in the event of widespread claims by all
insured parties at the same time, for example, during disasters or recession; in the absence of
complete information on risks; and in the absence of state guarantees. These market
imperfections justify the emergence of various degrees of state welfare systems — whether
comprehensive as in developed countries or incomprehensive as in developing countries where
social assistance schemes are predominant. It is important to note that the SRM considers risk
management important to the extent to which it increases economic growth; hence it is situated

in the economic growth and trickle-down economics paradigm (Devereux & Solérzano, 2016).

The SRM approach has been criticized for its limited focus on economic risks, and its oversight
of “structural” or social risks which equally further poverty and vulnerabilities — a safety net
approach (Barrientos & Hulme, 2010). In essence, it omits issues of equity and social rights.
Another identified weakness of the SRM framework is the limited role it proposes for the state
in protecting the poor. The state’s intervention in social risk management is primarily deemed
necessary when the private market fails and this limits the wider risk-mitigating potential of
the state (Devereux & Sabates-Wheeler, 2004). The framework also focuses inordinately on
state and private-based social protection mechanisms with a limited role for informal
mechanisms which are more contextually relevant in developing countries where public and
market-based social protection strategies are underdeveloped. Lastly, the SRM framework falls
short in its negligence of chronic poverty and its focus on the management of downside risks

and transient poverty (Mestrum, 2012).

In response to the intellectual gaps in the SRM framework, Devereux & Sabates-Wheeler
(2004; 2010) propounded an alternative conceptual framework called the transformative social

protection framework. The transformative social protection school challenges the construction
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of social protection as a safety net and/or humanitarian relief instrument provided to the poor
and vulnerable on a discretionary basis for a short time (Devereux et al., 2011). They argue
that the SRM framework’s preoccupation with income variability and economic risks
underexploits the potential of social protection to decisively address the root causes of
vulnerability and lift people out of poverty. By focusing on economic protection, they argue,
social risks which drive and reinforce poverty and inequality such as social injustice,
marginalization, discrimination, and abuse are left unaddressed. Therefore, the transformative
social protection framework calls for the integration of the “transformative element” in social
protection to ensure long-term and sustainable poverty reduction (Sabates-wheeler &
Devereux, 2008). This involves the use of policies and measures that address those power
relations and hierarchies at all levels of society that generate and sustain vulnerabilities among
social groups (Jones & Shahrokh, 2013; Kabeer, 2014). Transformative social protection can
“enable socially marginalised groups to claim rights to livelihood enhancing assets;
sensitisation and awareness-raising campaigns can transform public attitudes and behaviour;
and changes to the regulatory framework could protect vulnerable or minority groups against
discrimination and abuse” (Devereux & Sabates-Wheeler, 2004; p. 9). Therefore, social
protection can concurrently produce economic growth and efficiency, as well as social justice,

empowerment, and economic, social, and cultural rights.

Classification systems of social protection

Social protection is generally conceptualized as comprising of two major categories: Social
insurance and social assistance (Conway et al., 2000; Antonopoulos, 2013). Social insurance
consists of interventions that protect against life course and employment-related contingencies
such as unemployment, maternity/paternity, old age, disability, illness, and injuries (World

Bank, 2018). Examples include pensions, health insurance, unemployment insurance,
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maternity/paternity benefits, disability benefits, and work accident insurance. Social insurance
interventions are often financed jointly by compulsory contributions from employees,
employers, and the state, and therefore only available to those engaged in formal employment.
However, efforts are being made to expand social insurance coverage to those in informal
employment (who constitute most workers in developing countries) as well as other

marginalized groups (Holmes and Scott, 2016; ILO, 2017; El Mekkaoui et al., 2022).

Social assistance is quite distinct from social insurance, in that it specifically targets those
living in chronic poverty. As non-contributory tax and/or donor-financed interventions, social
assistance interventions provide support to groups deemed vulnerable to deprivation and
poverty. Social assistance is the most prevalent form of social protection provided to the poor
and vulnerable in developing countries (Barrientos et al., 2010). Examples include conditional
cash transfers, unconditional cash transfers, employment guarantee programs (EGP), public
work programs (PWP), free or subsidized prices for consumption or production inputs, school
feeding programs, fee waivers, non-contributory social pensions, food transfers, cash plus
programs, to name a few. (World Bank, 2018). These social assistance instruments, particularly
cash transfers, are renowned for their effectiveness in reducing poverty rates when

implemented in LMICs (Bastagli et al., 2019; Davis et al., 2016).

Some scholars expand this taxonomy of social protection to include social care and labor
market policies (O’Brien et al., 2018). Social care entails the direct provision of key services
and support to socially and economically vulnerable people to enable them to deal with
complex challenges emanating from their vulnerability (Rohregger, 2021). Examples are
educational support, psychosocial support, abuse and domestic violence prevention and support
services, and family support services (Carter et al., 2019; EC, 2012). Labour market policies

are government-led interventions designed to protect poor workers, ensure basic rights for
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them, and stimulate labour demand at the same time (Malo, 2018). These policies can be active
(helping the poor and vulnerable secure employment and building their productive capacity
through skills acquisition training, job placements, job creation, and employment subsidies) or
they can be passive (implementing legislation on conducive work conditions and benefits such
as legislation on maternal benefits, parental leave, minimum wage, safe working conditions,

and injury compensation) (Salvini & Bolits, 2021).

In addition to these formal social protection categories highlighted above, it is also worth
mentioning that there is informal/traditional/community-based social protection, which is
fundamental to the mitigation of risks, especially in developing countries where state support
is inadequate and incomprehensive (Ellis et al., 2009). Non-state social protection (NSSP) is
based on collective action, and it is delivered through traditional coping strategies such as
family, neighbourhood, community, religious organizations, NGOs, and other traditional
solidarity networks (Awortwi, 2018; Mumtaz, 2022). Mupedziswa & Ntseane (2013) describe
non-formal social protection as “self-organized safety nets based on membership of a particular
social group or community that includes family, kinship, age group, neighbourhood or ethnic
groups” (85), used to provide care and welfare support to registered community members
through microcredit, burial support, and community-based provision of public goods and
services. This can also be achieved using Rotating Savings and Credit Associations (ROSCA)
and Accumulating Savings and Credit Associations (ASCA). The former are informal financial
groups consisting of self-selected members who periodically contribute an equal amount of
money to a common fund and allocate the lump sum to one member rotationally after each
round of contribution (Kabuya, 2015). With ASCAs, funds are also contributed periodically
but they are left to accumulate over time as loan opportunities for members and other joint
group initiatives (Bouman, 1995). ROSCAs and ASCAs have different names in different

cultural contexts such as Ajo/Isusu in Nigeria, Susu in Ghana, Stokvel in South Africa, etc., and
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they have been associated with outcomes such as increased social capital and interaction,
economic empowerment and improved livelihood for poor women, food security, and increased
agency and visibility for poor women (Lukwa et al., 2022; Pronyk et al., 2008; Gichuki et al.,

2015).

Furthermore, social protection has been categorized based on its functions in the fight against
poverty and vulnerability (Devereux & Sabates-wheeler, 2004). In this light, social protection
mechanisms can perform preventive, protective, promotive, and transformative functions — the
3P+T framework (see table 1). Preventive social protection programs are designed to check the
degeneration of vulnerable individuals into poverty when they encounter livelihood shocks and
stresses including disasters, ill health, famine, drought, economic recession, unemployment,
conflict, inflation, exclusion, marginalization, discrimination, and climate change. These are
typically social insurance programs that support people in preventing and mitigating risks that
can have catastrophic impacts on wellbeing such as falling into absolute poverty. Examples
include pensions, health insurance, maternity benefits, disability benefits, and unemployment
benefits; social transfers such as conditional and unconditional cash transfers; livelihood

diversification; fee waivers for social services; and ensuring minimum wage (Tirivayi, 2017).

Social protection programs can also be protective when they assist chronically poor and
vulnerable people to recover from shocks through the provision of immediate relief. These
types of social protection programs can provide relief in situations where promotional and
preventive measures fall short. These include social transfers such as conditional and
unconditional cash transfers, public works programmes, non-contributory social pensions,
school feeding programmes, and humanitarian relief interventions. Promotive social protection
includes livelihood-enhancing measures that serve to bolster capabilities, stabilize incomes,

and smoothen consumption. Examples include microcredit, school feeding, cash transfers,
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public works programs, and agricultural starter packs. These promote resilience and security
through livelihood diversification, which in turn encourages people to take new potentially

profitable risks that can free them from poverty.

The last category is transformative social protection which targets underlying social
vulnerabilities by transforming existing social relations that sustain inequality and social
exclusion. Some transformative social protection mechanisms that address these issues of
social equity, social justice, and exclusion are the promotion of minority rights, sensitization
campaigns to alter public attitudes and perceptions about marginalized groups, social funds,
etc. Transformative social protection does not just involve the provision of resources to
alleviate the effects of poverty and smoothen consumption? (e.g., simple cash transfers), but it
enables people to move out of poverty using contextually relevant instruments that
simultaneously provide training and income-generating opportunities. Furthermore,
transformative social protection helps the poor tackle oppressive social relations, invest in their
capabilities, treat them as citizens with rights, and create avenues for their voice to be heard in
program design and implementation. (Molyneux et al., 2016). Transformative social protection
also includes mechanisms of social accountability between service providers and program
beneficiaries such as grievance redress channels at the micro and meso levels for transparency
and participation purposes because this facilitates beneficiaries’ suggestions, complaints, and

feedback for improved program efficiency and citizen engagement (Molyneux et al., 2016).

2 Consumption smoothing is the practice of optimizing our standard of living in different phases of life despite
the existence of risks and occurrence of shocks by ensuring a proper balance between spending and saving
(Sugiyanto et al., 2012).
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Table 2 Social Protection categories and instruments

Social Protection Category

Functions

Examples of Social
Protection Instruments

and income-generating
capacity the poor through
livelihood diversification
(economic opportunities).

Preventive To strengthen the resilience | Pensions, health insurance,
of poor and vulnerable maternity benefits, disability
people against livelihood benefits, and unemployment
risks such as deprivation and | benefits; social transfers
shocks (risk mitigation). such as conditional and

unconditional cash transfers;
livelihood diversification;
fee waivers for social
services, and minimum
wage.

Protective Provides immediate relief | social transfers such as
and assists in recovering | conditional and
from shocks and stresses to | unconditional cash transfers,
livelihood (risk coping). public works programmes,

non-contributory social
pensions, school feeding
programmes, and
humanitarian relief
interventions.

Promotional Strengthens the productivity | Microcredit, school feeding

programs, cash transfers,
asset transfers, skills
training, user fee waivers,
public works programs, and
agricultural starter
packs/input.

Transformative

Transforms power
imbalances to address issues
of social justice and equity
(empowerment).

Anti-discriminatory

campaigns and laws, social
funds, promotion of
marginalized groups’ rights.

Adapted from Devereux & Sabates-Wheeler (2004); Jones & Holmes (2013); Shadare (2020).

In recent times, national governments and international development organizations have begun

to lean towards a systems approach to social protection: A shift from the design and
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implementation of individual social protection programs in isolation to the integration and
synchronization of different social protection policies, programs, and delivery chains into a
comprehensive coherent social protection system (ILO, 2019; OECD, 2019; UNICEF, 2019).
In a social protection system, there is coordination and linkage of the various forms of social
protection (social insurance, social assistance, labor market policies) which ensures wider
coverage, responsiveness to various risks and vulnerabilities across the life cycle, increased
access of needy populations to assistance, and economies of scale especially in low-income
countries (OECD, 2018). Therefore, social protection interventions would be designed to help
people manage different risks at a time to exit poverty or recover from a shock using various
strategies such as delivering similar social assistance instruments together; coordinating the
delivery of social protection programs across different sectors through a singular institution;
sharing enrollment and delivery systems; and sharing data management and monitoring

systems across programs (Loewe, M., & Schiring, 2021).

Information and data management systems are crucial to the functioning of social protection
systems. They are commonly referred to as social registries and they contain various kinds of
information on people identified as potential social benefits recipients. The registries function
as a pool from which program administrators can draw eligible individuals/households to
benefit from a range of social protection programs and other publicly funded programs across
different sectors (Parodi & Vasquez, 2017). Information contained in these data systems can
be identifying information such as name, age, gender, and marital status; socio-economic
information such as household income and assets, education, and employment status;
information on housing characteristics such as housing material, water supply, power supply,
and gadgets; geospatial identifying information such as address and GPS geo-coding
information which are obtained during registration exercises. These data enable

individuals/households to be considered for inclusion in several social protection programs
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based on their eligibility criteria. Leite et al. (2017, p. iv) defines social registries as
“information systems that support outreach, intake, registration, and determination of potential
eligibility for one or more social programs”. Social registers enable program administrators to
reach target populations, register them, collect necessary information and documentation, enter
and manage this information, validate and verify them, assess the eligibility of potential
recipients, and manage complaints and grievances. It is from social registers that program
administrators draw beneficiaries of different social assistance programs and then create

beneficiary registers for each specific program (see Figure 1).

Figure 1- Process flow from social registries to beneficiary registries

A Decide

»

Eligibility

- Qutreach

-Benefit

-Intake and -Enrollment for disbursement
registration benefits - Case
-Assess needs management

and conditions

Target population or

— Program beneficiaries

Adapted from Leite et al. (2017)

Beneficiary registries are program-specific, and they contain information of
individuals/households from the social register whose information have been assessed and
analyzed, and then deemed eligible for enrollment in a specific program that aligns with their

characteristics. While social registers and beneficiary registers are important for intake,
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registration, needs assessment, and monitoring of social interventions, not all countries operate

them.

Importance of social protection in International Development

In development discourse, social protection has been declared a key tool for eliminating
poverty, inequalities, and vulnerabilities by reducing income poverty, protecting, and
mitigating against shocks, and enabling the poor to make productive investments (Fizbein et
al., 2013; Carraro & Marzi, 2021). Aside from being part of the targets under SDG 1 (No
Poverty) to realize a poverty-free society, social protection can simultaneously contribute
towards achieving a majority of the other SDGs. It is also a target under SDG 3 (Good Health
and Wellbeing), 5 (Gender Equality), 8 (Decent Work and Economic Growth) and 10 (Reduced
Inequalities). Social protection has a positive relationship with economic growth because it
facilitates distribution and equity, prevents uninsured short-term shocks from having long-term
negative impacts on people, and it boosts productivity through investment in human and

physical capital (Alderman & Yemtsov, 2014; Mathers & Slaters, 2014; William, 2020).

Furthermore, social protection facilitates food security and adequate nutrition as recipients of
social protection benefits are empowered to purchase improved quality and quantity of foods,
especially in times of economic decline; protected against food price volatility; and equipped
to purchase farm assets for increased food production (Hidrobo et al., 2018; Devereux, 2016).
Social protection also contributes to other human development outcomes such as health and
education. For the former, social protection schemes such as cash transfers, health insurance,
unemployment insurance, and pensions can improve financial access to healthcare services, as
well as increase the utilization of healthcare services for better health outcomes (Strupat, 2021;

Glassman et al., 2013; Pan et al., 2016; Owusu-Addo et al., 2018). For the latter, social
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protection encourages investments in education, school enrollment, and school attendance
among the poor by addressing financial barriers to education and increasing demand for

education services (Holmes, 2011; Millan et al., 2019; Baird et al., 2013).

Moreover, social protection can also facilitate gender equality and empowerment when gender
is integrated. It can enhance women and girls’ access to education, improve reproductive health,
reduce incidences of child marriage and gender-based violence, drive their economic
empowerment and financial literacy, increase their agency, tackle gender-discriminatory
norms, and reduce their disproportionate care burden (Promundo, 2016; Yoshikawa, 2015;
Jones et al., 2017). Another advantage of social protection is its ability to tackle structural
vulnerabilities and power hierarchies that produce social exclusion and marginalization among
groups through redistributive measures, behavioral change communication, legal aid and other

social equity measures such that no one is left behind (Jones & Shahrok, 2013).

Social protection can also strengthen social inclusion which builds social cohesion, citizens’
trust in the state and nation-building (Koehler, 2021; Molyneux et al. 2016; Loewe et al. 2019;
Babajanian 2013). When states fulfil their obligation to protect their citizens’ social rights
through transparent, equitable, and inclusive provision of essential social services and
livelihood support; through deliberate provision of benefits to marginalized groups; and by
creating accountability mechanisms for citizens’ active participation and voice, social contracts

are reinforced, and peaceful inclusive societies are established.

Social protection can also play a critical role in addressing and mitigating the dire socio-
economic consequences of climate change. Through its adaptive, absorptive, and
transformative functions, social protection can increase the preparedness, resilience, and
adaptive capacity of vulnerable populations against climate risks and disasters by helping to

increase savings and income, diversify livelihoods, accumulate assets, and develop human
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capital (Malerba, 2021; Ulrichs et al., 2019). Some social protection programs have also been
designed to directly aid climate change mitigation action. For example, in exchange for cash,
some social protection programs require recipients to adopt environmental-friendly behaviors
such as forest conservation, agroforestry practices, reforestation, etc. (Altenburg et al. 2017;

Norton et al. 2020).

Universalism versus Targeting in Social Protection.

One of the most controversial debates in social protection design is the universalism versus
targeting approach in the delivery of social protection benefits. Universalism or universal
selection refers to the distribution of social benefits to all members of the population as a basic
right including universal healthcare, free education, general food subsidy, and universal basic
income (Devereux et al., 2015; Gentilini et al., 2020). This contrasts with targeting which
entails “defining who is eligible to receive social benefits and who is not, by setting eligibility
criteria; identifying, verifying and registering eligible beneficiaries; and periodically validating
and reregistering or deregistering program beneficiaries, because eligibility status can change
over time” (Devereux, 2021, p. 150). Targeting aims to identify and register eligible
individuals/households without excluding some eligible populations (exclusion error) and
including ineligible populations (inclusion error) as defined by the program objectives, both

accurately and economically.

Targeting is ideologically underpinned by the need principle of redistributive justice which
asserts that resources ought to be transferred from the ‘haves’ who have more than they need,
to the ‘have nots’ to enable the latter to lead decent lives and overcome poverty and inequality
(Devereux, 2016). Another justification for targeting is pragmatic: States grapple with scarcity
of public funds and national budget constraints; hence, available funds must be allocated

efficiently to the poor who desperately need income support rather than the entire population.
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If a program is universal, the limited funds would be spread thinly and equally across the entire
population, and if the aim is poverty alleviation, the benefits would have a limited impact
compared to concentrating the available resources on the poorest section of the population.
Targeting if done efficiently is, therefore, most preferred for poverty reduction objectives
because “it reaches the poorest and excludes the non-poorest, while transferring enough
resources to make a difference to poverty and inequality” (Devereux, 2016; p. 171). Efficient
targeting is hinged on knowing who the poor are, where the poor are located, how best to reach
them, and also importantly, the data management and administrative capacity of the

government (European Communities, 2010).

Several targeting mechanisms are popularly used to define eligible populations for the receipt
of social benefits including means testing, proxy means testing, geographic targeting,
categorical targeting, community-based targeting, and self-targeting. Means testing is an
administrative selection targeting method that assesses individuals’ and households’ actual
income or wealth, and targets those located below a defined living standard threshold according
to a given indicator such as ‘a dollar a day’ (Cirillo et al., 2017). It can be verified means test
which verifies all collected information on individuals/households against other independent
sources such as tax records or simple means test where verification is absent or limited to the
observation visits by social workers (Coady et al., 2004). There is consensus that means testing
constitutes the most accurate measure targeting method, but it is rarely used in developing
countries to determine eligibility for social assistance due to its high administrative costs, its

complexity, and the variability of income in most developing contexts (Devereux 2021).

Proxy means testing (PMT) is another administrative selection mechanism which is used to
predict individuals/households’ incomes using a range of household assets or proxies found in

national household surveys such as demographic structure, housing type/quality/location,
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sanitation facility, water supply, occupation, means of production, ownership of durable goods,
etc. Individuals/households are then ranked from poorest to richest using a poverty score card,
and eligible candidates can be selected based on a fixed percentage (e.g., bottom 30%) or a
threshold score using statistical analysis (Kidd et al., 2017). Although PMT is popular among
social protection stakeholders, scholars argue that its results are inaccurate due to it high
inclusion and exclusion errors. Kidd et al. (2020) discovered above 50% errors in the six (6)
social protection schemes that they investigated, and Kidd & Wilde (2011) found inclusion and
exclusion errors as high as 71% in their study. These errors have been attributed, among other
factors, to the selection of proxies for income which tend to be poorly selected, unverified, and
measured inaccurately (Devereux et al., 2015). Scholars also note that the administrative and
financial costs of gathering and verifying data for PMT is expensive (Coady et al., 2004). The
process of PMT-based targeting is also often too complex to communicate to the poor (Kidd &
Wylde, 2011; Alatas et al., 2012). Hence, they can perceive the selection process as random

and unfair which can stir social tensions (Adato, 2004; MacAuslan & Riemenschneider, 2011).

Social protection can also be delivered using geographic targeting. In geographic targeting,
benefits are delivered to everyone located in a geographic community such as a village, county,
district, city, province, state, etc. often on the basis of poverty and vulnerability data (Slater &
Farrington, 2009; Aguila et al., 2014). Geographic targeting is simple and can be achieved at
no cost since individual/household assessments are not conducted. This method often precedes
the use of other rigorous targeting methods in social protection programs with multi-level
targeting mechanisms, and it is also used to execute rapid roll-out