
 

Can Conditional Cash Transfers Be Gender-Transformative? An Assessment of the 

Flourishing Outcomes Among Women 'Beneficiaries' Of Nigeria's Household Uplifting 

Programme (HUP) 

 

 

 

 

Nnenna Okoli 

 

 

Thesis submitted to the University of Ottawa 

in partial fulfillment of the requirements for the  

Doctorate in Philosophy degree in International Development 

 

 

School of International Development and Global Studies  

Faculty of Social Sciences 

University of Ottawa 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

© Nnenna Okoli, Ottawa, Canada, 2024 



 ii 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

LIST OF TABLES…………………………………………………………………………..vi 

LIST OF FIGURES………………………………………………………………………...vii 

LIST OF ACRONYMS …………………………………………………………………...viii 

ABSTRACT………………………………………………………………………………….xi 

DEDICATION………………………………………………………………………………xii 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENT…………………………………………………………………xiii 

CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION ……………………………………………………...1 

Research questions, methods, and conceptual framework………………………………...4 

Findings and contributions of the research...........................................................................7 

Structure of Dissertation …………………………………………………………………...10 

 

CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW……………………………………………..14 

Understanding social protection: key analytical concepts frameworks ………………...14 

Risks and vulnerabilities to poverty ........................................................................................16 

Definitions of social protection .............................................................................................. 20 

Classification systems of social protection ..............................................................................28  

Importance of social protection in International Development...............................................36 

Universalism versus Targeting in Social Protection................................................................38 

Conditional cash transfers………………………………………………………………….44 

Implementation of CCTs: Program features and operational specificities..............................47 

“Conditionalities” in Conditional Cash Transfers .................................................................50 

Human rights and ethical debates on conditionalities.............................................................52 

Impact of conditional cash transfers on wellbeing .................................................................57  

The Gender Dimension of Conditional Cash Transfers…………………………………..63 

Why is gender an important factor in conditional cash transfers? .........................................63  

The Impact of CCTs on Women’s Wellbeing and Rights ..........................................................68 

Theoretical Framework ……………………………………………………………………73 

Critical Feminist Theory .........................................................................................................73 

African Feminisms....................................................................................................................79 

Feminist Flourishing Lens.......................................................................................................81 



 iii 

 

CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY........................................................................... 87 

Feminist epistemology and methodologies………………………………………………...87 

Feminist Epistemologies..........................................................................................................87 

Feminist methodology..............................................................................................................90 

Data Collection.......................................................................................................................92 

Field Location .........................................................................................................................92 

Sampling and recruitment........................................................................................................96 

Research methods.....................................................................................................................99 

Data analysis..........................................................................................................................107 

Transcription process.............................................................................................................107 

Thematic analysis...................................................................................................................108 

Ethical Considerations.........................................................................................................111 

Reflexivity: Power and Representation...................................................................................113 

Positionality ...........................................................................................................................115 

Limitation of methodology..................................................................................................122 

Response bias.........................................................................................................................122 

Language ...............................................................................................................................124 

 

CHAPTER FOUR: RESEARCH CONTEXT..................................................................126 

An analysis of the political, economic, and social landscape of Nigeria.........................126 

Conditional Cash Transfers in the Nigerian context: Past and present .........................129 

Gaps and challenges in the social protection provision in Nigeria .................................132 

 

CHAPTER 5: UNDERSTANDING THE SPECIFICITIES OF THE HOUSEHOLD 

UPLIFTING PROGRAM (HUP): PROGRAM ORIGIN AND OPERATIONS...........136  

 

The National Social Safety Nets Project (NASSP): The origin of the Household Uplifting 

Program (HUP) ...................................................................................................................136 

 

The Household Uplifting Program (HUP) (Beta don come): Program objectives and 

structure ...............................................................................................................................140 

 

Implementation strategies and procedural specificities of the HUP ...............................143 

 

The targeting process of the HUP...........................................................................................143 

Enrollment of eligible households into the HUP....................................................................150 

Payment infrastructure of the HUP........................................................................................151 

Co-responsibility: A means to “Top-Up” the cash.................................................................154 



 iv 

Livelihood, Savings, and Group Mobilization........................................................................158  

The Grievance Redress Mechanism ......................................................................................160 

Internal Monitoring and Evaluation......................................................................................163 

External Monitoring and Evaluation: Third-Party Independent Monitoring .......................164 

 

CHAPTER SIX:  THE GENDER DIMENSION OF THE HUP: SENSITIVE OR 

TRANSFORMATIVE? .......................................................................................................166 

The Nigerian state’s policy stance on gender equality and women’s empowerment.....167 

Gender considerations in the design and implementation of the HUP............................170 

Why women? .........................................................................................................................170 

Approach to gender mainstreaming in the HUP.....................................................................172 

Discussion: A critical feminist analysis of the gender mainstreaming efforts in the HUP 

................................................................................................................................................178 

Challenges and Opportunities in Upholding Gender Interests in the HUP....................183 

Women are complicit in their oppression...............................................................................184  

Gender mainstreaming is not integrated to the grassroots level............................................185 

Capacity building on gender mainstreaming for HUP staff..................................................187 

Increased community visits for Gender Officers ..................................................................188 

Increased sensitization of all stakeholders on gender issues.................................................189 

 

CHAPTER 7: ‘BETA DON COME’: UNDERSTANDING FLOURISHING FROM 

THE PERSPECTIVE OF WOMEN BENEFICIARIES .................................................191 

What does flourishing mean to poor women? ..................................................................191 

Flourishing means economic security.....................................................................................192  

Flourishing means peace of mind and happiness...................................................................193   

Flourishing means physical health.........................................................................................194 

Flourishing means having social relationships. .....................................................................195  

Flourishing means spirituality and religion............................................................................198 

The impact of the HUP on flourishing outcomes ...............................................................199 

Economic empowerment and financial security.....................................................................201 

Improved mental state.............................................................................................................208 

Improved health outcomes......................................................................................................209 

Expansion of social networks.................................................................................................210 

Improved human capacity outcomes for children..................................................................217 

Improved spirituality and religious participation...................................................................218 



 v 

Improved relationship with the environment .........................................................................219 

Challenges and opportunities of the HUP: The perspective of beneficiaries..................220 

Relations with the program officials.......................................................................................221 

Beneficiaries’ experiences with conditionality fulfillment......................................................222  

The promptness of the cash transfers......................................................................................224 

Ease of accessing the cash .....................................................................................................226 

Discussion: An analysis of the flourishing outcomes in the HUP ....................................227  

 

CHAPTER 8 - BREAKING AND REINFORCING GENDER NORMS: THE TWO 

SIDES OF THE HUP............................................................................................................234 

Existing norms on gender roles and household income management.............................234 

“You are now a big woman”: Changes in households’ financial dynamics..................... 238 

“Chores are my duty”: Distribution of unpaid care work.................................................240 

Conditionalities and unpaid care work..................................................................................242 

Decision-making and control over the cash.......................................................................243 

Discussion: A critical feminist analysis of the implications of the HUP on gender equality 

and women’s empowerment............................................................................................... 247 

 

CHAPTER 9: CONCLUSION............................................................................................253 

Summary of research findings ............................................................................................255 

Empirical and theoretical contributions ............................................................................257 

Theoretical and methodological contributions...................................................................261 

Programmatic recommendations: Opportunities for transformation.............................263 

Areas of future research.......................................................................................................267 

 

BIBLIOGRAPHY.................................................................................................................269 

APPENDICES......................................................................................................................311 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 vi 

LIST OF TABLES 

Table 1: Types of risks and their degrees of covariance……………………………………17 

Table 2: Social Protection categories and instruments…………………………………...33 

Table 3: Field Activities and Methods …………………………………………….............102  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 vii 

LIST OF FIGURES  

Figure 1: Process flow from social registries to beneficiary registries ……………….....35 

Figure 2: A view of the architecture and surroundings in Itutaba community, Ibadan, 

Oyo state………………………………………………………………………………..........95 

 

Figure 3: Focus group discussion session and drawings in Itutaba community, Oyo 

state…....................................................................................................................................106 

 

Figure 4: Sample of data analysis using some domains of flourishing………................110 

Figure 5: Process flow of the HUP targeting mechanism……………………………….151 

Figure 6: Illustrative images used to train beneficiaries on environmental sanitation and 

hygiene conditionality…………………………………………………………………......158  

 

Figure 7: Presentation of stationery to primary school pupils by Asejere Savings 

Group…….………………………………………………………………...…………….....214 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 viii 

LIST OF ACRONYMS 

ASCA      Accumulating Savings and Credit Associations  

BSS   Beneficiary Satisfaction Survey 

CBT(T)   Community-Based Targeting (Team)   

CCT                            Conditional Cash Transfer 

CEDAW Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against 

Women 

CEWHIN   Center for Women’s Health and Information   

COPE    In Care of the People  

COVID-19           Coronavirus disease 2019 

CSO       Civil Society Organization 

CSWYEPWP Community Services and Women/Youth Employment Public Works 

Programme 

CTF                           Cash Transfer Facilitator 

DAWN   Development Alternatives with Women for a New Era 

EGP       Employment Guarantee Programs  

EUROSTAT   Statistical Office of the European Union 

FCT    Federal Capital Territory 

GBV                      Gender-Based Violence 

GDP    Gross Domestic Product 

GEEP    Government Enterprise and Empowerment Programme 

GNP    Gross National Product 

GPUSP         Global Partnership for Universal Social Protection  

GRM         Grievance Redress Mechanism 

GRO         Grievance Redress Officer 



 ix 

HDI    Human Development Index 

HUP                          Household Uplifting Programme 

IDA  International Development Association  

IDB    Inter-American Development Bank  

ILO    International Labor Organisation  

IMF       International Monetary Fund  

IPV   Intimate Partner Violence 

LASOCU       Lagos State Operation Coordinating Unit 

LGA    Local Government Area 

LS    Life Skills  

LSCTU                  Lagos State Cash Transfer Unit 

MDG       Millennium Development Goals  

MIS  Management Information Systems 

NASSCO                  National Social Safety-Nets Coordinating Office 

NASSP  National Social Safety Net Project  

NBS  National Beneficiary Register 

NCTO                       National Cash Transfer Office  

NHGSFP   National Home-Grown School Feeding Programme   

NSIO National Social Investment Office 

NSIP  National Social Investment Program 

NSR  National Social Registry 

NSSP    Non-state social protection 

OYOSCTU              Oyo State Cash Transfer Unit 

OYOSOCU         Oyo State Operation Coordinating Unit 

PMT    Proxy Means Testing  



 x 

PSP  Payment Service Providers 

PWP      Public  Work Programs  

ROSCA       Rotating Savings and Credit Associations 

SBR  State Beneficiary Register 

SDG        Sustainable Development Goals  

SGMB   Savings Group Mobilization and Micro Business Development  

SRM      Social Risk Management 

SSR  State Social Registry 

SURE-P   Subsidy Reinvestment and Empowerment Program 

TPIM    Third-Party Independent Monitoring 

UCT    Unconditional Cash Transfer 

UN    United Nations 

UNDP        United Nations Development Program 

UNICEF   United Nations International Children's Emergency Fund 

UNRISD                   United Nations Research Institute for Social Development     

WID    Women in Development 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 xi 

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 
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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 (Millán 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 
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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 
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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 beneficiaries1 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 

 
1 I 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’.  
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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 
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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 
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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.  
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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 
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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.  
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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 & Schüring, 

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 & Schüring, 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 

Risks 

Micro-level risks 

(idiosyncratic) 

Meso-level 

risks 

(somewhat 

covariate) 

Macro-level 

risks 

(covariate) 

Examples of risks 

Life cycle Childhood 

Adolescence 

Parenthood 

Death 

(widowhood, 

orphanhood) 

Old age  

  Old age: Loss of income 

after retirement due to 

fragility/sickness; 

increased likelihood of 

chronic age-related 

diseases 

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 Illness 

Injury 

Employment-

related injury 

and infection 

Pregnancy 

Epidemics e.g., 

HIV/AIDS; 

segregation in 

healthcare 

access within 

communities 

Pandemics e.g., 

COVID-19. 

Segregation:  Limited 

access to healthcare 

among marginalized 

groups within a community 

based on indigeneity, 

gender, etc.  

Illness/injury: A 

household’s breadwinner 

losing his/her income 

generating capacity due to 

ill-

health/injury/pregnancy, 

etc.  

Economic Unemployment 

Underemployment 

Loss of 

employment 

Job insecurity for 

low-skilled 

workers 

Decrease in 

demand 

Output collapse 

Global financial 

crisis; 

Recession; 

Inflation 

Unemployment/loss of 

employment: Risk of 

income insecurity, 

haphazard consumption 

pattern; disposal of 

productive assets e.g., 

selling off livestock; 

compromising on human 



 

 18 

Adapted from Loewe & Schüring (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.  

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 
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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 i) 

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, offering 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 (Sepúlveda & Nyst, 2012; Munro, 



 

 22 

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 



 

 25 

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 & Solórzano, 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, 



 

 29 

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 



 

 31 

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 consumption2 (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 

Preventive To strengthen the resilience 

of poor and vulnerable 

people against livelihood 

risks such as deprivation and 

shocks (risk mitigation).  

 

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 minimum 

wage. 

Protective Provides immediate relief 

and assists in recovering 

from shocks and stresses to 

livelihood (risk coping).   

social transfers such as 

conditional and 

unconditional cash transfers, 

public works programmes, 

non-contributory social 

pensions, school feeding 

programmes, and 

humanitarian relief 

interventions. 

Promotional Strengthens the productivity 

and income-generating 

capacity the poor through 

livelihood diversification 

(economic opportunities).  

 

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., & Schüring, 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  

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; Millán 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. 



 

 39 

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 of social assistance in times 

of crisis. Although some call it universal, the social benefits are not blindly extended to every 

household in the defined geographic area but restricted to categories such as the poor, aged, 

women, etc. The advantage of this targeting method is its cost-effectiveness and zero exclusion 

error where applied. However, its inclusion and exclusion errors can be costly when non-poor 
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are selected in the geographic area and the poor people living outside the target area are 

excluded. 

Categorical targeting, also known as group targeting, statistical targeting or tagging is a 

targeting method where eligibility for social benefits is dependent on personal or household 

characteristics such as age, gender, geographical location, ethnicity, disability, etc. These 

categories are perceived to correlate with poverty and vulnerability. Categorical targeting is 

used for programs such as child grants, non-contributory pensions for the aged, school feeding 

programs etc.  It is a simple and cost-effective mechanism since the proxies can are visible and 

easily verified at a glance. The method is also less likely to steer social tension between 

recipients and non-recipients of benefits since it offers blanket coverage to people within a 

certain marginalized social group rather than differentiating between the chronically poor and 

the marginally poor (Devereux, 2021). Some downsides of categorical targeting are its high 

inclusion error (it covers both poor and non-poor individuals/households within a certain 

group); and its focus on vulnerable non-working populations to the detriment of working-age 

populations.  

More so, community-based targeting (CBT) relies on local community agents to identify 

potential program beneficiaries either based on criteria defined by program officials (delegated 

CBT) or based on the local community’s perception of vulnerability and need (devolved CBT) 

(Conning & Kevane, 2000). These community agents can be village elders, school officials, 

local elected officials, social groups like women’s groups, intermediary agents like NGOs, 

special committees composed of common local community members, etc. This method is 

preferred for its transparency and simplicity because local knowledge and perceptions are 

exploited, errors are minimal, and social acceptance is achievable if conducted appropriately 

(Sabates-Wheeler et al., 2015).  However, it also has threats of inclusion errors (especially 
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when delegates are biased in their selection) and exclusion errors (when socially excluded 

persons are omitted). Its appropriateness is also limited to small close-knit communities where 

community members know each other’s circumstances (Devereux, 2021).   

Lastly, self-targeting is a targeting method where individuals/households’ poverty status is not 

assessed to determine eligibility, however, certain mechanisms are put in place to incentivize 

only the poor and needy to access the benefits and discourage the non-poor from doing so. 

Examples of these mechanisms include reducing the value of the benefits or raising the cost of 

accessibility such that they are unattractive to the non-poor; transferring low-quality staple 

foods; offering low wages on public works programs or paying with food rations;  locating 

points of service delivery in areas with a high concentration of poor people so that non-poor 

people need to travel far; and requiring recipients to queue up to receive benefits. While 

inclusion errors of these self-selection mechanisms tend to be low, critics argue that the low 

benefits offered through self-targeting make it unethical and ineffectual – the benefits are not 

commensurate with the poor’s labor and time (Devereux, 2021), and the measures are debasing 

(Mkandawire, 2005).  

Each of these targeting mechanisms has its comparative advantages and disadvantages 

depending on the sociopolitical, fiscal, and programmatic context in which they are deployed.  

Also, they are not mutually exclusive: individual targeting mechanisms are rarely used on their 

own, but rather in different combinations and sequences (Coady et al., 2004). The bigger 

question on targeting in social protection however is the question of its ethical and practical 

necessity (Gentilini & Omamo, 2011). As highlighted earlier, most targeting methods are 

highly inaccurate in incorporating the intended category of recipients, namely, the poorest 

members of society. In their analysis of 29 poverty-targeted programs, Kidd & Athias (2019) 

reported that 12 excluded 70% of eligible populations, 8 excluded 80% and 5 excluded 90%.   
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Critics also highlight that the targeting process is expensive and likely to cut into already 

limited resources meant for the poor. To achieve efficient targeting, information on potential 

recipients is needed and it is expensive to collect, verify, validate, and update this information, 

especially with rigorous techniques such as mean testing.   

Targeting also puts a strain on social ties by distinguishing between eligible and ineligible 

persons/households for social assistance. Not only is this unethical from a rights-based 

perspective, but it also introduces psychosocial risks such as stigma, shame, jealousy, loss of 

dignity, and social exclusion (Ulriksen & Plagerson, 2014). Eligible persons can be stigmatized 

as lazy and even despised by ineligible persons for receiving special treatment from the state 

(MacAuslan & Riemenschneider, 2011). Political elites can also manipulate targeting 

mechanisms for their political ambitions by directing social assistance to their supporting 

communities or garnering support for elections (Devereux & White, 2010). Another downside 

of targeting is its negative behavioral impact on people excluded from social benefits. 

Desperation to become and remain eligible for social assistance has caused people to resort to 

dubious practices such as lying about household demographics as was seen in Argentina where 

poor households ‘borrowed’ children amongst themselves to ensure that their household 

composition fit the program’s eligibility criteria (Slater & Farrington, 2009). In addition, 

targeted social protection programs which focus only on marginalized and poor 

persons/households can weaken the social contract between the state and its citizens. This is 

particularly true for taxpayers in the middle and upper class who may become disgruntled and 

lose interest in paying taxes because they are not directly supported with their tax money or 

because of notions of mismanagement of their taxes by the state (Kidd et al., 2020).  

These highlighted pitfalls of targeting are why Kidd & Athias (2019) assert that “the most 

effective targeting mechanism is universal selection both in terms of minimizing exclusion 
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errors and incorporating the poorest members of society” (p. 3). They argue that social 

protection schemes can strengthen social contracts, especially in developing countries because 

states’ provision of universal cash transfers or public services enables citizens to see the 

immediate impact of their tax money and this in turn strengthens their trust in the government 

and spurs them to keep paying tax for further development. Universal targeted social protection 

is also more popular, inclusive, non-discriminatory, socially cohesive, and less likely to leave 

anyone in need behind since it caters to most of the population (Devereux, 2016). However, it 

is also an expensive delivery mechanism because it inefficiently allocates resources to those 

with the least needs to the detriment of those in most need. 

The issue of targeting and universalism in delivering social protection is complex given the 

advantages and shortcomings of both methods. States will often have to make trade-offs 

between the strengths and weaknesses of both methods based on their goals, political 

interests/will, fiscal capacity, and program type. 

 

Conditional cash transfers 
 

In development discourse, Conditional Cash Transfers (CCTs) have been identified as one of 

the most effective instruments for addressing poverty, inequality, social exclusion, and broader 

development challenges especially in developing countries (Cecchini & Madriaga, 2011; 

Midgely, 2020; Fisher et al., 2017). Not only are CCTs used to reduce and mitigate income 

poverty, but they are also used to permanently break intergenerational poverty through human 

capital formation (Jones, 2016). Scheel et al. (2020, p. 719) define CCTs as “interventions or 

policies that allow individuals of selected social groups to receive cash which is conditional on 

the adoption of a pre-specified, desired behaviour”. They are one of the most widespread social 

assistance programs in low and middle-income countries (Saavedra, 2016). The positive human 
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development outcomes of conditional cash transfers account for development actors’ 

enthusiasm for the programs (Molyneux & Thomson, 2011; Glassman et al. 2013). They have 

in fact been tagged “the magic bullet in development” and have reached over half a billion 

people globally (World Bank, 2017).   

 

The conditionalities for the transfers are often tied to the use of public services to promote 

human capital development and break intergenerational transmission of poverty (World Bank, 

2018).  However, conditionalities should be determined by contextual priorities, availability of 

public services like schools and health clinics, states’ administrative and financial capacity to 

monitor, and the feasibility of adherence by recipients (UNICEF, 2016). The concept of 

attaching conditionalities to cash reflects the principle of co-responsibility which emphasizes 

beneficiaries’ active participation in managing their risks and development alongside the state 

as opposed to state paternalistic assistance (Molyneux, 2006). Compliance with the delineated 

conditionalities represents accountability on the part of the poor and their conscious effort to 

better their lives.  In this way, behavioural changes among the poor constitute a form of cost-

sharing in a “contractual” understanding with the state in return for the entitlements. This idea 

is rooted in the inclusive liberalism social contract approach to social protection which 

acknowledges individuals’ rights to social security via state-funded benefits but also places 

emphasis on individuals’ obligations to fulfil ‘particular modes of developmental citizenship’ 

(Hickey, 2011, p. 431).  

 

Conditional cash transfers emerged in Latin America in the mid-1990s in response to the 1990s 

economic crisis to alleviate poverty (and its intergenerational transmission) and enhance human 

capital accumulation by incentivizing poor households to invest in their own future (Parker & 

Todd, 2017; Neufeld et al., 2011). It was first tested in Chile in 1981 through the United Family 

Subsidy but it was Mexico’s Progresa/Oportunidades that constituted the first expansive CCT 
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reaching over 40% of its population currently (Ramirez, 2016; Lavinas, 2013).  Its main 

component was a direct cash payment to the primary caregiver (the mother) within eligible 

poor and vulnerable households; conditional on children’s enrollment and attendance of 

primary and secondary school; mothers’ mandatory attendance of workshops and talks on 

reproductive health and children’s health, hygiene, and family nutrition; and children and 

mother’s regular visits to local health clinics for preventive medical care. 

Progresa/Oportunidades was credited for effecting an 11% decrease in the maternal mortality 

rate, an 85% increase in primary school enrollment, 24% increase in secondary school 

enrollment in secondary, and a 16% increase in children’s (under 3 years) height and weight, 

increased savings, and improved status for women in Mexico (World Bank, 2014). The 

program’s innovation lay in linking poverty alleviation with human capital development 

conditionalities of health, education, and nutrition although other social assistance programs in 

Europe had earlier required social benefits recipients to fulfil conditions around employment 

to remain eligible (Card & Hyslop, 2005; Schrung, 2021). 

 

The program has been subjected to extensive randomized evaluations by economists and 

international development organizations like the World Bank and the Inter-American 

Development Bank (IDB); all testifying to its efficacy in addressing development challenges 

and making it one of the most investigated social protection programs in a developing country 

(Parker & Todd, 2017). It became a model for the design of similar programs in Latin America, 

Africa, Asia, and beyond where they are now integral parts of their social policies (Sugiyama, 

2011; Bastagli et al., 2019; UNDP, 2019; Fisher et al., 2017). Now, CCTs have been established 

in over 140 countries globally (UNDP, 2019; World Bank, 2018) in a rapid and unanticipated 

manner that Barrientos & Hulme (2009) describe as a ‘quiet revolution’ in social policy.  
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Implementation of CCTs: Program features and operational specificities 

With CCTs, the benefits are usually intended for the household as a unit, rather than an 

individual, and the target populations vary from country to country (Stampini, 2017). Target 

populations have included impoverished and destitute households, households composed of 

certain ‘at risk’ individuals with unique needs such as lactating and pregnant women, aged or 

underaged household heads, female-headed households, unemployed household heads, sick 

adults, pre-school and school-aged children, disabled persons, and adolescents. (Cecchini & 

Madariga, 2011). Target populations are determined by the state’s objectives for instituting the 

programs. For instance, the objectives of Mexico’s Progresa/Oportunidades at its formation 

was the investment in human capital for long-term economic improvement of poor households, 

hence, their focus on poor households with pre-school and school-aged children, and pregnant 

and lactating mothers. In CCTs, it is customary for a household member to be appointed as the 

intermediary between the household and the program to receive the cash and ensure 

conditionality fulfillment on the household’s behalf. This role is typically assigned to the 

female household heads or the caregivers (mothers) of the household in line with social norms.  

 

Multi-stage targeting methods are commonly used and this involves combining at least two 

targeting mechanisms such as geographic testing, means testing, proxy means testing, category 

testing, and community-based targeting to select households (Ibarrarán et al., 2017). As such 

CCTs tend to inherit the pitfalls of these targeting methods including inclusion and exclusion 

errors, and high administrative costs which are more pronounced in poor countries with weak 

institutions (Dutrey, 2007). Eligible households are then officially enrolled into the program 

after presenting government-issued documents like identity cards, birth certificates or utility 

bills for verification purposes. In most cases, data of selected beneficiaries for CCTs are 

collected, stored, and periodically updated and recertified using information and registration 
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systems like beneficiary registries to minimize inclusion and exclusion errors as beneficiaries’ 

conditions change (Dávila, 2016; Medellin et al., 2016).  

 

Also, cash can be transferred monthly, bi-monthly, quarterly, or at other intervals with varying 

degrees of impact and effectiveness (Garcia, 2012). For example, monthly payments have been 

linked with smoothening consumption and meeting day-to-day expenses while lump-sum 

amounts and less frequent payments have been useful for investments (Bastagli et al., 2016). 

The amount of the monetary transfer is mostly calculated using three approaches: flat rate, 

household composition rate, and recipient characteristics (Medellin & Tejerina, 2017). When 

the value of a monetary transfer is based on a flat rate, it is not tailored to the unique needs of 

individual households but calculated based on a general statistic such as the national poverty 

line, to ensure beneficiaries attain a specific income or consumption level. This type of transfer 

which does not consider the peculiarities of a household like its size and composition can have 

limited per capita benefits since it is one-size-fits-all.  

 

The monetary transfer can also be determined by the composition of the selected household, 

often resulting in a higher value of transfers for households with a higher number of target 

populations such as school-aged children, disabled persons, pregnant and lactating women, 

who have specific vulnerabilities and needs that the program is aiming to address. However, 

scholars fear that this type of transfer may encourage devious behaviours among beneficiaries 

to increase the value of their transfers such as increased reproduction. Lastly, the value of the 

transfer can be based on the characteristics of the beneficiaries, and it is calculated to 

incentivize them to use public services usually by factoring the opportunity cost of accessing 

the services and/or the direct costs of the services. In this case, transfers can differ according 

to the gender of the beneficiaries, according to the program’s objectives, among other 

differences. Progresa/Oportunidades for instance, provided larger transfers (10% more) to girl 
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children in secondary school to encourage their enrollment and retention in school (Molyneux, 

2007). It is important to note that the cash transfer value can also be subject to periodic 

adjustments by the state for a myriad of reasons including inflation, food price hikes, fiscal 

constraints, and political pressure to ensure that recipients maintain purchasing power (ILO, 

2009; Medellin & Tejerina, 2017). The transfers are usually made using different payment 

mediums including debit or savings banks in beneficiaries’ names, electronic wallets, virtual 

accounts, prepaid accounts, and physical cash banks that can be accessed at payment points 

like bank branches, ATMs, local program offices, and temporary non-bank cash delivery points. 

Payments can also be accompanied by basic training to facilitate beneficiaries’ access to their 

money and promote financial inclusion (Cecchini& Madariga, 2011). 

 

CCTs may also be accompanied by the provision of a range of services by the program or 

through other related programs which Cecchini & Madariaga (2011) categorize into four: i) 

labor market participation and income generation services (e.g., vocational skills training, job 

creation, microcredit, entrepreneurship support and training, and financial literacy training) to 

ensure sustainability of the program’s impact; ii) basic capacities and human development 

services (e.g., counselling, educative talks and workshop (often a conditionality) on issues such 

as nutrition and food, sexual and reproductive health, education, psycho-social skills, parenting 

skills, etc.); iii) Family guidance and psychosocial work (involving household visits from 

program workers to monitor adherence to conditionalities, ensure they access public services 

and programs, promote cohesion in families and communities and other psychosocial support); 

and iv)  infrastructure improvement (involving co-ordination with infrastructure improvement 

programs to provide and improve community infrastructure where the programs are 

implemented) (Cecchini & Madariaga, 2011). 
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Furthermore, the implementation of CCTs is contingent on the availability of public services 

and social programs – supply-side provisions. By design, the conditionalities attached to cash 

transfers stimulate demand for services and infrastructure like schools and clinics to fulfil the 

human development conditions. Hence, the supply of these public services and infrastructure 

must be adequate to facilitate the fulfillment of the conditionalities. Beyond availability, the 

services must also be high-quality and culturally relevant for massive service uptake and to 

achieve the human capacity development goals of the program. Supply-side responsibilities 

can either be fulfilled directly by the state through budgetary allocations to sectors linked with 

the program or they can be fulfilled by private providers funded by the state and required to 

meet a certain service standard.  

 

 

“Conditionalities” in Conditional Cash Transfers 

 

As the name implies, conditionalities are central to conditional cash transfers and it is one of 

its most distinguishing components. In the literature, conditionalities have been rationalized on 

three (3) grounds:  1) The poor lack the foresight to invest in and secure their children’s future 

through human capital development hence the need to nudge them to do so; 2) The poor need 

to be encouraged to exercise their social rights; 3) Conditionalities increase the social 

acceptability of cash transfers especially among taxpayers and donors since the poor do not 

receive the cash for ‘free’ (Hanlon et al., 2010). Based on the enforcement and monitoring 

mechanisms in the programs, conditionalities can be strong, moderate, or light (Cecchini & 

Madariaga, 2011). Strong conditionalities are conditionalities that are paramount to the 

operationalization of the cash transfer program and are backed by the argument that 

conditionalities can cause positive behavioral changes in the poor. As a result, programs with 

strong conditionalities have well-developed monitoring mechanisms that are interlinked with 

the program’s payment and sanctioning mechanisms. Moderate conditionalities occupy a 
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secondary position in the program’s administration and they are usually poorly monitored with 

passable penalties for defaulters. Light conditionalities on the other hand are flexible and 

negotiable with beneficiaries, and they are not tied to any sanctions (Cecchini and Martínez, 

2011). Some sanctions for failing to meet the conditionalities can be immediate, temporary, 

indefinite, or definitive suspension of benefits after repeated infractions or reduction in the 

value of transfer (Caldes & Maluccio, 2005).  

 

The successful enforcement of conditionalities at every level is dependent on the state’s 

institutional capacity to effectively monitor beneficiaries’ compliance (UNICEF, 2016).  This 

is perhaps the most challenging aspect of CCTs in comparison with other social assistance 

programs and it is even more arduous for states with weak institutional capacity and budgetary 

constraints. It requires sophisticated data and information systems to enable program officials 

to verify compliance with conditionalities and synchronize findings with payment cycles and 

sanctions where applicable in real-time. Administering conditionalities can therefore be 

complex and costly in low-income countries and can sometimes consume a significant part of 

the programs’ budgets (Ralston et al., 2017). States will have to consider their capacity to cover 

administrative costs associated with conditionalities such as personnel wages, operations, 

logistics, targeting, monitoring conditionalities and auditing; transfer costs including the 

transfers and the public service/infrastructure improvements; and even private costs incurred 

by the beneficiaries in fulfilling the conditions such as transportation costs to program offices 

or clinics; and time spent in fulfilling the conditionalities (Garcia & Saavedra, 2017). These 

costs are usually high at the initialization stage of the programs, but they rapidly diminish over 

a long period (Kakwani et al., 2005). However, scholars argue that conditional cash transfers 

are cost-effective social protection options for developing countries which typically have 

limited fiscal and budgetary capacities because it is restricted to the poor (Levasseur, 2021).  
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Human rights and ethical debates on conditionalities 

 

The conditionality component of cash transfers is a source of contestation. These 

conditionalities, some argue, are behind the resounding success of CCTs (Watts and Fitzpatrick, 

2018; Cecchini and Soares, 2015). Conditionality advocates see a strong connection between 

conditionalities and the realization of human rights (Orton, 2014). They reason that although it 

is universal in principle, human rights such as social security, health and education are not 

enjoyed by most of the poor. However, CCTs can lead to the realization of these rights because 

they require cash recipients to change their risky behaviours that violate these rights and to 

adhere to the programs’ conditions to be eligible for the transfers (ILO, 2010). Another 

important argument for conditionalities is that CCTs can potentially spur the state to fulfill its 

supply-side obligation by ensuring the availability of public services that would facilitate the 

fulfillment of the conditions. The programs can expose gaps in public service provision, 

encourage the state to increase the quantity and quality of the services available, and therefore 

increase the possibilities for the materialization of the poor’s rights (Munro, 2008). As well, 

conditionalities have been credited with increasing the social acceptability of social transfers 

since recipients do not receive taxpayers’ money for free but are also required to fulfill some 

forms of obligation (Schüring, 2021). 

 

These supposed benefits of conditionalities have been refuted by critics who argue that 

conditionalities obstruct human rights and are coercive. Conditionalities are rooted in 

behavioural economics and its modern off-shoot, libertarian paternalism (Bowles, 2008). In 

this perspective, the provision of cash with conditions is to steer individuals to make rational 

choices based on the assumption that they would not do so, due to lack of knowledge, sound 

judgement, or strength of will. Reis and Moore (2005) and Kidd et al. (2020) have argued that 

sixteenth-century European conceptualization of the poor as “deserving poor” (those worthy 

of social support owing to circumstances beyond their control like disability, old age, and 
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sickness, and “undeserving poor” (people to whom the state has no obligations because their 

poverty is a result of voluntary idleness, lassitude and immorality), are perceptions that still 

persist today. Inherent in this moralistic judgment is that poverty is the result of individuals’ 

bad choices and not unequal societal structures. 

 

This reasoning is observable in CCTs which presumes that the poor can be divided into the 

same categories: the “deserving poor” who adhere to the stipulated conditions of the transfers 

and are therefore eligible to receive them, and the “undeserving poor” who do not merit the 

transfers because they fail to conform to the program’s specifications. This distinction between 

the deserving and undeserving sets the stage for the systematic and discriminatory exclusion 

of vulnerable people in dire need of income support (Forde et al., 2011). Murray and Pateman 

(2012) argue that the basis for the imposition of conditionalities is the assumption that unlike 

the ‘not-poor’, the poor cannot willingly make contributions to societal development with some 

measure of coercion. Also, aside from creating and sustaining stereotypes about the poor, it can 

lead to the stigmatization and ostracization of targeted groups due to general negative 

perceptions about the ‘entitled’ poor in society (Ulriksen & Plagerson, 2014).  

 

Standing (2014) argues that CCTs unequivocally contravene human rights because human 

rights are inherently unconditional, all-inclusive, and irrevocable, and people’s entitlement to 

these rights should not be based on their “deservingness” as implied by CCTs. A right ceases 

to be a right when rights-holders are forced to act in a way prescribed by the duty-bearers (the 

state) to avoid punishment or to earn benefits (Ulriksen & Plagerson, 2014). Failure to meet 

the conditionalities results in repercussions like denial of transfers and mandatory coaching 

sessions. Denying poor individuals/households (who are most vulnerable) their right to social 

security because of non-compliance with behavioural conditionalities amounts to a violation 
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of human rights and defeats the purpose of social protection. As well, mandating parents to 

make human capital investments in their children through conditionalities is coercive.  

 

Comparing conditionalities with the principles of Security Difference, Paternalism Test and 

Rights-not-Charity, Standing (2011) argues that these conditionalities imply that the state 

knows what is best for the poor while poor parents have character flaws because they are 

ignorant and irresponsible with their children. Such conditionalities are leveraged to “correct” 

the irrationality, poor decision-making and investment priorities of the poor that can jeopardize 

their wellbeing in the present and future (Gaarder et al., 2010). Handl & Spronk (2015) and 

Standing (2002) regard the program requirements as paternalistic and punitive because it is 

used to discipline and teach poor people how to act right in their interests while depriving them 

of their agency, autonomy, and personal responsibility. Not only does this conception contradict 

human rights and freedoms, but it is ethically dubious and misleading because it pathologizes 

the poor as social misfits who must be nudged in the “right direction” (Strang et al., 2016). It 

has also been asserted that CCTs may potentially allow states to meet their citizens’ welfare 

needs but its attempt to directly influence citizens’ lifestyles represents a form of excessive 

interference in, and control over citizens’ lives and choices (Oliver, 2012). Standing (2011) is 

also wary of states’ regulation of citizen’s lives through conditionalities. He notes that states 

tend to intensify conditions when it appears that one is not working; such that “conditions beget 

conditions, as they lurch towards social engineering in which transfers are used as ‘carrot-and-

stick, to be given or taken away depending on whether entitlement criteria accord with state-

determined norms” (Standing, 2011, pp. 43-44).  

 

Furthermore, critics have found fault with the principle of co-responsibility which implies that 

there is a reciprocal agreement between the government and the poor whereby the state 

provides cash, and the poor fulfill the conditions attached to the cash per the program’s 
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objectives. However, the responsibilities between both parties are asymmetrical and supply-

side accountability is weak because the poor are pressured to fulfill conditionalities but there 

is no demand on the state to create the necessary conditions (i.e., public services and 

infrastructure) for poor households to fulfill their end of the bargain (Handl & Spronk, 2015; 

Das et al., 2004; Roelen, 2014). How, for instance, can the poor meet the requirements of 

immunizing their children and visiting the health clinics regularly for preventive care if there 

are no operational clinics with modern facilities and trained staff? Hence, the poor are often at 

a disadvantage with CCTs because compliance with conditions is determined by personal as 

well as structural constraints beyond their control. The opportunity costs for fulfilling the 

conditions are even higher for the most vulnerable who are often in secluded areas without 

infrastructure and basic amenities, and this deepens inequity (Gopichandran & Chetlapalli, 

2013; Alvarez et al., 2006; Alatas, 2012). This results in a transfer of the responsibility of 

poverty alleviation from the state to the individual and trivializes the economic and structural 

causes of deprivation (Forde et al., 2011, Tabbush, 2010; Stephens, 2014). 

 

Moreover, citing unconditional cash transfers (UCTs), scholars posit that conditionalities are 

hardly relevant and have no significant impact on the wellbeing outcomes of the poor 

(Schüring, 2012). Unconditional cash transfers simply entail transferring cash to eligible 

households without imposing requirements on the recipients based on the belief that recipients 

can effectively utilize the cash for their wellbeing and enhancement. At most, the programs 

have strong messaging components informing recipients of the specific purpose of the cash 

transfers (Pellerano et al. 2014; Seidenfeld et al. 2014). UCTs have proven to deliver similar 

positive results in human development as CCTs. Jhabvala et al.’s (2014) study on a pilot 

unconditional cash transfer project in India highlighted the irrelevance of conditionalities 

because cash transfers were judiciously and rationally used by the poor to address important 

needs like nutrition and healthcare without instructions from the state. Unconditional cash 
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transfers have also been effective in improving household consumption, health, nutrition, and 

education outcomes, thus, highlighting that conditionalities are not necessarily the component 

of CCTs that make them successful (Seidenfeld et al., 2014; UNICEF, 2015). The comparable 

positive outcomes of unconditional cash transfers have debunked long-held notions that the 

poor mismanage unconditional cash transfers and indulge in negative behaviors such as 

laziness, increased alcohol and tobacco expenditure, increased consumption and zero 

investments, and increased reproduction rates, to mention a few (Handa et al. 2018, The 

Transfer Project, 2017). However, others have argued that CCTs produce higher human capital 

outcomes than UCTs in health (Attanasio et al., 2015) and education (Akresh et al., 2013; Baird 

et al., 2011; Baird et al., 2013; Baird et al., 2016). 

 

In methodological terms, Standing (2014) questions the validity of the evidence upon which 

conditionality proponents base their arguments. He argues that all the claims to the success of 

CCTs in breaking intergenerational poverty, promoting redistributive social transfers, and 

ensuring effective utilization of scarce public funds are empirically unproven because 

evaluations thus far have only focused on short-term impacts. Orton (2014) concurs that 

evidence backing the positive impacts of CCTs is weak and whatever positive effects are 

observed are not a function of the conditionalities. Others argue that there is barely evidence 

to substantiate claims of the efficacy of conditionalities because studies do not disaggregate the 

conditionalities from other factors like program implementation style, communication of 

prescribed behavior, type of conditionality, etc. in explaining the causes of the positive 

development outcomes (Bastagli et al., 2016; Hanlon et al., 2010).   As well, Baird et al. (2013) 

note that the focus of CCT evaluations has been on the outcome of the specific conditionality 

e.g., children’s school attendance while other relevant outcomes have been ignored. Hence, 

CCT has assumed dogma status, and its presumed effectiveness appears to be based on faith 

rather than scientific facts. 
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Impact of conditional cash transfers on wellbeing  

Conditional cash transfer programs are most renowned for their efficacy in the reduction of the 

intensity and incidence of poverty (Levy & Schady, 2013; Bastagli, 2011; Stampini & 

Tornarolli, 2012). Its recognition as an important anti-poverty measure is because of the 

extensive impact evaluations that have been carried out on CCTs which have validated their 

effectiveness (Skoufias et al. 2013; ILO, 2014). CCTs have a significant impact on 

multidimensional aspects of human wellbeing that are affected by poverty including physical 

and mental health, education, nutrition, social capital, environment, and political participation.  

First, CCTs have a demonstrated positive effect on health outcomes by reducing health 

inequalities, improving maternal health, lowering neonatal, infant, and child mortality, and 

reducing incidences of communicable and non-communicable diseases among the poor 

(Glassman et al., 2013; Rasella et al., 2013; Hunter et al., 2017; Ramos et al., 2021; Owusu-

Addo & Cross, 2014; Owusu-Addo et al., 2018; Galárraga & Sosa-Rubí, 2019; Cruz et al., 

2017). It has also been associated with better outcomes in child health, growth, and 

development including improved motor and cognitive skills, higher height-for-age and reduced 

prevalence of stunting and being overweight (Fernald et al., 2008a; Fernald et al., 2009; 

Andersen, 2015). CCTs have also increased vaccination levels among children in regions 

where they have been implemented (Barham & Maluccio, 2009; Carvalho et al., 2014). Its 

impact is two-fold. First, the cash received helps to alleviate income poverty, improve 

recipients’ standard of living, enable them to invest in proper nutrition, and access healthcare 

facilities when needed. Second, the conditionalities obligate recipients to use healthcare 

services regularly and increase their access to health information (Ahmed et al., 2022; Soares 

et al., 2010; Cecchini & Soares, 2015).  
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Furthermore, CCTs have been shown to lead to better nutritional outcomes and food security 

(Segura-Pérez et al., 2016; Martins, 2013). Scholars found that exposure to CCTs resulted in 

an increase in diet quality, caloric intake, micronutrient, and macronutrient consumption 

among recipients since they can afford nutrient-dense foods such as animal protein, dairy 

products, and fruits and vegetables (Kronebusch & Damon, 2019; Leroy et al., 2009; Hoddinott 

and Skoufias, 2004; García-Parra et al., 2016; Ramirez-Silva, 2013). Using weight-for-age and 

height-for-age as nutrition outcome indicators, Paes-Sousa et al. (2011) and Assis et al. (2014) 

also note that compared to non-recipients, cash transfer recipients achieved significantly higher 

results. However, it also increased the consumption of unhealthy foods high in saturated fats 

and processed carbohydrates that can lead to overweight and obesity (Kronebusch & Damon, 

2019; Fernald, 2008b) and in some cases, had no substantial impact on nutritional status and 

outcomes of recipients (Sanchez et al., 2016; Saldiva et al., 2010). 

Moreover, the educational impact of CCTs has been well documented in the literature, 

particularly its impact on school enrollment and attendance. The monetary incentive empowers 

recipients to invest in their children’s education, and where applicable, education 

conditionalities also cause their parents to prioritize their children’s education (Hartarto et al., 

2021; Attanasio et al. 2010; Fiszbein & Schady, 2009; Benedetti et al., 2016; Ganimian & 

Murnane, 2016). Baird et al. (2014) discovered that programs with clear-cut conditionalities, 

monitoring and sanction systems were higher performers in school enrollment and attendance 

compared to UCTs and other CCTs with lesser enforcement mechanisms. However, the impact 

of CCTs on school achievement outcomes like test scores and cognitive development is 

insignificant (Garcia & Hill, 2010; Lomeli, 2008; Baez & Camacho, 2011; Baird et al., 2011; 

Baird et al., 2014; Behrman et al., 2011; Saavreda, 2016).  Saavedra and Garcia (2016) also 

argue based on their systematic review of 42 CCT programs that the aggregate educational 
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impacts of CCTs on primary and secondary school enrollment is negligible, perhaps due to 

targeting errors and supply-side constraints.  

The impact of CCTs on subjective wellbeing is speculative. It has been proven that poverty 

negatively affects mental health (Hanandita & Tampubolon, 2014; Lund et al., 2010; Hamad 

et al., 2008) hence CCTs can play a role in improving mental health (Lund et al., 2011). A 

study by Galama et al. (2017) found that recipients of a CCT in Columbia reported greater 

overall life satisfaction and happiness along with an increase in income and consumption. Baird 

et al. (2013) also argue that the income boost provided through CCTs helps to reduce 

psychological stress among recipients since they can enjoy higher consumption levels, physical 

health, and leisure time. These findings have been corroborated by other scholars who have 

found an association between CCTs and diminished stress levels, psychosocial distress, and 

depressive symptoms, and enhanced psychosocial well-being (Kilburn et al., 2019; Ozer et al., 

2011; Ohrnberger et al., 2020); Gaarder et al., 2010; Attah et al., 2016). This is because the 

transfers constitute more disposable income for consumption and investment in micro 

businesses which can diminish the financial stress and pressure of providing for their 

households in the short and long term (Lund & Cois, 2018; Lund et al., 2011). CCTs also drive 

happiness and life satisfaction among recipients because of improved quality of life (Cattaneo 

et al., 2009; Miller et al., 2016; Banerjee et al., 2015; Bedoya et al., 2019). Yet, other studies 

have shown that CCTs had no impact in lowering self-perceived stress among recipients 

(Maara et al., 2023); had a lesser impact on subjective wellbeing and mental health compared 

to UCTs (McGuire et al., 2020); and even deteriorated mental health (Prencipe et al., 2021). 

Another component of wellbeing supported by CCTs is social inclusion, cohesion, and 

participation which is often sidelined in the analysis of cash transfers’ effectiveness (Attah et 

al., 2016). CCT programs can strengthen the social networks and bonds among recipients by 
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creating opportunities for social interactions (even among people that had little to no prior 

contact in the past) through participation in periodic program meetings, health, and nutrition 

workshops, parent-teacher association meetings, etc. (Adato, 2000). It can also encourage 

recipients to form associations/groups which function as spaces for mutual interaction, 

information sharing, and instrumental and social support in times of difficulty (Aroyo Laguna, 

2010; Ndimande-Khoza et al., 2022). Conversely, CCTs have also been notorious for 

promoting social division within communities and severing ties, especially between the 

recipients and non-recipients who fail to qualify or maintain eligibility. Not only are social ties 

impaired due to this division, but feelings of jealousy, despair and resentment against recipients 

have been recorded because non-recipients feel neglected and bypassed by the state and 

recipients (Adato & Roopnaraine, 2004; Ndimande-Khoza et al., 2022; Pavanello et al., 2016); 

MacAuslan & Riemenschneider, 2011).  In other cases, recipients of the cash transfer have 

been stigmatized and excluded within their communities because qualification for the program 

means recipients are so poor that they need handouts from the government; are too lazy; cannot 

solve personal problems; are unwilling to seek employment; and are dishonest (Camacho, 

2014). However, the programs have also stirred solidarity among community members, 

whereby recipients come together to assist non-recipients perceived to be in need. As well, 

Attanasio et al. (2015); Pavanello et al. (2016) and Attanasio et al. (2009) note that CCTs 

improved cooperation, bonding, trust, and participation in communities where transfers were 

received compared to others that did not.  

Moreover, the link between CCTs and environmental sustainability has been well-established 

in the literature with programs where sustainability is an explicit and inexplicit objective 

(Rukiko et al., 2023). Poverty is closely linked with sustainability, especially as the poor often 

resort to unsustainable practices to survive (Khan et al., 2022; Burki et al., 2021; Fuller et al., 

2022). Some “environmental CCTs” (Malerba, 2021) have in-built environmental 
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conditionalities which aim to encourage environmental-friendly behaviors and outcomes. An 

example is Brazil’s Bolsa Verde which targets poor families living in nature reserves and 

national forests to receive a stipend quarterly on the condition that they maintain the 

vegetation, conserve, and sustainably use natural resources such as fruits, latex, and fish. 

(Schwarzer et al., 2016). In Indonesia’s CCT, Ferraro & Simorangkir (2020) found that the 

transfers realized positive environmental conservation outcomes by reducing deforestation in 

the villages because recipients' purchasing power was enhanced and consumption smoothened, 

thus, enabling them to substitute forest-sourced goods for market-purchased goods, and 

reducing their reliance on deforestation in the face of shocks and stresses. Pega et al. (2015) 

also see a role for CCTs in supporting climate change mitigation efforts by acting as an 

incentive for people to adopt climate-friendly behaviors such as cycling. Others argue the 

reverse: They opine that cash transfers can increase poor households’ incomes and 

consumption and benefit local economies where they are implemented but these can also 

stimulate increased demand for food, land and other natural resources that can strain the 

environment (Gilliland et al., 2019; Hoddinott & Skoufias, 2004; Todd et al., 2010; 

Covarrubias et al., 2012). Alix-Garcia et al. (2013) made a similar discovery in Mexico where 

increased demand for land-intensive goods such as meat and dairy products among transfer 

recipients led to increased deforestation for cattle grazing. It can also lead to depletion of 

natural resource stocks as Gilliland et al. (2019) observed in the Philippines where local fish 

stock dwindled, and fish prices increased because of increased demand.  

Political participation, collective action and nation-building are also directly and indirectly 

influenced by CCTs. The provision of CCTs can influence the electoral behavior of recipients 

by increasing their desire to vote and their support for the political party that established the 

program (Baez et al., 2012; Diaz-Cayero et al., 2016; Manacorda et al., 2011), although this 

relationship cannot be generalized (Corrêa, 2015). Increased political participation is achieved 
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through several pathways: i) by providing resources needed to participate in voting exercises 

such as transportation fares; ii) by stirring recipients to obtain identification documents needed 

for program enrollment and voting; and iii) through program participation, acquainting 

recipients with the state bureaucracy and increasing their interest in and attachment to the state 

(Layton & Smith, 2015). This has spurred criticism of CCTs as vote-buying schemes used by 

political elites to maintain and expand electoral support and votes especially when elections 

are impending (Franzese, 2002; Akhmedov, 2004; Schady, 2004). Moreso, conditionalities are 

key variables in determining the political response of recipients. If conditionalities increase the 

value of the program by leading to greater political inclusion, they are likely to amplify 

recipients’ support for the state and vice versa (Sugiyama & Hunter, 2013). CCTs also enable 

the poor to establish a vertical relationship with the state through the establishment of co-

responsibility and directly linking recipients to state actors and policies (Rawlings & Rubio, 

2005). For instance, it creates room for the poor to enhance and exercise their civic skills 

including filling out forms, writing letters, attending meetings, and engaging in discussions, all 

of which facilitate political participation (Schober, 2019). 

 It also has an impact on the quality of state–citizen relations and the state's legitimacy as a 

trustee of rights, especially among the poor and marginalized. CCTs can bridge the divide 

between the state and its citizens by strengthening the relationship between both parties in the 

face of poverty and inequality and strengthening the latter’s social rights and sense of 

citizenship (Plagerson et al., 2012). This results in an enhanced social contract where the poor 

are seen by the state; where citizens are empowered; where the state is concretized in the lives 

of the poor; and where citizens’ trust in the state’s institutions is strengthened (Corbridge et al., 

2005; Leisering & Barrientos, 2013). These outcomes were observed in Ghana where the CCT 

recipients felt an increased sense of trust and connection to the state as citizens; increased state-

citizen interaction through identification, selection, enrollment, and payment processes; and 
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increased voice in relation to the state (Oduro, 2015). However, in contexts where the state’s 

weak institutional capacity affects the quality of the program delivery, CCTs can also dwindle 

the trust and hope of citizens in the state (Oduro, 2015).  

The level of impact delivered by any CCT program is dependent on several variables including 

societal context, as well as variations in design and implementation features such as transfer 

value and amount, transfer frequency and timing, length of exposure to the program, 

complementary interventions, and supply-side services (Bastagli, 2016).   

 

 

The Gender Dimension of Conditional Cash Transfers 
 

Why is gender an important factor in conditional cash transfers?  

 

The human rights framework for social protection developed by Sepúlveda & Nyst (2012) 

under the auspices of the United Nations Human Rights Council and the Finnish Ministry for 

Foreign Affairs emphasizes the importance of considering gender in any rights-based approach 

to social protection. Gender inequality has been identified as a driving force of poverty; thus, 

they see an opportunity for social protection to address gender inequality and promote women’s 

rights while alleviating poverty.  Holmes & Jones (2013) highlight that vulnerability to, and 

risk of poverty are gendered: There are gender-specific economic and social vulnerabilities to 

poverty; gender-differentiated experiences of poverty; and gender-differentiated abilities to 

withstand and cope with shocks and stresses.  

 

Due to discriminatory gender norms and laws, women, girls, and other marginalized groups 

around the world are 4% more likely than men and boys to live in extreme poverty, and the risk 

rises to 25% for women aged 25 to 34 (UN Women, 2019). They also have fewer income and 

asset-generating opportunities, lesser access to formal employment, lesser access to lucrative 

positions, unequal pay, lesser access to information, markets, and financial services, limited 
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opportunities for skills training and property ownership. Gender-specific social vulnerabilities 

and risks also limit women and other marginalized group’s capabilities including 

disproportionate burden of care and domestic work, early marriage, gender-based violence, 

time poverty, discriminatory family norms, restricted mobility, limited reproductive health 

rights, unequal intra-household, and communal decision-making power, etc. (Chant & 

Sweetman, 2012; Bird & Higgins, 2011; Hidrobo et al., 2020). This gendered discrimination 

intersects with other systems of oppression and discrimination such as class, caste, ethnicity, 

race, disability, age, immigration status, and religion, to name a few. These intersecting realities 

determine the specific experiences of individual women. The onset of the COVID-19 pandemic 

further exacerbated the burden of women who disproportionately felt the shock of the crisis in 

every facet of life (UN, 2020). This is why it is argued that social protection programs “must 

take into account women’s specific needs over the life course, from childhood to old age, 

including women’s care role as well as the differences between men and women in access to 

services and productive work” (UNRISD, 2016, p. 2). Yet, Holmes et al (2011) note that this 

complex intersection of gendered economic and social vulnerabilities tends to be ignored or 

trivialized in the design and implementation of policies, especially social protection.  

 

Based on this, Sepúlveda & Nyst’s (2012) starting point is that social protection programs are 

far from gender-neutral and so, a rights-based approach to social protection should recognize 

and integrate gender considerations. This would entail acknowledging the multiple layers of 

gendered discrimination and the different needs of women that emerge throughout their life 

cycle; building the gender mainstreaming capacity of programs’ staff; including women at 

various levels of the programs’ governance; using gender-sensitive vulnerability and eligibility 

assessment mechanisms; generating sex, age, ethnicity and disability disaggregated data for 

monitoring and evaluation; incorporating reasonable and gender-sensitive targeting methods; 

addressing women-specific life-cycle risks and care work; and ensuring that the programs’ 
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conditionalities do not constitute an additional burden on women or perpetuate traditional 

gender stereotypes. Molyneux & Thomson (2011) argue that with CCTs specifically, a program 

is gender-sensitive if: 

 

Training and resources are allocated to strengthen women’s capabilities; the social and 

economic empowerment of women is explicit in the goal of the programmes; they 

include family-friendly policies that acknowledge women’s role in caregiving but also 

promote alternative child-care arrangements; they aim to transform gender relations by 

encouraging greater equality and, where appropriate, involve men in the activities of 

the programmes; they allow participants to have voice in the programmes’ design, 

implementation and evaluation (Molyneux & Thomson, 2011, p. 199). 

This is because, with CCTs, women are targeted, whether as household heads or primary 

caregivers, to receive cash benefits based on societal notions of altruistic motherhood. Cultural 

norms and stereotypes assign the role of caregivers to women, and they are responsible for 

social reproduction including caring for children and the elderly – a responsibility that is taken 

for granted as a ‘non-economic’ activity with minimal value in most societies (Kidder et al., 

2014; Chant, 2006; Maestre & Thorpe, 2016). Molyneux & Thomson (2011) note that mothers 

are central to the success of CCT programs because when they receive the cash, they fulfill 

their obligations to their children and the program by investing it in their children’s health, 

education, and nutrition. Women’s effective management of household income stands in 

contrast with the generally held perception that men exhaust household resources on leisure 

and personal consumption while leaving their families in a state of secondary poverty 

(Bradshaw & Quiróz Víquez, 2008; Tabbush, 2010).  

However, such arguments can also serve as a basis for the intensification of women’s 

responsibilities and the regulation of their behaviour by the state. Chant & Sweetman (2012, p. 
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519) refers to this increase in women and girls' burdens and responsibility to their families and 

communities as the "feminization of responsibility and/or obligation” which deepens the 

gendered division of labour that absolves men of any care responsibility. Similarly, Roberts 

(2015, p. 220) describes the multiplication of women’s maternal obligations by development 

programs and policies like CCTs as “the feminization of policy” – that is, “the ways in which 

development operates through women-oriented policies that in turn serve to maintain 

traditional gender roles of social reproduction and create a third shift of voluntary, unpaid labor 

for women”. 

These critiques account for the emphasis among scholars on the consideration of the impact of 

CCTs on women’s wellbeing and rights, and not just its benefits on members of their 

households including their children.  CCTs must therefore be gender transformative to ensure 

that women are not overburdened with the programs’ specificities and they, in turn, enjoy some 

practical and strategic benefits alongside their households. Seymour (2014) argues that gender 

transformative social protection is beyond the reduction of women’s poverty or the utility of 

women in the operationalization of the programs. Rather, transformative social protection 

should drive systemic change by challenging gender stereotypes, amplifying women’s voice 

agency, and leadership in program administration, and considering the intersection of different 

social identities so that the goal of gender equality is served.  A gender-transformative CCT 

addresses key areas of concern for women such as their unpaid care work, the availability of 

quality and accessible social services, and the time burden of CCTs (UNRISD, 2016).  First, 

CCTs must recognize the important caregiving role of women, and rather than reinforce the 

stereotype of women as innate caregivers, they should aim to redistribute unpaid care and 

domestic responsibilities. Measures that can be adopted in this regard include deliberately 

engaging men to support and care for their families and even fulfill the conditionalities like 
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taking their children for health clinic visits, attending parenting workshops, etc. (Seymour, 

2014).  

Another transformative element of CCTs is the provision of gender-sensitive social services 

including health, water and sanitation, and care services. This is important because women’s 

care and reproductive responsibilities as well as their ability to fulfill conditionalities are tied 

to the availability of social services and infrastructure. In poor households, the labor intensity 

is higher for women because of the poorer infrastructure available to them and the weaker 

capacity to outsource care work (Budlender, 2010; UN Women, 2016). CCTs must ensure that 

there are accessible and quality schools, clinics, sanitation facilities, childcare services, etc. 

which can save women’s time and energy. As well, CCTs must address the time burden 

imposed on women who must fulfill the cash conditions to qualify for the benefits. Women 

enrolled in CCT programs face a triple burden of work which can be exhausting: productive 

work for income and subsistence, reproductive work to care for the household, and 

conditionality fulfillment (Zibani, 2016).  Hence, gender-transformative CCT programs work 

by minimizing the demands of conditionalities on women’s time and energy through various 

measures such as keeping the conditionalities at a minimum, assisting rather than punishing 

conditionality defaulters; and offering time-efficient solutions for fulfilling the conditionalities 

(UNRISD, 2016)  

This section has highlighted best practices for gender-transformative conditional cash transfers. 

However, the degree of attention to gender in the implementation of CCTs varies across 

national contexts with equally varying results on the wellbeing and rights of women. In the 

following section, the impacts of CCTs on women are considered.  
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The Impact of CCTs on Women’s Wellbeing and Rights  

Scant attention has been devoted to understanding the effects of CCTs on the well-being, 

empowerment, or rights of the women themselves (Cookson, 2018). Available studies on 

women’s experiences and outcomes with CCTs are polarized. Policymakers assume that 

targeting women for cash transfers produces two key outcomes – gender equality and 

empowerment for mothers since they have access and control over the cash, and improved 

wellbeing outcomes for their families since women are perceived to be responsible and 

intrinsically selfless in caring for their household even at their own expense (Davies, 2009). 

Women are the preferred link between the state and their households because they understand 

the needs of their household, especially children; they are better equipped to manage household 

money for everyone’s benefit; and they are skilled in ‘getting things done’. This notion is 

reflected in expenditure choices of women who believe that the right way to spend the money 

is on goods and services that directly and indirectly benefit their children and not on their 

(women’s) personal care items, alcohol, or drugs (Pires, 2012; Rego and Pinzani, 2014 cited in 

Bartholo, 2016).  

 

Scholars have claimed that on account of women’s direct receipt and management of the cash, 

CCTs empower them by increasing their status within the household and community, 

increasing their self-esteem, and giving them more control over their families’ expenditure 

(Waqas & Awan, 2019; Latapı´ & de la Rocha, 2009; Adato et al., 2000). Scholars claim that 

women’s control of resources in their households increases because they are the direct 

recipients of cash transfers and this in turn increases expenditure on food and children’s needs 

(Armand et al., 2016; Gitter & Barham, 2008), even without negotiating with their partners or 

subjugating their wishes to that of their partners (Pires, 2012). Their autonomy and decision-

making power (independently and/or jointly with their husbands) over their children’s 

education and health, durable goods expenses, and contraceptive use increased because of 
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receiving the cash (de Brauw et al., 2012; 2014; 2015; Origenes et al., 2019; Cluver et al., 2013; 

Perova & Vakis; 2012). Urbina (2020) argues that Mexico’s CCT program has a positive impact 

on the domestic labor load of women and their autonomy because their husbands assumed more 

house chores to compensate for their wives' CCT time burden and welcomed their wives’ 

increased control over money. This increased autonomy and control enhanced women’s self-

esteem, sense of financial security, independence, self-respect, and dignity even to the extent 

that they query discriminatory gender norms and exit unwanted marriages (Litwin et al, 2019; 

Bobonis, 2011).  

 

CCT programs also have positive impacts on women’s status within their households since the 

transfers can be viewed as women’s contributions to their households’ budgets (Duflo, 2012). 

As well, studies have noted that CCTs have resulted in a reduction of intimate partner violence 

and domestic violence among women recipients (Perova, 2010; Bobonis & Castro, 2010; 

Bobonis et al., 2013; Hidrobo & Fernald, 2013) while others report that women face male 

backlash and increased emotional and physical violence from men who try to reassert their 

dominance for reasons such as fear of losing masculinity,  resentment and jealousy (Atkinson 

et al., 2005; Caridad Bueno & Henderson, 2017; Bobonis et al., 2013).   

 

CCTs also enhance women’s political participation by creating opportunities for the 

development of their civic skills including attending and participating in meetings; organizing 

meetings; writing letters or filling out forms; and asking other people to clarify information 

(Schober, 2019). The state’s interaction with women as the direct recipients also stimulates 

political participation and consciousness as individuals with duties and rights, and with 

frequent interaction with program authorities (Bartholo, 2016). As well, the programs increase 

women’s social capital by helping them establish and maintain social relationships and 
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networks with their extended family and wider community, increasing their participation in 

collectives such as faith-based organizations, and community-based savings groups.  

 

However, scholars like Thakur et al. (2009); Molyneux (2006); Bradshaw and Víquez (2008); 

and Tabbush (2009) insist that women’s position as direct cash recipients barely addresses the 

structural forces that sponsor gender inequality as much as it reinforces gender stereotypes. It 

is argued that the simple act of making cash payments to women to ‘empower’ them mirrors 

the much-condemned logic of Women in Development (WID) which assumes that merely 

integrating individual women into the development project through resource and asset transfer 

would secure gender equality and empowerment (Bradshaw, 2008). Jenson & Nagel (2018) 

note that Mexico’s Progresa/Oportunidades which subsequently served as a prototype for other 

CCTs around the world was originally designed as a tool to promote gender equality and 

empowerment. However, initial poor results on gender equality and empowerment forced 

program designers at international organizations like the World Bank to stamp out this 

seemingly unattainable goal from Progresa/Oportunidades before standardizing the CCT’s 

framework for adoption in other countries (Jenson & Nagel, 2018). CCTs tend to sideline 

gender transformations with few opportunities for their productive engagement, and whatever 

benefits women realize are based on their performance as mothers (Molyneux, 2008; Chant, 

2016; Bartholo, 2016). 

 

Handl & Spronk (2015) problematize how such policies craft poverty as an issue to be handled 

exclusively by women while promoting conservative ideas of womanhood. They observe that 

in CCTs, “…women appear as maternal figures that are instrumental to combat poverty (and 

thus generate economic growth) — people to be recruited, micro-policed, and trained to ensure 

the development of the next generation of workers” (Handl & Spronk, 2015, p. 3). This 

maintains the traditional division of labour and responsibility that saddles women with the 
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ultimate task of their household’s survival as responsible mothers while leaving male privilege 

intact (Bradshaw, 2002; 2008). The pressure to adhere to these conditionalities is high because 

failure to fulfill them can result in their families’ temporary or permanent dismissal from the 

program. The responsibility of conditionality fulfillment puts additional strain on the labour 

and time of women who are already grappling with time poverty and exhaustion from their 

disproportionate burden of unpaid care and domestic work, and their productive work. In fact, 

women beneficiaries of CCTs tend to spend more time performing care and domestic work 

compared to non-beneficiaries because children who typically contribute towards domestic 

tasks must focus on school activities as per conditionalities (Gammage, 2011; Adato, 2000). 

However, in a review of Bolsa Familia’s impact on women, Bartholo (2016) notes that women 

in the studies under review did not highlight conditionalities as an extra burden probably 

because care work was considered innate. Studies also suggest that conditionalities represent 

an acknowledgement by the state of the existence and importance of women’s role in society, 

and it consequently enhances their sense of citizenship and visibility to the state (Bartholo, 

2016).  

 

Moreover, Bartholo (2016) counters claims that CCTs positively increase the autonomy and 

exclusive decision-making power of women in their households because such increases might 

indicate that women’s responsibilities in their households increase since they oversee 

household decisions (traditionally handled by men), and handle care and domestic work 

(traditionally handled by women) without input from men.  Morton (2013) also questions the 

empowerment of women via increased decision-making on household expenditure because 

their purchasing power is restricted to domestic goods like clothing, and children’s medicine 

which reinforces their location in the domestic sphere.  
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It has also been discovered that the absence of quality public services makes conditionality 

fulfillment arduous for women who often must travel long distances, face threats of physical 

harm along the way, face discrimination from service providers, and still access subpar services 

(Balen, 2018). This situation persists because states and donors are focused more on stimulating 

demand for public services through conditionalities than adequately supplying the services 

needed to fulfill the conditionalities (Lavinas, 2013). Additionally, program officials reportedly 

employ coercive and manipulative tactics against women in the process of monitoring their 

compliance with conditionalities. In Peru’s Junto program, for example, women were required 

to fulfill unofficial “shadow conditions” that served the interests of powerful local authorities 

such as participating in political demonstrations to support politicians’ campaigns, keeping 

gardens, cooking without pay for school lunch programs, having hospital births rather than 

home births, among other duties (Cookson, 2018, p. 3). Little wonder Prencipe et al. (2021) 

report that depressive symptoms decreased in men recipients but increased in women recipients 

of a Tanzanian CCT possibly due to the program’s reinforcement of women’s traditional roles 

and their increased duties to the state, community, and family.  

 

The debates presented above on the relationship between CCTs and gender equality outcomes 

are instructive. They highlight knowledge gaps due to the inconclusive evidence among 

feminist scholars on the implications of CCTs on women’s lived experiences and the goal of 

gender equality. This research probes into the complexities of the gender dimensions of CCTs 

by using Nigeria’s main CCT program as a case study to facilitate a more comprehensive grasp 

of these critical issues. 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 

gender equality and women’s empowerment.  
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Theoretical Framework 
 

The theoretical framework employed in this dissertation brings together insights from critical 

feminist theory, African feminisms, and conceptions of wellbeing and flourishing. I employ the 

overarching lens of feminist flourishing in this dissertation as it enables a more comprehensive 

lens of inequality and agency. In this section, I provide an overview of how different feminist 

theoretical insights inform this study.  

 

Critical Feminist Theory  

The literature on the gender dimension of CCTs reveals tensions and contradictory evidence 

on the impact of cash transfers on women’s wellbeing. On the one hand, scholars have 

emphasized that making women central to the operationalization of CCT programs is beneficial 

to them since they directly receive payments and are “empowered” through the elevation of 

their status within the family and community, as well as the expansion of their control over 

household expenditure (Latapı´ & de la Rocha, 2009). On the other hand, scholars critical of 

CCTs note that imposing the responsibility of conditionalities on mothers is both onerous and 

punitive because women’s unpaid labour is further exploited “at the service of the state” 

(Molyneux, 2006, p. 437), and unjust gender divisions of responsibility and care are deepened 

in the process (Molyneux, 2007). To unpack the complexities of this evidence on gender and 

CCTs, this research is framed by critical feminist theory which conceptualizes gender relations 

as sites of power interplay and uncovers the basis and implications of these gender relations – 

especially those that privilege men and oppress women. Critical feminist theory encompasses 

the multiplicity of feminist theories that are critical of liberal feminism’s shortcomings in 

challenging women’s societal subordination, and this thesis draws insights from these multiple 

critical strands of feminist thought including post-colonial feminism, Third world feminisms, 

materialist feminism, and critical empowerment, to mention a few. (Clark, 2007). Critical 

feminist thoughts highlight the role of historically constructed gendered structures, institutions, 
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norms, social relations, and power dynamics in causing gender-based inequality (Roberts, 

2015).  

 

More so, critical feminism’s approach to gender justice is a stark contrast to the ahistorical and 

depoliticized framing of gender inequality by liberal feminists which leaves intact the 

oppressive systems and structures that are detrimental to feminist goals. Liberal feminism is 

inspired by classical liberal philosophy (Tong, 2009). Critical to liberal feminism is the notion 

that women’s subordination is perpetuated by informal and formal institutions that limit 

women’s access to the public space (Enyew & Mihrete, 2018).  Liberal feminism was highly 

influential in framing the strategy of Women in Development (WID) which emerged as a 

feminist development model in the 1970s (Chant & Sweetman, 2016; Struckmann, 2018). The 

Women in Development (WID) school clamoured for the integration of women’s issues in 

development based on economic efficiency and women’s potential contribution to development 

processes (Razavi & Miller, 1995; Chowdhry; 1995). The overarching argument of liberal 

feminists like Boserup (1970) and Tinker (1990) was that development practitioners 

downplayed women’s roles in development by primarily seeing them in their reproductive roles 

as wives and mothers while focusing on men as the central actors in the public sphere. Liberal 

feminists thus made a case for the inclusion of women in development’s agenda by citing not 

only the benefits of modernization that would flow to women but also women’s potential 

contributions to the realization of development objectives (Boserup, 1970; Tinker,1990). WID 

proponents situated gender equality and empowerment within an economic framework and 

women’s subordination was traced to their exclusion from the market (Razavi & Miller, 1995). 

Gender equality and empowerment were equated with improved access to education, credit, 

technology, training, and better employment (Connelly et al., 2000).  
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Development actors such as the World Bank, the UN, states, and transnational corporations 

tend to conceive gender equality and empowerment as unidimensional measurable goals that 

are subject to the interests of the neoliberal economic policy agenda (Laszlo et al., 2017). This 

approach to defining and pursuing gender equality and empowerment has been termed “smart 

economics” (World Bank, 2012); “transnational business feminism” (Roberts, 2015); 

“neoliberal feminism” (Rottenberg, 2014); or “the business case for gender equality” 

(Ferguson, 2014). This efficiency logic rationalizes investment in women for more effective 

development outcomes but ignores the moral imperative for women to have equal rights as 

men (Chant and Sweetman, 2012). For instance, women are tightly linked with poverty 

reduction, efficient institutions, higher market productivity and economic growth when they 

get ‘empowered’ through increased mobility, and improved access to employment, properties, 

credit, and infrastructure. Hence, the primary objective for investments in women and girls is 

not the realization of their intrinsic rights but achieving neoliberal economic goals such as 

market expansion, capital accumulation, and corporate-led development. The depiction of 

women in this instrumentalist form of gender advocacy is also highlighted by Kabeer (1999: 

459) as “the virtuous model of the empowered woman” where women are imagined to be 

altruistic, diligent, and committed to their families’ wellbeing and societal progress at their own 

expense.  

 

It is this individualistic, ahistorical, apolitical and market-oriented approach which ignores the 

relational and transformative dimensions of gender justice that critical feminists vehemently 

condemn.  Critical feminist scholarship argues that women have been erroneously constructed 

as “the new archetypal neoliberal subjects of development” (Roberts, 2015, p. 212) and 

“rational economic women” (Roberts, 2015, p. 210) with individual agency to address the 

multitude of problems affecting the world.  Critical feminism questions the ontological and 

epistemological ideas, motives and strategies of liberal feminism which purportedly promote 
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women’s rights and empowerment but reinforce the neoliberalist values that subjugate and 

exploit them. It acknowledges the multidimensional nature of gender inequality (beyond the 

economic), and the need for the transformation of patriarchal, racial, and economic drivers of 

gender injustice (Struckmann, 2018). The notion that increased market participation, greater 

mobility, and short-term investments in women’s health, education, and businesses would 

produce gender equality and empowerment is considered illusory by critical feminists 

(Biewener & Bacque, 2015). Roberts (2015) argues that from a critical feminist perspective, 

attempts to realize gender equality and empowerment must consider: 

…the gendered organization of reproductive work and the ways in which neoliberalism 

has intensified women’s responsibility for social reproduction globally. [...] Insofar as 

it is important to centralize the many ways in which women and girls are disadvantaged, 

such recognition needs to be rooted in an understanding of gender inequality as 

conditioned by structural inequality, not just between men and women, but also by class 

inequality, by the inequality between capital and labor and by the inequalities 

conditioned by an unequal international state system (p. 218).  

 

As early as the 1970s, critical feminists viewed empowerment as the radical transformation of 

gendered power relations to overcome barriers to women’s rights and equality with men 

(Batliwala, 1994). Particularly among grassroots feminist networks in South Asia, 

empowerment was articulated as “an unfolding process of change in consciousness and 

collective power” (Cornwall, 2016, p. 343) whereby women become cognizant of their identity, 

self-worth, and agency through conscientization. Critical feminist organizations like the 

Development Alternatives with Women for a New Era (DAWN) were pivotal to the significant 

international political and economic recognition of empowerment, especially in mainstream 

development circles in the 1980s and 1990s. From a critical lens, empowerment cannot be 

achieved through the transfer of economic resources and assets to individual women, but 
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through the self-organization of women at the individual, organizational and social levels to 

produce transformative social change that will end their oppression (Biewener & Bacque, 

2015). This political and collective conceptualization of empowerment emphatically confronts 

social power and inequality, and it is a response to the narrow technocratic, individualistic, top-

down welfare approach to gender equality and empowerment. The key to the radical 

transformation in society is the mass mobilization of women at regional, national and 

international levels to overthrow existing power structures of subjugation that validate men’s 

control and privilege (Batliwala, 1994).  

 

This alternative view of women and development also argues that ‘gender’ (the social 

relationship between women and men) rather than ‘women’ (the biological difference between 

women and men) should be the center point of analysis (Razavi & Miller, 1995). These social 

relationships/gender relations/gender divisions/gender roles are constructed, informed, and 

mediated by histories, ideologies, culture, religion, etc. and they are the principal sites for the 

systematic subjugation of women (Moser, 1989). Along this line, Moser (1989) calls for the 

recognition of strategic gender needs in development. Strategic gender needs or the “real” 

interests of critical feminists arise from a consciousness of unjust and unequal gender relations 

and they include the abolition of the sexual division of labor; the alleviation of the burden of 

domestic labor and childcare; the removal of institutionalized forms of discrimination such as 

rights to own land or property, or access to credit; the establishment of political equality: 

freedom of choice over childbearing; and the adoption of adequate measures against men-led 

violence and control over women (p. 233). These needs are different from practical gender 

needs which derive from women’s basic survival needs within the constraints of their unequal 

gender relations with men such as childcare, food, housing, income earning, public services, 

etc. Unlike strategic gender needs, practical gender needs receive significant attention from 
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policymakers and practitioners even though they often preserve and reinforce sexual division 

of labour.  

 

Furthermore, critical feminist thought criticizes hegemonic feminist theory for constructing 

gender equality and empowerment as a homogeneous goal imported to the “Third Word” by 

Western feminists. They argue that all women’s experiences of oppression are not synonymous 

with the experiences of white, middle-class urban heterosexual women nor are Third World 

women a singular monolithic group. Rather, women’s experiences of oppression are 

differentiated by the intersection of multiple systems of discrimination such as race, class, 

ethnicity, colonial history, caste, and position in the global economy, and they all must be 

simultaneously tackled (Struckmann, 2018). Indeed, critical feminists contend that gender 

should not be the primary category of feminist analysis (Mason, 2019). This is because gender 

is inextricably tied with other categories of difference like sex, race, class, ethnicity, age, 

religion, physical and mental ability (Crenshaw, 1991). Hence, the outcome of these categories’ 

interactions in individuals’ lives must be prioritized in any critical analysis. 

 

Critical feminism also highlights the white savior complex inherent in Western feminists’ and 

development organizations’ representation of ‘Third World’ women as the Other – “tradition-

bound victims of timeless patriarchal cultures” in need of saving (Schech & Haggis 2000, p. 

102). It is argued that this reproduces colonial power relations between the West and the rest 

while marginalizing and silencing the voices of women in the Global South (Mohanty, 1988). 

Development efforts must not only guarantee women access to resources but also enhance their 

voice and exercise of agency so that they can make decisions and act on them accordingly as 

agents of change (Chandler, 2013; Stuart & Woodruffe, 2016).  
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African Feminisms 

Among African feminism in particular, Western feminists’ ideas have been fiercely contested 

for reinforcing cultural imperialism and colonialism while subverting traditional African values 

and ideologies (Atanga, 2013). African feminists problematize the gender-discriminatory 

elements of African traditions, customs and norms that oppress and subordinate women but 

aim to retain those aspects of culture that promote social cohesion and inclusion (Stuhlhofer, 

2020). Hence, they reject exclusionary notions of Western feminism which portray men as the 

villains, and dismiss the value of childbearing, marriage, and family (Salzman, 2018) because 

it contradicts the traditional order of gender and familial relations in African society. African 

feminists also condemn the omniscient stance of Western feminists and the erroneous 

assumption of understanding the social and historical realities of African women in their 

feminist theorizing (Arndt, 2002; Ahikire, 2014; Nnaemeka, 2013; Kamau, 2014).  Largely 

speaking, Western and African feminism may be underpinned by the common goal of 

improving women’s conditions in society but African feminism in its various models is unique 

given its focus on theorizing from an African cultural, ideological, and geopolitical location 

(Atang, 2013).  

 

 For African feminism, the subject of feminism is approached by building on indigenous 

African values, worldviews, and knowledge systems (Chigwedere, 2010). In a bid to indigenize 

or Africanize feminism, various scholars have proposed new ways of conceptualizing feminism 

which incorporate the values of collaboration, compromise, negotiation, and gender inclusion 

to allow for joint efforts between both genders in improving the conditions of women in society 

(Nkeala, 2016). One of such key strands of African feminism, “nego-feminism” was 

propounded by Nigerian feminist Nnaemeka Obioma (2003). Nego-feminism (the feminism of 

negotiation; no ego feminism) draws on traditional societal values of negotiation, give and 

take/exchange, compromise, and balance in Africa (Nnaemeka, 2003, pp. 377-378). The battle 
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strategy of African women against patriarchy is not blindly hostile or aggressive but dynamic, 

tactful, and calculative such that they are sensitive to ascertain when to go around or run 

through oppressive structures. This feminism is grounded within the context of traditional 

African ideologies that value gender inclusiveness and social relevance:  

African feminism emerged within a context that views human life from a total, rather 

than a dichotomous and exclusive, perspective. For women, the male is not ‘the other’ 

but part of the human same. Each gender constitutes the critical half that makes the 

human whole. Neither sex is totally complete in itself. Each has and needs a 

complement, despite the possession of unique features of its own (Steady 1987, as cited 

in Nnaemeka, 2003, pp. 379-380).\ 

  

Hence African women gravitate towards collaboration and negotiation with and around men to 

realize their defined objectives. On the one hand, Western feminists aim to challenge, disrupt, 

subvert, deconstruct, criticize, blow apart, and overturn subordinating systems, this school of 

African feminists favor compromise, collaboration, negotiation, cooperation, and 

accommodation in everyday life, cultural and policy spaces. All in all, “contemporary African 

feminism…involves rewriting the identities of African women not only as passive victims of 

male dominance and patriarchy or as preoccupied with the concerns of their ‘Western’ sisters, 

but as active social, economic, and political agents in the development of their countries…” 

(Atanga, 2013, p. 309). 

 

In a broad sense, critical feminist thought has positively recast the goals and strategies of 

broader feminist thought by emphasizing 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. However, this critical scholarship is inordinately focused on addressing structural 

inequalities and systemic oppression while sidelining equally important aspects of women’s 
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individual agency and wellbeing. On the other hand, mainstream development’s preference for 

a narrow individualistic conceptualization of women’s wellbeing and rights is simply a 

disservice to the political goals of gender equality and empowerment. What is missing, is a 

conceptual lens that marries the structural focus of critical feminisms and the individual 

wellbeing focus of mainstream development to holistically capture the core dimensions of 

women’s wellbeing, especially within the scope of social protection. To this end, I propose the 

feminist flourishing lens that combines a multidimensional framing of individual wellbeing 

(human flourishing) with feminist analyses of power and subordination to examine women’s 

wellbeing. 

 

Feminist Flourishing  

Since the birth of the modern project of development, the notion of wellbeing has evolved 

substantially to reflect the prevalent interests and priorities of key development actors (Esteva, 

2010). The first goals of development were rapid industrialization and economic growth in the 

1950s because of the erroneous notion that an increase in per capita income would 

consequently translate to even improvements in the economic and social conditions for all 

societies (Hulme, 2014). However, it became clear that economic growth and Gross Domestic 

Product (GDP) are deficient in capturing the multidimensionality of development (Stiglitz et 

al., 2018; UNEP, 2018; Kanbur et al., 2018). This is because GDP measures are often 

disconnected from the social realities and experiences of people on the ground – so that a 

country’s GDP can reflect a robust increase in production efficiency while poverty and gross 

inequalities prevail.  

 

A paradigm shift began in the 1970s with the Basic Needs Approach which brought people’s 

wellbeing to the center by considering the social dimensions of development. A high point of 

this shift was achieved in the 1990s with the release of the World Bank’s World Development 
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Report and the UNDP’s Human Development Report which foregrounded human development 

and poverty in their multidimensionality. The UNDP’s Human Development Index (HDI), 

inspired by Sen’s (1999) Capabilities Approach, was launched in the same year and it 

revolutionized development theory and practice. The Capabilities Approach defines 

development as “a process of expanding the real freedoms that people enjoy”, and it prioritizes 

the ends (e.g., decent living standard) over the means (e.g., GNP and industrialization) in 

defining wellbeing and development (Sen, 1999, p. 3). His multidimensional conceptualization 

of development acknowledges the importance of political, economic, and social freedom of 

individuals to live the kind of lives that they value regardless of their relevance to economic 

growth.  Sen (1999) suggested that the identification of capabilities should be based on value 

judgment, but he proposed 5 fundamental freedoms including political freedoms/civil rights; 

economic facilities; social opportunities; transparency guarantees; and protective security. This 

list was subsequently expanded by Nussbaum (2000, p. 74) to ten universal capabilities for 

human flourishing including life, bodily health, bodily integrity, the ability to use the senses to 

think and to imagine, the ability to express emotions, to exercise practical reason and autonomy 

with respect to one’s own life, to affiliate, to live with dignity, to live in and with nature, to 

play, and to control one’s own political and economic environment, through education, work 

and political and social participation. This body of work has inspired most current concepts of 

wellbeing (Western & Tomaszewski, 2016). 

 

Alongside the Capabilities Approach, other multi-dimensional concepts of wellbeing have 

shaped development ideas and interventions. For example, the Fundamental Human Needs 

Approach ties wellbeing to the satisfaction of existential needs (Being, Having, Doing, and 

Interacting), and axiological needs (Subsistence, Protection, Affection, Understanding, 

Participation, Idleness, Creation, Identity and Freedom) (Max-Neef, 1991). As well, 

Cummins's (1996) quality of life framework proposes seven subjective and objective domains 
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of wellbeing namely: material wellbeing, health, productivity, intimacy/friendship, safety, 

community, and emotional well-being. Narayan et al. (2000) posit that wellbeing is material 

(e.g., assets and work); bodily (e.g. health and physical appearance); social (e.g., healthy 

relations with family and community); security (e.g., physical safety and environmental peace); 

freedom of choice and action; and psychological (e.g., happiness, spirituality and religious 

observance). 

 

Furthermore, subjective wellbeing has also gained traction in the wellbeing scholarship. It 

refers to a multidimensional self-reported evaluation of wellbeing or a measure of how people 

perceive the quality of their lives based on an affective evaluation of emotions and a cognitive 

evaluation of life satisfaction (Diener, 1984; Diener et al., 2002). It has been described as the 

sum of three (3) elements: life evaluation (e.g., income satisfaction, health satisfaction, work 

satisfaction), affect (anger, worry, happiness, etc.), and eudomonia/psychological flourishing 

(competence, autonomy, meaning and purpose) (OECD, 2013, p. 33).  

 

Moreover, subjective wellbeing can be conceptualized as “flourishing” – that is, individuals’ 

perceptions of how well their life is going (Huppert & So, 2009). Human flourishing is 

grounded in Aristotle’s ideas on wellbeing (Ryan & Deci, 2001) and it took hold in the field of 

positive psychology where it was first used to describe the presence of mental health (Keyes, 

2002; Seligman, 2011). However, its meaning has since evolved to describe the totality of 

human wellbeing (de la Fuente et al., 2020).  There are two philosophical traditions of 

flourishing: hedonia (feeling good/ a positive affective state) and eudaimonia (functioning well/ 

a sense of meaning and purpose). The concept is bereft of a unified definition and conceptual 

framework as scholars have constructed various operational components of the concept. For 

instance, Vanderweele (2017a) defines flourishing as a state of total human wellbeing where 

every part of an individual’s life is good. Vanderweele (2017a) posits that there are five central 
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domains of flourishing which are both ends in themselves and universally desired: (i) happiness 

and life satisfaction; (ii) health, both mental and physical; (iii) meaning and purpose; (iv) 

character and virtue; and (v) close social relationships. To achieve flourishing, Vanderweele 

(2017a) emphasizes family, work, education, and religious community as important pathways 

that interact to deliver progress along each domain.  

 

Huppert and So’s (2009; 2013) operational definition of flourishing includes positive wellbeing 

features such as competence, emotional stability, engagement, meaning, optimism, positive 

emotion, positive relationships, resilience, self-esteem, and vitality. Also, Lippman et al.’s 

(2014) flourishing framework suggests that there are multiple areas of flourishing such as 

personal flourishing, helping others flourish, flourishing in relationships, and work, among 

others. Based on these areas of flourishing, their constructs of flourishing include empathy, 

friendship, social competence, integrity and trustworthiness, altruism, spirituality, purpose, 

hope, life satisfaction, and gratitude, to name a few.  

 

In essence, flourishing is a multidimensional concept of wellbeing that considers a combination 

of attributes and indicators such as purpose in life, meaning, happiness, engagement, positive 

relationships, optimism, autonomy, self-esteem, self-determination, competence, mastery, 

personal growth, vitality, resilience, and self-acceptance,  in defining wellbeing and fulfillment 

among individuals (Diener et al. 2010; Ryff, 1989; Su et al., 2014; Huppert & So, 2013; Witten 

et al., 2019; Esteban-Gonzalo et al. 2020). Overall, a person flourishes when high levels of 

hedonic and eudaimonic wellbeing can be observed (Schotanus-Dijkstra et al., 2016). The 

parallelism of flourishing and core indicators of positive development has made the construct 

a suitable scale for assessing subjective wellbeing (Fuente et al., 2020). 

 

While flourishing represents a lens through which the multiple dimensions of human wellbeing 

can be better understood, it falls short in its minimal contribution to facilitating our 
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understanding of the gender dimensions of wellbeing. Studies have shown that men experience 

greater flourishing than women (Keyes & Simoes, 2012; Keyes, 2007) but these studies have 

been countered by research that finds greater indicators of flourishing in females (de la Fuente 

et al., 2020; Ando, 2014). What is missing from flourishing scholarship is a gender 

transformative lens that would help us to better understand wellbeing, particularly among 

women and other marginalized groups. Drawing on critical feminist scholarship’s commitment 

to deeper structural and societal change and the holistic wellbeing focus of the human 

flourishing literature, a feminist flourishing lens brings these two important bodies of 

scholarship together to examine development outcomes more fully. 

 

 This feminist flourishing lens considers wellbeing components such as mental health; physical 

health; economic empowerment; social relationships, relationship with the environment; 

meaning and purpose, and spirituality.  The lens also includes gender transformative priorities 

(a focus on the causes and consequences of women’s inequalities) to assess the barriers and 

enablers of women’s flourishing based on the highlighted flourishing components.  The gender 

transformative dimension of the lens speaks to its intersectional focus on the interaction among 

different systems of difference such as gender, sex, physical ability, race, ethnicity, and class, 

and their impact on the wellbeing experiences and outcomes of individuals. It also recognizes 

the role that contexts, broadly defined, play in determining the vulnerabilities, opportunities, 

and wellbeing outcomes of individuals.  

 

Therefore, the feminist flourishing lens will aid the assessment of the HUP’s impact on women 

beneficiaries by considering both material and immaterial aspects of their wellbeing, and the 

interplay of structural inequalities and contexts in promoting or impeding their flourishing.  

 

 



 

 86 

Summary: This chapter engaged in an in-depth review of the relevant literature that informed 

the research. It teased out fundamental ideas and debates on social protection and conditional 

cash transfers with a gender lens, to set a background for the research questions that frame this 

work. The chapter also laid out the research's theoretical underpinnings, that is, critical feminist 

theory, African feminisms, and feminist flourishing which provide a frame for making sense of 

the social phenomena under investigation.  
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CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY 

This chapter lays out the details of the feminist epistemological and methodological approach 

employed in this research.  The qualitative research design is informed by the research 

questions which are concerned with an in-depth exploration of subjective meanings, behaviors, 

experiences, and opinions on the gender-transformative capacity of a CCT program in a 

specific context. The chapter covers the data collection and analysis process of the research 

and the ethical considerations in interacting with research participants. It also draws out the 

potential impact of my social situatedness on various aspects of the research process through a 

reflexive review of my personal fieldwork experiences. It concludes with a reflection on the 

shortcomings of the research methodology.   

 

Feminist epistemology and methodologies 

Feminist Epistemologies 

Feminist epistemology emphasizes the epistemic importance of integrating gender as an 

analytical category in conceptualizing, constructing, and analyzing knowledge, defining 

knowers, and inquiring about social phenomena (Grasswick, 2018; Code, 1991; Harding 1991). 

Feminist epistemologies focus on reshaping traditional epistemic concepts, practices, and 

norms to promote women’s interests because dominant philosophies of science discredit 

epistemic authority and cognitive styles of women; marginalize them in social inquiries; 

produce knowledge and theories that dismiss their activities and interests; and intensify unequal 

power relations (Anderson, 2020; Haraway, 1988; Rose, 1994).  Feminist epistemologies also 

contest the hegemony of positivism and the notion of objectivity in knowledge production 

because a researcher’s subjectivity and interpretation cannot be separated from knowledge 

production (Sprague & Kobrynowicz, 2006; Ring, 1987). 
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Feminist epistemology aims to produce and privilege knowledge (what is known) that 

expresses the perspective, perceptions, and experiences of the knower (how it is known).  It 

draws attention to how the social location of women including their social roles, interests, 

relations, and identities (gender, class, sexual identity, race, ethnicity, caste, class, and more) 

impacts what they know or experience about themselves and society (Haraway, 1988). 

Knowledge therefore is gender-situated (and generally socially situated) and feminist 

epistemology enables us to enrich our inquiry into social phenomena that are inextricable from 

gender and other social situations (Smith, 1999; 1987).  

 

In my research, feminist epistemology informed my understanding of who knows, what is 

known and how it is known (Code, 1991; 1995; Alcoff, 1998; Hawkesworth, 1989). As earlier 

mentioned, the prevalent acceptance of CCTs as “the world’s favorite new anti-poverty device” 

is a result of the robust persuasive evidence produced over the years on their effect on multi-

dimensional poverty. Although CCTs are the most evaluated social programs in the world, most 

of the program evaluations adopted quantitative research designs, particularly experimental 

and quasi-experimental designs (Hoddinott & Skoufias, 2004; Andersen et al., 2015; Kabeer & 

Waddington, 2015; Armand et al., 2016) with their claims to objectivity (Bloomfield & Fisher, 

2019; King et al., 1994). These studies use standardized research instruments and conduct 

statistical analysis of numerical data to produce ‘objective’ knowledge. However, large data 

sets and quantitative analysis methods do not reflect the social location of the knower and its 

impact on what is known, nor does it uncover salient yet often invisible systems and structures 

that affect women beneficiaries of CCTs such as their care work and time poverty. My research 

sets out to avoid the flaws in the CCT literature by centralizing gender in my inquiry and turning 

to women as legitimate knowers of this program with which their lives are intertwined, and 

gender is so implicated.  
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For my research, I chose to rely on feminist standpoint theory – a tradition of feminist 

epistemology that locates epistemic privilege at the standpoint of the marginalized, including 

all women (Wigginton and Lafrance, 2019). Feminist standpoint theory argues that the research 

process (including question formulation, method selection, and data interpretation) is value 

laden, and that it is impossible for research to be free of the researcher’s bias despite the use of 

technical scientific methods (Hesse-biber, 2012; Naples, 2007; Haraway, 1988). Instead, 

standpoint feminist thought aims for ‘strong objectivity’ which requires the researcher to 

acknowledge, actively interrogate and account for their subjectivity as socially situated beings 

with their own perspectives, interests, and ambition in the research process and outcome 

(Harding, 1987). This is why my research process involved continuous self-analysis of the 

ways in which my subjectivity influenced the process and outcome of my research (Pillow, 

2003). The process of reflexivity helps to validate and legitimize my qualitative research as I 

can make explicit the partiality of my representation in relation to my situatedness without 

denying my claims to truth (Anderson, 2020). Every step of the research process was appraised 

by asking these reflexive questions: “Who can research whom, when, and how? Who benefits 

from my representation? Is my representation valid?” (Pillow, 2003: 175).  I was also conscious 

of power differentials between myself and my research participants and how the power 

imbalances affected the process of knowledge production and construction (Wasserfall, 1994; 

Cotterill, 1992) (see section on positionality for details). 

 

Moreso, in line with standpoint theory, I sought to amplify the voices and experiences of 

women to hear their truth which is often distinct from the version promoted by the mainstream 

(Harding, 1996; Smith, 1987; Riger, 1992). Standpoint feminists argue that subordinated social 

groups have a privileged perspective over those that subordinate them, on political issues 

relative to their subordination. Hence, in my recruitment of participants to understand the 

gender transformative components of the HUP and the program’s influence on their wellbeing, 
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I prioritized the voices of women beneficiaries but also included the perspectives of men for a 

holistic understanding of the gender dynamics at work in their households and communities 

because of the program. The focus on women’s voices is especially salient given the bias in the 

CCT literature for evaluations of children’s wellbeing outcomes which has created knowledge 

gaps on women’s experiences and perceptions. 

 

Lastly, my research acknowledges that there is no unified woman standpoint or singular 

category of ‘woman’ because experiences of oppression vary by the social location of 

individual women such as their race, sexual orientation, class, caste, nationality, etc.  In fact, 

postmodern and postcolonial feminists reject the universalization of the experiences of 

Western, white, middle-class women over women of colour, and the resultant production of 

racist, colonialist, and heterosexist knowledge (Crenshaw, 1991; Mohanty et al., 1991; Spivak, 

1993). While I share similar structural and cultural similarities with my research participants, 

I did not assume to already know their lives or experiences or presume my authority to speak 

for them (Code, 1995). Rather (as I will show in the section on positionality), I accounted for 

the influence of my insider-outsider position on my interpretations of their experiences, as well 

as how I was perceived by my research participants. 

 

Feminist methodology 

To address my posed research questions, I adopted a feminist research methodology which 

stands in contrast to dominant androcentric positivist methodologies in academic disciplines 

that claim objectivity and neutrality (Wigginton and Lafrance, 2019). Feminists condemned 

these methods of producing knowledge because they were typically conducted by men and 

based on the experiences of men (educated, middle-class, heterosexual white men) (Tavris, 

1993). These positivist methodologies resulted in ‘objective truths’ that were highly biased 

against women because it trivialized their experiences in understanding the human experience; 
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reinforced gender and other forms of structural inequalities; and legitimized women’s 

secondary status in society (Harding & Norberg, 2005).  

 

Feminists therefore advocate for alternative research methodologies that centralize the 

experiences of women; particularly focusing on how formal and informal institutions dictate 

their realities (Smith, 1987). The objective is to produce knowledge by women for women 

rather than ‘scientific truths’ that are often disjointed from their lived experiences. Feminist 

research methodology is distinguished by its attention to the unjust gender relations that 

account for women’s oppression and how this affects the research process; its consideration of 

the heterogeneity of femininity and masculinity based on race, ethnicity, class, caste, sexuality, 

age, and (dis)ability; its focus on the voices of the marginalized; its recognition of the power 

dynamics between the researcher and the researched, and among the researched; the typical use 

of qualitative methods that are deemed unscientific in the mainstream and the adaptation of 

quantitative methods to feminist goals (UN-INSTRAW, 2007). 

 

Adopting a feminist methodology for my research required that I acknowledge the political 

nature of the questions that I raised; the influence of my positionality on the entire research 

process; the power imbalance in my relationship with my research participants; the importance 

of an intersectional lens in understanding women’s experiences with the HUP as told by 

women. Also, the research embraces a critical approach by recognizing women as agents of 

change with the ability to improve their positions in society when empowered. More so, it 

examines the multifaceted structures of women’s subordination in the household, the 

community, and the state including the gender relations, roles, and structures that define the 

impact of the HUP program on women’s wellbeing. This research is feminist in its careful 

consideration of some key epistemological questions in formulating questions, mobilizing 

knowledge, and representing knowledge: what are the underlying presumptions of the 
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questions posed and the concepts under investigation? Whose interests are being represented? 

Does the work perpetuate or challenge systems of inequality? I understand that my research is 

colored by the subjective interpretations of the knower and the knowledge seeker, and I 

embrace the plurality of truths that I uncovered in my work. 

 

Data Collection 

Field Location  

My fieldwork took place in Nigeria from September 2022 to February 2023. I situated my 

research in two southwestern states in Nigeria: Lagos state and Oyo state. Before entering the 

field, Lagos state was selected as the sole site for my data collection. The city is the most 

populated and fastest growing in Nigeria, with an estimated population of about 21 million 

people (World Population Review, 2023; Kazeem, 2016). Lagos is the commercial and 

financial hub of Nigeria with the highest concentration of the national economy’s 

manufacturing, technology, and banking industries, and the highest internally generated 

revenue (Forbes Africa, 2022; Christian, 2018). However, the state has a high rate of poverty 

and inequality: 66% of Lagos’ population are urban poor residing in slums with no access to 

basic infrastructure and services such as housing, electricity, clean water, proper sanitation, 

adequate transportation systems, security, etc. (Aliu et al., 2021; Popogbe et al., 2023; Badmos 

et al., 2018). The Nigerian Poverty Map also reports that 3 out of 10 persons in Lagos 

experience multidimensional poverty as indicated by data on nutrition, healthcare access, 

sanitation, water, cooking fuel, unemployment, etc. (NPM, 2022).  As the largest city in Nigeria 

with a significantly poor population, Lagos therefore represented a conducive research site to 

examine the gender dynamics and impact of the HUP.  

 

However, soon after arriving at the research site and conducting the first set of key informant 

interviews with senior officials at the federal level of the HUP management, I realized that the 
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available information on the official program website which I had consulted in the process of 

designing my research plan differed slightly from the reality on ground. I discovered that HUP 

was being implemented at varying degrees across the thirty-six states of the country, hence, the 

program’s components (including the base cash transfer, the conditional cash transfer or ‘Top-

Up’, the livelihood support, the Life Skills (LS) trainings, Savings Group Mobilization and 

Micro Business Development (SGMB), and Micro Business Skills Development) were not 

uniformly implemented nationally. In Lagos state, the conditional cash transfer or ‘Top-Up’ 

had not been initiated and this component was central to my research questions. After 

deliberations alongside my supervisor, I decided to incorporate another state in my research 

where the conditional cash transfer or ‘Top-Up’ was already running. This compelled some 

slight adjustments to my methodology such as an increased number of participants (over double 

the initial plan) and the opportunity to compare flourishing outcomes between two states – one 

where a conditionality was implemented and one where it was not.  

 

I chose to include Oyo state in my study and centre my research in the city of Ibadan, the third 

most populous in the country. While not as boisterous and economically buoyant as Lagos, 

Oyo state’s economy thrives on agriculture, commerce, service, manufacturing, and cottage 

industries. It is the state with the sixth highest internally generated revenue but 48.7% of its 

population is multidimensionally poor and it has an unemployment rate of 16.8%. Both Lagos 

state and Oyo state are in southwestern Nigeria (about 185km apart) with shared histories and 

cultural elements such as the Yoruba language and norms.  

 

To narrow down my research sites, I selected one local government area (LGA) in each state 

and two communities within each local government area. Hence in Lagos state, research was 

conducted in the Ibeju-Lekki LGA, specifically in the communities of Igando-Oloja and 

Alakun. In Ibadan, Oyo state, I based my research on Ibadan North LGA and chose Gbenla and 
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Itutaba communities. The communities were selected with the guidance of the program officers 

at the local government level based on the concentration of program beneficiaries within the 

communities I identified, ease of access, and the level of security risk.  

 

Igando-Oloja and Alakun communities are at the periphery of metropolitan Lagos. They are in 

the remote part of the state that is rapidly undergoing residential and industrial development 

(Obiefuna et al., 2013). This area can be described as peri-urban settlement with limited 

infrastructural development and public services and populated predominantly by low- and 

middle-income indigenes and migrants (Adedire & Adegbile, 2018).  The area is characterized 

by significant informal dwellings, poor untarred roads, poor drainage systems, poor water 

supply, irregular electricity supply, and poor waste disposal systems. While in Nigeria, I stayed 

in metropolitan Lagos and took trips by road to the communities when engagements were 

scheduled. On the days when I visited the communities, I had to head out as early as 7am to 

make the 1 hour 15 minutes trip to Igando-Oloja and Alakun before the heavy traffic 

commenced. Trips back to the metropolitan area took an average of 2 hours 30 minutes in the 

evenings due to congestion caused by the poor roads and occasional flooding after rainfall. In 

the mornings, it was always difficult to book a taxi for the trip because taxi drivers were wary 

of the poor roads and incessant traffic that almost doubled the normal duration of the trip. From 

the main road, the communities were barely accessible by car, and I had to hail an okada (a 

motorbike) that could better navigate the untarred and flooded roads into the communities. The 

communities were small tight-knit communities consisting of clusters of houses and small 

businesses, each with a traditional head called Baale (a sub-king or father of the community) 

that maintains peace and order.  

 

Gbenla and Itutaba communities are in the main city of Ibadan, about 10 minutes from the 

Ibadan North LGA office. Like the communities in Lagos, they are poorly developed 



 

 95 

settlements bearing semblance to slums (see figure 2).  The houses in these communities are 

old, unpainted, constructed with a mix of mud and cement, and brown rusted corrugated zinc 

roofs (for which Ibadan is famous). They also have poorly planned layouts, lack some basic 

amenities such as proper water and sewage systems, and are chiefly inhabited by low-income 

earners. The communities are close to the main road and fairly easy to access by foot. As well, 

the communities are small, such that community members know one another, and they also 

have a Baale that presides over them. 

 

Figure 2: A view of the architecture and surroundings in Itutaba community, Ibadan, Oyo 

state 

 

 

Source: Author’s fieldwork 
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Sampling and recruitment 

In my study, I had two categories of participants which I believe could speak to my research 

questions. First, to understand the ideas, interests and institutions that guided the design of the 

HUP, and the gender considerations in the program’s language and priorities, I sought to 

include HUP officials at the management and operations level and officials from civil society 

organizations involved in observing and monitoring the program. Second, I was interested in 

the perspectives and experiences of women beneficiaries of the HUP as they were best suited 

to reveal the specific role of the HUP in determining their wellbeing and influencing the goal 

of gender equality and empowerment. Hence, my research population was well-defined, and 

this simplified the sampling process to a great extent. 

Before travelling to Nigeria for data collection, I established contact with the National Social 

Safety Net Co-ordinating Office (NASSCO) and the National Cash Transfer Office (NCTO) 

which are federal organizations, introducing my research and my intention to interview some 

staff that are knowledgeable and directly involved in the design and implementation of the 

HUP as well as some beneficiaries of the program. I obtained a letter of approval for my 

research and the organization’s commitment to assist for the duration of my fieldwork.  I 

selected my research participants using purposive and snowball sampling methods. Purposive 

sampling enabled me to identify and select information-rich cases that were knowledgeable, 

experienced, available, articulate, and willing to participate in my study such that efficiency 

and validity were maximized (Patton, 2002; Cresswell & Plano Clark, 2011; Bernard, 2017). 

Also, snowball sampling proved useful in identifying potential participants based on the 

referral of extant participants, and then identifying even more potential participants based on 

who the potential participants know (Kirchherr & Charles, 2018).  
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Since I was interested in an in-depth understanding of the program’s rationale and operational 

procedures in relation to gender and other categories of difference, I selected officials of the 

National Social Safety Net Co-ordinating Office (NASSCO) and the National Cash Transfer 

Office (NCTO) from different levels of the organizations’ hierarchies at the federal and state 

level (see chapter 5 for details). They included program coordinators, program managers, 

program officers, and community/frontline workers (Cash Transfer Facilitators - CTF) who 

oversee different stages of the program. My first point of contact was the Gender and Social 

Inclusion Manager of NASSCO at the federal level who with the approval of the National 

Coordinator of NASSCO, suggested and assisted in recruiting other key program managers 

within NASSCO and the NCTO such as the Enrollment Manager, Grievance Redress Manager, 

Co-responsibility Manager, Livelihood Manager, Payment Manager, etc. at the federal level. 

Both organizations also facilitated my access to their respective agencies at the state level 

(Lagos state and Oyo state) by giving me an introductory letter to present to the state 

coordinators and informing them of my arrival. In turn, the state-level agencies granted access 

to their core staff that operationalized the policy directives produced at the federal level, within 

their states. They included officials such as gender officers, monitoring and evaluation officers, 

grievance redress officers, payment officers, etc. Also, the state coordinators connected me 

with program officials at the local government level, that is, the frontline workers such as desk 

officers and cash transfer facilitators who implement and manage the cash transfers at the 

grassroots. I also sought the perspective of CSO officials from UNICEF, the Center for 

Women’s Health and Information (CEWHIN), and a Third-Party Independent Monitoring 

(TPIM) organization active in the monitoring and evaluation of the program and in issues of 

gender equality and empowerment. In total, I had 33 key informants in my study. 

For my second category of participants – beneficiaries, I recruited a total of 69 beneficiaries 

(63 women and 6 men) across the four communities selected for my study to understand their 
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perspectives and experiences with the HUP in relation to their wellbeing. While I was mainly 

concerned with recruiting women for my study, I ended up including six (6) men in my study 

due to the unavailability of the women in their households either because they travelled out of 

town or travelled far away for business. The men claimed to know all that their wives knew 

about the program since they collected the money occasionally on behalf of their wives when 

they were unavailable, and they wanted their households’ experiences to be captured just as 

that of other households where the women were available. I decided to include them for this 

reason but also to further enrich my work by comparing the experiences of women to men with 

the program. Hence my sample of program beneficiaries was 63 women and 6 men. 

Beneficiaries were recruited with the assistance of the frontline workers at the local government 

level. Women’s voices were prioritized because they needed to be the first to reveal their 

experiences and realities on their own terms and in their own language (Harding, 1987; Chege, 

2012; Taylor et al., 1997; Beckman, 2014). I sought to draw out those ‘subjective knowledge’, 

that is, the personal experiential dimensions of existence that have been largely ignored in CCT 

research and intimately involve women in the production of knowledge (Holland & 

Ramazanoglu, 2002). Participants were selected to reflect the diversity of women beneficiaries 

along age, ethnic, marital, religious, and (dis)ability lines. The women included in my study 

ranged from ages 22 to 63 and my sample included married women and widows, able-bodied 

and disabled, Christians and Muslims, women from various ethnic groups and women with 

different levels of educational achievements.  

To recruit women beneficiaries for my study, the cash transfer facilitators in the different 

communities communicated the rationale and objectives of my research using my recruitment 

letter prompt. After days passed, each cash transfer facilitator in the four communities called 

the beneficiaries to a meeting which I attended. I was given the chance to address the women 

and explain the purpose of my research, my institutional affiliation, my research’s benefits, and 
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their obligations and rights if they choose to participate. The women were then asked to stay 

behind and speak further with me if they were interested in participating in my research. All 

the beneficiaries within the communities were not present at each introductory meeting, but 

through snowball sampling, recruited participants indicated the absentees for me to contact for 

possible recruitment. 

Research Methods 

As Wigginton and Lafrance (2019) note, a researcher’s epistemological standing for a research 

project influences the chosen tools for data collection. All methods have inbuilt assumptions 

and certain methods are more compatible with the assumptions of epistemologies like feminist 

standpoint theory (Parker, 2007). For instance, qualitative methods like interviews, life stories, 

ethnographies, and focus groups which can unpack language, meanings and experiences in 

specific historical and socio-cultural contexts are more suited to the assumptions of feminist 

standpoint theory. This is different from quantitative methods like surveys which are more in 

tune with feminist empiricism because of the assumption that there is an observable truth that 

can be uncovered independent of context. Nonetheless, there is no method that is inherently 

feminist. What matters for feminist research is the extent to which the methods reflect the 

multifaceted nature of gender and are consistent with the broad feminist ideology (Jayaratne 

and Stewart, 1991; Beetham & Demetriades, 2007).  

In my study, data was collected primarily through in-depth semi-structured interviews, focus 

group discussions, and document analysis. This is in response to the quantitative bias in extant 

research on CCTs and the call for qualitative studies that capture the real experiences and 

perspectives of women involved in CCTs (Cookson, 2018).  
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i. Interviews 

In feminist research, interviews are noted for their efficacy in uncovering and examining the 

nuances of social phenomena that are critical to a gender analysis which may be lost in 

statistical computations (Beetham & Demetriades, 2007). When used appropriately, interviews 

can give a researcher deeper access to opinions, meanings, relationships, interactions, ideas, 

and interpretations on a subject within their research context through their participants’ verbal 

and non-verbal reactions (Soss, 2006; Kvale, 1996; Alshenqeeti, 2014). Besides, it serves as 

an important tool for capturing the thoughts, feelings, and experiences of the marginalized in 

their own voice and language (Byrne, 2004; Berg, 2007).  

I conducted a total of 33 key informant interviews during my fieldwork (see table 3). Key 

informant interviews are popular in policy-focused research, and they draw on the perspectives 

of individuals identified to possess a wealth of expert, special, insider, and contextual 

knowledge about the subject of interest because of their strategic position/location in 

institutions, societies, and social phenomena (Lokot, 2021; Tremblay, 1982; Taylor & Blake, 

2015; Morse, 2019). Depending on the participants’ preferences, the interviews were 

conducted in-person at their respective offices or via video conference applications such as 

Microsoft Teams. The interviews were for a duration of 45-60 minutes on average, and they 

were all conducted in English language. The officials of NASSCO and NCTO were asked 

questions about the program’s overall objectives, the program’s implementation procedures, 

the government’s policy stance on gender equality and empowerment and its level of 

integration in the program, the role of CSOs in the program, and the program’s strengths and 

limitations. CSO officials were mainly asked questions on the landscape of gender issues in 

Nigeria, the roles they play in monitoring the program, the nature of coordination and 

collaboration with the state, and the strengths, opportunities, and challenges of the program. 
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Overall, all key informants proved highly knowledgeable, willing to divulge information, and 

even share official documents to support and supplement their responses.  The research was 

also referred to as ‘a welcome development’ for putting the spotlight on the important work 

being carried out by the organizations to improve the lives of Nigerians, and I was encouraged 

to speak with beneficiaries to back up their claims. I should note at this point that my interview 

questions for key informants shifted while on the field. This is because I went into the field 

with broad interview questions which had to be narrowed down to capture the essence of what 

the specific functions of each program official entailed in designing and implementing the 

program.   

Despite the richness of information gathered through key informant interviews, Lokot (2021) 

highlights how power hierarchies are often perpetuated with the prioritization of key 

informants’ knowledge over the knowledge of ‘ordinary’ people due to the assumption that 

their knowledge is representative or superior. Feminist research must therefore recognize the 

saliency of ordinary people’s knowledge and incorporate them to achieve diverse and often 

hidden perspectives (McKenna et al., 2011). This is what I aimed to do by soliciting 

information from ‘ordinary’ women in their everyday spaces with first-hand knowledge of the 

program’s impact on their lives.  

Information from my key informant interviews were supplemented with in-depth semi-

structured interviews with women program beneficiaries. A total of 63 women and 6 men were 

interviewed in Lagos state and Oyo state. On mutually agreed days, the interviews took place 

in their communities – outside their homes and in public spaces where community members 

typically gather such as the Baale’s house. The average duration of the interviews was 30 

minutes, and this was to ensure that my research did not constitute an additional burden to their 

time. In Lagos state, the interviews were mostly conducted in English language, but some 
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women requested that we speak pidgin English – a hybrid of English and local languages (an 

English-based creole language) commonly spoken throughout the country by over 250 ethnic 

groups. In Oyo state, I conducted interviews with women in Yoruba language which is the 

dominant language spoken in the region. Although I have intermediate Yoruba language skills, 

I decided to hire an interpreter for my interviews so as not to misinterpret or miss out on 

important information from my respondents. My interpreter was an undergraduate student at 

the University of Ibadan and an indigene who also proved resourceful for navigating the terrain 

and behavioral norms in the communities. For example, in Gbenla and Itutaba communities, 

Oyo state, the communities treated me as a visitor with ‘visitor privileges’ as part of cultural 

norms. They offered drinks and even transportation fares to my interpreter and I which while 

endearing, I was hesitant to accept. My interpreter insisted that culturally, it would be 

considered a slap in the face for the communities’ gifts to be rejected so I suggested that she 

accept the gifts on our behalf but keep them for herself. The interpretations were done in real-

time: I asked questions in English language, and they were relayed to my participants in Yoruba 

language; they responded in Yoruba language and my interpreter relayed their responses to me 

in English. My knowledge of Yoruba language also allowed me to control for the quality of 

the interpretation services rendered. 

Table 3: Field Activities and Methods 

Methods Abuja (Federal) Lagos State Oyo state Sum 

total 

Key Informant 

Interviews 

NASSCO officials: 4 

NCTO officials: 5 

 

 

Total: 9 

LASOCU officials: 3 

LSCTU officials: 5 

CTF: 2 

UNICEF official (CSO): 1 

CEWHIN official (CSO):1 

TPIM official (CSO): 1 

Total: 13 

OYOSOCU: 4 

OYOSCTU: 5 

CTF: 2 

 

Total: 11 

33 
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In-depth semi-

structured 

interviews 

 Women beneficiaries: 33 Women beneficiaries: 30 

(Men) spouses: 6 

69 

Focus Group 

Discussions 

(FGDs) 

 FGD #1: 8 Women 

beneficiaries 

FGD #2: 7 Women 

beneficiaries 

Total: 2 

FGD #1: 6 Women 

beneficiaries 

FGD #2: 9 Women 

beneficiaries 

Total: 2 

4 

Document 

Analysis 

- National Social Safety 

Nets Project Grievance 

Handling Guide for staff 

- National Social Safety 

Nets Project Gender 

Action Plan 

- National Social Safety 

Nets Project Sexual 

Exploitation and Abuse/ 

Sexual Harassment 

Action Plan 

- Training Manual on 

Gender and Social 

Inclusion 

- National Social Safety 

Nets Project Gender and 

Social Inclusion 

Mainstreaming Strategy 

- National Social Safety 

Nets Project Third Party 

Monitoring Score Card 

Report 

- National Social Safety 

Nets Project Beneficiary 

Satisfaction Survey 

- The World Bank’s 

National Social Safety 

Nets Project Appraisal 

Document 

- Facilitators: Co-

orientation Training 

Curriculum for Top-Up 

Beneficiaries 

- Co-orientation 

Training Curriculum 

(Behavior Change 

Communication 

Sessions) 

- National Social Safety 

Nets 

Project Implementation 

Status and Results 

Report 

  11 
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During the interviews, the women were asked questions on their perceptions of 

wellbeing/flourishing, their experiences with different aspects of the program, the role the 

program has played in different dimensions of their wellbeing, their perceptions of various 

aspects of gender relations and the impact of the program on these structures. While the 

interviews were guided by the constructed interview guide, participants were encouraged to 

discuss unique issues that were most important in understanding their specific cases. Through 

the interviews, some women communicated their gratitude and complaints with the hopes that 

I would relay them to the state. Most of the interviews were audio recorded with the permission 

of the participants while notes were taken simultaneously. At the end of the interviews, women 

were offered refreshments in appreciation of their participation.  

ii. Focus Group Discussions 

Part of my strategy for maximizing the credibility of my research (Lincoln & Guba, 1985), was 

triangulation of data from multiple research methods. Hence, in addition to my interviews, I 

arranged focus group discussions (FGDs) with women beneficiaries as well. FGD is an 

effective method for exploring and stimulating people's thoughts, feelings, and behaviors in 

ways unobtainable with individual interviews (Lederman, 1990). Hence, data obtained from 

FGDs tend to be deeper and richer especially when there is a feeling of shared experience and 

safety to openly discuss issues that affect the group collectively (Breen, 2006).   

I conducted four (4) FGDs in total for my research – one in each of the communities. The 

discussion sessions had a duration of 60 minutes each and they were held with groups of 6-9 

women (Krueger, 2002). The FGDs took place after all the interviews were completed; this 

allowed me to assess the willingness of respondents to share information, and the depth and 

expanse of information that they had to share. To ensure that the FGDs were engaging and 

productive, I extended invitations to women who were more willing to discuss their 
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experiences and perceptions during the interviews for more in-depth conversations in a group 

setting. The FGD questions were a slight variation from the interview questions, but they 

centered around human flourishing outcomes, and perceptions of gender roles, responsibilities 

and rights in their households and communities in relation to the program.  Participants were 

also provided with stationery and asked to draw a representation of what the program had 

enabled them to achieve. Then, each participant was given the floor to explain what their 

drawings represented.  

While this exercise was designed to see the program from the eyes of participants, it was a fun, 

engaging, and bonding experience for the groups. Participants found the exercise fascinating 

as they rarely had opportunities to draw, and they found the amateur drawings of their group 

members to be hilarious. The FGDs in Lagos state were conducted in English and pidgin 

English language while that of Oyo state was in Yoruba language. The FGDs were audio 

recorded and notes were taken simultaneously. We also had a break in between each session 

for refreshments.  

I observed that the ambience, body language, and nature of responses given by women in the 

FGDs differed significantly from that of the one-on-one interviews even though the questions 

were similar. In the interviews, women were not vocal and expressive about the questions about 

gender roles, responsibilities, and rights – most responses simply noted the status quo in gender 

relations within their homes and communities and accepted it as it was. However, in the FGDs, 

the same questions on gender relations and structures garnered more reactions, revelations and 

venting from participants. In the group setting, I believe that women were encouraged and 

emboldened to share their views and stories as they listened to each other and were able to 

relate to each other’s experiences. The atmosphere was also more informal as I emphasized 

that it was a gathering to discuss issues affecting us as women.  
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Figure 3: Focus group discussion session and drawings in Itutaba community, Oyo state. 

 

Source: Author’s fieldwork 
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iii. Document Analysis 

In addition to primary data, the research also involved the use of secondary data considered 

relevant for investigating the social protection landscape in Nigeria. I carried out an analysis 

of policy and program documents that guide the actions and processes within the organizations 

included in my study including NASSCO, NCTO, LASOCU, OYOSOCU, LSCTU, and 

OYOSCTU (see table 3). These included the National Social Safety Nets Project Gender and 

Social Inclusion Mainstreaming Strategy, National Social Safety Nets Project Third Party 

Monitoring Score Card Report, National Social Safety Nets Project Beneficiary Satisfaction 

Survey, the World Bank’s National Social Safety Nets Project Appraisal Document, 

Facilitators: Co-orientation Training Curriculum for Top-Up Beneficiaries, Co-orientation 

Training Curriculum (Behavior Change Communication Sessions), National Social Safety Nets 

Project Implementation Status and Results Report, National Social Safety Nets Project 

Grievance Handling Guide for staff, National Social Safety Nets Project Gender Action Plan, 

National Social Safety Nets Project Sexual Exploitation and Abuse/ Sexual Harassment Action 

Plan, and the Training Manual on Gender and Social Inclusion. I was able to access these 

documents with the assistance of NASSCO and these provided important contextual 

knowledge on the institutions and the program, as well as the finer details that were not 

captured in the key informant interviews. Using these documents, I was also able to grasp the 

gender considerations and priorities codified in the policy and program language.  

 

Data Analysis 

i. Transcription process 

My data analysis process began with the transcription of my interviews and focus group 

discussions. Before entering the field, I had planned to transcribe my interviews and focus 
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group discussions by myself because I had a solid estimate of the number of study participants 

and the language to be employed. However, the practical changes I had to introduce into my 

work (see section on field location) meant that the number of participants almost doubled, and 

I had to conduct data collection using Yoruba, a language of which I did not have proficiency. 

For efficiency purposes, I employed the services of my interpreter who also transcribed English 

to Yoruba and vice versa professionally. I transcribed the interviews and focus group 

discussions in English and pidgin English language while she transcribed the others in Yoruba 

language. For each of the Yoruba interviews and focus group discussions that she transcribed, 

I also had to proofread the transcripts while playing the audio files to ensure that they were 

accurate and that nothing was omitted. The transcription began while I was still in Nigeria; 

immediately after the first set of interviews were completed. This helped me to pay detailed 

attention to the patterns that were emerging, and also to adjust my interview questions where 

necessary to better capture my research objectives.  

ii.  Thematic Analysis 

To analyze the extensive data collected, I opted for a thematic analysis approach. This style of 

data analysis is useful for identifying, exploring, and analyzing patterns (themes) within 

qualitative data and it produces a rich, nuanced, and complex account of data collected (Braun 

& Clarke, 2006; DeSantis & Ugarriza, 2000). I had data so abundant that the analysis process 

seemed daunting. Indeed, data analysis has been described as the messiest and most 

intellectually tasking aspect of qualitative research (Edwards & Skinner, 2009; Basit, 2003; 

Marshall & Rossman, 1995). Despite its labor intensity, I decided to conduct my analysis 

manually to be immersed in the data and play a more active role in generating themes. This 

allowed for a deliberate iterative interaction with my data to compare, reflect and draw out 

interpretative insights (Maher et al., 2018). 
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I launched into my data analysis process, recognizing that the meanings ascribed to the data 

are inadvertently bound by my personal judgement, bias, and values, yet I was conscious of the 

ways in which these influenced my interpretations (see next section for my reflexivity account). 

In my analysis, I was not in search of ‘the truth’ but ‘truths’ emanating from the subjective 

personalized meanings, perceptions, and experiences of my research participants in relation to 

the HUP (Maynard, 2004). I was confronted with critical analysis dilemmas, such as 

determining how best to use participants’ words, constructing my interpretation to accurately 

reflect the narratives of participants, and maintaining accountability to participants in my 

interpretation given the disparities (Olsen, 2000). This was important to note given the 

possibility of divergent meanings that I and my research participants may attach to words, 

phrases, and ways of speaking because of our different social categories and identities. Holding 

a feminist lens (with its attendant focus on gender and other manifestations of social divisions), 

I had expectations of what the data would reveal and when it spoke contrary to my expectations, 

I ensured that I did not impose my interpretations but allowed my participants to speak for 

themselves. 

 My analysis process began by meticulously reading my interview and focus group discussion 

transcripts multiple times to become familiar with the body of data. The first round of reading 

was completed without making any notes because the aim was to submerge myself in the data 

and the general story it was telling. It was only during the successive rounds of reading that I 

began to make notes in the texts on Microsoft Word and use its highlight feature to indicate 

interesting patterns in the texts. From this exercise (open coding), I began to reduce the data to 

small chunks of meaning and I generated my first-order codes (see figure 4). The generation of 

my first order codes was an inductive and deductive process. I was concerned with addressing 

specific research questions and I had a wellbeing concept (the feminist flourishing lens) which 

had its defined domains of wellbeing that I looked out for in the data.  
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However, the broad range of issues that participants discussed beyond the flourishing concept 

also necessitated inductive coding, so more codes emerged from the data. Next, all these codes 

were inputted in a Microsoft Excel sheet and from there I began to examine and compare the 

codes to identify connections. Based on their similarities, the codes were rearranged and 

grouped to form my second-order themes. Finally, the second-order themes were further 

analyzed by identifying a core category which captures the relationship among similar themes 

and classifying them under the associated core category. For each code, theme, and category 

derived from my analysis, I included multiple quotes from the transcripts that substantiated 

their validity. Using my thematic map, I reviewed and probed the connections I made among 

the codes, themes, categories, and quotes to ensure accuracy. The development of my thematic 

map was an iterative process that involved a lot of back and forth between the thematic map, 

transcripts, and the literature. Once it was done, I revisited my research questions and 

objectives and placed them side by side with my thematic map to observe the connections and 

disjuncture and noted these down as I began to write my findings. 

Figure 4: Sample of data analysis using some domains of flourishing. 

First order codes                                 Second order themes                       Aggregate Category 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Social support and 
networks 

Economic 
empowerment 

Mental health 

Flourishing/Not 
Flourishing 

▪ Cash increases/reduces community 
bond and participation. 

▪ Cash improves/impairs relationship 
with family and friends.  

▪ Cash improves/impairs my status 
within the community. 

▪ Cash improves/impairs ability to save. 

▪ Cash promotes/does not promote 
new economic skills/knowledge. 

▪ Cash aids/impedes individual and 
group business ventures. 

▪ Cash aids/impedes peace of mind. 

▪ Cash aids/impedes our happiness 
and joy. 

▪ The method of payment 
causes/does not stress us out 
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Ethical Considerations 

Of great concern in feminist research is the researcher’s ability to conceive and execute 

research in a non-exploitative and ethically responsible manner (Holland & Ramazanoglu, 

2002; Olesen, 2000). My study was guided by ethical principles at every stage to minimize 

harms and maximize benefits while respecting the dignity, privacy, and autonomy of all 

research participants (Momsen, 2006; Harrison, 2006). I prioritized duly informing my 

research participants of my research’s purpose, aims, methods, and social location, as well as 

any potential benefits beforehand using both written and verbal informed consent forms. Key 

informants were sent informed consent forms hours before the commencement of the 

interviews while verbal informed consent was obtained from beneficiaries just before the 

interviews started. For beneficiaries of the program, the consent granted on the day of the 

interviews was preceded by preliminary discussions with them about the research and a “cool 

off” period before the interviews to confirm their interest (Lewis, 2016). I also sought the 

explicit consent of participants before audio recording any of the interviews and participants 

were at liberty to choose the most conducive venues and times for the interviews. This was to 

ensure that the venues of the interviews were accessible and private enough for them to 

expressive, and to enable them to decide on how the interviews took place. It was important to 

give space for my research participants to exercise their power in their relations with me as the 

researcher rather than me dictating how every aspect of the interview played out. I also 

encouraged them to choose their preferred time to avoid disrupting their daily schedules, 

especially their economic activities.  

 

To protect their confidentiality, I ensured that all hard copy documents including my interview 

notes and research journal were always stored in a locked filing cabinet when not in use. Also, 

all digital data including my transcripts were secured in a password protected laptop and backed 
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up to my secured OneDrive account. Additionally, my translator and transcriber signed a 

confidentiality agreement to treat all the research information and data with the highest level 

of confidentiality. As an added layer of confidentiality, I protected the anonymity of participants 

by separating all identifying information such as their ethnicity, names, age, employer/business 

names, and location from the data such as to minimize any social risk. Which this was a uniform 

practice for all the beneficiaries of the program, all key informants had the option to choose to 

be identified (with their names, positions, and organization’s name) or remain anonymous 

(identified by their organization only).  

Furthermore, I aimed to make my research collaborative to involve my participants in the 

knowledge production process beyond extracting information that I considered important 

(Brydon, 2006; Apentiik & Parpart, 2006). For example, I had a feminist flourishing lens which 

was designed to help me understand the HUP’s impact on beneficiaries’ wellbeing, but I did 

not want to impose the domains of my flourishing lens on their lived experiences.  Hence, I 

sought their input in refining the pre-conceived dimensions of human flourishing as a way of 

acknowledging their capacity as co-producers and the validity of their knowledge. This was 

achieved by asking the open-ended question: “What does it mean to have a good life or 

flourish” in the one-on-one interviews and FGDs. This helped to understand aspects of 

flourishing that are most important to them and refine the research to reflect their contextual 

realities and preferences. For instance, one aspect of wellbeing that was unaccounted for in my 

flourishing lens was the role of children in promoting the wellbeing of women in the long-term. 

Also, when interviews were concluded, I offered participants the opportunity to decide if they 

were willing to keep or redact all the information that they divulged for analysis. Beneficiaries 

were also encouraged to choose their pseudonyms to enable them exert agency in their 

participation as opposed to passively having pseudonyms assigned to them afterward (Lewis, 

2016). The purpose of these measures was for participants to feel and know that they have 
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ownership and control over their experiences and what they choose to share. In addition, my 

research findings will be shared with my research participants once my thesis has been 

approved using infographic pamphlets and presented in a group meeting where we can discuss 

the research outcome using visual aids. I will also provide a short-written brief for the 

government agencies and CSOs involved in my research.  

My interaction with the women during the research activities on the field also served as an 

avenue for raising consciousness among them on pertinent gender issues. As they shared about 

their challenges and we navigated through discussions to understand the institutions that 

sponsor these challenges, they hopefully became aware and stirred to critique these injustices 

and challenge them individually and collectively. One of such discussions centered around son 

preference in their families and their disproportionate burden of productive and reproductive 

work within their households.  

Overall, I adopted a feminist ethic of care and was conscious of my caring responsibility to my 

research participants by treating them respectfully and empathetically. I respected their need to 

be heard on their terms and in their own right. I was also intentional about building genuine 

rapport with my participants; taking care to be expressive and reciprocate emotion where 

appropriate during interviews and FGDs. Being caring also means that I tried to minimize 

inconveniences by providing reimbursement for participation-associated costs based on 

personal factors and making provision for counselling support resources although no one 

requested it. 

Reflexivity: Power and representation.  

Another important ethical consideration that guided my research is the practice of reflexivity 

which is a point of consensus in feminist research (Fonow & Cook, 2005; Naples, 2003). 

Reflexivity serves as an accountability tool – it involves a continuous analysis of and reflection 
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on the power relations in the researcher’s interactions with the researched and the role that the 

researcher’s social location plays in knowledge creation (Pillow, 2003; Harding, 1996). This is 

in acknowledgement of the social situatedness of the knowledge production owing to the 

researcher’s social, cultural, and historical embeddedness (Haraway, 1988).  It means, 

according to Doucet & Mauthner (2006), an active reflection on personal, interpersonal, 

institutional, pragmatic, emotional, theoretical, epistemological, and ontological influences on 

our research and interpretive processes (p. 42). While reflexivity has been criticized as a 

superficial egotistic act by researchers (Finlay, 2002), it remains important for assessing the 

legitimacy, validity, basis, and authority of representation and knowledge claims in research 

validity (Wasserfall, 1994).  

 

In my research, I was conscious of the impact of my presence and positionality (as defined by 

my history, race, gender, class, religion, ethnicity, age, sexuality, geographical location, 

nationality, commitments, and experiences) on the entire research process (Pillow, 2003; 

Bryman, 2016). I also sought to take responsibility for the power that I exercised as a researcher 

by identifying the institutionalized privileges and power imbalances that characterize our 

relationship in my representation of the researched. Every decision was guided by the 

questions: “Who benefits from these representations? Are my representations valid? Do they 

matter? Who can research whom, when, and how? (Pillow, 2003; Mohanty et al., 1991; Code, 

1991). While it was impossible for me to account for every way in which my social location 

and the power differentials and inequalities affected every aspect of my research from design 

to analysis, I consciously attempted this Herculean task imperfectly. In the next section, I turn 

the analytical lens to myself to assess my positionality and critically scrutinize myself in 

relation to my research. 
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Positionality 

Who am I? I am a young, Black, middle-class, educated Nigerian woman conducting research 

with the support of a Canadian university in Nigeria. All these positions and identities impact 

the nature of my observations and the ascribed interpretations. Before migrating to Canada for 

my graduate studies, I had assimilated the norms, values, and behavioral customs of Nigerian 

society having been born and raised there.  Specifically, I spent my entire life in Lagos state, 

and I am conversant with the metropolitan city’s unique cultural, economic, political, and 

geographical landscape. While I lived in Lagos, I experienced the developmental hardship that 

plagued the state from the debilitated health, water, transport, education, and sanitation 

infrastructure of the city to its overpopulation, energy poverty, high crime rate, unemployment, 

and poverty rate. Even though I was in the middle class with the capacity to afford more than 

the necessities for a dignified life, it was impossible to escape the reality of Lagos. Lagos is a 

modern, fast-paced multi-ethnic state and a choice destination for migrants from other parts of 

Nigeria owing to its status as the commercial and financial hub of Nigeria. However, it is 

originally home to, and dominated by the Yoruba ethnic group which has its distinct culture, 

language, behavioral norms. Even though I grew up in Lagos, I am indigenous to the 

southeastern part of Nigeria (dominated by the Igbo ethnic group), hence I cannot claim to be 

versed in the Yoruba’s culture, beliefs, practices, and language which is central to both the 

people of Lagos state and Oyo state where I conducted my fieldwork. In addition to this, my 

time in Canada as an international student (approximately 5 years) also means that I have both 

consciously and unconsciously been socialized into Canadian society through my educational 

training, professional and other lived experiences.  

 

Evidently, my identity in relation to the field and my research participants was far from linear. 

I straddled the ‘insider’ and ‘outsider’ positionality as I negotiated the power dynamics 

throughout the course of my research. On the one hand, my insider positionality derives from 
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my Nigerian citizenship and my familiar knowledge of my research participants based on our 

shared nationality, experiences, gender, and in some cases, age, and ethnicity (Hellawell, 2006). 

I also had a wide social and professional network in Nigeria which facilitated my access to the 

research site and participants. This provided an insider/cultural knowledge advantage because 

I was privy to the consciousness, experiences, values, expressions, behaviors, and institutions 

in my research context. On the other hand, I also assumed the outsider positionality due to my 

long absence from Nigeria and my re-entry into the field as a researcher with affiliation to a 

foreign university. Despite the shared membership of social groups with my research 

participants, there were still stark differences in identities and experiences based on social and 

economic class, educational level, age, and geographical location. 

 

 The ‘insider’ position has been praised for allowing easier access, rapport, and more valid 

representations of participants while the ‘outsider’ position is thought to guarantee a level of 

objectivity and depth of observation that is unobtainable by insiders (Berger, 2013; Hayfield & 

Huxley, 2015). Others argue that the insider-outsider dichotomy is not so simplistic (Chavez, 

2008) but having an indigenous-outsider positionality (Merriam et al., 2001: 412) meant that I 

could alternate and draw on the strengths of both positions based on time and settings in the 

field. Therefore, my positionality proved to be dynamic, fluid, and situational on the field 

(Savvides et al., 2014; Mason-Bish, 2019). In the following paragraphs, I embark on a self-

analytical journey to uncover the ways in which my complex and nuanced positionality in 

relation to my field and participants interacted with and impacted my research choices and 

experiences before the field and while in the field. I highlight the difficulties and advantages 

that I encountered with my shifting positionality in Nigeria. 
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I. Before the field 

My Nigerian nationality played a significant role in my decision to study the Household 

Uplifting Program in Nigeria and its impact on women’s flourishing outcomes. As a Nigerian 

who was exposed to the realities of the country’s multi-dimensional poverty and its 

disproportionate burden on women before my relocation to Canada, I had a keen interest in 

examining the possibility of poverty alleviation through social protection instruments such as 

CCTs. My choice was inspired by my need to understand the experiences and perceptions of a 

marginalized group with which I could claim membership along various identity constructs.  I 

had combed through literature highlighting the success of CCTs in the Latin American context 

and in other African countries, as well as the debates surrounding their gender equality and 

empowerment outcomes. I was thus curious to investigate the operationalization and impact of 

the recently launched CCT in my home country, especially because there has been limited 

attention to the program among researchers. I also considered it ‘a show of patriotism’ to center 

my research around a key issue in Nigeria while advancing my academic career as an 

international student in Canada. Lastly, I thought that carrying out my fieldwork in Nigeria 

would be most realistic and advantageous given my intimate knowledge of the culture, people, 

and institutions. I anticipated that this familiarity would mitigate some of the difficulties 

associated with fieldwork.  

 

Furthermore, I had preconceived notions of women’s experiences with the CCT program in 

Nigeria. This was informed by my extensive literature review on the subject and my alignment 

with critical positions on CCTs for their reinforcement of discriminatory gender stereotypes, 

roles, and responsibilities against women beneficiaries. As a Nigerian who had been 

disappointed by the Nigerian government’s policies, programs, and administrative strategies in 

the past, I was admittedly pessimistic about the execution of the CCT program and its attendant 

impact on the lives of women beneficiaries. Accusations of corruption, embezzlement, and                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                               
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ineptitude are characteristic of the citizen-state relationship in Nigeria so I was somewhat 

apprehensive of what I would find in the course of my research.  

 

Despite having these underlying presumptions as an insider going into the field, I consciously 

strove to map out my field as an artificial space where I was to conduct research for a period 

of time (Katz, 1994). To circumvent the pitfalls of the insider’s position, I had to displace 

myself from my well-known field, such that I could be detached enough to perceive often-

taken-for-granted patterns and behaviors while still capitalizing on my familiarity with the 

context. I also endeavoured to leave my preconceptions behind before each interview and focus 

group discussion and in my data analysis. I simply let the data speak and employed certain 

measures to ensure my interpretation’s credibility and confirmability such as triangulation of 

multiple sources and use of direct quotes from participants, peer debriefing to confirm the 

interpretations imposed on my data and keeping a data analysis process note. 

 

II. In the Field 

In Nigeria, gaining access to my research population was relatively seamless. I was fortunate 

to have obtained the research approval and commitment of the key government agencies in 

charge of the HUP even before I entered the field. This was thanks to the kind assistance of a 

well-placed and influential acquaintance with connections to key players in the Nigerian 

government. Since my research approval came from top-level management at the federal level, 

it is possible that this affected how the program managers and officers at the federal, state, and 

local government levels perceived me and responded to my questions on the program’s design, 

implementation, and impact. Although these were highly knowledgeable field experts with 

higher educational qualifications in some cases, the power scale was still tipped in my favor as 

I approached them holding the authorization of their supervisor. For instance, when I arrived 
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at one of the local government areas, the community workers (cash transfer facilitators- CTFs) 

received me warmly as the ‘visitor’ from the state capital but also appeared anxious about the 

nature of responses provided by the beneficiaries in the community. In my interview with 

beneficiaries, these CTFs were applauded for their responsiveness to inquiries and complaints 

(of course the CTFs were not aware of beneficiaries’ responses) but the CTFs approached me 

anxious about my findings from the beneficiaries’ interviews because they did not want me to 

relay any negative feedback on their works to the federal agency. Also, in my interviews with 

the CTFs, any response that put the program’s operations in a negative light was preceded by 

“I hope I won’t get into trouble…please oh it will be bad for me”. Similarly, the CTFs 

introduced me to the beneficiaries of the program as “the Abuja visitor” which deepened the 

power divide between me and the program beneficiaries as I thought it portrayed me as an 

evaluator sent from the federal level to investigate the program’s implementation at the 

grassroots. I believe that this accounted for comments such as “help me beg the government 

that my own money did not enter the account” or “help us tell the government thank you…they 

have really tried for us”. I tried my best to reassure them of the neutrality of my research in 

relation to the government organization as well as the intent of my research but there is a 

possibility that this affected the responses that I received positively (being frank about their 

experiences with the program to obtain solutions) or negatively (only reporting what they 

perceived I wanted to hear as a ‘staff’ of the agencies). 

 

Furthermore, my identity as a Canadian university student and resident also came into play in 

my fieldwork. In Nigerian society, Nigerians who return from abroad are viewed as 

sophisticated and privileged, and relocation to countries such as Canada is very much desired 

across various demographics. This interest in relocation has been heightened with the 

deterioration of the country’s economy and governance apparatus and has resulted in a recent 

massive exodus of Nigerian youth to developed countries – a phenomenon known as japa or 
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flee or escape. Hence, I was viewed as a person in a privileged position by my research 

participants compared to themselves and even warmly welcomed by key informants. Some of 

my key informants expressed happiness that I decided to come back from Canada to conduct 

my research on the Nigerian cash transfer program and give international visibility to the work 

that was being conducted in the country. Looking back, this perception by key informants could 

have influenced their responses such that weaknesses of the program were glossed over to give 

a good impression of their work. Also, as an international student, I received several requests 

for links to Canadian schools and scholarships for my respondents’ children aspiring to get an 

international education like me. I was happy to share whatever useful information I had in this 

regard, but this may have reinforced the power imbalance as they not only regarded me as 

‘sophisticated’ but looked up to me for this favor.  

Furthermore, my identity as a student in general helped my research because students are often 

regarded as young and dependent individuals who should be assisted financially or in-kind 

irrespective of their level of education in Nigeria. Some key informants were particular about 

ensuring that I received useful information for the success of my research, and they empathized 

with the arduous process of completing PhD research, especially as some of them held 

doctorate degrees as well. With my program beneficiaries, however, the differences in our 

educational credentials were noteworthy as the majority of them did not have a tertiary 

education and this made our interactions hierarchical despite my efforts to simplify my research 

and language. Even before interviews commenced, some beneficiaries put up a disclaimer: Mi 

o gbo oyinbo o! (I don’t understand white man’s language o!) and I no go school o (I did not 

go to school o) as though they had a preconception on the academic and power differentials 

even before engaging. Closely related to this was our location in different economic and social 

classes. Program beneficiaries were by default, the poorest of the poor in Nigeria who struggled 

to survive in the face of harsh socio-economic conditions in the country, hence, I was 
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automatically positioned above them as a researcher from Canada with several privileges.  

However, I could still relate to and interpret the stories of struggles that were shared because 

the hardship in Nigeria is so rife that its impact is felt across all classes. 

More so, I believe that my race and nationality as a Nigerian had a monumental influence on 

my research since my research participants and I shared the same nationality despite my return 

from Canada. As a result of our shared history, experiences, and culture, there were spoken and 

unspoken words, gesticulations, exclamations, and behaviors that were mutually understood 

by default; feelings of oneness; and a desire on participants’ part to facilitate the ambitions of 

a fellow Nigerian working towards a goal. This shared identity may have made my research 

participants more receptive and trusting of me in the interviews and focus group discussions. 

At the same time, these similarities may have stopped participants from revealing certain 

details of their lives that they may have easily divulged to an outsider with no ties to their 

communities for fear of social repercussions. I also found that I got remarks such as ‘you should 

know because you are Nigerian’, ‘you know Nigeria’, etc. on several occasions from key 

informants in their responses to some political questions raised. This could have been a 

disadvantage because responses could have been abridged based on assumptions that I was 

informed on certain issues even when I was not. As a result, I may have missed out on some 

important details in those cases due to my participants’ reluctance to share information that I 

should already know as a Nigerian.  However, I believe that my ‘cultural intuition’ as an 

indigenous insider surely facilitated my data gathering and analysis overall (Pillow, 2003).  

 

Lastly, being a woman played a role in my interactions on the field. I believe that it provided 

an increased understanding and awareness of the issues confronting women in their navigation 

of gender roles and responsibilities in their households and communities with regard to the 

HUP. In my interviews with women, we also bonded over our shared experiences as women, 
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especially in the focus group discussions which took the form of a ‘women’s meeting’. I believe 

that being a woman inquiring about women’s wellbeing and gender dynamics made it more 

comfortable for my respondents and enabled them to open-up to me about their experiences. 

because I was relatable.   

 

In summary, my fieldwork experience was riddled with power interplay and ever-shifting 

identities depending on the spaces and people with which I interacted. The unequal power 

relationship between the researcher and the researched was sometimes blurred and sometimes 

stark; and sometimes tipped towards the researcher and sometimes tipped towards the 

researched. At all times, I tried to level the hierarchy using humor, rapport, self-disclosure and 

displays of respect. I also presented them with as many opportunities to make choices as 

possible. For instance, choosing the venue and time of the interviews, choosing what questions 

to answer and how to answer them, etc. The practice of reflexivity may be viewed as a vain, 

narcissistic, self-indulgent, and feeble attempt to overcome the notorious colonial Eurocentric 

gaze in our research (Pillow, 2003; Patai, 1991), but it is nonetheless important to note the 

connections between knowledge and power in our research and circumvent its negative impact 

on our research. 

Limitation of methodology 

Response bias 

One of the pitfalls of qualitative research is the high tendency of response bias which refers to 

a situation whereby respondents offer inaccurate or false responses to posed questions for 

several reasons including the researcher’s demeanour or social position, social desirability, 

question phrasing, etc. (Bergen & Labonté, 2020).  When responses do not reflect the lived 

reality of research participants, it contradicts the researcher’s goal of genuinely constructing 

reality, and if unaccounted for, an overestimation of the validity and generalizability of the 



 

 123 

research findings. In my interviews with HUP program managers and program officers, I kept 

wondering about possible biases in their responses: if these were standard ‘textbook’ answers 

that they had developed overtime as representatives of the program or if my positionality 

influenced their answers. Hence, I found myself constantly probing and clarifying their 

responses in my attempt to discern the presence of biases as best as I could. I also triangulated 

the responses of key informants with the accounts of program beneficiaries, and this helped to 

uncover inconsistencies and consistencies in responses.  Response bias was also a risk with 

program beneficiaries because of several aspects of my positionality. They could have been 

telling me answers that they thought I wanted to hear due to the perception that I came from 

the federal agency. Their positive responses about the program’s impact could have been 

exaggerated to express gratitude to the government and avoid reprisal or their negative 

responses could have been exaggerated to ensure that they keep qualifying for the program’s 

benefits/ receive a higher amount of cash. Some respondents may have also withheld sensitive 

information on various aspects of their wellbeing such as intimate partner violence which is 

common with cash transfer programs. Divulging information of this nature requires a high level 

of trust which was not present between the research participants and I. While I made every 

effort to build a certain level of trust with my participants through self-disclosure and 

deliberately building relationships with them, I am realistic and know that the relationship built 

was not intimate enough for participants to willingly share such information. Generally, with 

program beneficiaries, I continually probed their responses and posed follow-up questions to 

get a clear picture of their realities. I also constantly assured participants of my research 

affiliation and that its purpose was to fulfill the requirements of my doctorate and not to 

evaluate on behalf of the government. I also triangulated methods for program beneficiaries, 

and this helped to get a true sense of their stories as highlighted in the focus group subsection. 
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I admit that it was impossible to detect and address every response bias in my study and this 

impacts my research’s validity. 

  

Language  

My lack of proficiency in Yoruba language necessitated the use of an interpreter for my 

research. Although I had some knowledge of the language because I grew up and schooled in 

the southwestern part of Nigeria before relocating to Canada, I did not consider my language 

skills sufficient to carry out the research. Moreover, Oyo state has different dialects of the 

Yoruba language so hiring a local interpreter was more effective for me. Using an interpreter 

had its limitations for the research because the data collected was dependent on my interpreter’s 

understanding and interpretation of participants’ responses, and their communication skills 

(listening and speaking) determined the depth of understanding and communication between 

her, the research participants, and I. For instance, my interpreter’s word and phrase choices in 

English language might not have accurately captured the meanings and expressions that 

participants were trying to relay in their responses in Yoruba language and vice versa. I tried 

as best as possible to control for quality during interpretation and transcription with my limited 

knowledge of the language. In the first few interviews, participants would speak extensively in 

response to a question and my interpreter would only interpret a few sentences in English which 

did not contain some keywords that I heard in Yoruba language. I flagged this and reiterated 

that I wanted the interpretations done verbatim and this was maintained throughout the 

research. By doing this, I was able to ensure a measure of accuracy with the interpretations. 

 

Summary: This chapter described the methodological approach and tools applied in the 

research. Feminist epistemology and methodology guided the approach to knowledge creation 

in this research, including the type of qualitative data collection tools used (interviews, focus 

group discussions, and document analysis), the data analysis method, the ethical principles 
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observed, and the attention to reflexivity and positionality. The chapter also accounts for the 

limitations of the research methodology that could impact the outcomes of the research, and 

the steps taken to ameliorate them. 
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CHAPTER 4: RESEARCH CONTEXT 

 

The purpose of this chapter is to provide a contextual snapshot of the country, Nigeria, where 

this research took place. This section of the thesis sheds light on the political, economic, and 

social characteristics of the state and its people to facilitate an understanding of the systemic 

factors that framed the HUP’s emergence and its ongoing operations. The chapter highlights 

the wide range of development challenges that shape the Nigerian people’s lived realities; a 

brief background on the introduction of CCTs in Nigeria; and the various gaps that deter the 

provision of comprehensive and effective social protection in the country.   

 

An analysis of the political, economic, and social landscape of Nigeria 

 
Nigeria is a federal republic located in Western Africa which gained independence from the 

British in 1960. As a federation, Nigeria has three tiers of government – the federal, state, and 

local government. The country is made up of a Federal Capital Territory, thirty-six (36) states, 

and 774 local governments which work autonomously and concurrently as codified in the 

Nigerian constitution. In addition, Nigeria is classified into six geopolitical zones, namely, the 

North-Eastern Zone (NE), the North-Central Zone (NC), the Middle-Belt Zone (MB), the 

South-East Zone (SE), the South-West Zone (SW), and South-South Zone (SS). The political 

landscape of Nigeria since independence has been tumultuous largely because of the British 

colonial legacy of forcing the amalgamation of hitherto unintegrated ethnic units into a single 

polity. Since independence, Nigeria has grappled with inter-ethnic rivalry, clashes, and 

conflicts – including a civil war in 1967, all of which continue to stall the journey towards 

nation-building and unity. As well, religious tensions between adherents of the two dominant 

religions in the country – Christianity and Islam have contributed to political and social 

instability.  It has culminated in the terrorist operations of Islamist extremist groups like Boko 

Haram in northeastern Nigeria; violent clashes between Islamist Fulani herdsmen and Christian 

farmers in central Nigeria; among other conflicts. This ethnic-religious tension is reflected in 
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almost all spheres of Nigerian society, and it is a critical sense-making factor of the country’s 

systems and structures including governance and political power, allocation of national 

resources, economic policies, etc. With over 250 distinct ethnic groups, the political structure 

of Nigeria is diverse, complex, and volatile.  

 

Nigeria’s middle-income mixed economy is one of the largest in Africa with a GDP of $489.80 

billion (IMF, 2023). Although sectors such as service, manufacturing, financial, construction, 

agriculture, communications, and technology are the chief contributors to its GDP (IMF, 2023), 

Nigeria is best known as an oil-producing and exporting nation in addition to its rich 

endowment of natural resources such as uranium, natural gas, tin, gold, coal, zinc, limestone, 

etc. In June 2023, its oil output was 1.249 million bpd, thus making it the largest oil producer 

in Africa (OPEC, 2023). The state is heavily dependent on crude oil for revenue generation; 

hence, the economy has been vulnerable to oil price fluctuations over the years. Among other 

factors, the recent negative oil price shocks and national currency devaluation have spiked 

exchange and interest rates, as well as inflation (Raifu et al., 2020; Bala & Chin, 2018). 

Inflation reached as high as 25.8% in 2023 (Gylych et al., 2020) and the naira currency has lost 

nearly 40% of its value (OPEC, 2023). Until 2015, Nigeria’s economy enjoyed a steady 7% 

annual growth but internal stresses such as fiscal deficits and external shocks such as the 

COVID-19 pandemic decreased growth rates between 2015 – 2022 (World Bank, 2023).  

 

Furthermore, Nigeria is rich in human resources. The country boasts an estimated population 

of 220 million – the largest in Africa, and it is expected to reach 400 million by 2050 (UN, 

2022). It has an annual population growth rate of 3.2% and almost half of the population (47%) 

is concentrated in the urban areas (UNFPA, 2023). However, the country is plagued by chronic 

poverty and gross socioeconomic inequalities. Approximately 40% of its total population lives 

below the national monetary poverty line and 63% are multidimensionally poor despite being 
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the largest economy in Africa (NBS, 2022). The large economy and abundant natural resources 

have not equaled prosperity for millions of Nigerians – a phenomenon that has been described 

as the ‘resource curse’ (Idemudia, 2012; Esu, 2017). About 90% of oil wealth accrues to 1% of 

the population due to poor governance, weak institutions, and misappropriation of national 

resources. Nigeria occupied the 150th position out of 180 countries, as the least corrupt country 

on the Corruption Perceptions Index (Transparency International, 2022).  

 

With a Gini Index of 35.1 (indicating a high level of inequality) and a Human Development 

Index of 0.535 (ranking the country 163 out of 189 countries in human development), Nigeria 

is beset with numerous development challenges, and it offers limited opportunities to its 

citizens (UNDP, 2022). In Nigeria, the labor market is characterized by a high unemployment 

rate (as high as 33% in 2021); poor working conditions, low remuneration systems, and a 

dysfunctional business environment that threatens the survival of enterprises (Ogunro, 2014). 

Nigeria also has a substantive infrastructure deficit that undermines its economic growth and 

human development prospects. With its teeming population, the absence of basic physical 

infrastructure such as clean water and sanitation, energy, viable transportation system, etc. 

places Nigeria far behind its contemporaries in the same income bracket (Akuesodo et al., 

2023). For example, only 16% of the country’s roads are paved compared to 50% in other 

middle-income countries (Bello-Schünemann & Porter, 2017). Nigeria also has the largest 

absolute electricity access deficit in the world: 45% of its 206 million population lack grid 

electricity and only 15% have access to clean cooking energy (World Bank, 2023). It also 

accounts for 75% of backup power generation from fossil fuel generators in Africa (Ghandi, 

2019).  

 

Moreover, the healthcare system of Nigeria is underdeveloped due to poor budget allocation, a 

shortage of medical professionals, and its degenerating healthcare infrastructure – one of the 
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worst in Africa (Welcome, 2011). Nigeria has the second-highest maternal and child mortality 

rate at 540 per 1,000 (WHO et al., 2023), and a healthy life expectancy of 54.4 years (WHO, 

2019). Education deprivation is also prevalent in Nigeria as is evident in the 10.5 million 

children between 5 and 14 years that are not in school, and the 39% of 6–11-year-olds that do 

not attend primary school regularly (UNICEF, n.d.). On the Global Hunger Index, Nigeria 

ranked 109 out 125 countries in food security and its score of 28.3 indicates that the level of 

hunger in the country is ‘serious’. For better understanding, 17 million Nigerians are food 

insecure due to factors such as persistent conflict and insecurity in the northern part of the 

country, as well as climate change consequences like flooding and drought in the food-

producing regions (UNICEF, 2023).  

 

Nigeria also performs poorly in gender equality: It ranks 123 out of 146 countries on the World 

Economic Forum Gender Gap Index due to the preponderance of gender-discriminatory laws, 

social norms and stereotypes that marginalize women. In 2022, Nigeria ranked poorly in all the 

sub-indexes of the Gender Gap Index: Its positions were 50th in economic participation and 

opportunity, 134th in educational attainment, 97th in health and survival, and 141st in political 

empowerment. In Nigeria, there are gender gaps in remuneration, access to financial services, 

access to assets, labor market participation, wealth accumulation, literacy, political 

participation, occupation of high-level positions, and social protection coverage (UN Women, 

n.d.)   

 

Conditional Cash Transfers in the Nigerian context: Past and present. 

The preceding section outlines the deplorable state of human development in Nigeria, and it 

highlights the necessity of social protection policies and programming to address the needs of 

the majority of its population living in poverty. Social protection is a significant part of the 

social policy of the Nigerian state (Holmes et al., 2011). The government’s social protection 
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efforts are framed by the National Social Protection Policy, which was approved on May 29, 

2017, as a framework for implementing a social protection floor that will guarantee at least, a 

minimum level of social and economic wellbeing, security, and dignity for Nigerians. The 

policy focuses on the following areas: Education and health services, social welfare and child 

protection, social housing, livelihood enhancement and empowerment, social insurance 

schemes, social assistance, and traditional family and community support. The policy is backed 

by the 1999 Constitution of the Federal Republic of Nigeria and inspired by international 

agreements and conventions such as The Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948); The 

African Charter on Human and People’s Rights and the African Charter on the Rights and 

Welfare of the Child (1981); the United Nation’s Sustainable Development Goals; ILO 

Convention 102 and 202, among others.  

 

However, this national policy was not the genesis of social protection in Nigeria. Social 

insurance schemes were in effect as far back as the 1900s and social assistance measures to 

address poverty and vulnerability also received attention at the turn of the millennium (Hagen-

Zanker & Tavakoli, 2012). In 2004, a draft Social Protection Strategy was developed to lay the 

foundation for a national social protection strategy with a gender and life-cycle approach, but 

this failed to garner the political and policy traction required for its uptake and implementation 

(Holmes et al., 2011). Another policy attempt was made with a draft National Social Security 

Policy for Inclusiveness, Solidarity and Sustainable Peace and Prosperity to address gaps in 

social security coverage and provision in the country especially for informal workers and the 

poor (Hagen-Zanker & Tavakoli, 2012). However, like the draft policy before it, this failed to 

materialize into a concrete policy to drive social protection in the country. This policy gap has 

been filled with the National Social Protection Policy (2016) but before this time, social 

protection programs were implemented in an ad hoc manner at the federal and state level in the 

absence of an overarching strategic framework (Aiyede et al., 2015). Examples of social 
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insurance schemes in effect are the National Health Insurance Scheme (NHIS), Community-

based Health Insurance (CBHIS), Contributory Pension Scheme, Defined Benefits Scheme, 

and Employers Compensation Bill. Social assistance programs that have been featured under 

Nigeria’s social protection umbrella include conditional cash transfers, school subsidies and 

fee waivers, health subsidies and fee waivers, targeted nutrition programs, targeted subsidy 

inputs, training, grants, and savings. 

 

With the introduction of the National Social Protection Policy in 2017, the federal government 

launched four schemes including the N-Power employment scheme for unemployed youths; 

the National Home-Grown School Feeding Programme (NHGSFP) for children enrolled in 

public primary schools; the Government Enterprise and Empowerment Programme (GEEP) 

that provides interest-free loans to petty traders, and the Household Uplifting Program for poor 

and vulnerable households which is the subject of this study (Lamidi & Igbokwe, 2021). The 

HUP is not the first of its kind in Nigeria. It is preceded by other nationwide conditional cash 

transfers such as In Care of the People (COPE) and Subsidy Reinvestment and Empowerment 

Program (SURE-P).  

 

COPE was launched in 2007 to ameliorate poverty and vulnerabilities among poor female-

headed households, households with children of school age, physically challenged persons 

headed households with children, households headed by special groups (victims of VVF, 

People living with HIV & AIDS and other vulnerable groups with children of school age. In 

return for the cash, conditionalities were focused on school enrollment and attendance, and 

participation in free health care programs (Umukoro, 2013).  For SURE-P, a Maternal and 

Child Health (MCH) component was launched in 2007. The targets were pregnant women and 

newborns, and the intention was to reduce infant mortality rates, stunting, malnutrition, and 

intergenerational transmission of poverty (Oduenyi et al., 2019). Also under SURE-P, a 
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Community Services and Women/Youth Employment [CSWYE] Public Works Programme 

was established in 2012 to cushion the immediate impact of petroleum subsidy removal on the 

vulnerable population; promote infrastructure development; and stop intergenerational 

transmission of poverty (Shadare, 2020).  

 

Furthermore, there have been some state-specific conditional cash transfers implemented to 

reduce the high dropout rate of girls, specifically in the transition period from primary to 

secondary school due to early marriage and child labor. This CCT was implemented in Kano, 

Bauchi, and Katsina state in northern Nigeria from 2011 to 2014. The intended use of the cash 

was to cover incidental costs associated with girls’ education and to offset lost income from 

street hawking. Although a late starter to social protection (Shadare, 2020), CCTs were 

identified as potent social protection instruments to drive Nigeria’s goal of achieving MDG 1 

as far back as 2004 (Holmes et al., 2012). Subsequently, they have been used to reduce 

vulnerability and poverty, increase demand for public services, and enhance human capital 

development in Nigeria to date. 

 

Gaps and challenges in the social protection provision in Nigeria  

The execution of CCTs in Nigeria requires the cross-sectoral engagement of national ministries, 

departments, and agencies, as well as civil society and international donors. However, the 

Nigerian social policy sector has grappled with limited fiscal space; vague governance 

structures; fragmentation of social initiatives and their implementation mechanics; weak 

coordination among relevant social policy actors; and weak state and public institutional 

capacity (Shadare, 2022). The social protection portfolio has also been heavily reliant on donor 

funding, especially because of the state’s enduring truncated expenditure on its social sector – 

less than 25% of the national budget which is extremely low by international standards (World 

Bank, 2022). Public expenditure specifically for social safety nets stands at 0.7% of its GDP 
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which is much lower than the sub-Saharan average of 1.2% and the global average of 1.5% 

(Beegle et al., 2018). In fact, public spending on social welfare has declined by at least 1.52% 

between 2010 and 2017 (Lawson & Matthew, 2017). Fiscal resource constraint due to the 

volatility of the international oil market is one explanation for this budgetary allocation pattern 

but in addition to this are conflicting political interests and insufficient political will. Nigeria’s 

fiscal space is also taken up by consumption subsidies (Dauda, 2022); one of which is the fuel 

subsidy that has been in effect since 1999 but was removed in May 2023 to free up an estimated 

$9 billion annually for developmental priorities like infrastructure, education, and health 

(Evans et al., 2023). Nonetheless, the fiscal deficit in social expenditure has stalled progress 

towards addressing poverty and vulnerability in Nigeria.  

 

Moreover, social protection coverage and reach is low in Nigeria. Only 19.4% of Nigerian 

households benefit from any social safety net provision which is below the 25% regional and 

41% international coverage rate (Ogbuli, 2023). This can be explained by the weak targeting 

and identification systems caused by inadequate databases of poor and vulnerable households; 

the contracting budget allocation for social safety nets that prevent expansion and effective 

operation of the programs; and the lack of awareness on the availability of these programs 

among eligible individuals (Onoka et al., 2013; Aiyede et al., 2015).  

 

Furthermore, the fragmentation of social protection initiatives and the responsible 

implementing institutions are major barriers to social protection programming (Shadare, 2022). 

The multiple stakeholders in policymaking, financing, and implementation at the federal, state, 

and local government levels often have contradicting or overlapping directives and objectives 

which either duplicate efforts or cause inefficiencies (Holmes, 2017). The introduction of the 

National Social Protection Policy as an overarching guide on social protection has created some 

structure for coordination among local and international donors like DFID, World Bank, and 
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UNICEF but room remains for cross-institutional convergence and coordination to maximize 

social protection initiatives. The limited institutional capacity of relevant bodies is another 

limitation confronting the efficient implementation of social protection programs in Nigeria 

(Ochogwu, 2023). Technical and human resource capacity gaps in implementation, monitoring 

and evaluation can hinder the realization of set program objectives. These capacity weaknesses 

also extend to the strategic social sector systems that are central to implementing social 

protection such as the health system, education system, and social worker system, to name a 

few. These require institutional reforms that will improve coordination, capacity, and 

ultimately, program effectiveness.  

 

Furthermore, the impact of social protection programs such as conditional cash transfers which 

are entangled with the delivery of basic services and infrastructure is severely limited. This is 

because of the constraints and challenges that characterize the delivery of such services as 

healthcare and education in Nigeria (Olatona & Olomola, 2015; Foster & Pushak, 2011). 

Conditional cash transfers stimulate demand for these public services through the mandatory 

fulfillment of human capital-oriented conditionalities but as highlighted in the previous section, 

delivery of these social services is poor in Nigeria.  Service delivery is particularly poor at the 

grassroots level where primary facilities and services are sidelined by the federal and state 

governments in investment and improvement interventions (Amedari et al., 2021).  The poor 

state of service delivery in Nigeria is commensurate with the meagre budgetary allocation to 

key social sectors as discussed earlier, in addition to corruption, mismanagement of funds, and 

inequitable distribution of resources. 

 

Lastly, the political economy of social protection in Nigeria has been a strong determinant of 

the life span of social protection programs and the level of attention accorded to it at given 

times (Aiyede et al., 2015). It is not unusual for social protection to be used as a political tool 
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by administrations to promote their political interests such as re-election of an incumbent 

politician. Some have lasted only as long as an interested administration is in power and then 

social protection takes the back seat once the administration is over. There is also a tendency 

for social protection programs to be state-specific and reflective of the policy priorities of the 

state governments rather than national in scale.  

 

Summary: In this chapter, the political, economic, and social landscape of Nigeria was 

presented to highlight the structural conditions within which social protection and specifically, 

the HUP operates. It was established that Nigeria is a middle-income country that boasts 

immense human and natural resources. Yet it is plagued by political instability, insecurity, 

ethnic and religious conflict, inflation, infrastructure deficit, inequality, poverty, gender 

inequality, poor health outcomes, and a host of other ‘wicked’ development challenges. These 

realities have highlighted the importance of social protection to ameliorate poverty and 

vulnerability in the country. Both social insurance and social assistance have been explored by 

the Nigerian state to this effect over the years and this has culminated in the establishment of 

the National Social Protection Policy. However, the social protection landscape in Nigeria is 

beset by challenges such as limited budgetary allocation, coverage, institutional coordination 

and capacity, service delivery, and political will and influence. This information is intended to 

provide country context for the ensuing empirical chapters which will focus specifically on the 

HUP. 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 136 

CHAPTER 5: UNDERSTANDING THE SPECIFICITIES OF THE HOUSEHOLD 

UPLIFTING PROGRAM (HUP): PROGRAM ORIGIN AND OPERATIONS  

 

This chapter provides a detailed description of the Household Uplifting Program (HUP)’s 

design and implementation strategy using data obtained from the analysis of key program 

documents, and key informant interviews with the HUP’s program officials and CSO officials. 

First, the chapter offers contextual information on the program’s origin, rationale, institutions, 

and governance structure.  Next, it highlights the program’s objectives and the various 

components devised to address the different vulnerabilities affecting the target population. This 

is followed by an overview of the procedures involved in implementing the program on the 

ground from targeting, to monitoring and evaluation. The information contained in this chapter 

serves as a background for understanding women’s experiences with the program and its impact 

on their wellbeing and empowerment.  

 

 

The National Social Safety Nets Project (NASSP): The origin of the Household 

Uplifting Program (HUP). 
 

As part of the Nigerian government’s efforts to curtail the prevalence of extreme poverty and 

vulnerability that plagues most of its population, it made important pro-poor policy and 

programmatic steps to realize a more productive, resilient, and equitable society. In 2016, the 

administration of former President Muhammadu Buhari implemented the National Social 

Investment Program (NSIP) under the Federal Ministry for Humanitarian Affairs, Disaster 

Management and Social Development, and it consisted of a portfolio of social protection 

programs including the Household Uplifting Program (HUP). In the same year, the National 

Social Safety Net Project (NASSP) was launched to strengthen the role of social protection in 

poverty alleviation in the country. The purpose of the NASSP was to establish the prerequisite 

systems at the federal and state levels for effective targeting and delivery of social interventions 

to the poor and vulnerable such that they can access basic social safety net provisions and other 
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public programs for improved living standards. A National Social Protection Policy was also 

established in 2017 which provides a framework to guarantee a minimum social protection 

floor for Nigerians for the realization of sustainable livelihoods, enhanced human capital, 

resilience to shocks, social cohesion, equity, and inclusive growth. The policy which was 

revised in 2021 also provides guiding principles for managing social protection projects and 

programs, as well as cross-sectoral coordination among relevant social protection stakeholders 

such as donors, government ministries, departments, and agencies. This was followed by a 

significant commitment to social protection in the national budget, totaling about US$2.5 

billion per year. 

 

However, the government aimed to expand its existing social safety net system which was 

limited in coverage, scale, and benefits, and characterized by several systemic constraints such 

as poor targeting, vague eligibility criteria, weak monitoring and evaluation strategies, deficient 

management information systems (MIS), and unstable budget allocations and expenditure. 

Hence, with the approval of the World Bank, the Nigerian government obtained a $500 million 

International Development Association (IDA) credit facility to complement its $1.3 billion 

budget for the NASSP. The project had two objectives (i) Establishing the building blocks for 

a National Social Safety Net System; (ii) Implementing a targeted cash transfer with national 

coverage.  

 

The first objective had a budget of $180 million (IDA provided US$100 million) and this 

focused on establishing the project management and institutional capacity for establishing and 

implementing a targeted cash transfer including setting up an agency – NASSCO (National 

Social Safety Net Coordinating Office) to drive, coordinate, and manage the social safety net 

system. NASSCO was initiated under the office of the Vice President and placed under the 

supervision of the National Social Investment Office (NSIO). NASSCO also has a National 



 

 138 

Steering Committee providing strategic guidance on project implementation and consisting of 

the Special Adviser to the President on Social Investments, ministerial representatives from the 

Ministries of Health, Education, Agriculture, Labor, Environment, Budget and Planning, 

Finance, and Women Affairs and Social Development; representatives from the national 

legislature, private sector, and civil society. Their oversight function is also complemented by 

the National Technical Committee (NTC) which reviews the budget and work plan of the 

NASSP, provides technical guidance for the project’s delivery, promotes knowledge sharing 

among ministries, and departments, and manages relationships with multi-sectoral 

stakeholders. Also encompassed in the first objective was the investment in foundational 

mechanisms for a social safety net system including a robust targeting mechanism for 

identifying beneficiaries; a unified national social registry of poor and vulnerable households; 

payment systems employing digitized tools such as mobile money, card-based payments, and 

other electronic solutions; grievance and appeal mechanisms, monitoring and evaluation 

systems that efficiently capture outputs, outcomes, and impact of the benefits; and management 

information systems that manage operations, monitor indicators and results, and strengthen 

control and accountability of the program. 

 

On its part, NASSCO is to coordinate all social protection programs and initiatives at the 

federal level including cash transfers, youth employment, and social infrastructure, but also to 

assemble a database of all poor and vulnerable households in Nigeria using efficient targeting 

mechanisms, from which eligible households and individuals can be enrolled for social 

interventions by the state and other local and international stakeholders. To ensure efficiency, 

synergy, and uniform coverage in Nigeria’s federal structure, the NASSP project also engages 

states interested in social safety nets. These states are required to sign Memoranda of 

Understanding (MoU) with the federal government and establish state-level coordinating 

offices like NASSCO called State Operation Coordinating Units (SOCUs) which are 
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responsible for establishing and managing State Social Registers that will feed into the National 

Social Register; monitoring and evaluation; management information systems; and reporting 

to NASSCO. States are incentivized to buy in through the federal government’s coverage of 

the costs associated with targeting and building the State Social Register of poor and vulnerable 

households. 

 

Furthermore, the second objective of the NASSP with a budget of $1.6 billion (IDA provided 

400 million) was the implementation of a targeted cash transfer to reach a minimum of one 

million poor and vulnerable households, or approximately 10% of the poor in at least 24 states 

over five years. Besides improving consumption and protection against economic shocks and 

stresses, the targeted cash transfer was also designed to address human capital deficiencies 

among the poor through co-responsibilities on a national scale. The management, 

implementation, and oversight of the HUP at the federal level were placed under the National 

Cash Transfer Office (NCTO) which reports to NASSCO. Similar to NASSCO and SOCU, 

each participating state committed to creating a state-level cash transfer office like the NCTO 

called State Cash Transfer Units (SCTUs) to manage enrolment of beneficiaries, monitoring 

and evaluation, information dissemination and community engagement, grievance redress 

procedures, co-responsibilities monitoring, livelihood programs implementation, and payment 

procedures.  

 

The NASSP also entails local government-level coordination within each participating state. 

Each Local government area has a desk office established to manage the implementation of the 

NASSP in the LGAs, including but not limited to targeting, monitoring implementation, 

training and mentoring beneficiaries, sensitization and awareness exercises, co-responsibility-

related workshops and activities, grievance redress, and report to SOCU and SCTU in their 

respective states. The LGA desk office facilitates the implementation of the cash transfer at the 
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community level following NCTO guidelines. The desk office consists of an LGA Cash 

Transfer Desk Officer, a Grievance Redress Officer, and Cash Transfer Facilitators (CTFs).  

 

This institutional arrangement of the NASSP that runs across all tiers of government structures 

and systems at the federal, state, and local government levels is instrumental to the effective 

coordination and implementation of the HUP. The NASSP is designed to support the poor and 

vulnerable citizens through targeted cash transfers, capacity building, coaching, mentoring, and 

livelihood support. In the next section, I focus on the HUP’s objectives, structure, and unique 

components as designed by NASSCO and other stakeholders and implemented by the NCTO 

and its network of public and private partners. 

 

The Household Uplifting Program (Beta don come): Program objectives and 

structure. 

 
The targeted cash transfer envisioned under the NASSP was named the Household Uplifting 

Program with the slogan beta don come – pidgin English for “better things have come”. The 

program aims to provide consistent and accessible transfers to targeted poor and vulnerable 

households under an expanded national social safety net system. The articulated objectives of 

the HUP for beneficiary households include i) improvement of household consumption; ii) 

asset and financial accumulation; iii) increase in the utilization of public services e.g., health 

and nutrition services; iv) improved school enrollment and attendance for children; v) 

improved environmental sanitation and management; and vi) sustainable livelihoods.  

 

To achieve these objectives, the program is structured around three key components that are 

designed to address poverty and vulnerability holistically and sustainably. The first is the base 

cash transfer which provides a monthly sum of 5,000 naira (equivalent to $7 USD) to eligible 

households enrolled in the program to boost their consumption and encourage the development 

of their savings skills with the end goal of building their resilience to shocks and preventing 
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further decline into poverty. The second element is the top-up cash transfer, an additional 

monthly payment of 5,000 naira (equivalent to $7 USD) that is accessible only to eligible 

households that can uphold certain conditionalities or co-responsibilities. These co-

responsibilities were selected based on core areas of national priority and intended outcomes 

in human capital development. These conditionalities or co-responsibilities are tied to four 

main areas of development namely: education, health, nutrition, and environment. The targets 

under each area are to increase children’s school enrollment and attendance; promote the uptake 

of healthcare services, especially antenatal care, post-natal care, and child inoculation; improve 

children’s nutrition; and address threats to their surrounding natural environment respectively. 

The governments of participating states are integral to the nature of co-responsibilities adopted 

and their implementation. Each state has the power to decide on which of the four co-

responsibility areas are selected and implemented state-wide, and this usually reflects states’ 

development priorities and needs. Part of the minimum requirements for the adoption of co-

responsibilities in participating states is the submission of a co-responsibility proposal 

indicating the preferred co-responsibility as well as a supply-side assessment of the proposed 

co-responsibility. Co-responsibility in the program also involves capacity-building measures 

for beneficiaries such as Life Skills training (LS), Micro Business Development Skills (MBDP) 

training, and co-orientation. These conditionalities take the form of “softer co-responsibilities” 

such as workshops/information sessions on health, nutrition, sanitation and hygiene, family 

practices, education, and productive practices. The primary caregivers of the households 

(typically women) are the designated recipients of both the base and top-up cash transfers and 

by design, the cash is expected to be disbursed bi-monthly.  

 

The third aspect of the HUP is the livelihood support which is designed to create an 

entrepreneurial mindset among the poor to elevate them out of poverty. The theory of change 

behind this component is that program beneficiaries can graduate out of poverty and become 
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self-reliant if they engage in productive or income-generating activities and benefit from close 

monitoring and mentorship. Through the livelihood intervention, the program also aims to 

increase beneficiaries’ income, asset holdings, consumption and food security, health and 

nutritional status, and psychosocial wellbeing. The livelihood support intervention includes 

access to capital; training and capacity building on agricultural best practices for farming 

households; training on processing and packaging of agricultural produce to enhance value; 

subsidized farm inputs and processing equipment; skill acquisition and empowerment 

opportunities for women and youth; market linkage and information access; access to local 

savings group (Savings and Group Mobilization – SGM); and technical support (including 

coaching, financial literacy and mentoring on entrepreneurship). Only parts of the livelihood 

support component are being implemented nationally – that is the Savings and Group 

Mobilization (SGM), coaching, financial literacy and mentoring. The implementation of the 

full range of livelihood support is only being implemented in pilot phases in 6 states but it will 

be subsequently scaled up and rolled out nationwide. 

 

In describing the components of the HUP, a staff of NASSCO emphasized that the program 

transcends a basic cash transfer as it seeks to utilize multiple interventions to address different 

pathways through which poverty and vulnerability limit the capabilities and dignity of people:  

 

As you can see, our program is not just a ‘cash transfer’ but ‘cash transfer+’. It has 

unconditionality, conditionality and livelihood. The base cash transfer has no 

conditionality attached to it and it smoothens consumption; the only condition is that 

you are poor and vulnerable, and you are captured in the national social register. The 

second component which we call the co-responsibility or top-up is the aspect that has 

conditionality attached to it. Beneficiaries must have a certain percentage of compliance 

before they can access this benefit and it is to help human capital formation around 
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health, education, nutrition, and the environment. The third component is the livelihood 

which has to do with training in the area of savings, income-generating activities, micro 

business skills, and training to give beneficiaries a sense of responsibility, to make them 

develop a savings culture and enterprise mindset and have a sustainable livelihood. 

Also, at the end of the program, they are given grants to plough back into their 

businesses for self-reliance at the end of the day. (Co-responsibility officer, NASSCO) 

 

Moreover, beneficiaries are expected to be part of the program for a maximum of 3 years. 

Hypothetically, they should be exiting the program with stabilized consumption levels, higher 

levels of human capital owing to increased access to education, nutrition and healthcare 

facilities, improved savings and investment culture, and microbusiness for sustainable 

livelihoods. 

 

Implementation strategies and procedural specificities of the HUP 

The implementation of the HUP involves a broad web of procedures and institutions that work 

in synergy to deliver targeted cash transfers to the poor and vulnerable in Nigeria. The 

disbursement of cash to poor households is preceded and sustained by an array of processes 

and several mechanisms. These processes and mechanisms include targeting, enrollment, 

payment systems, co-responsibility, internal monitoring and evaluation procedures, 

external/third-party monitoring procedures, and grievance redress mechanisms. This section 

delineates the characteristics of these parts that make up the whole program. 

 

The targeting process of the HUP 

The first and crucial step in the implementation process of the HUP is the compilation of the 

National Social Registry (NSR) – a unified database of all poor and vulnerable households to 

facilitate delivery of targeted benefits including but not limited to the HUP. A decentralized 
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approach is used to set up the NSR whereby State Social Registries (SSRs) are created by 

SOCUs using a combination of geographical targeting, community-based targeting (CBT), and 

proxy means testing (PMT), and these SSRs are then consolidated by NASSCO at the federal 

level to produce the NSR.  

 

First, geographic targeting is used to identify and select the poorest local government areas 

(LGAs). Poverty maps are obtained from the State Ministry of Planning showing the poorest 

areas within the state based on internally generated revenue and other indicators, and the 

poorest 30% are selected for the next process of targeting. The next level of targeting is 

community-based targeting whereby members of the poorest communities in the LGAs 

identify, verify, and nominate specific members of the community as potential beneficiaries for 

targeted interventions based on community knowledge of their living conditions. The CBT is 

conducted by World Bank-trained Community Based Targeting Teams in each LGA consisting 

of among others, the LGA Community Development Officer, a National Orientation Agency 

(NOA) officer, a SOCU official, and six enumerators. The CBT begins with a pre-sensitization 

exercise. This is the stage whereby the CBTTs enter the identified poor communities to engage 

with community gatekeepers such as the community head and/or the council of elders to inform 

them of the need to create a register of poor households and obtain a conducive date and venue 

when the team can return to meet the key stakeholders in the community. Engagement with the 

community stakeholders is the second step and it is called the sensitization stage. Here, 

community opinion shapers and influencers like women leaders, youth leaders, men leaders, 

etc. are briefed on the objectives and processes of creating the register and they in turn, select 

a date for the CBTT to return and address the whole community. In this next stage called 

community engagement and mobilization, the community is gathered and apprised of the 

process of identifying and registering poor and vulnerable households. Then in a participatory 

manner, the community is invited to define poverty as perceived in their community and the 
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characteristics of the poor. Since poverty is relative, the definition of poverty differs 

significantly across communities even within the same LGA. Examples of poverty 

definitions/criteria that have been articulated include households that do not have livestock, 

households that cannot send their children to school, households that cannot afford three meals 

a day, female-headed households (especially widows), households that cannot afford a heap of 

wood for cooking, a person who does not have a plot of land,  households living in a hut or a 

dilapidated shelter, households living in a single room, households where the children hawk to 

provide, households where both parents are sick, children who are orphans or residing with 

their grandparents who unable to work, and so on. The community then identifies those that fit 

their defined criteria of poverty and vulnerability through focus group discussions. Community 

members are grouped according to certain social categories such that men groups, women 

groups, youth groups, elderly groups and disabled persons’ groups are created. CBBTs play 

very limited roles in this process as they only facilitate the engagement and mobilization 

process. The aim of employing this targeting approach is to ensure ownership, empowerment 

and visibility for communities involved in the program and this was captured in the responses 

of program officials at various levels: 

 

NASSCO was able to learn from the success and challenges of past social protection 

programs to inform the design of the targeting mechanism adopted. The best option that 

NASSCO decided to go with was to adopt a bottom-up approach for targeting the poor 

and vulnerable. The officers at the federal level did not just decide who entered the 

register. No. […]. The communities define poverty in their own terms because poverty 

is relative based on communities. The community might not go with the international 

definition of poverty as living below $1 but how it is locally defined. (Head of MIS, 

NASSCO) 
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To be fully informed of the project, they must define poverty. Some people will tell you 

that poverty is when somebody cannot feed their household does not have money to 

feed 3 square meals or cannot send their children to school or a widow. You know, from 

there some of them will not even define it, they will only give you criteria that show 

that this person is poor. (M&E officer, LASOCU) 

 

Moreover, the lists of the communities’ poor that are produced from the focus group discussions 

are harmonized by the CBTT to ensure that there is no repetition of names across the different 

focus groups and that multiple members of a single household are not represented on the list 

since the program is concerned with households as a unit. Identifying information about the 

heads of households is usually contained in the list including their names, addresses, and a 

serial number which is subsequently inscribed on the household’s building to facilitate the next 

step of the CBT process. Four copies of the harmonized list are produced and signed for 

distribution to the community, the local government, the state government, and the federal 

government. This is followed by the enumeration of households on the harmonized lists. 

Enumerators visit each household to conduct computer-assisted personal interviews where the 

demographic details, photographs and geocoordinates of the households are captured. 

Successfully enumerated households are entered by SOCU into the SSR, and the SSR is shared 

with NASSCO to compile the NSR. These various steps in the CBT process are rigorously 

implemented to ensure communities’ participation but also to achieve transparency in the 

selection of beneficiaries, minimize the chances of tension and grievance within the 

communities, and reduce inclusion and exclusion errors. According to the NASSCO officials: 

 

The targeting process is transparent in such a way that it is a community-driven activity 

without interference. It is transparent and it will interest you to know that after 

generating the harmonized list, the original is left with the community, then you have 
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other copies at the local government, state and we have it at the federal. It’s quite 

transparent. [Grievance Redress Mechanism Manager, NASSCO]. 

 

Many times if you leave this process in the hands of the community leaders, people will 

say ‘It is the community leader’s list’; ‘It's the community leader that influences and 

takes charge of the list’; ‘he’s the one taking charge of who will benefit from every 

intervention’; ‘these people are very biased because the community stakeholders sat 

down and decided on whose name should be mentioned’ etc. So, we want to avoid a 

situation where people complain of biases like this. (Head of Monitoring, Evaluation, 

Research and Learning, NASSCO) 

 

 

The NSR is programmed to be updated every 3 years to account for births, deaths, migration, 

and exit from poverty. However, the registry is also regularly updated by leveraging on the 

findings of international donors and other local organizations that mine from the social registry 

to carry out other social interventions such as the NCTO, United Nations, the Tony Elumelu 

Foundation, World Food Program, UNEP, etc. The memoranda of understanding between 

NASSCO and these organizations stipulates that they must give feedback to NASSCO on the 

validity of the data at the time of use. The feedback received is verified and validated by the 

SOCUs and the register is updated. Officials from NASSCO and NCTO explained this process: 

 

At the NCTO, we are obliged to submit updates to the national social register as 

feedback. For interventions that mine from the National Social Register, it is expected 

that when you engage with these households and you observe some changes to the 

information in the NSR due to the dynamic nature of human beings such as relocation, 

displacement, and death, we should go back to the national social register so that their 
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input can be verified and updated. A partial update is expected to be sent back to the 

national social registry as feedback. (Co-responsibility Manager, NCTO) 

 

We rely on those accessing and utilizing the data in the NSR for their intervention. 

Because NASSCO introduced some checks that make the NSR reliable, it is attractive 

to other donors and gives them confidence. The beauty of that relationship also is when 

they go, and they find some gaps. They update us using the data that they collected, or 

they can inform us that we need to add additional indicators or prioritize certain 

indicators to collect data. Like the issue around financial inclusion, when we started 

collecting the data, we only asked for the availability of banks and their bank 

verification numbers and not bank account details. But when the UN partners started 

mining our data, they noted that there were no account numbers and we had to go back 

and collect account numbers from the households. (Head of Monitoring, Evaluation, 

Research and Learning, NASSCO) 

 

 

Next, the enumerated households in the NSR are subjected to proxy means testing by the 

NCTO to select beneficiaries specifically for the HUP. Proxies which correlate with household 

welfare levels are generated and assigned numerical values through observable household and 

individual attributes such as the location and quality of the household’s dwelling, its ownership 

of durable goods, its demographic structure, and the education and occupations of its adult 

members. The variables used are derived from the National Bureau of Statistics’ Harmonized 

Nigeria Living Standard Survey (HNLSS) – an instrument for tracking socioeconomic trends 

for especially the poor and vulnerable in Nigeria. The households are ranked on a decile scale 

according to their levels of poverty and vulnerability as determined by their PMT scores. The 

decile scale ranks the intensity of poverty in ascending order such that the poorest households 

are in the 1st decile and the least poor in the 10th decile.  Due to budgetary constraints, the 
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NCTO mines households in the 1st, 2nd, 3rd, 4th, 5th, and 6th deciles for enrollment into the HUP. 

While households in the 7th to 10th decile are ineligible for the HUP, they are potential 

beneficiaries for other public and private social interventions that may arise with different 

eligibility criteria. In the past, the program was designed to cater to only poor households in 

the 1st- 4th decile but this was renegotiated with the World Bank due to the Nigerian 

government’s intent to increase coverage. The National Bureau of Statistics reports that there 

are about 18 million poor households in Nigeria and there are about 12.5 million poor 

households registered in the NSR, but the HUP reaches about 2 million households currently. 

However, it should be noted that the HUP does not cover the entire households that are located 

between the 1st decile and 6th deciles. Each state is allocated a quota based on its population 

and poverty headcount, hence, states can only mine and enroll within their quotas which leaves 

a significant number of poor and vulnerable households unprotected. HUP officials emphasize 

that targeting is important because the budgetary capacity of the program is limited: 

 

The fiscal space is not large enough to accommodate all that are identified. I tell people 

that our approach is like that of the accident victims when they are conveyed to the 

hospital and there is just one doctor. What does the doctor do? He starts with those who 

are of worse situation so that he will save lives. So that is exactly our approach, we 

narrow it down to the poorest of the poor by using an approach called proxy means 

testing where the poverty level of poor and the vulnerable households are ranked on a 

decile of 1-10. So based on the available resources, the government can pay only those 

who fall below decile 6 (Grievance Redress Mechanism Manager, NASCCO). 

 

With the available resources, we have reached nearly 2 million households with the 

targeted cash transfer. Nigeria has about 40.1% of its population below the poverty 

line... that translates roughly into maybe 17-18 million households. This means that a 
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lot needs to be done and we hope the coverage increases as more funds become 

available. (Head of Monitoring, Evaluation, Research and Learning, NASSCO)  

 

 

 

Enrollment of eligible households into the HUP 

 

Once the households in the 1st to 6th decile have been identified and mined by the NCTO, the 

NCTO applies each state’s quota and sends a list of potential beneficiaries to the SCTUs. After 

confirming the validity of the list with SOCU, the SCTUs embark on a multi-step enrollment 

exercise consisting of sensitization of community leadership about the HUP to obtain 

acceptance and smooth delivery; engagement with community stakeholders (potential 

beneficiaries and non-beneficiaries) informing them of the emergent program, recalling the 

selection process, and clarifying their role in the selection of the beneficiaries to minimize 

grievances; and orientation of selected beneficiaries on the program’s aims and objectives, their 

roles, responsibilities, and rights as beneficiaries; and the full disclosure of the names of 

eligible households’ on a list accessible to the entire community. 

 

This is followed by electronically capturing the biodata of the primary caregiver of the 

households that is identified by the household members as well as an alternate caregiver for 

each household that would represent the household in the event of sickness, travel, or death of 

the primary caregiver.  

 

The caregiver serves as the conduit between the household and the HUP by receiving the cash 

benefit for the household and undergoing training and coaching sessions for the household’s 

benefit. This is usually the person in charge of care and domestic work, and preference is given 

to women as the primary caregiver and daughters over 18 years as the alternate caregiver. The 

captured data is stored in the State Beneficiary Register (SBR) by the SCTUs, and this is 

transmitted to the NCTO to establish the National Beneficiary Register (NBS). 
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Figure 5: Process flow of the HUP targeting mechanism.  

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In special cases where there is no woman in the household or she is disabled, challenged, or 

incapacitated, the man is registered as the primary caregiver.  

 

Once the enrollment list is checked, authenticated, and approved, identity cards are given to 

beneficiaries and the payment unit of the NCTO facilitates the creation of bank accounts where 

their payments would be regularly disbursed.  

 

Payment infrastructure of the HUP 

Since the inception of the HUP, the payment system has evolved from manual to digital 

payment methods to reduce inefficiency and drudgery experienced by beneficiaries.  At the 

onset, the program aimed to realize financial inclusion for the poor by opening bank accounts 
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with commercial where the benefits could be deposited but this was met with several obstacles. 

Over 90% of beneficiaries lacked required forms of identification such as driver’s license, 

national identity cards, and international passports needed to open commercial banks accounts. 

Attempts by partner banks to use biometric means of identification using offline applications 

in their communities also proved futile and the unavailability of financial institutions and ATMs 

in often remote communities meant that the few beneficiaries who successfully opened bank 

accounts struggled to withdraw the cash. 

 

To circumvent this obstacle, the program engaged the services of mobile money operators or 

payment service providers (PSPs) that could go into the communities with physical cash and 

pay beneficiaries manually. At the beginning of the payment cycle, the NCTO generated a paper 

payment schedule that was shared with the PSPs. The PSPs manually validated the identity of 

the beneficiaries before paying them using their issued ID card containing the caregiver’s name, 

photograph, NSR number, state, LGA, community and details of the alternate caregiver. 

Subsequently, this process became digitized. PSPs created virtual wallets/accounts for 

beneficiaries; PSPs provided payment tokens/cards with QR codes where beneficiaries’ data 

were embedded; and PSPs retrieved the payment schedule from the NCTO’s electronic 

database directly. At the point of payment, the PSP agents swipe the card and verify that the 

information corroborates with the beneficiaries’ enrollment ID cards before issuing the 

payment. Beneficiaries had a maximum of 10 days to cash out the full amount or forfeit the 

benefits of the payment cycle, and they could only cash out using specific agents of the PSPs. 

Their virtual wallets were not transactional bank accounts with which they could independently 

withdraw, and make purchases, among other transactions. As such, they had limited freedom 

over the time, place, and amount of money that they could withdraw at a given time.  
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The payment process was further digitized to drastically simplify the payment process. The 

NCTO switched to fully functional commercial bank accounts for beneficiaries, and to bypass 

the mandatory requirement for government-issued identification documents, ‘tier one’ bank 

accounts were used which require minimal information such as photographs, addresses, and 

phone numbers of beneficiaries. Payments are made directly to beneficiaries’ bank accounts by 

PSPs once credited by the government and they provide evidence of credit to their accounts. 

This new payment approach introduced flexibility and increased the agency of beneficiaries 

over the cash transfers. In theory, beneficiaries could withdraw cash from their bank accounts 

however and wherever they like using debit cards at ATMs, POSs, and banking halls, and they 

never had to forfeit their benefits since there was no mandatory cash-out period.  This also 

reduced the security risks that PSPs experienced when moving millions of naira into the 

communities on payment days, and the theft risks experienced by beneficiaries moving with 

cash from the payment points to their homes on designated payment days that were public 

knowledge. As well, the changes to the payment system addressed the logistics nightmare of 

gathering a crowd of hundreds of beneficiaries at the same time to disburse the cash.   

 

Co-responsibility: A means to “Top-Up” the cash. 

Co-responsibility is a central element of the program and the rationale behind its inclusion in 

the program design is to encourage human capital development and alter behavioral 

characteristics among the poor that sponsor intergenerational impoverishment. A staff of 

NASSCO explained that: 

 

The poor have a propensity to high consumption. As soon as you drop a coin in their 

hand the first thing that they think of is food. The base payment smoothens consumption 

of the poor and vulnerable households. But you know poverty is multi-dimensional, 

one can be poor because of certain behaviors. So, conditions are attached to the Top-
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Up payment to help change the thinking and attitude of the poor and vulnerable in a 

way that will make them productive. One of the ways would be sending their children 

to school to develop their cognitive abilities so that the vicious cycle of poverty can be 

broken. Also ensuring a full cycle of immunization for children so that they can be 

healthy and economically active when older. The conditionalities are to help reset their 

thinking and their behaviour around these issues of life so that they can be productive. 

(Grievance Redress Mechanism Manager, NASSCO) 

 

It is believed that the poor’s attitudes towards public service utilization and their ignorance of 

the importance of hygiene, healthcare, education, and proper nutrition contribute to their 

conditions. Hence, the program’s conditionality is strategically designed to sensitize them on 

the implications of underutilizing those services and the gains in using them; to mentor them; 

and to stimulate the demand for such public services. It is also hoped that the behavioral change 

among beneficiaries will cascade down to non-beneficiaries to cause positive state-wide 

behavioral changes that would break intergenerational poverty and vulnerability. 

 

As mentioned above, the conditionalities are state specific and each participating state adopts 

a conditionality that may address its chief development concern and the most relevant 

indicators for the conditionality. For example, if a state chooses education, its conditionality 

can be focused on secondary school enrollment, gender-specific enrollment, school retention, 

standardized test scores, etc. The federal government assesses the state’s infrastructural 

capacity in relation to the selected co-responsibility before it is approved. This is to ensure that 

states can provide at least, the minimum level of supply-side requisites and that beneficiaries 

are not overburdened in meeting the conditionalities for the Top-Up. As the Head of 

Monitoring, Evaluation, and Learning in NASSCO emphasized:  
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If there are no schools in states that choose a co-responsibility of school enrollment, if 

children are asked to go to school and there is no nearby school, how are they going to 

meet that conditionality? So, the schools must be available, functional, and staffed with 

qualified teachers before it is approved. [Head of MERL, NASSCO] 

 

Health and education are more popular among states while nutrition and environment are less 

popular. At the time of my research, Lagos state was yet to adopt and implement the Top-Up 

element of the program as it was one of the last states (35th of 36 states) to sign an MoU with 

the federal government to participate in the HUP. This was because, at the commencement of 

the HUP in 2016, the Lagos state governor did not accept the poverty title over Lagos, the 

commercial and financial hub of Nigeria even though there was a significant poor population 

in the slums and rural areas. It took the onset of COVID-19 and a change of government for 

the state to join the HUP. Oyo state, however, opted for the environmental management and 

sanitation conditionality owing to the prevalence of environmental degradation and poor waste 

management in the state. Before this co-responsibility was selected by the state, a cross-sectoral 

stakeholder meeting was convened to reach an agreement on the area in which the state needed 

external support. 

 

Additionally, there are two styles of conditionalities in the program: The soft conditionalities 

and the hard conditionalities. The soft conditionalities take the form of Social Behavioral 

Change Communication (SBCC) whereby beneficiaries undergo a series of trainings on the 

importance of placing demands on the health, education, and nutrition services on the one hand, 

and sustainable management of their environment on the other hand. Using an 11-chapter-long 

orientation manual, these trainings are provided by cash transfer facilitators from the local 

government office who are trained by the NCTO and the SCTU. Hard conditionalities require 

action on the part of beneficiaries along the lines of the state’s chosen conditionality.  
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In Oyo state, the training and orientation under the soft conditionalities spanned about 7 months 

in total, involving 2 training sessions each month on days and times collectively selected by 

beneficiaries in their communities. For the hard conditionality, beneficiaries are expected to 

conduct regular sanitation in their homes and immediate surroundings. They are to ensure that 

the rooms in their houses are clean; they have toilets in their homes and do not defecate openly; 

their drainages/gutters are clean; vegetation in their surroundings are cleared, and so on. 

According to the Co-responsibility Officer at Oyo SCTU, these tasks are ordinarily expected 

of adults, but the Top-Up cash serves as an incentive to perform these tasks: 

 

The government is trying to assist by giving them additional cash to do what is expected 

of them. Ordinarily, without being paid everyone knows that it is their role, they must 

ensure that their environment is clean. It is just a way of motivating them. It’s not just 

about getting the money alone; we wish that it will become part of their lifestyle. We 

wish that they will be agents of change telling people how to behave and that people 

who are not beneficiaries of the program will come to see them as a kind of mentor or 

model and they will equally change the way they live their lives and do things. (Co-

responsibility officer, Oyo SCTU)  

 

For a household to qualify for the Top-Up cash, the household must have a primary or alternate 

caregiver who is a woman between the ages of 18 and 40. The rationale behind the age 

restriction is that people above 40 years lack the physical strength for the manual labor involved 

in caring for the environment. Although this targeted age group for the Top-Up seems 

restrictive and impractical seeing as women above 40 years are still agile and in charge of 

domestic and care work in their homes. The age restriction may also defeat the program’s aim 

of inclusion and fairness across various social categories.  
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Adherence to the conditionality is strictly monitored by the cash transfer facilitators (CTFs) in 

collaboration with environmental health officers from the local government offices. While 

women are the primary caregivers responsible, in Oyo state, the responsibility of fulfillment 

rests on the household as a unit. Monitoring visits to the communities are conducted once in 

two months and the specific dates are undisclosed to the beneficiaries to avoid ‘performance 

of sanitation’. The monitoring team uses a mobile app with a checklist to assess beneficiaries’ 

compliance. Some examples of prompts in the application include: “Is the toilet clean? Does 

the household have a waste bin? Does the house have a cutlass? How is the environment? How 

is the drainage?” (Co-responsibility officer, Oyo SCTU).  For both soft and hard 

conditionalities, beneficiaries must have 70-75% compliance to receive the Top-Up cash. 

According to the Co-responsibility Manager NCTO, this gives room for absences or defaults 

caused by circumstances beyond the control of beneficiaries. As well, they utilize a case 

management approach in dealing with defaulters to understand their challenges rather than 

immediately penalizing them. Suspensions are only issued to serial defaulters, but their 

suspension can be lifted after case management and improved performance.  
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Figure 6: Illustrative images used to train beneficiaries on environmental sanitation and 

hygiene conditionality. 

 

Source: Facilitators’ guide: Co-orientation training curriculum for Top-Up beneficiaries 

 

Livelihood, Savings, and Group Mobilization  

Unique to the HUP, is the inclusion of components that guarantee a level of self-sufficiency 

and sustainability so that beneficiaries do not derail after graduating from the program after 

three years. This component called ‘livelihood’ is designed to build beneficiaries’ resilience to 

shocks through asset acquisition, skills acquisition, and psychosocial wellbeing alongside the 

receipt of the base cash and Top-Up cash. In the words of the Head of Livelihood in NCTO: 

 

The livelihood component aims to build the enterprise mindset in our beneficiaries, and 

it complements the cash transfer to make sure that the people are not just receiving cash 

but using the cash to become sustainable through economic activities. We believe that 
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combining the cash and economic activities in a repeated and regular manner will 

facilitate their graduation from the program. So, the essence is we are not just giving 

them cash, we’re not just giving them fish, we want to teach them how to fish. That’s 

the essence of livelihood.  Studies have shown that any cash transfer program that has 

enterprise development like this livelihood support brings more results. It facilitates 

graduation out of poverty more than when they just receive cash, and don’t engage in 

any other activities. (Head of Livelihood, NCTO) 

  

 As part of the program’s objectives of building sustainable livelihoods for beneficiaries, they 

are encouraged to form community savings groups consisting of 10-30 women each. The 

groups are designed to encourage collaboration among women in the areas of saving, 

community development, intra-group loans, and joint enterprises, among others. It is expected 

that beneficiaries should set aside a part of the money received for savings and investment in 

microbusinesses of their choice. Each group has the liberty to define its structure, mode of 

operation, goals, and activities. While some have rotational savings schemes, others have joint 

businesses and so on. Groups are required to convene weekly to have discussions, share 

information and ideas, contribute money towards their defined goals, etc. CTFs from the local 

government occasionally attend the meetings to monitor their activities, settle disputes that may 

arise, and offer guidance where necessary. Speaking on the structure and operations of the 

women’s groups, the Head of Livelihood, NCTO had this to say: 

 

The groups are voluntary, and their structures are determined by the beneficiaries 

themselves. Each has executive committees made up of the group leader, the treasurer, 

the secretary, and the public relations officer that liaise with the local government on 

behalf of group members and handle group relations. Also, within the groups, if 

anybody defaults by being absent from meetings, coming late for meetings, or failing 
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to repay loans, the groups have sanctions in place like fines. We don’t interfere in how 

they operate, because we want them to be free and we want the groups to outlive the 

program. (Head of Livelihood, NCTO) 

 

When the groups have reached a stage of maturation, they can register with the local and state 

government as cooperative societies which makes them as legally certified entities with 

certificates; positions them to receive government benefits; and become eligible to take out 

loans from financial institutions. This livelihood element is implemented across all 

participating states; however, the government has yet to introduce the full range of livelihood 

support elements across the country. 

 

At the time of data collection, the program stakeholders in collaboration with the World Bank 

and Catholic Relief Services were pilot testing an extended livelihood support component in 

12 LGAs within 6 states involving life skills training (communication, leadership, emotional 

intelligence, trauma management, and gender violence); business skills training (generating 

business ideas and conducting market research, feasibility studies, financial management, 

costing, running a profitable business, record keeping and budgeting); and coaching and 

mentoring. At the end of the training, participants in the pilot study are expected to generate 

business plans of their choice and they will be given a lump sum of 150,000 naira to 

operationalize them. The results of the pilot program would then inform the potential for 

scaling this model to all participating states in the coming years. 

 

The Grievance Redress Mechanism  

The program’s chief provision for citizen engagement and social accountability to beneficiaries 

is its Grievance Redress Mechanism. “The GRM structure receives, documents, addresses and 

refers, if need be, all program-related grievances in a timely manner […] It is a means of 
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addressing issues, complaints, grievances before it escalates to conflict and chaos in the state” 

(GRM Officer, LASOCU). The grievance redress mechanism is embedded into different levels 

of operation within the program: There are Grievance Redress Managers at the federal level in 

NASSCO; Grievance Redress Officers at the state level in LASOCU, Lagos SCTU, 

OYOSOCU and Oyo SCTU; Grievance Redress Officers at the local government level in the 

LGAs; and Grievance Redress Volunteers among beneficiaries at the community level. The 

Grievance Redress Volunteers (two in each community) are nominated by the communities 

during the CBT process, and they are the first point of contact for community members with 

concerns and complaints about the selection of poor households in the SSR and NSR. During 

orientation at the enrollment stage, beneficiaries are also informed of the availability of the 

grievance redress channels to report any inquiries and complaints related to the HUP. 

Grievances reported at the community level can be escalated to the local government grievance 

officer (including the CTFs and local government desk officer), the grievance redress officers 

at the state level and the grievance redress manager at the federal level, depending on the 

severity of the issue that needs to be resolved. The GRM channels available to beneficiaries 

include in-person complaints to any of the officers, a national toll-free line handled by a call 

sorting center, a GRM mobile application, email, and social media platforms with guaranteed 

anonymity if preferred. The bulk of complaints received through the GRM channels include 

queries about exclusion and inclusion, delayed or missing payments, official misconduct, 

extortion, intimate partner violence and other domestic disputes, savings group disputes, and 

loss of ID cards. After payment complaints, gender-issue complaints are the most prevalent 

according to the GRM officer in OYOSOCU. She explained that: 

We hear complaints a lot from women. Some women will think the money given to 

them is too small […]. Some will complain that their husbands collected the money 
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from them or that the husbands were made the beneficiaries in place of them. (GRM 

Officer, OYOSOCU) 

 

Conjugal matter is another issue we have. You know African culture; the man stands as 

the head, and he expects that immediately after the woman collects the money she 

should hand it over to him because she is in his house. But this is against what women 

have been taught in the training because the money is meant for the household. […] 

Women are the ones taking care of the domestic problems because most men don’t care. 

[..] We normally intervene to re-educate them on the purpose of the money, and they 

agree with us after explanation and sensitization. (GRM Officer, Oyo SCTU) 

 

The importance of GRM in implementing a program dealing with a sensitive issue as money 

cannot be overemphasized. GRM officers highlighted that the mechanism has averted serious 

conflict, and increased the confidence, visibility, and voice of beneficiaries in relation to the 

government. GRM officers had this to say on its benefits:  

 

GRM holds great benefits because it builds the confidence of beneficiaries and encourages 

them to participate in the program and take complete ownership. If they are being listened 

to and their complaints are being addressed, it creates confidence, a sense of ownership 

and belonging to them.  It is one of the systems that we do not joke with because it has to 

do with social accountability. It is one critical deliverable to us in the NASSP. (GRM 

Manager, NASSCO) 

 

Without the GRM, a lot of issues would have happened. Once, some people wanted to 

demonstrate in front of the government house, but we stepped in to calm them and explain 

the situation on the ground. We are the ones listening to the cry of the people, trying to 
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mediate between the government and the beneficiaries of the project. (GRM Officer, 

LASOCU) 

 

Internal Monitoring and Evaluation 

The NASSP has a monitoring and evaluation system for ensuring that the project’s standards 

are maintained in populating the NSR and reducing incidences of bias and corruption. Every 

step of the program is monitored including the ranking of LGAs, the CBT process, poverty 

definition, the credibility of people selected, CBT team performance, the harmonized list, 

selection of GRO volunteers, enumeration process, and so on, are subject to quality assurance. 

The M & E process also involves back-checking the data in the NSR by randomly selecting 

5% of households enumerated by each enumerator, revisiting the households in the 

communities and validating the data collected such as household size and socio-economic 

attributes to detect enumerator and households’ biases. Giving an example of the monitoring 

of the poverty definition, the M & E officer in LASOCU explained: 

The communities are to give their own definition of poverty and not the CBT team 

giving them a Harvard definition. By the time you review CBT reports and see poverty 

definition is ‘somebody living below one calorie’, you will ask yourself: ‘Are you 

telling me that someone who is poor is counting calories? Does the person even know 

what calorie means’. If somebody can tell me ‘calories’, the person must be educated. 

These things are how we know if the CBT teams are following the guidelines and 

putting the right people in the register, or if they are cutting corners. (M & E Officer, 

LASOCU) 

The M & E system also monitors the use of the NSR by other development interventionists 

who request to mine from it to check against abuse and misuse of the register. In addition, the 

system makes provision for monitoring the efficacy of the program through a Beneficiary 

Satisfaction Survey. The survey draws on the understanding, perceptions, and satisfaction of 
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the beneficiaries with the HUP’s objectives, targeting, benefits, etc., and the implementation of 

the program has been modified in response to the findings of the survey.  

 

External Monitoring and Evaluation: Third-Party Independent Monitoring  

In addition to the internal monitoring mechanism that features data quality benchmarks and 

checklists, an additional layer of scrutiny is provided by civil society organizations called Third 

Party Independent Monitors (TPIMs). TPIMs checkmate program stakeholders to ensure 

adherence to established program operating protocols during implementation and they also 

serve as channels of social accountability and transparency by amplifying the voice of 

beneficiaries to the government. One national lead CSO coordinates and provides technical 

oversight for over 12 state-level CSOs that cover 34 states in the country. 

 

TPIMs are selected by the federal government through competitive open calls which are 

described as free and fair because organizations are selected based on their proven institutional 

capacity to monitor and evaluate programs. They must be physically present in the states in 

which they propose to monitor; must prove technical expertise; and present a financial 

proposal. Also, the performance deliverables of CSOs are reviewed at the end of each program 

cycle. The objectives of the TPIMs are to verify payments of cash transfers to beneficiaries; 

establish the amount of cash disbursed by Payment Service Providers (PSP) to beneficiaries; 

check transparency and compliance with principles of identification of the poor and vulnerable 

households; check transparency and compliance with principles of selecting beneficiaries; 

verify functionality of the grievance management mechanism and the effectiveness for 

managing complaints and appeals; assess adequacy of education, information, and 

communication mechanisms of the project at all levels (NASSP TPM Annual Results Scorecard 

Year 1). For instance, they randomly select communities and visit individuals in these 

communities to ascertain their experiences, benefits, and challenges with the program. They 
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also conduct focus group discussions with beneficiaries in this regard and relay the feedback 

to the NCTO and SCTUs for resolution, and the TPIMs still revisit the communities to verify 

the resolutions. All these are presented using an Annual Results Scorecard showing statistics 

on (i) the percentage of complaints satisfactorily addressed within three months of the initial 

complaint being recorded; (ii) the percentage of beneficiaries and non-beneficiaries that report 

they are aware of project objectives and entitlements; and (iii) the percentage of beneficiaries 

that report they are satisfied with the targeted cash transfers. This measure is intended to 

increase citizen engagement and the government’s accountability to its citizens on the use of 

public funds. 

 

Summary: In this chapter, the various policy and programmatic attributes of the HUP were 

examined to provide a background for answering the posed research questions of this thesis. 

Elaborated in this chapter were the program’s origin, institutions, rationale, objectives, 

structure, and implementation procedures including its targeting, enrolment, payment, co-

responsibility, grievance redress, livelihood training, savings group mobilization, and internal 

and external monitoring and evaluation processes. This information provides context for 

understanding the subjective perceptions and experiences of women beneficiaries of the 

program as it relates to their wellbeing and empowerment. 
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CHAPTER SIX: THE GENDER DIMENSION OF THE HUP: SENSITIVE OR 

TRANSFORMATIVE? 

 

This chapter addresses my first research question: Does the HUP integrate gender 

considerations in its design and implementation, and to what extent? The chapter presents the 

perspectives of key informants including program officials at NASSCO, NCTO, LASOCU, 

LSCTU, OYOSOCU, and OYOSCTU on the gender mainstreaming provisions in the 

conceptualization and execution of the HUP. Drawing on the insights offered by 33 key 

informants, this chapter finds that as with most CCTs, women in their role as mothers are the 

protagonists of the HUP because of their perceived innate ability to judiciously manage 

resources for the wellbeing of first their families, and then themselves. They are also the 

nucleus of the program by design because of their disadvantaged position in society and the 

need to build their capacity and empower them.  

 

Given women’s central role in CCTs, feminist scholars have emphasized the importance of 

gender mainstreaming in such programs to ensure that women’s interests are well represented, 

and inequalities are not perpetuated. The gender integration continuum ranges from gender-

sensitive (where the rationale and design of the program consider gender power dynamics with 

no action to address the inequalities), to gender transformative (where the root causes of gender 

inequalities are addressed through structural changes to institutions, policies, and power 

relations). At the barest minimum, some scholars have advocated for gender-sensitive CCTs 

(Jones and Holmes, 2011); however, it is gender-transformative CCTs that can contribute to 

the dismantling of oppressive gender relations and power imbalances for the realization of 

gender equality (Seymour, 2014).  

 

In answering the research question, this chapter shows that the HUP indeed acknowledges the 

implications of gender relations and structures on the operationalization and outcomes of the 

program and initiates some actions to reduce inequalities. However, the gender components 
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integrated into the program merely reflect gender responsiveness rather than transformation. 

This means that there were gender-specific benefits delivered to women but the program’s 

failure to address the systemic gender barriers confronting women threatened the sustainability 

of those gains.  In addition, the chapter highlights some constraints faced by the program 

management in mainstreaming gender in the HUP such as women’s resistance and surface-

level gender mainstreaming practices; and the opportunities for increased impact such as 

capacity-building for gender staff and increased community engagement. 

 

This chapter begins with a broad overview of the policy landscape on gender equality in Nigeria 

and the state’s perspective on the necessity of pursuing the goal of gender equality. This is 

followed by a section analyzing the gender rationale of the program and the gender 

mainstreaming measures adopted in the HUP. This is to understand if and how gender was 

considered in framing the challenge of poverty and vulnerability, and in the design and 

implementation of the program which is intended to address these problems. Next, the chapter 

gives a critical feminist analysis of the program’s provisions to uncover if the program’s gender 

and inclusion strategy targets the structural barriers to equality and the drivers of women’s 

marginalization and discrimination along the axes of difference. The chapter concludes with a 

reflection by gender officials on the gaps and challenges encountered in pushing for the 

prioritization of gender in the program as well as the prospective measures that can be 

implemented to achieve more gender impact. 

 

The Nigerian state’s policy stance on gender equality and women’s empowerment 

The National Gender Policy for Nigeria highlights the government’s commitment to promoting 

the rights and wellbeing of women by eliminating barriers to their rights and full participation 

in national development including discriminatory legislation, traditions, customs, and social 
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norms. The state recognizes that harmful and discriminatory gender-based cultural and 

religious practices have Nigerian society in a chokehold, and these reproduce inequalities and 

women’s subordination to men. The low status of women is further compounded by their 

limited access to education, capital, labour, entrepreneurial skills, and the burden of managing 

their reproductive and productive roles. Hence, women are most susceptible to falling below 

the poverty line and they are most impacted by multi-dimensional poverty. 

 

Through its gender policy framework, the government is set on advancing women’s rights and 

empowering them; eliminating unequal gender power relations in every societal sphere; 

redefining oppressive gender roles with the support and cooperation of men rather than 

separation; increasing women’s participation in leadership and decision-making; driving 

cultural re-orientation on gender; and increasing gender sensitivity in all sectors and gender 

mainstreaming in policy formulation, implementation and evaluation. This is pursued in 

priority policy and action areas relevant to the socio-economic context of Nigeria including 

culture, family, and socialization; gender-based violence; education and training; poverty and 

economic empowerment, employment, and labor; agriculture and rural development; 

environment and natural resources; health and reproductive services; politics and decision 

making; and legal and human rights. The National Gender Policy is in line with several 

international agreements on women’s rights that Nigeria signed such as the Convention on the 

Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW), and the Beijing 

Platform for Action. The National Gender Policy Strategic Framework (Implementation Plan) 

has four main outcomes: Changes in public perception of the roles of women and increasing 

respect for women's rights; protection and promotion of women’s rights; reduction of women 

in poverty; and promotion of national accountability to gender equality.  
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The National Gender Policy indicates that the Nigerian government is attentive to the challenge 

of gender inequality and the government seeks to address it using a multi-pronged approach. 

Key to note is the reference to structural barriers in the form of formal institutions (laws, 

policies, and regulations) and informal institutions (traditions, customs, behaviours, and norms) 

that work against women’s rights and empowerment. It also subscribes to an approach to gender 

equality and empowerment that is based on “cooperative interaction of women and men, and a 

gender culture which entails cooperation and interdependence rather than separation” (NGP 

Situation Analysis/Framework, xix). This echoes the principle of nego-feminism which 

emphasizes “no ego”, collaboration, and compromise on the part of both gender groups (men 

and women) for the realization of gender equality rather than a radical and conflictual 

overthrow of established gender structures.  

 

Moreover, while the policy highlights that women face “[…] challenges in balancing 

reproductive and productive roles, and therefore suffer the most when the two spheres 

(reproductive and productive) meet at crossroads”, there is no reference to the recognition, 

reduction, and redistribution of women’s burden of unpaid care and domestic work in the 

policy’s strategy and intended outcomes. This misses out on addressing a chief driver of 

women’s time poverty, financial dependence, and insecurities.  

 

The Project Implementation Manual of the NASSP highlights that the project was designed to 

“support the Nigeria Gender Policy, which names social protection as a key sector for 

promoting gender equality and mainstreaming gender in development interventions” (NASSP, 

2017, p.6). Hence, it is expected that the HUP would mirror some of the priorities and principles 

of the National Gender Policy with its integration of women in the program. The next section 

critically analyzes the HUP’s structure and operations to understand the gender mainstreaming 

strategy employed in the program. 
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Gender considerations in the design and implementation of the HUP 

Why women? 

As earlier established, once poor households are considered eligible to receive the cash transfer, 

household members are required to identify the primary and alternate caregivers of the 

household – usually the mother and daughter above 18 years old who would be responsible for 

collecting and managing the cash for the wellbeing of the entire household. Caregivers of the 

opposite gender are a rare occurrence and only permitted in special circumstances such as when 

the woman of the household is sick or deceased. During the interviews, HUP officials were 

asked about the government’s rationale for entrusting women with the cash on behalf of their 

households and they highlighted two main reasons for this decision.   

 

First, women’s inclusion is an attempt to empower them to surmount barriers to their rights and 

wellbeing, particularly from an economic perspective. The state acknowledges that society has 

subordinated and marginalized women in household and community decision making, 

economic participation, and several other important areas of life. For instance, the Enrollment 

Officer, OYOSCTU admitted “…in this part of the world, women are mostly at the receiving 

end of every bad thing in the society” while the Head of  MIS, NASSCO noted that “…in the 

African culture, men are considered as household heads and women are disadvantaged and 

vulnerable [hence] it is a deliberate effort to include women by giving them the cash even if 

the man is the household head”. Their access to cash is expected to increase their purchasing 

power, household decision-making power, and participation in the productive sector. The 

impetus to focus on women was homegrown and born out of Nigeria’s poor ranking in the 

Global Gender Gap Index (122 of 144 in 2017); the provisions of the National Gender Policy 

that pushes for the interests of women and girls; and the National Social Protection Policy that 

emphasizes inclusion irrespective of sex, gender, ethnicity, and other social differences. 
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The second reason for women’s integration into the HUP was informed by the gender 

stereotype about women’s resourcefulness, diligence, financial discipline, and selflessness in 

caring for their families. The program administration views women as the most effective 

managers of direct cash because of their money management skills which enable them to 

efficiently budget, save, invest, and spend the cash received for their families. Women are also 

thought to be inherently resourceful and capable of maximizing the smallest amount of money 

in their hands to produce far-reaching results for their households’ benefit. As one official said: 

It has been proven theoretically and empirically that women are more prudent. Women 

are industrious. Women feed the house. Women carry the house. They will make sure 

that whatever is given to them is utilized for the benefit of the household unlike the 

man, who mostly thinks outside of the house and will go and enjoy themselves. 

(Grievance Redress Manager, NASSCO) 

 

In addition, their presumed ‘maternal instinct’ to nurture, care and invest in their families was 

considered an advantage in this regard. This was referenced by a program official: “As a 

woman, I am the one who knows when a child is hungry, when there is a need to buy foodstuff, 

when a child should go to school and when to access healthcare services…” (Head of Co-

responsibility, NCTO). Women, it is argued, would first consider the needs of the household 

when there is an inflow of cash and ensure that these needs are met. These perceived innate 

characteristics of women are advantageous to the survival and success of the HUP because 

women can be trusted to utilize the cash to enhance their households’ quality of life and meet 

the program’s objectives. Women’s empowerment is not the ultimate goal, rather, they are 

allowed to be the direct recipients because they help the program work effectively. The 

response of the Head of Co-responsibility gives a clearer picture of the state’s motive for 

including women in the HUP: 
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If you channel empowerment, opportunities, and training to a woman, she can do a lot. 

She can feed the family, she can send children to school, she can take of herself when 

she’s pregnant, and set up a small business. As the saying goes, if you empower a 

woman, you empower a nation. That is our thinking and I think it was rightly thought 

by the government to identify the woman as the caregiver to receive this support on 

behalf of the household. (Head of Co-responsibility, NCTO) 

 

Therefore, women are seen as vital instruments for realizing the objectives of this household-

centered program, and their efficiency, effectiveness, and ingenuity were directly linked to 

societal gender roles.   

 

Approach to gender mainstreaming in the HUP. 

The centrality of gender to the HUP makes gender issues inescapable in its operationalization. 

As a result, the NASSP integrated various elements that reflect a level of consciousness by the 

government, of the gender dimensions of the HUP, guided by certain policy strategy 

documents. These gender mainstreaming provisions were made in staffing, capacity building, 

and in the delivery of services to beneficiaries. The multi-stage delivery of services including 

the targeting, enrollment, sensitization, accountability mechanism, program governance, and 

monitoring and evaluation are gender-responsive.  These programming processes are examined 

in detail in the following paragraphs, and they are also subjected to a critical feminist lens to 

understand their implications for realizing gender equality and combatting discrimination.  

 

I. Staffing and capacity-building 

The program has a Gender and Social Inclusion Mainstreaming Strategy and a Gender Action 

Plan. The Gender and Social Inclusion Mainstreaming Strategy aims to ensure a gender-

focused and socially inclusive program that promotes equal participation of all social groups; 
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boosts the voice and accountability mechanisms for women, girls and other marginalized social 

groups; improves gender roles and standards; mitigates the occurrence of gender-based 

violence and other gender issues in the household and communities; and produces improved 

economic outcomes for women, girls, men, boys, and other marginalized social groups. The 

strategy emphasizes intersectionality in defining eligible participants in the program 

irrespective of age, physical ability, ethnicity, and other basis of difference. It also focuses on 

the number of women and marginalized groups involved in the program, and increased 

awareness of gender roles, responsibilities, and stereotypes as benchmarks of success in gender 

mainstreaming. As well, an increased number of financially literate and independent women, 

and increased levels of decision-making among women are expected outcomes from the gender 

mainstreaming strategy. These strategy documents indicate that a gender lens was proactively 

applied from program conception and that the realization of gender equality and empowerment 

is prominent, to an extent, in the program’s motivation. 

 

To champion the implementation of the Gender Mainstreaming Strategy and Gender Action 

Plan, the NASSP provides for a gender and inclusion specialist domiciled in NASSCO that 

oversees gender mainstreaming in all areas of program implementation, identifies and 

addresses gender-based constraints, and maintains a continuous commitment to gender equality 

and women’s empowerment across the program. There is also a gender officer in each SOCU 

and SCTU across the different states of the federation who work directly with the gender and 

inclusion specialist to streamline gender practices. Beyond having gender officers, all staff 

across the agencies are trained on how to apply a gender and inclusion lens in the execution of 

their duties from targeting, enrollment, and payment, to grievance redress and monitoring and 

evaluation. This is to ensure that all staff understand how to avoid reinforcing gender 

inequalities and for the staff to identify, flag and refer gender issues like GBV to the appropriate 

authorities. For instance, the program has a Sexual Exploitation and Abuse/Sexual Harassment 
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Action Plan that complements the Gender and Social Inclusion Mainstreaming Strategy. It 

establishes a framework to prevent and effectively address the occurrence of sexual 

exploitation, abuse, and harassment among program staff in their relations with beneficiaries 

of the program. This is because the power hierarchy between program officials and 

beneficiaries can serve as a breeding ground for sexual abuse, harassment, and exploitation 

since beneficiaries are dependent on officials to receive their benefits. Hence, program officials 

are trained to be aware of these power imbalances and avoid reinforcing beneficiaries’ 

vulnerability. 

 

II. Programming processes 

 

From an operational perspective, the claim to gender mainstreaming in the HUP is the 

percentage of women who are enrolled as beneficiaries of the program. The program boasts 

that 94% of beneficiaries are women and that women are the preferred primary and alternate 

caregivers selected by the program to collect the benefits for their families. The expectation is 

that men, the household heads would work together with women, the caregivers and respect 

women’s rights to partake in decision-making regarding the use of the money. The program 

also ensures that women’s views are adequately represented in the CBT process by having 

women-only groups in addition to other social groups that deliberate on the meaning of poverty 

and identify the poor in their communities. Another measure is the compulsory gender balance 

in communities’ nomination of Grievance Redress Volunteers. Communities are mandated to 

select a woman and a man as volunteers to represent the community and receive grievances 

related to the NSR and HUP.  Not only does this give women leadership positions in their 

communities but it also makes it more convenient for women beneficiaries to comfortably 

register complaints on sensitive issues which only fellow women may understand.  
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In addition, the program goes beyond gender to ensure that there is no discrimination in 

program participation based on physical and mental (dis)ability, ethnicity, religion, and they 

would argue, age. This was captured in the Gender and Social Inclusion Specialist’s response: 

The program ensures that gender equality and inclusion are prioritized. In targeting, for 

instance, the targeting team must not discriminate. When they go into a community and 

women don’t come out of the house, they insist to community stakeholders that the 

voices of women should be heard. In a community where people with disabilities are 

not allowed outside of their homes, they sensitize the stakeholders on the importance 

of including these socially excluded in communal activities. If you have a community 

somewhere in Lagos populated by internal migrants or ethnic minorities, we must reach 

those places whether they are far away or we have to cross rivers. We do not leave 

anyone behind even when they are in hard-to-reach areas as long as they are citizens of 

the country. (Gender and Inclusion Specialist, NASSCO) 

 

The program also has a standard response strategy to address gender-based violence in the 

household and community which tend to be prevalent with programs of this nature. Some 

beneficiaries experience physical, emotional, and financial abuse by their partners because of 

their access to the cash. According to the Gender Officer, Lagos SCTU: “When the women do 

not want to give the money to their husbands, the husbands will say ‘because they gave you 

money now, you think you can just do anyhow you like?’ GBV is rampant because sometimes 

men’s egos get in the way”. Similarly, the Gender Officer Lagos SOCU remarked: “Some 

women that receive it usually have some challenges at home because the husband will want to 

manage the cash and not the women, so this has led to some domestic issues in the household”. 

In other cases, “the husband may say ‘oh you think that you are in charge now that you are 

receiving all of this money’ or ‘no you cannot go out and have any business of your own so 

that you do not become the man in the house’ and then verbal and physical abuse follows”.  
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Women have the option of reporting such incidents to the program administration using any of 

the GRM channels as both the GRM and GBV frameworks are complementary. The grievances 

are then forwarded to gender officers that initiate the program’s GBV response pathway which 

is enabled by collaboration with the Ministries of Gender and Social Development, Health, 

Justice, Youth Development, and other non-governmental partners. Although an official 

referral directory is still being developed, the gender officer can refer the GBV case to family 

support units of the police, health clinics, women's shelters, legal services, etc. depending on 

the nature of the violence. Beneficiaries must give express consent for referral and where 

necessary, persecution of their spouses but this is rare due to fear of stigmatization.  

 

The gender officers also engage in frequent sensitization of communities on equitable gender 

relations and inclusion. Topics include sex roles, gender roles and responsibilities, equity and 

fairness in decision-making, participation, and access to resources especially for disadvantaged 

groups, gender-based violence and the need for IPV survivors to speak out, but to mention a 

few.  These sensitization exercises are to change gender discriminatory attitudes, norms, and 

practices at the onset of the program. Also, sensitization is deployed when husbands attempt to 

resist equitable gender relations in areas like decision-making, control of resources, care, and 

in cases of gender-based violence. Women are sensitized on their expected roles in the 

household and society which transcends their traditional responsibilities in the domestic sphere 

while men are sensitized to create room for women to play unconventional roles in the 

household and society and share domestic responsibilities with their wives to relieve their 

burdens. 
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III. Programming outcomes as reported by program officials. 

From the perspective of program officials, the HUP promotes gender equality and women’s 

empowerment due to the numerous success stories recorded among program beneficiaries. As 

a result of the program, women have been able to send their children to school, start and expand 

businesses, accumulate assets like land and machinery, gain confidence, build decision-making 

power, and increase their sense of belonging in their communities. Some examples of success 

stories were given by officials, and specific stories highlighted the importance of the program 

for women and their households. As one respondent noted: “[Women] couldn’t send their 

children to school before but now with the cash transfer, they can pay the fees, and buy 

uniforms and books” (Livelihood Officer, LSCTU). Another highlighted that “women have 

sent their children to learn vocational skills and are even supporting their children in higher 

institutions” (Gender Officer, OYOSCTU). A second major success is linked to improved 

transportation, an example that was deemed “a mega success story” and the respondent 

explained: “All the savings groups in one local government area came together and bought 8 

tricycles worth 1.3 million each” in a bid to address transportation challenges in their 

community (Livelihood Officer, LSCTU). Officials were convinced that participation in the 

program was beneficial for women’s economic status because they had set up small businesses, 

with some even owning large farms, livestock, production machines, and other assets that they 

could not access before the program. An official pointed out that women’s improved economic 

conditions impacted their self-esteem “because they now feel themselves as being valuable to 

the society [...] more useful to themselves and even […] useful to their families (Gender 

Officer, OYOSOCU). Officials noted that women’s minds were expanded to see new 

possibilities of what they could achieve, how their voices could be heard, and how important 

they could be in society. The change in women’s self-perception and society’s perceptions of 

them was explained further in this quote by a gender official:  
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When you feel empowered, when you have something that you are doing, there is more 

confidence to move around. You feel like you have worth and prestige…that's the kind 

of mentality the women have now. It's a sense of belonging. It is not just daddies who 

are going out to make money and coming back home...mummies are also doing it. 

Someone told me: ‘Before, my husband would just come, drop money and tell me what 

to do but now he will ask me how we should spend the money or how my group is 

contributing. I feel like I'm part of it now. We discuss how to spend the money and I 

feel so important’. That was the word she said.  (Gender and Inclusion Specialist, 

NASSCO) 

 

On a final note, concerning the program’s outcome from a gender mainstreaming lens, the HUP 

collects and reports gender-disaggregated data using the Beneficiary Satisfaction Survey 

(BSS). As mentioned earlier, the survey measures the level of program knowledge and 

satisfaction among beneficiaries and non-beneficiaries on issues such as awareness of program 

objectives/entitlements, satisfaction with targeting and enrolment processes, satisfaction with 

cash payment system, pattern of expenditure, and so on. This data allows the program 

administrators to unpack the differentiated experiences and impact of the program on women 

and the minority of men that are included. 

 

Discussion: A critical feminist analysis of the gender mainstreaming efforts in the 

HUP 
 

The review of the HUP’s components, structure, and operations shows the attention given to 

gender at various levels of the program. Pointing to this is the presence of a Gender and Social 

Inclusion Mainstreaming Strategy; a Gender Action Plan; a Sexual Exploitation and 

Abuse/Sexual Harassment Action Plan; a GBV response pathway; and a GRM to receive 

gender-related complaints. The gender mainstreaming efforts are laudable and the strategy to 
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manage gender-specific vulnerabilities and risks occurring as a result of the intervention such 

as sexual exploitation and harassment, physical, verbal and emotional abuse, and intimate 

partner violence is proactive. The promotion of gender equality and empowerment is an 

embedded objective of the program as is evident in the program’s empowerment rationale, and 

beneficiaries’ recorded economic and psychological outcomes. To an extent, the program is 

also conscious of intersecting vulnerabilities that can affect the experiences of women, hence, 

it considers along with gender, other differences such as ethnicity, (dis)ability, religion, and 

age. 

 

Nonetheless, the program administration’s gender mainstreaming actions fall short of 

transformative. For example, the predominance of women as program beneficiaries and the 

selection of women as cash recipients due to their altruistic caregiving roles in the household 

were lauded as evidence of the program’s attention to gender issues but this implementation 

indicator is questionable (Moser et al., 1995). This amounts to merely ‘counting women’ 

involved in the program rather than making their involvement count for the goal of gender 

equality and women’s empowerment (Paffenholz et al., 2016). The significant numerical 

representation or headcount of women participating in the program is not a determinant of their 

ability to challenge gender imbalances and transform unequal gender relations because 

headcount can also hide as much as they reveal (Waal, 2006; Baruah, 2005; Ragetlie et al., 

2021).  

 

Much more important is the quality and precision of the program’s different components 

particularly in addressing the economic and social vulnerabilities that plague women in 

Nigeria. Crucial questions to consider in this regard are: Does the HUP support the necessary 

conditions for women to acquire knowledge and productive skills, establish sustainable 

businesses, increase income, gather assets, and access financial services that would guarantee 
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economic freedom and security? Does the program directly or indirectly recognize, reduce, or 

redistribute the care burden of women; ameliorate time poverty; alter discriminatory gender 

stereotypes; improve women’s agency and status; overthrow enduring discriminatory ideas and 

beliefs on gender roles and responsibilities; and other social barriers? These questions are most 

relevant to assessing the gender considerations of the program rather than the percentage of 

women enrolled in the HUP and these themes will be examined in detail in chapters 7 and 8. 

 

 Furthermore, the intent of women’s inclusion and the approach to achieving gender equality 

and empowerment are not well aligned with the political goal of gender equality. A critical 

feminist lens reveals that although the program aims to empower women, the improvement in 

their wellbeing is not primarily for their benefit but for their families – to send their children to 

school, feed their families, and meet other household needs that are of interest to the program. 

Women are also included as cash recipients because, in comparison to men, they are known to 

be prudent spenders and able to prioritize expenditure on household necessities and human 

capital development. The HUP’s strategy emphasizes the instrumentality of women in 

addressing poverty and broader development challenges – a clear reflection of the efficiency 

argument of the 1970s promoted by liberal feminist scholars under the WID framework (Razavi 

& Miller, 1995; Tinker, 1990). In this approach, women’s integration into the anti-poverty 

agenda of the state is considered a win-win situation since women can promote the efficiency 

of the program while securing some improvements in their material conditions compared to 

men (Tabbush, 2009; Bradshaw, 2008; Boserup, 1970).  Aside from placing the burden of 

development on women, the efficiency approach fails to question and challenge the existing 

economic structures, unequal power hierarchies and gender relations that are responsible for 

women’s position in society. The transfer of resources to women simply cannot secure gender 

equality and empowerment (Bradshaw, 2008).   

 



 

 181 

The framing of gender issues in the HUP programming is also reminiscent of the World Bank’s 

‘smart economics’ concept, presented in its World Development Report 2012. The concept 

simply reinstitutes the WID ideology of the 1970s in contemporary times (Chant and 

Sweetman, 2012). Smart economics constructs women as entrepreneurs and consumers who 

through participation in the free market can lift themselves, their households, and communities 

out of poverty due to their nurturing nature while boosting the productivity of private 

corporations and national economies (Roberts & Soederberg, 2012; Roberts, 2015). This idea 

is rooted in the neoliberal assumption that access to ‘neutral’ markets and opportunities will 

produce economic growth and the benefits will trickle down even to the poorest and most 

marginalized groups in developing countries. In this business case for gender equality framing, 

investment in women is rationalized not because of its intrinsic and moral value but for the 

primary motive of achieving neoliberal goals such as market expansion and other development 

goals like health and education. An excessive demand is placed on women’s time, skills, and 

labor to realize development while the structural barriers to their self-actualization and 

collective mobilization for equality are ignored (Cornwall & Rivas, 2015). Although women’s 

immediate needs are addressed in the HUP, at best they remain superficial temporary results-

based actions that evade the bigger systemic causes of the oppression and discrimination that 

women have individually and collectively.  

 

As a World Bank-funded and supported program, it is no surprise that the HUP adopts the 

WID/smart economics ideas in addressing women’s needs (World Bank, 2012; Roberts, 2015; 

Ferguson, 2014). The program acknowledges the numerous constraints that women face in the 

form of domestic and sexual violence, heavy burden of unpaid care work, limited decision-

making power, and limited access to capital and other financial resources and services. 

However, the program’s justification for promoting women’s rights and empowerment is 

flawed.  Choosing women as recipients because of their caregiving role reifies and validates 
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the predominant gender stereotypes, roles, and responsibilities that contribute to women’s 

disadvantaged position in society. It further entrenches women in the domestic sphere without 

the necessary provisions that would purposefully reduce and redistribute their care work. The 

children in the beneficiary households are the intended primary recipients of the program’s 

benefits especially for their health, education, and nutrition. As such, the gains in women’s 

material conditions are secondary and transformations in their structural gender conditions are 

negligible on the program’s agenda (Molyneux, 2008; Chant, 2016; Bartholo, 2016).  

 

This is not to deny that some aspects of the program attempt to break new ground by 

transferring the cash directly to women; providing opportunities for women to make decisions 

on their households’ expenditure in collaboration with their partners; encouraging women to 

exercise their voice and demand accountability from the state through its grievance redress 

mechanism; and providing access to financial services and skills they hitherto struggled to 

access. Yet, the program’s strategy to promote women’s interests principally focuses on 

transferring resources and creating awareness through sensitization exercises about the need 

for equality between men and women. While frequent sensitization has its place in shifting 

norms and behaviors, decisive gender-parity provisions within the program are required to 

move the needle in realizing the goal of gender equality and women’s empowerment.  

 

A NASSCO official opined that the program aims to be gender-sensitive and not 

transformative; in that it works around the barriers to gender parity rather than seeking to 

overthrow the prevailing order: 

 

The programme is gender sensitive and not transformative because we are not doing 

like a woman empowerment programme or girl child education specifically. It is gender 

sensitive. So how do you ensure the programme is gender sensitive? If you look at our 

Beneficiary Satisfaction Survey (BSS), we have a lot of indicators that are segregated 



 

 183 

by gender like the percentage of female beneficiaries, program awareness, targeting 

fairness and so on which are all targeted towards women. Also, by emphasizing the 

implementation to the woman as the caregiver even though it is the household we are 

targeting. If a man refuses for his wife to be enrolled as the caregiver even after duly 

sensitizing him, the programme has to allow the man to be selected. So, the program is 

gender sensitive. (Head of MERL, NASSCO) 

 

This suggests that the program is not keen on transforming gender power relations beyond the 

gains that can be achieved through sensitization and other established program components. 

By leaning toward quick technical fixes to gender inequality issues, the program administration 

is avoiding the messy task of upsetting the long-standing gender order. Sensitization exercises 

must also be backed up with program components that challenge these structural barriers and 

transform beliefs and attitudes on gender roles and responsibilities among beneficiaries.  

 

 Challenges and Opportunities in Upholding Gender Interests in the HUP 

While gender is mentioned in the HUP and commitments to involving women are clear, it is 

important to also understand the opportunities and challenges experienced by the gender 

advocates in prioritizing gender concerns within the program. These are examined within the 

context of the institutional dynamics and operational processes involved in gender 

mainstreaming based on the HUP’s Gender and Social Inclusion Mainstreaming Strategy and 

its Gender Action Plan.  

 

In the first part of this section, I provide a discussion of the different obstacles faced by gender 

officers working within the operational institutions of the HUP. I summarize these obstacles 

here under two main themes: women’s role in their own oppression and the inadequate 

integration of gender mainstreaming at the grassroots.  
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Women are complicit in their oppression.  

One theme that emerged from the perspectives of gender officers concerning their interactions 

with women within the program was ‘the culture of silence’. This refers to the tendency among 

women to condone and conceal different forms of abuse from their partners for fear of societal 

stigma and to protect their families. These abuses can arise from their partner’s discontent with 

their wives’ increased control over money, confidence, and decision-making power. The subject 

of money control at the household level is inherently sensitive and with programs such as the 

HUP that put money in the hands of women rather than men, gender tensions are expected. 

Women also resist the notion of equality with their husbands due to the intergenerational 

cultural orientation that their husbands are their superiors. In response to these, gender officers 

continue to sensitize and encourage women to use the GBV provisions of the program to report 

and address oppression in their homes. However, some women’s refusal to cooperate with the 

gender officers to advocate for their rights and improve their status within their households and 

communities frustrates the gender officers’ efforts.  

 

The gender officers observed a “culture of silence” around reporting GBV because of concerns 

about “trying to protect their homes”. This tells us about the deep desire to keep private matters 

to themselves, so the outside world remains unaware of these issues, something that the 

informants referred to as a “cultural thing”. A key informant provided an example of a woman 

who “reported that the money she's supposed to have been receiving to help the family doesn't 

get to her because her partner collects it and when asked if she reported this, the woman said 

‘no” (Gender Officer, LSCTU). While the woman wanted the officer to know about it, she 

didn’t want anything done about it and the key informant explained how this was challenging 

for her work.  
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The key informant provided a second example of the “culture of silence” that she had to deal 

with during a sensitization exercise at a riverine community. Women were even more 

concerned about the implications for their husbands if they spoke rather than their own 

wellbeing. They asked, “Can we really report? Will our husbands get into trouble because we 

report”? (Gender Officer, LSCTU).  The women were also unreceptive of the notion that they 

could be equal or even prosper more than their husbands because it was culturally 

inappropriate. When the gender officers get responses such as “No! He is my head so I can’t 

be richer” (Gender Officer, LSCTU), the gender officers conclude that the women are not 

interested in equality. Women who do not conform to this idea can face social risk just as when 

a woman openly expressed interest in the resources available for reporting GBV. The key 

informant noted that “other women started saying [to her] ‘What are you reporting? We don’t 

see such cases here, so you don't need to take her [the gender officer’s] number. Everyone is 

fine” (Lagos SCTU, Gender Officer). The gender officers keep encouraging women to speak 

up about harmful gender-based experiences as concerns the HUP but women’s resistance stalls 

progress. 

 

Gender mainstreaming is not integrated to the grassroots level.  

Another factor that challenges the work of gender officers in pursuing women’s interests in the 

HUP’s design and implementation is the omission of the local government/grassroots from the 

gender mainstreaming structure. Gender officers of the program emphasized that the program 

officers at the local government level such as the Desk Officers, Cash Transfer Facilitators, and 

Grievance Redress Officers are not knowledgeable and purposely trained on gender issues. 

This gap is deleterious to the gender equality objective of the program because the local 

government officers are in closest contact with the communities in comparison with gender 

officers at the state and federal level. These officers are best positioned to interact, observe, 
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detect, and receive complaints on gender tensions due to their frequent engagement with 

communities. However, this opportunity is missed when they cannot identify, report, and 

resolve such issues. From the gender officers’ perspectives, the knowledge gap can be filled by 

having gender officers at the local government level to mediate and address gendered 

oppression, but this is not a provision within the project. One gender officer remarked: 

 

There is no gender focus or gender officers at the local governments. Any report we 

have will come through the Grievance Redress Officers and most of them don't even 

know what gender issues are. State staff are trained but they are not the ones in the 

community. Sometimes when we demand the GROs in the local government to report 

on gender issues, they will say ‘No gender issue, people are not reporting’.  But when 

I have casual conversations with the CTFs or the desk officers about beneficiaries, I 

will tell them: ‘What you are explaining to me now is a GBV issue’. They don't know 

it, so they are not reporting it. (Gender Officer, Oyo SCTU) 

 

The implications of this gap in knowledge and skills among the program officials are quite 

significant for addressing the adverse effects of the program on gender relations. It stands out 

in particular because the local government staff have the most frequent interactions with 

program beneficiaries, whether during the staff monitoring visits or when beneficiaries make 

visits to their offices for inquiries. What is not understood cannot be flagged, reported, and 

resolved. Hence, not only are GBV and other gender issues likely underreported in the 

program’s data, but some women are suffering in silence as a result of the program’s capacity-

building blind spot. The program ought to improve the lives of beneficiaries rather than inflict 

additional harm, so adequate training for grassroots officials is essential.  

 

In the second part of this section, gender officials of the HUP highlight the various perceived 

opportunities for improved gender mainstreaming outcomes in the program. These 
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opportunities can be summarized as program-wide gender mainstreaming training; increased 

engagement of gender officials with the communities; and increased sensitization of all 

stakeholders on gender issues.   These opportunities are examined below. 

 

Capacity building on gender mainstreaming for HUP staff. 

To strengthen the program’s gender equality processes and outcomes, it is essential for all staff, 

particularly those at the local government level with frequent and sustained engagement with 

beneficiaries in their natural environment to be trained thoroughly on gender issues. The Desk 

Officers, CTFs, and Grievance Redress Officers at the grassroots are the eyes and ears of the 

program administration and are obligated to report and escalate complaints and relevant 

incidents to the other agencies at the state and federal level. With the absence of orientation 

and training for these staff on gender issues, they would be unable to identify and investigate 

such issues when they arise in their course of work. This gap in knowledge and experience 

constitutes a missing link in the gender mainstreaming efforts of the gender department and 

can derail their efforts to promote gender equality and empowerment. Providing training and 

workshops for these officials would ensure that incidences of oppressive gender relations and 

tensions in the communities rarely slip through the cracks. This will improve the collaboration 

and synergy in gender mainstreaming across the different levels of the program, and also reduce 

women’s vulnerabilities in their households and communities. Alternatively, gender officers 

can also be strategically placed at the local government offices such that there are gender 

officers at the federal, state, and local government levels. Conditional cash transfers are highly 

gendered initiatives, and gender interests must be preserved by informed and skilled program 

officers.  The need for training on gender issues and gender-focused interventions is recognized 

by the program officers interviewed, particularly the Gender Officers who have had staff 

explicitly request this training.  As one of the Gender Officers said she was approached by a 

Desk Officer with this request: “Give us training. You keep telling us to report gender issues, 
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but can't you see that we always say there are no gender issues? Let's know what this your 

gender is all about”. As the Gender Officer observed, this training is vital because the staff can 

only act on what they receive in reports: “If there is no report, that means there is no gender 

issues” (Gender Officer, Oyo SCTU). 

 

Increased community visits for Gender Officers  

Another identified opportunity to enhance the work of Gender Officers within the program is 

to increase the allotted time for their community visits. As it stands, the program only makes 

provision for monthly community visits by Gender Officers. Since there are only two Gender 

Officers in an entire state (one in each state’s SOCU and SCTU), both officers would have to 

visit as many as 12 local government areas in Lagos state and 33 local government areas in 

Oyo state within a month. Not only does this overstretch the officers, but it is also almost 

impossible to effectively monitor the operationalization of gender mainstreaming in the 

communities with only brief monthly visits. This is emphasized by the gender personnel in the 

OYOSCTU: 

The reason why this program is being implemented is based on gender. They said that 

they want to ensure gender this and gender that. We are agitating that they should 

increase the number of community visits because it should not be monthly. We cannot 

even touch all the LGAs in that time. We are restricted, unlike the GRM department 

which has more time to visit. The gender department does not have that opportunity 

and the GRM officers cannot get all these GBV cases in the communities. I am the only 

gender officer from the cash transfer office in the whole state, so more time has to be 

given to community visits (Gender Officer, Oyo SCTU). 
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From the foregoing, there is a need for intensified engagement with communities either through 

the allocation of more time and resources for frequent visits by gender officers or the 

employment of more gender officers. 

 

 Increased sensitization of all stakeholders on gender issues 

Although awareness creation and sensitization on gender equality are key pillars of the gender 

mainstreaming strategy of the HUP, these efforts need to be intensified to effectively shift 

gender-discriminatory attitudes and perceptions which are prevalent not only among men and 

boys but also among women and girls. In communities, patriarchal ideas and perceptions have 

been reinforced across generations and validated by culture, thus making it a herculean task to 

propagate the message of equality between genders and sexes. A gender officer emphasized 

that “people that are being abused or excluded don’t even know they are being abused or how 

to handle it because it feels normal. Some even see it as a norm, because [in their view] we are 

women, that’s how God made it” (Gender Officer, Oyo SOCU). The sensitization is needed for 

women, men, boys, and girls in the communities, but also within the program administration 

and among other stakeholders. NASSCO and NCTO have made strides in creating an 

environment where gender equality can be promoted by establishing the Grievance Redress 

Mechanism, developing a GBV referral directory, and ensuring occasional sensitization 

exercises in communities but efforts need to be intensified to tackle these deep-rooted 

patriarchal mindsets and behaviors against gender equality and women ‘s empowerment. 

Summary: In addressing my first question: Does the HUP integrate gender considerations 

in its design and implementation, and to what extent? this chapter relied on the insights 

provided by 33 key informants. The chapter highlighted the government’s stance on gender 

equality and women’s empowerment and presented the multilevel gender mainstreaming 

provisions integrated into the HUP. The findings indicate that the program administration 
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proactively recognizes the intricate link between the HUP and gender equality concerns, and 

attempts to address these concerns through its staffing, capacity-building provisions, and other 

operational processes such as data collection, targeting, grievance redress, community 

sensitization exercises, and so on. The program also points to the positive economic and 

psychological outcomes of women as an indicator of the effectiveness of its gender 

mainstreaming efforts.  

 

Despite the reported provisions and success in meeting women’s practical needs, the program 

still reinforces traditional gender roles and responsibilities, and instrumentalizes women to the 

detriment of the goal of gender equality and empowerment. The chapter also reveals how 

gender mainstreaming efforts are impeded by women’s resistance to change, the 

incomprehensive gender staffing provisions, and the limited opportunities for engagement at 

the grassroots. The need for increased capacity-building opportunities, community engagement 

for gender officials, and sensitization on gender issues among stakeholders was also 

highlighted as a critical need if the program is to better target the gender-specific vulnerabilities 

faced by women. In the following chapter, the focus is shifted to the women beneficiaries of 

the program to understand, from their perspective, what constitutes wellbeing/flourishing/the 

good life and the role that the HUP plays in promoting or impeding their notions of 

wellbeing/flourishing/the good life. 
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CHAPTER 7: ‘BETA DON COME’: UNDERSTANDING FLOURISHING FROM THE 

PERSPECTIVE OF WOMEN BENEFICIARIES 

 

What does flourishing mean to poor women? 
 

Attention to women’s wellbeing and rights (what I analyze as flourishing) in the context of 

CCTs has been sparse. The literature has largely focused on outcomes in children’s education, 

health, nutrition, household consumption, and expenditure which are benefits derived by 

women’s households and not women as individuals (Laszlo et al., 2019). This informed the 

research question on which this chapter focuses: 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? This chapter presents the voices of 63 women beneficiaries of the program and 6 

men as they share their subjective experiences with the program and its influence on their 

wellbeing.  

 

However, the concept of wellbeing is not presumed owing to its relativity across contexts, 

groups, and individuals. To understand wellbeing, the research draws on the concept of human 

flourishing - a state of total human wellbeing where every part of an individual’s life is good 

(Vanderweele, 2017a; de la Fuente et al., 2020). Considering wellbeing through the lens of 

human flourishing brings multiple dimensions of wellbeing into focus to allow for a well-

rounded understanding of individual wellbeing. The concept of flourishing was also integrated 

with a transformative gender lens to account for those gender-specific elements of wellbeing 

and gendered power relations that would otherwise be lost in analysis. The result of this is the 

feminist flourishing lens which is useful in deciphering women’s perceptions of wellbeing or 

a good life and how these have been influenced by their participation in the HUP.    The study 

did not impose wellbeing meanings on the respondents but first asked, what 

wellbeing/flourishing meant to women as individuals and the components that mattered most 
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in defining flourishing/wellbeing. An open-ended question was posed to women to obtain their 

unique views on what they considered a flourishing life, and this was supplemented by prompt 

questions to better understand perceptions of wellbeing. The most frequent discussions of 

flourishing centred around economic security, followed by other themes such as peace of mind 

and happiness, physical health, social relationships, spirituality and religion, and relationship 

with the environment. The rest of the chapter examines the identified dimensions of wellbeing, 

followed by an assessment of how the HUP impacts these different wellbeing components. 

 

Flourishing means economic security.  

Economic security was the most popular response provided by women when asked what they 

understood as the components of flourishing. Due to the nature of the program, beneficiaries 

were financially constrained and consequently had limited access to necessities including 

proper nutrition, education, healthcare, housing, and safe drinking water, so it comes as little 

surprise that economic security was directly linked to perceptions of flourishing. Being 

financially stable was equated with freedom because as a woman observed, “when there is 

money and business is stable, there is nothing you cannot do” (Tayo, Oyo): there is freedom to 

make purchases without fear, start new businesses, raise good children, and learn new skills. 

In the words of one woman who described what she understands as a good life, flourishing is 

about having ‘plenty’. This means having ‘money and a good job or business’ (Bunmi, Lagos).  

 

Indeed, a steady income flow, whether through a business or job was identified as the bedrock 

of having a good life. For the participants in the HUP, money constitutes a means to live in 

dignity and to afford to have and do what matters most, rather than being an end in itself. In all 

their responses, beneficiaries never referenced the receipt of benefits or grants as a source of 

money but emphasized the income flow through businesses and jobs. Their attitude towards 

generating income contradicts arguments in the literature that providing benefits to the poor 
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perpetuates laziness and keeps them stuck in poverty (Meth, 2004). The women viewed money 

as the catalyst to achieve their other wellbeing priorities and it is clear that they understood the 

importance of having thriving businesses for achieving their goals. Hence, economic security 

was an important dimension of flourishing for the women in the study. 

 

Flourishing means peace of mind and happiness.   

Another component of flourishing that women valued was peace of mind with references to 

happiness. The women beneficiaries believed that freedom from anxiety, stress, and worry 

guaranteed the good life, and this was chiefly linked to having financial security. Again, this 

points to beneficiaries’ preoccupation with achieving financial stability given their low socio-

economic status, and the impact of that money can have on their mental health. Aside from 

enabling them to purchase goods and services that can bring a feeling of satisfaction and 

comfort, money also gives them agency to deal with negative events that may arise and 

consequently reduce their stress and worry. For example, one woman noted that in the absence 

of money, there is no agency to act and a person “will be thinking of how […] to handle the 

situation and be running helter-skelter and will not have peace of mind" (Oyinkan, Oyo). 

However, not all concepts of peace of mind and happiness were tied to financial stability. For 

some, this component of flourishing is found in immaterial things such as having a healthy 

family or simply being alive. This aspect of peace of mind was referenced in the response of a 

woman beneficiary:  

 

A good life means happiness. A good life is a life that is sweet/happy. Whether I have 

or not, it is that I wake up in the morning and thank God for a good life, that my children 

are not sick, and my husband is not sick, and I am happy (Mosunmola, Ibadan).  
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Others linked their happiness to having a good relationship with God because God guarantees 

peace of mind even when life has turmoil. For example, a woman in Oyo state said: 

 

When someone has peace of mind, the person will live a comfortable life. When there 

are troubles/problems/issues today and every other day, whether on your children or 

any challenges you have especially, if you are not close to God, the peace you have will 

be limited. But someone who has a good relationship with God will have peace. At least 

if there is anything, God is with you. – (Mayowa, Oyo) 

Although different sources of peace of mind and happiness emerged from the women’s 

responses, it is clear that it is a well-valued flourishing dimension that is linked in various ways 

to other dimensions of flourishing as is seen in the following sections. 

 

Flourishing means physical health. 

Closely linked to peace of mind and happiness, women highlighted that physical health is a 

necessity to live a good and purposeful life “...because without good health, there is nothing 

you can do” (Mayowa, Oyo). The absence of health constrains their ability to do the things that 

are important to them such as “go[ing] from one place to another to find jobs, run[ning] 

businesses, and do[ing] other things to care for the family” (Halima, Lagos). For Halima, good 

health even supersedes money in importance because “good health is good life [and] if you do 

not have good health, you cannot even spend the money if you have it”. Another quote by a 

respondent highlights the importance of health: she said “The number one important thing is 

good health and long life because when you have money and you don’t have good health, that 

person is nothing”. She goes on to highlight the important role the government must play in 

recognizing good health as flourishing, calling for improved healthcare facilities and more 

advanced hospitals “so everyone will have good health” (Funmi, Oyo).  For the women 
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beneficiaries, good health is the foundation for enjoying a long, active, and flourishing life with 

meaning and purpose.  

 

Flourishing means having social relationships.  

The importance of having a support system consisting of family and friends was underscored 

by beneficiaries in their description of a flourishing life. Beneficiaries alluded to the roles that 

this group of people can play in sharing information, offering advice, financial support, and 

emotional support especially when coping with setbacks, difficulties, and life stresses. A 

beneficiary of the program explained the importance of social support for a good life by 

highlighting the value of community and the shortcomings of being too individualistic because 

wellbeing is anchored on knowing that you have people who will support you in need and that 

you in turn will support when they need you. In her words: 

 

Anything a person wants to do in this life cannot be done alone. You need to have 

support in your corner – maybe a supporter in money, a supporter in prayer, or a 

supporter in advice. Not only from family but from friends too or an elderly person. 

Everybody needs that type of support to succeed in life. (Christiana, Lagos) 

 

Another woman concurred on the importance of social relationships but this time, with 

emphasis on its value for enjoying mental health. She commented: 

 

It is very good to have friends…to mingle and have people that can accompany you in 

your life journey. It is very good because loneliness can kill, and before you know it a 

person can even run mental because of loneliness. Friends are needed for a happy life. 

A friend is somebody that when you’re in need, you can rest on, rely on, and talk to. 

Because if you have something on your mind and you don’t associate or mingle or talk 
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to someone, the thing can affect your system. So, you must pour it out on somebody 

who can just bring comfort to you.  (Tope, Lagos) 

 

 

Interestingly, opinions were divided on the necessity of family and friends to lead a good life, 

and this was largely because of the negative past experiences of some beneficiaries in their 

relationships. Beneficiaries pointed out that friends and, in some cases, family members can be 

detrimental to one’s wellbeing for reasons such as jealousy, ill-intent, betrayal, and deception. 

The difficulty in finding genuine individuals dwindled their desire to have a company of friends 

and therefore their overall social network. A few people felt that the most important social 

connections are those with their immediate families namely their husbands and children 

because “some friends will lead you to the right part and some will mislead you” (Fauziyat, 

Oyo). Another woman agreed, stating that she does not warm up to friends because friends tend 

to hurt people. Others even extended this caution to their relationships with family members 

like their parents and siblings because it is not wise to constantly interact with them and 

“[women should] just face what they have in their husband’s house” (Mayowa, Oyo). Also, one 

man noted the value of family for advice and support only but not for financial matters. In his 

opinion, “Nobody gives without expecting anything in return and when they give help, they 

become puffed up” (James, Oyo). 

 

From these responses, one can glean that in various ways, social ties and networks impact 

individuals’ flourishing outcomes. For those who have highlighted the negative aspect of 

friends and family on their flourishing, their position is hinged on the quality and characteristics 

of people that they have encountered as opposed to the very idea of social support. This 

highlights the need for people to establish their own parameters of what kind of support and 

what sort of community gives them a sense of flourishing. The agency or ability of a person to 
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know herself and trust her own instincts on who to associate with determines if flourishing can 

be achieved through social relationships. 

 

Another interesting dimension of social support that emerged from women’s responses was 

having spouses and children. In Nigeria, familial roles are central to women’s identities, and 

they are groomed to first be good daughters and trained to excel in their roles as wives and 

mothers. There are stigmas associated first, with being a spinster and second, with being a wife 

without children (Oyebade, 2016). Hence, women typically aspire to marry, raise children, and 

manage homes due to the high value that society attaches to marriage and motherhood for 

women’s relevance. Six women in this study, therefore expressed how attaining these goals 

were central to flourishing for them. One woman said that having “a husband who is taking 

care of you” is the link to happiness and a good life and another mentioned the importance of 

a good marriage devoid of marital problems for flourishing. One participant talked about how 

having a husband and children gives women a sense of being “complete” because “when you 

are in a marriage and you don’t give birth to children, it’s a problem”. This signals that children 

can give women a sense of security and stability in their marriages that affords them peace of 

mind. Women also derive a sense of satisfaction, meaning and purpose in raising their children 

to be successful, independent, and useful members of society.  

 

Yet, the importance of children was not limited to these but also linked to women’s future 

flourishing. The women viewed children as their guarantee for a good life when they advance 

in age and are unable to care for themselves. They hoped that the time, labor, resources, and 

mentorship that they put into raising their children and ensuring that they succeed in life would 

result in their children taking care of them when they are aged. This in itself gives women hope 

for material support, social support, and peace of mind in their old age. They explained this 

further in the quotes below: 
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Children are good in life, for future reasons. So, you can have peace later in future. 

When you train/raise them properly from now when you have money, in the future, they 

will be able to take care of you. (Kehinde, Oyo)  

 

Giving birth to children is important. Anybody that doesn’t give birth will suffer. If 

something goes wrong and you have children, they will rally round to help you. But 

someone that doesn’t have children will have to start begging people to help with things 

(Gbenga, Oyo) 

 Overall, social relationships are considered to be important dimensions of flourishing, but the 

importance attached to them is nuanced to reflect various types of social relationships. 

Individual agency is also a critical determinant of the level of flourishing that women can enjoy 

from these relationships. 

 

Flourishing means spirituality and religion. 

The Nigerian society is highly religious (organizational practice of a belief system) and 

spiritual (personal experiences and practices of transcendence). The two main religions are 

Christianity and Islam; hence, it was unsurprising that beneficiaries considered spirituality as 

a core dimension of flourishing. A person’s relationship with a higher power was considered 

fundamental to his/her existence and sustenance with implications on every aspect of life 

including physical and mental health, economic security, life span, children, life decisions, to 

mention but a few. In the quotes included below, the importance of a relationship with God is 

considered more important than life and the key to having a good life. For example, two women 

expressed the centrality of God to everything in life:  

 

God is the first…He is very important to me...the first and the last. I am a Muslim…I 

was born a Muslim and they trained me to serve God. God is in control of 
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everything…there is no other thing except God. I know he does many good things in 

my life. (Hanna, Lagos) 

God is first. God ‘gangan ni koko’ (Yoruba language for: God is the center of it all). 

Everything in this life is God first. (Mosunmola, Oyo) 

 

Another shared the significance of God for having a good long life: 

 

God is important in living a good life because it is God that gives us long life and the 

things that we need to actually live a good life. (Zainab, Oyo)  

 

This respondent shared how God is necessary to achieve anything good in life: 

 

It is a dead person that will say God is not important, because he is the one that created 

the heaven and earth. If God says someone should die, the person cannot live. God is 

the first thing in someone’s life. Anybody that doesn’t know God cannot do anything 

good. He cannot have any good life.  (Mr Toyin, Oyo) 

 

Indeed, studies have shown that religion and spirituality are associated with better subjective 

wellbeing outcomes. For instance, Villani et al. (2019) found that life satisfaction was 

associated strongly with religiosity and spirituality while higher measures of positive emotions 

were associated with religiosity.  

 

The impact of the HUP on flourishing outcomes 

 
Having established the dimensions of flourishing and wellbeing that are important to women 

beneficiaries of the HUP, the research also sought to examine the extent to which the cash 

transfer facilitates their attainment of satisfactory levels of flourishing. In this section, I present 

women’s perspectives on how the various components of the cash transfer impact their lives 

from their economic security, mental health, physical health, social relationships, ability to care 

for their children, spirituality, and their relationship with the environment.  
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As expected, their perceptions were nuanced but overall, the program was central to positive 

changes observed in their lives due to the periodic inflow of cash and program-related activities 

such as membership of savings groups. In line with the slogan of the program ‘Beta don come’ 

[pidgin English for ‘better things have arrived’], beneficiaries alluded to improved living 

conditions with comments such as: 

My life was good before, and when the program started my life made more progress. 

(Adekanbi, Oyo) 

 

Before the program, my life was good but when it started, it helped us, so my life is 

better now. When they give us the money, we use it to support our business and the 

household, and they are progressing. (Kafayat, Oyo) 

 

For others, the cash received served as a lifeline for their households to purchase necessities in 

times of gross lack and the transfers were timely in ensuring that their consumption levels did 

not drastically drop even in the absence of their regular income. Regardless of the little amount 

of money received through the program, it was highly valuable to the poor and vulnerable 

women who often had no alternative sources of financial relief. This woman revealed that the 

money enabled her to purchase household needs, particularly food in times of hardship: 

 

The program changed our lives because that money really helps us. Sometimes I will 

be broke, and it will be the best option at that moment. It is really helping my family 

because sometimes it comes when there is nothing at all: No food, no cooking gas, no 

rent. The feeding before was not regular but now when the money is coming at least I 

can use the money to buy food to cook for the children and they are happy.  (Tami, 

Lagos) 
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A general sense of improvement in life processes and outcomes resonated across majority of 

the beneficiaries included in this research. However, I was interested in deciphering the “how” 

and “why” of their perceptions about the program and this was achieved by interpreting their 

relayed experiences with various aspects of the program including cash receipt and 

expenditure, savings group mobilization and operation, conditionality fulfillment, grievance 

redress mechanism utilization, among others. This produced a rich and nuanced understanding 

of the program’s impact on their flourishing outcomes which are examined in detail in the rest 

of this chapter.  

 

Economic empowerment and financial security 

Women’s economic empowerment is the most important intended outcome of the HUP as 

defined in the program’s objectives, although this is for their household’s wellbeing and 

sustenance. From a financial perspective, the cash is expected to do two things: Increase 

women’s purchasing power and constitute a source of capital for the establishment of new 

businesses or expansion of existing businesses. The goal is to meet immediate everyday needs 

in the household but to also reserve part of the money for savings and investments that can 

potentially build wealth. Program officials recognize that when spent directly, the size of the 

transfers can translate to little impact but by investing in microbusinesses, they would be able 

to generate relatively steady income from the profits. This is expected to improve beneficiaries’ 

preparedness for shocks and guarantee continued sustenance of households even after the 

program comes to an end by lifting beneficiaries out of poverty. This is a Herculean feat seeing 

as the transfers do not even suffice to meet the consumption needs of an average household in 

Nigeria. Yet, women have been successful in reaching the program’s expectations and the 

specificities are brought to light in the following sections. 
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I. Increased capacity to save and make investments. 

Before the commencement of the transfers, beneficiaries underwent training exercises where 

the ideal expenditure pattern of the cash was delineated. As mentioned earlier, it was expected 

that the transfers would be split between household consumption on the one hand, and savings 

and investments on the other hand.  Beneficiaries of the program were also trained on how to 

efficiently manage and spend money for maximum impact on their households rather than 

frivolities like clothes and jewelry. For example, using the analogy of an egg, program officials 

illustrated the importance of investment over excessive consumption to beneficiaries: An egg 

that is nurtured until it hatches will produce a chick that matures and produces even more eggs 

that will hatch into chicks in the future. However, if the egg is eaten at the onset, there would 

be nothing left for the future. Women made express reference to this egg illustration in 

justifying their saving and investment habits. 

 

One avenue through which the program encourages savings among women is savings groups. 

The program encouraged women beneficiaries to form groups where members who live in the 

same community, could engage in rotational savings (popularly called ajo in Yoruba language 

or ‘contribution’).  Members of the groups are mandated to pay a collectively agreed sum of 

money every week into a ‘group purse’ when they meet. Every week, one member of the group 

is given the total sum of money in the purse, and this rotates until every member has collected 

the lump sum in the contribution cycle. This contribution mechanism allows women to save 

money which can be used for their businesses, foreseen and unforeseen bills like school fees, 

or hospital bills, among other expenses that arise. Beyond the ‘ajo’, groups also contribute 

‘minutes money’ (a small compulsory amount of money given every time that they meet) which 

is used for the groups’ operational needs. Groups can also decide to save towards internally 

defined causes such as Christmas festivities or give loans to members in need. For groups that 

went a step further to formalize into co-operative societies, they opened group bank accounts 
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where their money is saved to yield interest. Women expressed their appreciation for this 

opportunity to save conveniently because of the HUP: 

The aim of that group is for us to help each other. We do ajo as savings and if it’s your 

turn to carry the money, you use the money to do whatever it is you want to do.  In my 

group, it is just ten of us who are doing ajo, so we do three thousand every week and 

one person takes 30k weekly. It has been very helpful because I use it to pay school 

fees, and sometimes I use it to invest in my business. (Erica, Lagos) 

 

We have a group. We do meetings. If we collect 10,000 naira from the government, our 

group can decide that we will all drop 1,000 naira every week. We are in 22 in number 

so one person takes 22,000 naira home every week. We also have minutes money of 

200 naira that we gather weekly, and we used to open a bank account as they taught us 

at the training. So now we have our account number, cheque, and everything so our 

money will be moving up. (Hanna, Lagos) 

 

Evidently, the groups help women inculcate the savings culture. Their ability to save through 

the groups helps to bolster their economic security and preparedness for shocks and stresses 

that may occur. It also reduces their vulnerability to private loan schemes with high interest 

rates that further impoverish them and have tedious application processes. Although individual 

groups have internal turbulence stemming from members’ irregular attendance of meetings, 

difficulty in making weekly contributions as required, and other issues, the women believed 

that the savings groups have helped to improve their financial standing.  

 

II. New and expanded businesses.  

 

Based on the financial training and coaching sessions that beneficiaries received, most of them 

set up microbusinesses using the cash transfers and continually feed their businesses with 
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capital derived from the bi-monthly payments, in part as a result of their savings through the 

savings groups. The women emphasized that having these businesses increased their financial 

freedom and their ability to contribute towards their households’ sustenance which they were 

unable to do before the program started. For most of them, the priority when they receive the 

transfers are their businesses and their household needs are met based on the profits that their 

businesses generate.  The women noted that they do not spend the money directly on food 

because it is ineffective for their survival. This was the thought process of one woman: “If I 

use the 5,000 naira to get chemicals to prepare hair cream, shampoo, and conditioner for my 

customers, I will get double of it and sometimes I can even get triple compared to when I spend 

it directly” (Veronica, Lagos). Another said that she relies on the profits from the business that 

she established through the program because if the money is spent directly, “it would not be 

enough for what it is meant for” (Sophia, Lagos). 

 

As noted earlier, women emphasized that the achievement of owning microbusinesses can be 

accredited to the transfers. Women were able to establish new individual businesses and also 

expand existing ones due to increased capital flow and improved money management skills 

through the program’s financial literacy training. For women like Tomike in Lagos who were 

housewives before the program, the program offered the opportunity to partake in the labor 

market, increase mobility, and enhance social interactions. In the quote below, she juxtaposed 

her current economic conditions with her life before the program to show its positive impact 

on her life:  

Before, it was like my life was stagnant. I used to be at home. I didn't go anywhere but 

now at least I have used part of the money to register as a distributor for a Chinese 

herbal medicine. Now I'm going out to sell the medicine and I mix with people. So, it 

makes me better now. (Tomike, Lagos) 
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Other program beneficiaries gave examples of how the program improved their economic 

status by expanding their existing business.  One trader who only sold food before the program, 

used part of the money received to add drinks to the inventory of goods that she sold, and she 

remarked “…for me to be selling drinks today, it is this program that is assisting me” (Funmi, 

Lagos). Also, a farmer who reared goats noted that the program helped him to increase the 

number of animals in his care. In his words, “…before I had just one goat but now, I have five 

and with those five, I have made a lot of profit. I purchased land out of the dividend, and I 

recently bought a building that I am renting out” (Jones, Oyo). 

 

In addition to the individual businesses that beneficiaries had, some also set up joint ventures 

with members of their savings groups for additional income. Members of some savings groups 

collectively decided on the most profitable businesses to run using the money that they 

contribute regularly to the group’s purse. These businesses were mostly concentrated in food 

production, cleaning products production, animal rearing, and party supplies rental. These 

group ventures were advantageous because it was easier to pull capital together and women 

could equally share the risks and profits of the businesses. This served to further strengthen the 

bond of women in the savings group because they had to collaborate and work in synergy for 

the survival of their joint businesses. These businesses are described by beneficiaries below. 

The first group chose to establish a food processing business using capital from their weekly 

contributions and the profits were accumulated in their joint bank account. As one group 

member noted:  

 

From the money that we are contributing every Friday, we go to farm, and we buy 

cassava as a group. Then we process it into fufu [staple food in Nigeria eaten with soups] 

by peeling, washing, grinding, fermenting, and packing it into sacs. When we sell it, 

the gain would be saved in our group account. (Rebecca, Oyo) 
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This second group collectively produces both pastries and household cleaning products and 

each member is allotted a quota of the produce to sell and turn over the money to the group. 

 

In our group, we make dishwashing soap, chin chin [a sweet fried crunchy Nigerian 

snack], meat pie, and other things. So, we meet in our leader's house and make them, 

then we share the things among ourselves, and everybody is expected to and sell their 

portions and return the money to the group at the end of the week. (Seun, Lagos) 

 

The last group operates a party rental business which is highly profitable. 

 

Our group started a rental business. We bought drums for cooling drinks, chairs, tables, 

large cooking pots, utensils, and canopies that people can rent when they have parties. 

We return the profit into the group’s purse. We are always happy when we collect the 

money for rentals because it is a lot of money. It brings us joy. (Uju, Oyo) 

 

Moreover, the savings groups assist members experiencing difficulties in their individual 

businesses by giving loans. Such loans are obtained with the approval of all group members 

and applicants must sign undertakings to return the money on a specific day. Women were 

proud of this group achievement because they did not have to rely on external loan companies 

with unfavorable terms and conditions nor family and friends that were unreliable in money 

matters. As well, increased income through their personal and group businesses also means that 

they have less need to seek out loans or buy necessities on credit. The groups therefore served 

as a form of safety net for personal businesses and consequently women’s household 

consumption and livelihood.   
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III. New vocational skills  

Women also reported that because of their enrollment in the program, they acquired new skills 

that have boosted their productivity and ability to generate income. While the transfer of 

vocational skills is not a direct benefit of the program, women took the initiative to exchange 

knowledge and skills among themselves using their savings groups. Due to their shared 

objective of gaining economic empowerment and feeling of oneness within groups, women 

who had skills and knowledge willingly shared them with their counterparts at no cost. Group 

members have shared knowledge on baking, cooking, shoe making, cleaning products 

production (disinfectants, air fresheners, and liquid soaps), and knitting, to name a few, and 

they have gone on to generate income using the shared knowledge.  One of the beneficiaries 

explained that she learnt a vocational skill, but she shared this skill with her savings group 

members out of her benevolence:  

I registered to learn that soap making though we were not trained in the program. When 

I finished, I asked my group who was interested in learning how to make soap. I trained 

them on how to make disinfectant, bleach, and liquid soap so that when they reach their 

various houses, they will try it. I also told them where to buy the chemicals for making 

them. Some of them are doing it now by themselves and they sell it. I paid for the 

training, but I did not charge my group members anything. I just helped them. (Rashida, 

Lagos) 

 

Another woman shared how the acquisition of new skills has helped group members to increase 

their income. 

 

In my group, we have learnt a lot. Some people did not know how to bake pastries 

before but from the group, they learnt it and they are now selling it. They did not know 

how to cook fried rice before but from the group, they learnt how to do it. We learnt 
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how to do soap and disinfectant; we taught ourselves how we can do business; and how 

to use small money to make big money. (Mary, Lagos) 

 

This unintended outcome of the program is highly commendable, and it showcases the 

resourcefulness of women, particularly when the opportunity for collectivization is available. 

It shows the feeling of oneness, collaboration and shared interests among women that even 

transcends their desire to make profit off each other. It also suggests that the women are 

genuinely interested in supporting each other to achieve economic freedom, and the savings 

groups are an effective platform for doing this.  

 

Improved mental state.  

Women attested to the positive impact that the regular cash flow has on their mental health. 

The relative certainty of the availability of cash to save, invest, and cover household expenses 

contributed to women’s peace of mind and happiness. The benefits of the program ease the 

mental burden on women who are often stressed from their disproportionate portion of unpaid 

care and domestic work, and their engagement in informal jobs to generate income for their 

households. To illustrate, a woman explained that the money gave her peace of mind to handle 

her domestic work easily since she could count on the availability of the money for her 

children’s needs. In her words, “It is easy to wash clothes because there is nothing I am thinking 

about. The money comes with security, so I am happy to do the chores” (Banke, Oyo). Although 

the amount of cash cannot address every household need, it supplements their income to 

provide food, tuition and school supplies, healthcare expenses and other needs that traditionally 

fall under the purview of women. Another reference to the program’s impact on women’s 

mental health can be deduced from this comment:   
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When there is money, there will be peace of mind. You know when you wake up in the 

morning and there is nothing for the children to eat, you cannot have peace. Since I 

have a business now through this program, I know I will sell and make money. So, I 

don’t have to be worried about what we will eat in the house (Folake, Lagos) 

 

 The HUP, therefore, brings mental relief to women and reduces the strain on their time and 

energy in ensuring that their households’ needs are adequately met. Women are also able to 

avoid the mental stress of taking and struggling to pay back loans with interest from 

microfinance banks since they have a regular additional source of income through the program. 

This supports the finding highlighted earlier in this chapter that women highly valued peace of 

mind as a component of their flourishing, and their peace of mind was strongly tied to their 

financial status. 

 

Improved physical health outcomes. 

Another area of wellbeing with recorded improvement was physical health. The transfers 

enabled women to seek medical care and/or purchase medicine for themselves and members 

of their household when the need arose.  Also, increased food expenditure and consumption 

through the program ensure that beneficiaries can eat more to nourish their bodies. Freedom 

from illnesses means that women can participate in the labor market, run their businesses, 

contribute to family income, and improve their economic wellbeing. A respondent utilized a 

timely cash transfer to settle the hospital bills after she gave birth and to buy some drugs and 

food that were needed at the time. Another used the cash transfer to manage partial stroke. In 

his words, “With the help of this money, I can take care of my health […] I can visit the 

physiotherapy doctor more frequently and buy some drugs too”. (Toyin, Oyo). The cash 

transfer was similarly the only lifeline for a beneficiary to address a serious health challenge. 

She narrated her ordeal to show the importance of the money for her physical health:   
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There was a day that I was sick. I didn’t have any money and even my husband did not 

have anything. When they called us, I collected the money and went to the hospital to 

treat myself. I used some of the money to do a test and it was discovered that I have 

malaria and typhoid, so I used the rest to treat myself.  (Zainab, Lagos) 

 

It is also important to note that the availability of cash for medical bills also has implications 

for women’s unpaid care and domestic work. Maintaining a healthy household falls under the 

responsibilities of women as caregivers. Hence, they spend a significant portion of their time 

and labor caring for sick family members, as well as a sizeable part of their income covering 

medical expenses incurred by household members. The availability of extra cash helps to 

redistribute the care responsibility to the public/private healthcare facilities and helps to free 

up time for women to engage in paid activities for their empowerment. 

 

Expansion of social networks.  

Perhaps the most outstanding and unexpected impact of the cash transfer was its expansion and 

reinforcement of social connections for beneficiaries. The program serves as a basis for 

intracommunity interaction and cooperation due to their shared interests and goals. By default, 

beneficiaries of the program felt a sense of unity and togetherness from their similar 

experiences of poverty and participation in the program, especially due to their membership in 

savings groups. Women became more integrated within their communities, established new 

friendships, and deepened existing ones. The program’s savings groups were platforms for 

assembling, communicating, sharing ideas, and cooperating to achieve common goals for 

themselves, their families, and wider communities. Women expressed that the level of 

interaction and togetherness that they currently enjoy is due to the program. One woman 

emphasized how the program has helped her to open up her social network to more members 

of her community, and to have more interactions with them even outside group activities. As a 
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result of the program, community dynamics were positively altered, and the attendant benefits 

of a close-knit community were enjoyed by beneficiaries: 

 

This program has made me know many people. We were many in the community 

before, but I didn’t know many people. I just woke up, wore my house clothes, and 

went to my shop. But now that we have started this program, we know each other. We 

say, ‘Good morning!’. We formed a group. From there, when we see each other outside, 

we greet: ‘How are you doing; how are your children; how is business; what are you 

doing now?’ We know each other, and we are assisting each other. (Eleora, Lagos) 

 

For this next beneficiary, the value of the HUP for social relationships was tied to the activities 

of her savings group and the close bond that members built amongst themselves. The group 

mirrored a sisterhood where members are interested in both economic and non-economic 

progress for each other. She enjoyed the sense of belonging, trust, and opportunities for 

personal growth that her group offered. 

 

This program helped us when it started. Some people were at home, they didn’t know 

some people before, but this program gathered us together. When we sit and gather as 

a group, we know each other, we show love, we communicate together, we understand 

each other, and we help each other. When we sit together, we share knowledge on how 

to do things that will make our lives and our groups improve. We talk about how to 

make our lives better apart from business. Like what kind of a business can we do to 

have money? How can we save? How do we do in our household? How do we take care 

of our family? Even if at the end of the day, the group is not functioning, we know that 

by coming together, we were able to benefit from each other. (Sarat, Lagos) 
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As a result of the bonds formed within the groups, the groups’ purpose transcended the 

economic to also include the social. Not only did women have platforms for savings, 

investment, and entrepreneurship, but they also had social support groups that they could lean 

on when they experienced contingencies. Women in the study referred to group members as 

‘family’ who loved, cared for, and supported each other in both good and bad times. This was 

expressed through visiting sick or bereaved members, attending members’ celebratory events, 

goodwill lending or simply donating to help members going through challenges. Through the 

savings groups, the program therefore increased the social connectedness of women and 

created opportunities for them to benefit from a form of informal social protection. A woman 

spoke of her group’s show of support through regular visits in trying times. She said: “We visit 

people going through tough times as a group and even if everyone cannot go, we select a few 

people to check the person. When my husband had an accident, they came regularly to the 

hospital” (Eleora, Oyo). 

 

Another respondent explained how group members have benefitted from their groups’ 

donations during good times for instance when a member’s child did a freedom3 ceremony and 

the group “contributed money to give her [and] attended the event to celebrate and support her” 

(Stephanie, Lagos). Also, another highlighted her group’s donations during bad times like when 

a member stopped attending meetings and during the group’s visit to her house, it was 

discovered that she was ill. The group collectively “agreed to loan her something to take care 

of herself” with the promise that “she will give back the money when she has it” (Veronica, 

Lagos). 

 

 
3 In the context of vocational skills training in Nigeria, freedom refers to an amateur’s graduation from informal 

apprenticeship under a skilled artisan. Apprentices who are usually youth commit to serve and learn a vocational 

skill, trade, or enterprise under an expert for an agreed period of time. When a youth attains a significant level of 

expertise and the time is up, a ceremony is conducted to mark the youth’s freedom from service and his/her 

readiness to set up an enterprise, and they are typically supported with a grant and/or  

equipment by family, their boss, and wellwishers. 
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Furthermore, through the program, beneficiaries became more active participants in their 

communities through ‘philanthropic’ community initiatives. For example, in a bid to give back 

to their community and improve the learning conditions of the children in the community, the 

Asejere group in the Igando-Oloja community used a part of their group savings to purchase 

and donate stationery for the community’s public primary school. In a little presentation 

ceremony chaired by the local government chairman, the women looked proud of their 

achievement as the pupils gathered to receive writing books, rulers, and pens for their studies 

(see Figure 7). It is important to note here that this group is in Lagos state where the ‘Top-Up’ 

(conditional cash) is yet to be implemented. These women only received the base cash transfer, 

yet it was interesting to see that without the coercion of conditionalities, they voluntarily went 

the extra mile to invest in the human capital development of children.  

 

Additionally, increased cash flow enabled beneficiaries to participate in social functions like 

birthdays, funerals, and weddings in their social circles because they were able to make 

contributions when needed, buy gifts, and meet other social commitments. They were also able 

to maintain their friendships and expand their circles because people perceived that they had 

more money and could help them. In a beneficiary’s words: “People think there is money now, 

so they are getting closer. The things in the community that I couldn’t do before, I can now do 

them because I have money to be involved in what they are doing” (Gbadebo, Oyo). They 

enjoyed improved status in their communities as well because, through their increased intra-

community interactions, community members got to appreciate their unique abilities and 

achievements that they would ordinarily not have known before the program such as their 

leadership skills, literacy skills, and confidence. 
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Figure 7: Presentation of stationery to primary school pupils by Ifelodun Savings Group 

 
Source: Author’s fieldwork 

 

 Also, beneficiaries extended help to non-beneficiaries in their communities who were in need. 

Beneficiaries reported that they felt obliged to assist friends with whom they began the process 

of enrollment but for various reasons were not eventually registered as beneficiaries. This show 

of empathy helped to dissipate tensions and preserve relationships in the communities. Some 

beneficiaries even noted that non-beneficiaries were happy for them because they understand 
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that selection is by due process. One beneficiary explained that when she collects the cash, she 

gives her friend some of it and says “Take this, don’t be sad. Who knows maybe another 

opportunity will come and your name will be there” (Veronica, Lagos). She noticed that by 

doing this, her friend did not develop a sore attitude toward her. For Mary in Lagos, she ensures 

that when she collects the money, “she remembers to take out of it and give to those in need in 

the community. [She] can even give a bowl of rice” to help them.  

 

However, some level of tension was still present between beneficiaries and non-beneficiaries. 

This was not surprising as this has been recorded in several studies (Pavanello et al., 2018; 

Skovdal et al., 2013; MacAuslan & Riemenschneider, 2011).  Beneficiaries reported that they 

experienced different forms of aggression from non-beneficiaries who were unhappy that their 

households were not included in the program. Although program officials insisted that the 

targeting and enrolment processes for the HUP are transparent enough to address any concerns 

of partiality or foul play within the communities, discontent and tension were still observed 

between beneficiaries and non-beneficiaries. These feelings stemmed from missing out on the 

bi-monthly payments but also feeling excluded from the group activities and close-knit 

networks that were formed because of the program’s activities. This comment by a beneficiary 

shows how the beneficiary/non-beneficiary dichotomy can strain community relations and 

even cause mental stress to both parties:  

 

The problem is that whenever the local government invites us to the secretariat and we 

gather as a group to go, they will start insulting us and say ‘haaa! they are going again 

to go and collect the 5,000 naira that they collect’. They talk and say a lot of things. The 

funny thing is that they wish they can be part of the program but when we were called 

to register, they did not believe the program was real. (Seun, Lagos) 
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Another beneficiary explained that the beneficiary/non-beneficiary distinction manifested 

classism in the communities because beneficiaries appeared to be flourishing more than their 

counterparts in the community: 

 

One day a program official was training us in the community, and he asked those that 

are not part of the program to excuse us and go outside. Those people were not happy 

at all. They said it is like he does not trust them. Those that did not enter the program 

are looking at us in the program as if we are in a higher class now. They’ll say, ‘Look 

at you people; your businesses are moving, and your children are doing well’.  So, they 

look at us as big people that the government cares about. There is no quarrel, but they 

are murmuring and sometimes we will not let them know when we’re going to collect 

the money because if they know, they will knock on our door and say, ‘Come and 

borrow us some money’. (Tayo, Lagos) 

As shown, there are two sides to the impact of the cash transfer on social networks and 

relationships. On the one hand, it is a basis for improved interactions, togetherness, bonding, 

and cooperation on both financial and personal matters among women beneficiaries, especially 

on the platform of the savings groups.  The HUP stirred positive changes in community 

dynamics, broke down social barriers, and brought women together for the promotion of their 

individual and collective interests.  On the other hand, there were several drawbacks to the 

social shifts initiated by the program. It created division, segregation, and exclusion in the 

communities because non-beneficiaries felt that they were being denied access to the same 

opportunities and resources available to other community members that promoted flourishing. 

There is also a possibility that the program triggered or deepened inequalities in the 

communities due to the difference in access to information and resources between beneficiaries 

and non-beneficiaries. However, the presence and extent of this inequality could not be 

ascertained.   
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Improved human capacity outcomes for children. 

While this research is chiefly concerned with women’s wellbeing outcome because of the cash 

transfers, the data showed that women’s feeling and understanding of flourishing was 

inextricably linked with the flourishing of their children. Their predisposition to nurture their 

children using their labor, time, and resources meant that their children’s outcomes were of 

utmost importance to them. In Nigerian society, women would go to the greatest length to 

ensure that their children are positioned to succeed in the future by helping them acquire 

education or learn vocational skills because the expectation is that their successful children will 

in turn care for them when they are aged. As such, women were elated to report that the cash 

transfer “has helped education and it comes at the right time, when children need something in 

school” (Funke, Oyo). Not only does it enable them to send their children to school, but it 

increases women’s probability of flourishing in the future through their children. As explained 

in this comment by a woman beneficiary, the HUP has been used to sponsor vocational skills 

training: 

 

My life is better. My child learnt a vocational trade. When I collected the money from 

this program, I did freedom for the child, so they are clear to establish their own 

businesses. She learnt tailoring so I helped her rent a shop and buy sewing machine. 

My children are doing well through the intervention of this program. I have also used 

it for my children's education, like the one in a tertiary institution. This program made 

it easier to do.  (Halima, Oyo)    

 

It has also been channeled towards tertiary education in a household where there was no hope 

for this initially, as a respondent pointed out: 

I use the money to send my child to a polytechnic for a diploma. I thank God and I 

thank the federal government. God will help them. I used it to train my child. My child 
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wanted to go to school but we did not have money. It is only one child that I have the 

money to send to school because of the federal government that helped me. (Rashida, 

Lagos) 

 

Therefore, the cash transfer contributes to women’s immediate flourishing by equipping them 

with resources to cater for their children’s wellbeing as responsible parents, and their long-term 

wellbeing by guaranteeing that they have a support system in the future that can help them 

absorb shocks and stresses in old age. Beyond this, the cash transfer also contributed to 

women’s sense of meaning and purpose which is intricately linked with their ability to fulfill 

their maternal duties of nurturing their children into successful and principled individuals of 

value to society.  

 

Improved spirituality and religious participation. 

The cash transfer positively affects the spiritual aspect of the women beneficiaries’ lives. This 

was significant given the level of importance that women attached to their relationships with 

God. Its impact was two-fold: First, some beneficiaries believed that their household’s 

inclusion in the program was an act of God because only a few of the numerous households 

that were shortlisted for the program were finally registered to receive the cash transfers. In the 

words of one beneficiary, “Without God, this would not be possible [and] if God did not want 

me to be among them, then I won’t be there” (Stephanie, Lagos).  This made them feel special, 

grateful, and “even more closer to God” (Kate, Oyo) for extending this favor to them. Second, 

they were able to “serve God better” and participate more in the activities of their religious 

communities because they had money for offerings, tithes, donations, and religious projects. A 

beneficiary highlighted that it was “more comfortable to serve God” and she commented: “I 

wasn’t consistent before because my business wasn’t going well, but since when my business 

started growing, I have been giving regularly” (Chioma, Oyo).  
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 The beneficiaries’ faith and connection with God were highly valued as a component of their 

flourishing because of the centrality of God in their lives. The concept of flourishing is holistic 

because it is not restricted to temporal wellbeing outcomes, but also considers the importance 

of spiritual wellbeing for an individual’s total flourishing (Vanderweele, 2020). Studies have 

shown the interconnectedness of religious activities and communities with the ability to 

achieve temporal flourishing, particularly in the areas of mental and physical health, social 

support, meaning and purpose in life, and life satisfaction (Vanderweele 2017b; 2017c; Li et 

al., 2016). This is also reflected in the responses of beneficiaries of the HUP.  

 

Improved relationship with the environment.  

Improved environmental sanitation and management is one of the objectives of the program 

that is pursued through the enforcement of conditionalities. As stated earlier (see chapter 5), 

Oyo state is the only state with environmental conditionality attached to its cash transfer owing 

to the recognized problem of environmental pollution in the state. At the time of data collection, 

there was no “Top-Up”/conditionality attached to the cash transfer in Lagos state, hence there 

was no notable environmental implication of the cash transfer program. Before the start of the 

program, beneficiaries in Oyo noted that their surroundings were dirty – it was covered with 

litter and even feces, clogged gutters, and bushy compounds but this changed when the program 

started. One person noted: “The places we didn’t use to sweep, we now sweep it.”  This person 

went on to explain how behaviours have changed. In the past, people would complain to the 

government if there was a dirty house in the community. Now, people are more likely to sweep 

the surroundings of their houses and encourage their neighbors to maintain their properties too.  

Beneficiaries were “taught to clean the environment, to tell people to do it and also participate 

in the cleaning” (Mosunmola, Oyo).  
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These changes can be credited to the cash transfer’s conditionality. Beneficiaries who were 

eligible for the “Top-Up” component, in addition to the base transfer, were required to fulfill 

certain conditions to qualify for the monthly top-up transfer. These included undergoing 

training sessions on environmental sanitation and personal hygiene, maintaining clean houses 

and surroundings, and acting as environment ‘ambassadors’/inspectors within their 

communities to ensure that even non-beneficiaries of the top-up and the overall cash transfer 

maintained clean spaces. Beneficiaries stated that the training and the cash that they receive 

motivate them to clean their environment because they gained knowledge of the implications 

of dirty environments, and they can afford to buy tools to clean their environments.  

 

In sum, the findings indicate that the HUP has decisively impacted the lives of beneficiaries, 

especially in the areas that they subjectively consider instrumental to their flourishing. The 

positive changes to different wellbeing dimensions are because of the increased income flow 

through the direct cash transfers but also the other components of the program like the savings 

groups and Social Behavioral Change Communication (SBCC). These complementary 

provisions to the cash amplified the overall impact of the program; delivering results that would 

otherwise not have been achieved with the cash transfers alone. Also, the level of impact 

reported by beneficiaries was largely determined by their ability to invest the money received 

(which is indeed a paltry sum) in micro businesses to multiply its value.  

 

Challenges and opportunities of the HUP: The perspective of beneficiaries. 

While evidence points to the significant impact of the HUP on the flourishing outcomes of 

beneficiaries, it is also important that beneficiaries’ experiences with the program’s processes 

are examined to get a well-rounded sense of the program’s strengths and weaknesses. Overall, 

beneficiaries had positive experiences with the HUP, but some program procedures threatened 

to neutralize the positive achievements of some beneficiaries. During our discussions, 
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beneficiaries shed light on their expectations and experiences with four (4) key program-related 

issues: their engagement with program officials; the ease of fulfilling the conditionalities 

attached; the promptness of the bi-monthly transfers; and the ease of accessing the cash 

transfers. These issues are examined in detail in the next section.  

 

 

Relations with the program officials 

By virtue of the program’s structure, the program staff resident at the local government area 

(LGA) offices were the main point of contact for the beneficiaries. In my research, none of the 

beneficiaries reported that they utilize the other various GRM channels available to register 

complaints and make inquiries about the program. Instead, the LGA program staff – the desk 

officers, the CTFs, and GROs were approached to report issues such as missing and delayed 

payments; savings group challenges; missing identity cards; and cash transfer-related domestic 

issues. They are also in charge of administering the relevant training to beneficiaries, 

monitoring the savings groups activities, and monitoring the fulfillment of conditionalities. 

Beneficiaries prefer to communicate with the staff through their savings group leaders, through 

direct phone calls, or in-person visits to the LGA office. 

 

Impressively, all beneficiaries described their relationship with the program officials as 

benevolent. The program officials treated them with respect; they were receptive of inquiries; 

always willing to help to resolve issues; and were forthcoming with feedback to beneficiaries. 

Beneficiaries were happy that they had the liberty to call the program staff directly without fear 

and they had the assurance that the officials were working hard to address their concerns. Also 

important to beneficiaries was the fact that program officials in my research sites have never 

extorted money from them when they receive their payments, and never requested money in 

exchange for fast-tracking a resolution of their challenges with the program. A beneficiary 

recollected that when the need arose to make a purchase during a training session and 
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beneficiaries wanted “to give [the program official] money to buy fuel in the generator, the 

woman refused to collect money” (Georgina, Lagos). The official was described as “a mother 

indeed” who listened to them and worked tirelessly to resolve their complaints (Martha, Lagos). 

Another beneficiary emphasized the accessibility and efficiency of the program officials 

assigned to her community: 

 

They are very good people. They respond to us well. We have a good relationship with 

them. If we ask a question, they carefully explain it to us. They clear all our doubts and 

concerns. Every one of us is free to talk to them because they gave their phone number 

to us. They told us if there is any complaint we are free to call them. From time to time, 

they visit us to teach us, encourage us, and explain things to us. (Amina, Oyo) 

 

These quotes captured the overall perceptions that every beneficiary included in this study had 

about the program officials at the local government level. This was a welcome finding given 

that other studies have found program officials to be problematic in their dealings with 

beneficiaries: some have exploited the power differentials between them and beneficiaries, 

thereby negatively impacting the program’s functionality and beneficiaries’ wellbeing 

(Cookson, 2018; Ramírez, 2016; Smith-Oka, 2015). Hence, the amicable relationship between 

beneficiaries and the program officials contributed to the overall positive impact of the program 

on the beneficiaries. 

 

Beneficiaries’ experiences with conditionality fulfillment.  

 

Beneficiaries who qualified for the additional “Top-Up” cash transfer spoke on their 

experiences with fulfilling the conditionalities attached it. They revealed that they are expected 

to keep their toilets, bathrooms, kitchens, rooms, and compounds clean, and their compliance 

is monitored frequently through unannounced visits from the CTFs. As scholars have 
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extensively argued, these monitoring exercises run the risk of paternalism (Standing, 2011; 

2014; Gaarder et al., 2010). Inspecting the personal spaces of adults to ascertain that they have 

hygienic habits can be intrusive and degrading and beneficiaries’ agency in this regard may be 

constrained because they must comply with the inspections to receive the Top-Up cash transfer 

regardless of their feelings.  

 

However, this preconception was refuted when beneficiaries gave their opinion on the 

inspections. They asserted that they have no objections to the regular visits by the CTFs to 

check their surroundings because it made them happy, and it was an opportunity to manage 

their environment better. A beneficiary remarked that the community is always happy when the 

officials show up because it shows that the officials care and do not want them to have diseases 

from a dirty environment. She noted: “In the community, we know it is for our benefit, so we 

are always happy with it. The government doesn’t live here, so it is for our good”. (Mosunmola, 

Oyo). Taking a different approach, another beneficiary said that the fulfillment of the 

conditionality presented an opportunity for her to contribute in some measure to the growth of 

the country rather than relying on the government for everything. It gave her a sense of national 

belonging to have a role to play in the success of the state by caring for her environment. She 

had this to say: 

 

I am always very happy when they come to check my environment.  It motivates me to 

make sure my environment is clean, and make sure that at every single time my house 

is not scattered. It is not everything that the government should do for us. The citizens 

must have their duties to help the government. It makes us know that we also have a 

part in nation-building (Nike, Oyo) 

 

However, only one beneficiary raised a brow concerning the conditionality and the frequent 

visits by the CTFs to determine if she handles her domestic responsibilities as a woman 
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adequately.  In her opinion, the visits are unnecessary since she knows how to manage her 

home and she indulges the visits because she needs the money. She described how the visits 

make her feel: 

They make me ask myself: Am I not neat? why do I need to be checked? When someone 

comes to my house and say that they want to check if my environment is clean, I feel 

like they are saying I am a dirty person. What do you want to check me for? I just feel 

somehow. Even when you don’t come to my house, I know what I am supposed to do. 

I know a clean environment is good for the health. So, I just feel it is unnecessary, but 

I have no choice. (Bunmi, Oyo) 

Although this was not a widespread opinion among beneficiaries included in this study, it 

shows that the conditionality may reduce the agency of beneficiaries by reducing their self-

confidence and dignity, and also constraining their freedom to assert their preferences on the 

inspection of their houses because they need the money. 

 

The promptness of the cash transfers 

The timeliness of the cash transfers is fundamental to the ability of beneficiaries to adequately 

plan for their households, businesses, and savings groups’ activities. As per the program design, 

the base cash transfer (the sum of 10,000 naira) and the Top-Up cash transfer (the sum of 10,000 

naira) are supposed to be paid to beneficiaries bi-monthly. However, in practice, payments are 

often delayed and there is no predictability to the payment schedule. Beneficiaries revealed that 

they once experienced an 8-month delay in receiving payment following the transition of the 

program from manual to digital payment with debit cards. Although the arrears were 

accumulated and eventually paid to beneficiaries, the delay in payment threatened their 

consumption and livelihood. In addition, the accumulated payment was not uniformly 

disbursed to all beneficiaries. While some received the full amount of 40,000 naira, others 
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received between 35,000 – 10,000 naira while others received nothing at all. This issue raised 

dust within the communities and complaints flooded the GRM channels. Beneficiaries in the 

latter category were disgruntled, frustrated and hurt that their counterparts received the full 

amount while they either received partial payment or no payment.  

 

Furthermore, the delayed payments have stalled and even reversed the gains that beneficiaries 

made since the program started. Beneficiaries’ businesses have suffered losses because they 

are unable to restock goods and other materials for running their businesses. Some have also 

resorted to borrowing money to meet up with their household’s expenditure. Even more 

worrisome is that the delayed payments are causing the high-performing savings groups to 

slowly disintegrate and lose momentum. Since the cash transfers are not forthcoming, 

beneficiaries have become unmotivated and demoralized to meet frequently, contribute to their 

groups’ purses, run their group/joint businesses, and do their rotational savings. They simply 

do not have the money to perform their regular group activities or transport themselves for 

weekly meetings. A beneficiary relayed how the delayed and incomplete payments limit their 

businesses and consequently her household’s wellbeing:  

They usually delay payment sometimes, for as long as 8 months. During those times it 

is always hard, and we have to manage. It affects the business because we depend on 

the money to run our business and when it stops, the business will be affected. We 

expect the money at the end of the month, but it doesn’t come, and we can’t buy goods. 

The last time, I was paid 18,500 naira out of 40,000 naira. (Kehinde, Oyo) 

Another beneficiary revealed the implications of the inconsistent payments on the operation 

and survival of her savings groups below: 

 

As the government refused to pay us the money, everybody stayed in their house, and 

they don’t come to the meeting. They are still owing us for about three months or four 
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months up till now. They do not pay us regularly, yet they want us to come and sit for 

meetings and make contributions. How will we get the money for that? The group 

members even wanted us to share the money we saved so far but I told them that we 

have to continue. They said they can’t use the little money that they are managing to 

feed to make the weekly contributions when no money is coming in. (Jennifer, Lagos)  

 

Nevertheless, some beneficiaries opined that the delayed payments were advantageous because 

it meant that they received lump sums when they were eventually paid. Lump sums are more 

tangible to invest in their businesses and make large purchases compared to the bi-monthly 

10,000 naira that beneficiaries are tempted to spend on consumption. However, this does not 

highlight the benefits of delayed payments for the beneficiaries but rather speaks to the 

insufficiency of the monthly payments for the needs of beneficiaries considering the country’s 

high inflation. Inflation and the insufficiency of the money were recurrent in the responses of 

beneficiaries in Lagos state but not in Oyo state. This was expected because of the difference 

in living costs of both states: Lagos state is one of the most expensive states to live in, hence, 

the money goes a longer way in Oyo state compared to Lagos state.  

 

 Ease of accessing the cash. 

The mode of payment has evolved since the inception of the program. In the early days, 

beneficiaries had to assemble at designated payment centers on specific days to collect cash 

within a payment window. With this method, beneficiaries were faced with the challenge of 

crowds at payment points, long wait time to receive the money, and inflexibility around how 

and when the money is collected. Eventually, this was switched to debit cards which eliminated 

the logistics of collecting physical cash and gave beneficiaries more control over the 

withdrawal of the money. Beneficiaries stated that the switch to debit cards made it easier to 
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access the cash and it saved their time and energy because they did not have to queue up for 

hours to collect cash. A beneficiary had this to say:  

When they changed it to ATM, it became easy. When we used to go and collect it in 

cash, there were usually many people. You can be here from 8am till 5pm. Now that we 

use ATM, we take it to the bank, and we collect the money the same day. Before, when 

we are informed that the money is available, it takes up to a week or even two weeks to 

get the money because there are a lot of people. I used to go every day to the office 

hoping it will be my turn. (Bintu, Oyo) 

However, some beneficiaries linked the delayed and missing payments to the transition to debit 

cards in the program. Of course, these inadequacies are not caused by the concept of digital 

payments but the program’s management of these digital payments. Others also highlighted 

that the debit cards are attached to unpopular banks and the cards are incompatible with the 

ATMs of the big banks in the cities. Nonetheless, the cash was easily accessible when available. 

 

 

Discussion: An analysis of the flourishing outcomes in the HUP 

This chapter answered the second research question in this study which focuses on 

investigating the impact of the HUP on women’s wellbeing using a feminist flourishing lens. 

The feminist flourishing lens offers a holistic perspective on wellbeing as it encompasses 

different wellbeing dimensions including physical health, mental health, economic 

empowerment, social relationships, relationship with the environment, meaning and purpose, 

character and virtue, happiness and life satisfaction, and spirituality. Through the feminist 

approach of allowing women to define the essence of flourishing, the women shared what was 

most relevant to their lives and the chapter focused on assessing the following interdependent 

dimensions: physical health, mental health (peace of mind and happiness), economic security, 

social relationships, relationship with the environment, and spirituality.  
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The social relationships dimension, in particular, showed interesting findings. The study 

highlighted the importance of marriage and children as a component of the social dimension 

of women’s flourishing. This supports Suppes’ (2020) argument that the subjective wellbeing 

of women who embrace societal norms on motherhood is positively affected by having 

children, especially in countries with high rates of gender inequality. This dimension of 

flourishing is especially relevant for women because of cultural norms on women’s roles, and 

society’s glorification of marriage and motherhood for women. It was also important to them 

for their ‘future flourishing’ because it is anticipated that children would help meet the needs 

of their aged parents. Considering also that women are self-sacrificing in ensuring that their 

children flourish, children often hope to return this favor when they are equipped to do so.  

 

Children were also important to women’s flourishing because flourishing children contribute 

to women’s life satisfaction, meaning and purpose due to the importance attached to their 

maternal roles. They are not just integral to women’s flourishing in the present, but also in the 

future. This sense of fulfillment and satisfaction from motherhood was also found by Nelson 

et al. (2014) and Holton et al. (2010); although others have found an opposite impact on 

women’s wellbeing (McLeish & Redshaw, 2017; Kopala-Sibley et al., 2012). This was an 

interesting finding that arose through the adoption of the feminist flourishing lens that has not 

been strongly accounted for in the flourishing literature, at least in the African context.  

 

Furthermore, the findings of the study concur with scholars such as Lippman et al. (2014); 

Caughlin et al. (2010); and Höltge et al. (2023) on the importance of social relationships for 

flourishing. The importance of social ties underscored by women included knowledge sharing, 

offering advice, financial support, and emotional support especially when coping with 

setbacks, difficulties, and stresses. However, it was interesting to note that the necessity of 

friends and family as support systems was not unanimous among beneficiaries largely because 
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certain individual characteristics can have negative impacts on women’s emotional and mental 

health. This finding takes a step away from the widely reported positive effect of friendships 

on subjective wellbeing (Perzirkianidis et al., 2023; Fowler & Christakis, 2008; Holt-Lunstad, 

2017). The finding suggests that social relationships are not inherently negative but women 

must deploy their agency to determine the kind of people with whom they establish social 

connections to enjoy the positive impacts on their flourishing. 

Concerning the HUP’s impact on women’s flourishing outcomes, the findings showed that the 

HUP positively impacted the human flourishing outcomes of women beneficiaries across all 

the dimensions identified. In line with the CCT literature, beneficiaries noted that it improved 

their health (Farhana et al., 2023; Rasella et al., 2021), reduced mental stress (Kilburn et al., 

2019; Lund & Chois, 2018), helped them care better for their environment (Marleba, 2021), 

improved economic status (Kabeer et al., 2012), and enabled them to prioritize their children’s 

wellbeing (Robertson et al., 2013). However, the impact of the program on two dimensions is 

worth accentuating – economic security and social relationships.  

The HUP economically empowered them in the short term by strengthening their purchasing 

power and it also increased their chances of enjoying financial stability in the long term since 

they could save and establish businesses individually and collectively. It also enabled women 

to invest in the wellbeing of their children who are intricately linked to their flourishing. It is 

important to emphasize here that the success recorded among women beneficiaries was not tied 

to the direct value of the cash – which was meagre in comparison to the monthly expenses of 

beneficiaries. Rather it was tied to i) The complementary components of the program such as 

the financial training/orientation sessions and Savings Group Mobilization which provided 

opportunities for capacity-building, collaboration, and collectivization; ii) The ability of 

beneficiaries to utilize knowledge from the financial literacy training sessions to save, invest, 
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and run their businesses for continued financial freedom. Their attitude toward generating 

income for self-sufficiency contradicts arguments in the literature that providing benefits to the 

poor perpetuates laziness and keeps them stuck in a cycle of dependence (Ulriksen & 

Plagerson, 2014).  

 

Another key achievement of the HUP was the increased social interaction and strengthened 

networks among beneficiaries. This was attributable to the savings group which necessitated 

frequent meetings, discussions, and business collaborations. Over time, group members created 

bonds that transcended the official groups’ activities; for instance, contributing money to assist 

members in need, attending celebratory events of members, visiting sick members in the 

hospital, attending burial ceremonies of relatives, and other social events. Similar to Kabeer’s 

(2019) finding, women had a sense of belonging and expanded networks because of their 

savings groups but also additional support for contingencies when they arose. This level of 

relations was an unanticipated outcome of the program which has scarcely been highlighted in 

the CCT. Integrating complementary services like training and savings group mobilization 

lends more value to beneficiaries than what can be achieved with only cash transfers. Hence, 

this should be an important consideration for CCTs in Africa and beyond to address poverty 

and promote the wellbeing of beneficiaries. 

 

The focus on human flourishing indicators has important implications for wellbeing studies. It 

broadens our analysis beyond social, political and economic empowerment – all important 

indicators of agency and wellbeing on their own – to fully address the range of factors that 

contribute to ‘a good life’ as defined by the community members. This broader feminist 

flourishing lens pulls in components from various conceptualizations of flourishing 

(Vanderweele, 2017; Lippman et al., 2014; Huppert & So, 2013; Witten et al., 2019) in 

combination with feminist insights on gender equality and women’s empowerment. The 
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feminist flourishing lens adds dimensions of intersectionality, and change orientations focusing 

on structural inequalities that disadvantage groups of people (Mason, 2019; Carastathis, 2014; 

Morton et al. 2020). The study advances the wellbeing scholarship by bringing all these ideas 

into a more comprehensive lens that is central to understanding the complex and often messy 

realities of people’s lives that cannot be captured by narrow wellbeing matrixes. 

 

Lastly, the study provided insights on the issue of conditionality in cash transfers. In this 

research, conditionalities did not constitute a determining variable in the level of achievements 

observed among beneficiaries. The level of flourishing as well as the spending preferences of 

beneficiaries were identical in Lagos state where there were no conditionalities, and in Oyo 

state where environmental conditionalities were in place. Beneficiaries in both states prioritized 

similar expenditures such as their children’s education, businesses, and household 

consumption. This finding substantiates questions in the literature about the relevance of 

attaching conditionalities to cash transfers to achieve results in poverty reduction and human 

capital development (Schüring, 2012; Seidenfeld et al., 2014). The conditions of the 

environment observed in the four (4) communities were also similar, although this could be 

because Lagos state did not have an environmental management challenge like Oyo state in the 

first place. In fact, it was only in Lagos state that the groups took the initiative to share 

vocational skills and knowledge among themselves for economic empowerment. This is 

perhaps because the boisterous and commercial state of Lagos forces people to be more 

industrious, economically inclined, and more resourceful to cope with the higher cost of living.  

 

Moreover, this study did not record widespread discontent and unease over the enforcement of 

conditionalities among women. This was an interesting finding given the arguments in the 

literature on the paternalistic, coercive, and degrading implications of nudging the poor to alter 

their behaviors to qualify for state benefits (Standing 2011; 2014; Strang et al., 2016). The 
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conditionalities were rather embraced by beneficiaries in this study for reasons such as 

participation in nation-building. It is also possible that beneficiaries were well-sensitized by 

program officials (with whom they had good relationships) to have a sense of ownership or 

commitment to managing their environments rather than viewing it as a ‘conditionality’. The 

conditionality may have aligned with the changes that beneficiaries wanted to see in their 

communities even before the program, hence, they embraced, rather than resisted the changes. 

The conditionality debate in the CCT literature continues but this study did not record a 

difference in behavior and spending preferences between beneficiaries with and without 

conditionalities nor resistance to the implementation of conditionalities.  

 

Such findings further reinforce the need for attention to context (one of the key tenets of the 

feminist flourishing lens). This is because the national, state, communal and even familial 

contexts are strong determinants of the vulnerabilities, opportunities, and outcomes of women 

beneficiaries of CCTs. Context-specific research can produce important lessons stemming from 

the distinctive, and often complex, realities in a given context and their similarities or 

differences with other contextual variations.  

 

Summary: This chapter turned to the women beneficiaries of the HUP to answer my second 

question: ‘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?’  It centered the voices of the 

women beneficiaries to define what it means to flourish, and the women highlighted the 

domains of flourishing that are most relevant in their specific contexts including economic 

security, physical health, mental health, social relationships, relationship with the environment, 

spirituality and religion. The chapter revealed that the HUP’s components are instrumental in 

promoting flourishing as defined by the program beneficiaries, and that their experiences with 



 

 233 

the program’s staff and fulfilling the conditionalities were overall unproblematic. However, 

operational inefficiencies, particularly the timing of the payments and the technicalities 

involved in accessing the money threatened their wellbeing gains. Having laid out the 

program’s impact on women’s practical interests, the next chapter considers how the HUP 

impacts women’s strategic interests by answering the last research question: What are the 

implications of the HUP on gender equality and women’s empowerment?” 
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CHAPTER 8: BREAKING AND REINFORCING GENDER NORMS: THE TWO 

SIDES OF THE HUP 

 

This chapter presents empirical findings to answer my final research question: “What are the 

implications of the HUP on gender equality and women’s empowerment?” It complements the 

previous chapter by narrowing in on the nature of gender relations and structures in the context 

of the HUP. Specific to this chapter is the influence of the HUP in reinforcing or changing the 

established gender order in the communities where it is implemented. The findings presented 

here are the direct accounts of 63 women beneficiaries supplemented by the perspectives of 6 

men on the impact of the HUP on three key aspects of gender relations: i) household financial 

dynamics; ii) distribution of unpaid care and domestic work; and iii) decision making and 

control over the cash transfer. The chapter starts with an overview of the prevalent gender 

norms in society as a background to understand if and what impact may be observed based on 

the implementation of the HUP in the research sites. This is followed by an assessment of the 

highlighted themes on gender relations and an analysis of their implications for gender equality 

and women’s empowerment.   

 

Existing norms on gender roles and household income management 

The context within which the HUP is implemented is highly patriarchal: The Nigerian society 

is plagued by gender-discriminatory laws, social norms, behaviors, and stereotypes that accord 

men privileges and power to dominate women in every sphere. Therefore, women are 

disadvantaged and subordinated in relation to men, with constrained opportunities to enjoy 

their political, economic, civil, and legal rights. Women in this study confirmed their 

subjugation and submission to men – their “superior” and their “head”. The majority of them 

believed that men are higher and superior to women and that they are the heads of the household 

with women playing a supportive role. In essence, women ought to submit to the authority and 

directives of men in decisions about the wellbeing of their households. The power imbalance 
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between men and women is for two main reasons that are perpetuated by societal beliefs: 1) It 

is supernaturally designed by God for men to lead their households and this has been the norm 

for generations; and 2) Men are the primary providers of their households’ monetary needs, so 

they rightfully exercise control over their households.  

 

Societal norms also dictate that women traditionally belong in the domestic sphere with the 

responsibility of caregiving, homemaking, and nurturing their households. Women are also 

primarily valued in their reproductive roles as wives and mothers, and their participation in the 

productive sphere is secondary to this role. Unpaid care work places a significant demand on 

women’s time especially in contexts like Nigeria where infrastructure and public services are 

unreliable and/or absent. It therefore impedes women’s opportunities for competitive labor 

market participation and forces them into low-paid, informal, or home-based work. 

Respondents note that the inordinate burden on women is one of the chief factors for their 

financial insecurity in comparison to men. The playing ground is lop-sided between men and 

women because the latter unlike the former are culturally bound to serve their households at 

the expense of their individual financial stability. Respondents struggled to balance their 

household care and domestic tasks such as breastfeeding, childcare, householding cleaning, 

caring for sick persons, etc. with their businesses and jobs and this left them exhausted. One 

woman commented: 

You know that in the African culture, they believe men are the head of everything, so 

men can do whatever they like to do. They go out in the morning and come back in the 

evening, but women can’t do that and that is what is affecting the income of these 

women. They don’t have time because they spend most of their time in the family. Our 

culture believes that women end their careers in the kitchen. While men are making 

money, women are struggling with the children, the house chores, and everything. There 

is no way they can catch up with the men in making money (Sophie, Lagos) 
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Furthermore, women considered themselves to be oppressed and cheated by men due to the 

unjust gender division of labor. They expressed extreme dissatisfaction with norms and 

traditions that validate men’s selfish behaviors towards women including refusing to bear some 

of the care and domestic work even when women are indisposed. Since the cultural orientations 

absolve men of domestic responsibilities, it is considered an anomaly when men engage in 

unpaid care work, and they risk social repercussions if they do. Some comments by the women 

were insightful in this regard: 

In Yoruba land, men don’t wash clothes, men don’t do the house chores, they don’t 

cook, they don’t help their women. Even if you’re sick, you must do your chores. When 

I gave birth to my first child, the next day I started fetching water and washing clothes 

until I started bleeding, and I was rushed back to the hospital. (Bisola, Lagos) 

 

Sometimes, my husband helps me wash clothes. But whenever his relatives are around, 

he’ll just whisper to me, I’m not going to help you now, let them go first.  Because if 

he does it now, they’ll see it wrongly. Culture is one of the issues that we have in Nigeria 

now. (Adaobi, Lagos) 

 

Aside from the weight of their unpaid care responsibilities, the women also revealed that they 

bear some of the financial burden of the household even though it is traditionally in the purview 

of men. Some of the husbands demand that they share in offsetting some household expenses 

through their micro businesses and cash transfers. They do this by avoiding certain household 

expenses or providing insufficient money that forces women to contribute their money 

especially because their children’s wellbeing is at stake. They note that having to support their 

households even with their limited time and economic opportunities in comparison to men 

grossly affects their ability to save, sustain their businesses, and achieve financial liberation. 

Unfortunately, their dire financial status was identified as the main reason for their oppression 
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by men, thus creating a vicious cycle of economic insecurity and oppression. The women 

explained that being financially insecure and dependent on men creates room for disrespect, 

intentional neglect, suffering, and oppression, first by their husbands and then by their wider 

communities because women are seen as liabilities. Also, the women believed that some men 

were deliberately unsupportive of women’s businesses and careers to ensure that women 

remained subordinated to them.  

 

In fact, women’s dual roles as caregivers and providers have raised questions about the 

relevance of the established gender hierarchy which locates men at the top because of their 

‘superior’ provider role. Moreover, men do not typically reciprocate the financial support that 

women offer in the household by supporting them in unpaid care and domestic work. Hence, 

women provided remarks such as: “Men cheat women a lot and it is not fair because men are 

the head of the home” (Tinu, Oyo state) and “Women do not have anything, and men are 

enjoying our money; we are suffering, and it is not fair” (Shade, Oyo state). Some women even 

reasoned that shouldering the same responsibilities as men in their households points to their 

equality with men. According to Tope, a woman beneficiary, “We are all equal because both 

men and women are working to help the family, so we are in the same right and we are the 

same thing.” Also, Uju another beneficiary highlighted that “…these days, if you are waiting 

for your husband to come and provide then you and your children will suffer. Women must get 

up and work for themselves.”  

 

With the introduction of the HUP in this patriarchal setting, and the program’s gender 

mainstreaming strategy that seeks to improve gender roles and standards, improve economic 

outcomes for women, and boost their voices, it is crucial to determine if and how the HUP has 

altered the gender norms around unpaid care and domestic work, women’s status and household 

decision-making. It is important to note that like all conditional cash transfers around the world, 
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the HUP is highly gendered and predicated on traditional gender roles, responsibilities, and 

stereotypes. Women are the heroines of the program with the burden of ensuring that the cash 

is appropriately spent in line with the program’s specifications for their households. They must 

also ensure that they fulfill the conditionalities attached to the cash to ensure their households’ 

continued eligibility for the program. The majority of the evaluative studies on cash transfers 

have focused on the human capital achievements of children within recipient households. Yet, 

a few have turned the analytical lens to its implications for gender equality and empowerment. 

In the following sections, the implications of the program for gender relations and structures 

are presented including household financial dynamics, distribution of unpaid care and domestic 

work, and decision-making and control over the cash transfer.  

 

“You are now a big woman”: Changes in households’ financial dynamics. 

From the perspective of the women beneficiaries, the source of women’s oppression can be 

traced to their limited personal income which necessitates reliance on their husbands to meet 

personal and household needs. Not only does this make them vulnerable to various forms of 

abuse, but it also strips them of their agency and dignity. When the HUP began, the cash, 

savings group mobilization, and micro business development support that women received 

created economic opportunities that improved their income-earning capacity. This means that 

beneficiaries of the program now have increased cash flow and are better placed to handle some 

household expenditures as intended by the program.  

 

This has stirred changes in the financial dynamics in recipient households because the 

traditional caregivers have been legitimized as household providers through the program. 

Women who were hitherto completely dependent on their husbands now make financial moves 

for their households even in their partners’ absence. This has generally had a positive impact 

on relationships within the households since women are helping to reduce the financial burden 
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on men through their input. Household tension and conflicts from financial pressure have also 

been kept at bay in some households due to the increased household income. The increased 

economic power has made women feel more valuable and important in their households 

because their husbands accord them more respect and appreciation than before. According to a 

beneficiary, “[My husband] respects me more because of the way I handle money. The respect 

is there, not like before when everything was ‘give me, give me, give me’” (Hassanat, Lagos). 

This has helped to change the relationship dynamics from dependence to reciprocity and mutual 

support. This has strengthened women’s self-esteem and tipped the power scale in their favor, 

such that their husbands rely on their financial support in managing their households. In other 

cases, like that of a beneficiary in Lagos state whose dependence on her husband forced her to 

beg him for household upkeep funds in the past, the HUP altered the relationship pattern. She 

stated. “Now, if he drops or does not drop money, he will know that I am not depending on 

him. We can live without him and he knows this now” (Uchechi, Lagos). This has helped her 

to maintain her dignity and a level of financial security apart from her husband which in turn 

increases his respect for her. The following quote by a woman in Lagos state speaks more to 

this shift in relations between the household heads and caregivers:  

 

The program has changed a lot of things. Sometimes when I ask him for money, he can 

say he doesn’t have money but when the money comes, I’ll use that money for what I 

need without asking him and he told me that it lessens his anxiety. I don’t put much 

burden on him again. There is one statement that he always makes when I collect the 

money, he’ll say, ‘Ah, iya olowo government (In the Yoruba language: the mother that 

is enjoying the government’s money), you’re now a big woman now oh'. He is happy 

because I am helping him. He is not the only one that brings money. Now, at least I can 

support him. Sometimes, if he doesn't have transport money, he will ask me (Bolu, 

Lagos) 
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As the quotes indicate, the women welcomed the shift in power within the household, although 

the shift was not ubiquitous across all beneficiaries. Women rightly achieved some level of 

economic empowerment (resources) due to the program. Yet a closer look at these changes will 

reveal that women’s responsibilities almost doubled to include both unpaid care and domestic 

work and informal productive labor to provide for their families. On the other end, men enjoyed 

relief from their financial responsibilities that women took on without a reciprocal relief of 

women from their domestic duties. A participant divulged that her husband has reduced the 

household upkeep money because in his words “it’s women that the government has chosen to 

give money. I will not give you anything at home again. Go and spend your money because I 

can only give you when it finishes” (Sarah, Oyo). This meant that she had to make up for the 

reduction in household income through her microbusiness. Hence, the benefits of women’s 

increased purchasing power were threatened by an overload of responsibilities for them. 

 

“Chores are my duty”: Distribution of unpaid care work. 

The prominent changes observed in the management of household expenditure after the 

introduction of the HUP were not applicable to the distribution pattern of unpaid care and 

domestic work in the households. As expected, the realities differed across households, but 

they could be summarized as: Women’s contribution to household income did not affect the 

status quo in their households (whether their husbands assisted or not before the program) or it 

influenced their husbands’ decision to shoulder some care-related tasks in the household.  

 

Women were overly represented in the first category. Women’s contribution to household 

income did not affect the status quo in their households and women’s workload did not reduce 

despite the awareness creation and sensitization efforts by the program to help men understand 

the importance of care work redistribution in the household. Traditional gender stereotypes, 

norms and customs had a chokehold influence on the perceptions and expectations of the 
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households with regard to gender roles and responsibilities. Although women’s economic status 

improved, it was not enough to alter the mindset of their partners on the notion that the domestic 

sphere belonged to women alone.   

 

However, this was not the only outcome of the discriminatory gender norms; some women 

explained that they do not want their husbands to engage in domestic chores because it is their 

duty as women. They were also weary of social backlash from neighbours, in-laws, and friends 

who would label them as bad women who emasculate their husbands using voodoo. One 

respondent traced her husband’s unwillingness to help with housework and caring for the 

children to his familial background because “in his family, they don’t help wives. They think 

it’s a bad thing” (Peju, Lagos). As a result, the status quo of unequal power relations remained 

despite the inflow of cash through the HUP. As one participant noted, “even with the money, 

nothing has changed. He still makes his own decisions, does not help with house chores and 

with caring for the children”.  (Ataboh, Lagos). Some women were content with the status quo 

in care work distribution and reluctant to be critical of the challenge because they had been 

socialized to embrace their caregiving role. Such women like Banke in Lagos remarked, “even 

though I contribute to the household, he does not share housework with me. I am okay with it. 

That is my duty.” Likewise, in the few households where the men already took on some unpaid 

care and domestic work, the newly introduced stream of household income did not cause any 

change in their behaviors.  

 

However, only one woman fell in the second category (the cash influenced her husband’s 

decision to shoulder some care-related tasks in the household). She reported that her husband 

became more willing to assist her in carrying out the care duties because of her new income 

flow. This would have been the ideal shift in gender responsibilities, but it was unfortunately 

not widespread among respondents. According to her: 
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Before the program, my husband helped occasionally but when the money came, the 

help really multiplied. You know men; when men know that you have money, they’ll 

now behave calmly. My husband will say, ‘My dear, what can I do for you?’ That money 

brings another respect, I will not lie to you. (Bisi, Lagos)  

 In this case, the changing power dynamics due to the cash transfer had a positive effect on the 

distribution of care work between the woman and her husband. It was not borne out of a 

realization that prevalent gender roles and responsibilities are detrimental to the goal of gender 

equality but based on her perceived financial power due to the cash transfer. The newfound 

respect for her and willingness to share in care work can strengthen her labour market 

attachment and increase the quality of jobs that she can access because her ‘time poverty’ is 

reduced.  

 

I. Conditionalities and unpaid care work 

Another dimension of unpaid care work that is worthy of mention is the fulfillment of 

conditionalities by women beneficiaries on behalf of their households. Conditionalities stand 

out as a bone of contention in the gender and CCT literature.  They have been described as a 

third shift of unremunerated labor that women are compelled to carry out to safeguard their 

households’ eligibility for cash transfers (Roy, 2010; Roberts, 2015) in addition to their shifts 

of unpaid care work and productive work. In this study, the findings around conditionality were 

unanticipated as they did not align with the critiques observed in the scholarship. Women in 

Oyo state, where the environmental management conditionality was implemented, emphasized 

that the conditionality did not constitute an additional burden for them. This is because 

maintaining habitable houses and environments was not a favor to the government but a 

necessity for their wellbeing since it prevented contagious diseases and maintained their human 

dignity. They also stated that cleaning their houses and immediate surroundings was a chore 

that they already shouldered even before the program started so it was not an added task to 
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their routines.  It was a natural routine task for women because “it is the duty of a woman to 

clean her environment” (Fauziyat, Oyo), and there is no way a person will wake up in the 

morning and not clean the house and environment as a woman” (Chioma, Oyo). Moreover, 

environmental sanitation was carried out in collaboration with their children and in some 

instances, with men in their communities. Men were mostly in charge of heavy-duty outdoor 

chores that they typically handle such as cutting grasses and clearing up drainages, so women 

received help in managing their environment to fulfill the conditionality. 

 

The findings on the HUP’s impact on the distribution pattern of unpaid care and domestic work 

were minimal. It points to the fact that cash by itself is an insufficient driver of redistribution, 

especially because prevalent gender roles and responsibilities are etched in culture and 

tradition. This is why it is essential to create spaces for the active involvement of men in this 

care-centric program, including but not limited to their fulfillment of conditionalities attached 

to the cash and participation in care training and workshops. Without greater changes in the 

distribution of labour, women will remain over-burdened with care work and gender 

inequalities will remain intact.  

 

Decision-making and control over the cash 

The program intends to amplify the voices of women in their households, such that they can 

decide, in conjunction with their husbands, the way to allocate the cash for various household 

expenses. The program recognizes and respects the unique roles played by both genders in the 

household, hence, the households are registered under the name of the household head (men) 

but women as the caregivers receive the cash directly for their households’ benefits. Therefore, 

the program encourages both men and women to actively collaborate in all aspects of decision-

making around the cash including daily/petty household purchases, and major expenses such 

as tuition and healthcare.  
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Gender norms and power structures shape household decision-making. Also, factors such as 

income, education level, and age have been shown to affect women’s autonomy in household 

decision-making (Boateng et al., 2013; Acharya et al., 2010). Traditionally, women play a 

secondary role in household decision-making in Nigeria, and independent decisions are subject 

to the final approval of men as the household heads (Oyediran & Odusola, 2004; Lamidi, 2016). 

This established gender dynamics means that women lack autonomy in decision-making about 

their lives and children while men exercise dominance over women. It was to avoid the 

reproduction of these power relations in the beneficiary households, that the program intensely 

sensitized beneficiaries and their spouses on the importance of joint decision-making. It is not 

enough for women to receive economic resources through the program; it is also important that 

they have the freedom to determine how the money is allocated and utilized for their 

households’ wellbeing whether independently or in consultation with their husbands. Not only 

does this decision-making autonomy empower women through the expansion of their agency, 

but it also increases the chances of effective maximization of the cash transfer since women 

are the households’ primary caregivers.  

 

In this study, the data shows that expenditure decisions were mainly reached through 

negotiation and collaboration between women and their husbands. Although women are 

entrusted with the money for their households, as encouraged by the program, they inform their 

husbands when they receive the money and consult them on how best to spend the money for 

their households.  The outcomes of the consultation varied among beneficiaries. Some reported 

that when they inform their husbands of the receipt of the cash, their husbands assume control 

and decide how it is spent as the head of the house. This outcome was concentrated in Oyo 

state which, as stated earlier, is more traditional and less metropolitan than Lagos state. In such 

households, women stated that their husbands have the authority to decide on how the money 

is spent because of traditional gender hierarchy. Men’s control over the money is justified with 
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remarks such as “he is the head of the home” (Yimade, Oyo).  Men are also left to decide how 

the cash is spent because of their wives’ perceptions that men as the leaders of the household 

are smarter in managing money. One respondent said:,“People are not equally smart and I have 

seen that when I listen to his advice on how to spend the money, it always ends well” (Halimat, 

Oyo).  Another spoke of how pleased she was with her husband’s considerate decision-making 

because in her words, “he points me to how to spend the money. [It is] not like he dictates and 

it’s always for my own good.” (Adebola, Oyo). None of these women complained about their 

husband’s control of the money or stated that they would prefer to have the final say on the 

money.  

 

These examples provide insight into the ongoing challenges of achieving gender equality and 

eliminating the structural realities that permeate life, particularly in the home where cultural 

norms reinforce and reward hierarchy and patriarchy. Even though the money is placed in 

women’s hands by the program, women are still driven to put it in the men’s hands because 

they believe that it is culturally appropriate and that men are more competent with managing 

household finances. This again highlights the need for gender norms to be tackled if the 

program is to fully realize its objectives.  

 

On the flip side, other women emphasized their autonomy over the money received. They 

inform their husbands of the monthly payments but do not have to relinquish control of the 

money to them because their household heads encourage them to spend the money as they 

deem fit for the family. This group of women is concentrated in Lagos state. They noted that 

although their husbands give them freedom to decide what the money is used for, they still 

engage them in their decisions about the money; deliberate together when needed; and 

acknowledge their husbands as the head to ensure that they can continue to peacefully control 

the money. Men acknowledge women’s expertise in managing the household and trust that they 
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are more knowledgeable of the household’s needs. For instance, men would tell their wives, 

“…you are the woman so do whatever you want to do with the money” (Veronica, Lagos) or 

“...if that is what you want to do [with the money], no problem” (Hope, Lagos). This way, 

women are the primary decision-makers in the management of the money despite seeking their 

husbands’ opinions and their consultation with their husbands may be performative. Others 

have to negotiate the household’s expenditure with their husbands before a final decision is 

made. For Suzy in Lagos, her husband may say ‘Use this money for this’, while she says, ‘I 

want to use part of the money for this,’ and they deliberate until they can reach a mutually 

beneficial agreement.  

 

These examples highlight autonomy, negotiation, and cooperation in decision-making on the 

expenditure of the cash transfer. The underlining element is the involvement of both women 

and their husbands in the decision-making process, albeit at various degrees. This is not to say 

that there is no conflict between beneficiaries and their partners in deciding how the money is 

spent – officials shared a few of such chaotic cases that they manage, but conflict was not 

reported among participants of the study. They were open to collaborating with their husbands 

to determine the best use of the money and make compromises where necessary to reach 

mutually beneficial agreements when they received the cash. Despite holding the money, many 

women still acknowledge the leadership of their husbands in their households by informing 

them of the arrival of the money and their plans for it. This tactic of negotiation and 

compromise ensures that their husbands’ egos are not bruised, and they can still maintain 

control over the money. For women with husbands that assumed control of the money, they 

accepted this arrangement most likely because of the prevalent cultural norms and practices in 

their environment which gives men domination in household decision-making.  
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In addition to partaking in decision-making, some men were the registered beneficiaries of 

households with unique circumstances like households with deceased women caregivers. In 

Oyo state especially, men stepped in for their wives when they were unable to fulfill certain 

obligations like attending savings group meetings and withdrawing/collecting money because 

some of them are registered as alternate caregivers in the program. When I entered a community 

in Oyo state, men were readily available to speak with me compared to women. When I insisted 

that the persons of interest for the interviews were their wives, they countered that they are the 

ones who collect the money frequently on behalf of their wives and even attend the group 

meetings, so they are more knowledgeable than their wives. For instance, Mr. Olotu remarked: 

"My wife is busier than me. When she's not around I collect the money, but when she is around, 

she collects it. I collect it the most and give it to her", and Abigail said: "It is my husband that 

attends the meetings. It is my husband that knows the name of the group. I don’t really have 

the time to attend the meeting." Cases such as these represent anomalies in traditional gender 

roles. Women, and not men were more engaged in the productive sphere while men stayed in 

the communities and were more engaged in the program’s activities. None of the men suggested 

that they shouldered domestic tasks since their wives were the breadwinners. This again points 

to the disproportionate burden on women who straddle paid labor and unpaid labor without the 

input of men, and the negative impact it has on their wellbeing.  

 

 

Discussion: A critical feminist analysis of the implications of the HUP on gender 

equality and women’s empowerment 
 

This chapter examined the gender dynamics in the household after the introduction of the HUP 

against the backdrop of the predominant discriminatory gender norms in Nigerian society that 

validate the oppression that women face in the private and public spheres. The evidence 

presented in this chapter highlight three key issues in the relationship between the HUP and the 
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goal of gender equality and empowerment including their disproportionate burden of care 

work, financial responsibility, and limited decision-making autonomy. The implications of 

these relationships are analyzed in this section. 

 

First, just as Sugiyama & Hunter (2020) and Alcázar et al. (2016) discovered, the findings show 

that the increased cash flow positively affected women’s status in their households since they 

were empowered with more resources and less reliant on their husbands to meet household 

needs. Beyond the superficial advantage of this increased status in the household, women’s 

elevated status came at a price: Taking on even more responsibilities outside their traditional 

roles without a commensurate redistribution of their traditional responsibilities. One of the 

goals of gender equality is the recognition, redistribution, and reduction of unpaid care and 

domestic work rather than the redistribution of productive work for men that are already 

privileged. While women must have financial resources and be economically productive to 

support themselves and their families, it becomes burdensome when they provide for their 

households alongside men and solely bear the burden of unpaid care work as well. This echoes 

Mariano (2020) and Bartholo’s (2016) argument that women’s participation in the CCTs does 

not positively affect their labor burden.  

 

The women beneficiaries experienced time constraints because of their double shift of labor 

consisting of a disproportionate burden of care work and their participation in the informal 

labor market through the microbusinesses they established. Although program officials stated 

that men were sensitized on the importance of lifting the care burden on women, beneficiaries 

failed to confirm this and there are no mechanisms for monitoring or ensuring that men are 

actively engaged in the care aspects of the program. Men who engaged in care work alongside 

their wives in their households did so because it was the status quo before the program was 

birthed and they were the minority in my research sample. Interestingly, this pattern contradicts 
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Urbina’s (2020) findings in Mexico that the CCT program reduced the attribution of house 

chores to women because men took up more domestic work. 

 

Furthermore, it has been argued that women’s double shift of labor degenerates further into a 

triple shift of labor when they are required to meet conditionalities such as visiting health 

clinics frequently, and attending health and nutrition workshops (Cookson, 2018; Molyneux, 

2006). In Nigeria, this argument failed to hold water among women beneficiaries because they 

did not consider the conditionality to be an additional task. The environmental management 

conditionality was viewed as a component of their responsibilities as caregivers in their 

households and communities even in the absence of the program. This finding mirrors that of 

Bartholo (2018) who noted that women consider conditionalities as a natural extension of their 

care work and not an additional burden. It was only one woman – a woman in her early 30s 

who was enrolled in the university – that highlighted the strain that it takes on her time and 

energy.  Others expressed satisfaction with the conditionalities, citing the new knowledge 

acquired and the benefits for their overall health. This disparity in reactions between her and 

other women may be attributed to the difference in educational attainment. While there were 

other women in her age group who did not question the conditionalities, it is possible that her 

academic exposure compared to other women (most of whom did not complete their primary 

school education) played a significant role.   

 

Besides, depending on their household dynamics, women received help from their husbands in 

undertaking outdoor tasks, and even from their older children. The nature of the conditionality 

implemented in my research site did not permit the assessment of the supply-side aspect of the 

conditionality. Unlike health, education, and nutrition conditionalities where one can appraise 

the availability of clinics and schools, the fulfillment of environmental management was not 

directly linked to the presence of a public infrastructure beyond waste collection from the 
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communities. Hence, it is not clear if the supply-side dimension of the conditionality 

constituted a strain on the time of women. Overall, the distribution of unpaid care and domestic 

work in favor of women was scarcely achieved in the cash transfer program despite the 

sensitization efforts by the program officials because gender stereotypes around care work were 

deeply entrenched.  

 

Second, the HUP has helped to promote the agency of women beneficiaries through various 

channels within their households by supporting joint decision-making between women and 

their husbands on household expenditure. Although men are traditionally the decision-makers 

in the home, the program hoped that women would have more opportunities to participate in 

decision making since they are the channels for new household income. The outcome was 

mixed among women beneficiaries: decision-making around the cash transfer was mostly in 

the hands of household heads in Oyo state, while it entailed more negotiation and collaboration 

between the household heads and caregivers in Lagos state. The finding in Lagos state is 

consistent with the findings of other scholars that point to the increase in bargaining power and 

decision-making among women beneficiaries of CCTs (Laszlo et al., 2019; Urbina, 2020; Zaky, 

2014; Waqas & Awan, 2019; Sugiyama & Hunter, 2020). The concept of negofeminism helps 

to make sense of the approach taken by women in Lagos state. The women operated within the 

confines of cultural expectations around household financial decision making which is 

traditionally in the purview of men as the household head. Yet, they subtly asserted their agency 

over the money while performing collaboration and negotiation with their husbands on how it 

is spent. Even though the program encourages joint decision-making between men and women 

on equal grounds as household heads and caregivers, women were able to avoid resistance from 

men by creating the impression that men had superior authority over the money. Employing 

such an approach may not deliver the transformative changes to gender relations that is hoped 
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for, but it showed how women were navigating the daunting terrain of culture as beneficiaries 

of the cash transfer. 

 

 It appears that the sensitization exercises in the program and the direct receipt of the cash by 

women cannot be isolated from culture which plays a strong role in decision-making and 

control over cash. In comparison to Lagos state, Oyo state is a more traditional society, and the 

men were predominantly the chief decision-makers in the cash expenditure compared to 

metropolitan Lagos where women had more control over the cash through their negotiation and 

collaboration tactics. Where women had control over the cash, their status within the household 

increased because they attained a measure of financial independence that enabled them to make 

household purchases without their husbands’ input. It is critical to consider the implications of 

such differences in the program’s design and implementation to avoid reproducing inequalities 

among beneficiaries (Laszlo, 2019). 

 

The HUP had a nuanced influence on gender relations and dynamics in beneficiaries’ 

households; some of which improved women’s positions and experiences within their 

households. However, the HUP still holds the potential to further address the gender structures 

and norms that subordinate women in society. 

 

Summary: This chapter examined the impact of the HUP on gender power structures at the 

household level. In particular, it answered the research question: “What are the implications of 

the HUP on gender equality and women’s empowerment?” by uncovering the shifts that 

occurred in household financial dynamics, distribution of unpaid care and domestic work, and 

decision-making over household expenditure. The results were nuanced: participation in the 

program increased most women’s ability to contribute to their household’s income and elevated 

their status in Lagos state and Oyo state. Although no change to the distribution of unpaid care 

and domestic work was observed in both states regardless of women’s financial contributions 
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to their households, women noted that the program did not intensify their domestic labor 

through the attached conditionality.  Lastly, most women in Lagos state had autonomy over the 

cash but they exercised their agency in collaboration with their husbands to minimize the 

likelihood of household tension. This differed from Oyo state where the cash was mainly 

controlled by husbands as the heads of the household. While positive changes to gender 

relations were observed, the shifts also meant an intensification of women’s responsibilities in 

their households, especially because there was no reciprocal redistribution of unpaid care work 

despite their financial contributions. This chapter highlighted the potential of the HUP to 

promote women’s strategic interests, but also, the strong role that societal norms plays in 

shaping the outcomes that are obtainable through programs such as these.  
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CHAPTER 9: CONCLUSION 

In development circles, Conditional Cash Transfers (CCTs) have become synonymous with 

improved human capital development outcomes and reduced poverty rates in contexts where 

they are effectively implemented. The premise of its reputation is the body of systematic 

inquiries that have primarily focused on the nutrition, education, and health outcomes of 

children in beneficiary households (Baird et al., 2014; Benedetti et al., 2016; Kronebusch & 

Damon, 2019; Glassman et al., 2013; Ahmed et al., 2022). The effectiveness of CCTs has also 

been substantiated by studies on its impact on maternal health (Farjana et al., 2023; Rasella et 

al., 2021); mental health (Kilburn et al., 2019; Lund & Cois, 2018); social capital (Kabeer, 

2019; Pavanello et al., 2016; Ndimande-Khoza et al., 2022); and environmental sustainability 

(Marleba, 2020). Although women are the engines of CCTs, the impact of CCTs’ components 

(especially conditionalities), processes, and obligations, on women’s wellbeing outcomes is not 

central in the CCT literature. Even where debates have been raised by feminists on the 

relationship between CCTs and gender equality and women’s empowerment, the evidence is 

inconclusive.  

 

This dissertation takes a step toward populating the growing body of empirical evidence on 

women and CCTs by asking the following research questions in the Nigerian context: 

1. Does the Household Uplifting Programme (HUP) integrate gender equality 

considerations in its design and implementation, and to what extent? 

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? 

3. What are the implications of the HUP on gender equality and women’s empowerment? 
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These questions were designed to explore, in detail, the policy and programmatic priorities of 

the HUP to understand if and how the gender-specific economic and social vulnerabilities that 

affect women are acknowledged and addressed by the program. They are also constructed to 

amplify the voices of women on their personal, household, and community experiences as 

participants in this program. The reinforcement of discriminatory gender roles, the 

intensification of women’s domestic responsibilities, increased tension in gender relations, and 

gender-based violence are some of the associated downsides of CCTs in the literature from a 

gender perspective. Hence, taken together, the research was designed to assess the HUP’s 

processes and impact – from its conceptualization to its operationalization and to its end-users' 

experiences to ascertain if women’s interests are advanced or impeded. The research probed 

for changes in women’s quality of life and shifts in gender hierarchies and structures, 

particularly around household financial management, unpaid care and domestic work, 

household decision-making, status, and productive labor. Beyond evident outcomes, the 

research sought to understand how women made sense of flourishing as their aspiration and as 

their reality, and also how they perceived their positions in the gender hierarchy as it relates to 

the HUP CCT.  Finally, it considered the implications of the women’s perceptions and 

experiences on the body of knowledge and the modus operandi of CCTs in Nigeria and other 

similar contexts. 

In concluding this dissertation, this chapter will summarize my research findings presented in 

the preceding chapters, followed by a reflection on their empirical, practical, and 

methodological implications. It will also offer programmatic recommendations to close gaps 

and explore opportunities for greater impact. I close the chapter by highlighting areas of future 

research that are beyond this research’s scope but necessary to enrich the scholarship, design, 

and execution of CCTs. 
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Summary of research findings 

Based on the posed research questions, the first finding was that gender is inextricable from 

the HUP. This was duly acknowledged by the program’s stakeholders, and the HUP was 

designed to account for the gender-specificities that are synonymous with the introduction of 

cash-related interventions. This was evident with the inclusion of several gender 

mainstreaming instruments in the HUP such as the Gender and Social Inclusion Mainstreaming 

Strategy, Gender Action Plan, and the Sexual Exploitation and Abuse/Sexual Harassment 

Action Plan.  

 

Of course, as with all CCTs around the world, women were the direct cash recipients for their 

households, and they were in charge of fulfilling the conditionalities of the program. While the 

primary reasons for placing women at the forefront were their traditional roles as prudent 

altruistic caregivers, their economic empowerment and financial independence were also 

anticipated by the program. In addition, the program had regular program-wide gender 

mainstreaming training for all staff; gender officers at various levels of the program; collection 

of gender-disaggregated data for monitoring; inclusion considerations in the enrollment of 

program beneficiaries; representation of women in the program governance structure at the 

community level; a dedicated grievance redress mechanism; and frequent community 

sensitization exercises on equitable gender relations. Nonetheless, gender mainstreaming 

efforts in the HUP are impeded by challenges such as unresponsive women beneficiaries, 

limited capacity-building opportunities for staff, and insufficient integration of gender at 

various levels of the program. 

 

Second, the research revealed the domains of human flourishing that are most important to the 

beneficiaries including economic security, physical health, mental health, social relationships, 

and spirituality and religion. There were also nuances in the preferred domains of flourishing 
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which stemmed from cultural norms around women’s roles. For example, women emphasized 

the importance of marriage and childbearing because women are incomplete by society’s 

standards when they do not become wives and mothers by a certain age. Also, women noted 

that their children are a means to their present and future flourishing because they expect their 

children whom they have sacrificed so much for in their prime, to care for them in their old 

age. The HUP was instrumental in driving positive changes among women beneficiaries and 

promoting the flourishing domains that mattered to them, including their relationship with their 

environments. However, operational shortcomings such as delayed payments and technological 

glitches from banks posed challenges to their flourishing. 

 

This dissertation also revealed that Nigerian society is highly patriarchal and for generations, 

women have been socialized to view themselves as subordinate to men. Traditional gender 

roles and responsibilities are ingrained in the society’s fabric such that women are primarily 

valued for their contribution towards caregiving for their households. As a result, women are 

set back in their goal of economic empowerment and financial freedom, and dependent on their 

spouses for sustenance. Women identified their financial dependence as a source of oppression 

and a deliberate strategy of men to keep them subordinated. The introduction of the HUP 

opened economic opportunities for women through increased access to financial services, 

financial literacy training, savings, and investment. This enabled them to cover some household 

expenditures, make financial decisions and bargain with their spouses, improve their status in 

their households and communities, and enjoy improved self-esteem. Women achieved these, 

while employing the tactics of negotiation and compromise in managing their relationships 

with their spouses, although not all women aspired to have control over the cash based on their 

adherence to cultural norms.  
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The research also found that there were no significant alterations to the status quo on unpaid 

care and domestic work despite women’s increased involvement in productive labor. While the 

program recognized the role that women play in sustaining society, the program failed to 

achieve redistribution and reduction in women’s unpaid care and domestic work despite 

occasional sensitization exercises in the communities because the program fundamentally 

reinforces women’s traditional responsibilities. In addition, the feminist critique of 

conditionalities as a third shift of labor was refuted in this research context. Women perceived 

the environmental management conditionality that they fulfill as an extension of their care 

duties and far from an additional demand on their time, energy, and resources. They also 

embraced the conditionalities of the program as beneficial for their overall wellbeing. 

 

Empirical and theoretical contributions 

The findings of this research make contributions to the gender and CCT literature in three 

distinct ways. First, the research makes a much-needed contribution to the body of knowledge 

on CCTs by shedding light on the impact and relevance of the conditionality component of 

CCTs for program effectiveness. Conditionalities have come under intense scrutiny in the 

literature for their ethical and human rights dimensions. On the one hand, it is justified based 

on the perceived lack of foresight and sound judgement among the poor to invest in their 

children’s human capital development, and its potential to stimulate the poor to exercise their 

social rights to health and education (Murray & Pateman, 2012; Gaarder et al., 2010). On the 

other hand, it is denounced for being a tool of paternalism, coercion, punishment, and human 

rights violation because it assumes that the poor need to be nudged to make rational decisions 

for their wellbeing and it limits their exercise of agency and autonomy over their lives 

(Standing, 2014; 2002). Deciphering the importance (or lack thereof) of conditionalities to the 

success of CCTs which continue to be implemented in most parts of the developing world is 
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highly important to ensure that more good than harm is being done to the poor. Especially 

because unconditional cash transfers are argued to deliver similar results to CCTs in human 

capital development.  

 

This research feeds more evidence into this debate as the research questions were posed in two 

states in Nigeria – one where conditionality is attached to the cash transfer and one where there 

is no conditionality. The finding that there was no worthwhile difference in the expenditure 

pattern of women beneficiaries with and without conditionality is insightful. Women prioritized 

their businesses for their livelihood and their children’s wellbeing (education, food, and health) 

irrespective of conditionality and some women without conditionality requirements even 

donated resources as a group to their community’s elementary school because they understand 

the importance of education for children.  The poor women were also far from lazy, entitled, 

and idle (Kidd et al., 2020; Bowles, 2008; Ulriksen & Plagerson, 2014) as they displayed their 

resourcefulness in sharing vocational skills, starting individual and group businesses for 

sustainability using the cash received through the program, and expressing their interests in 

expanding their businesses. This finding supports the anti-conditionality school of the CCT 

literature that credits the poor with the logic and strength of will that they require to promote 

their wellbeing and that of their children. 

 

The second empirical contribution of the dissertation is on the gender dimension of CCTs, 

particularly how CCTs affect various aspects of women’s lives. Women’s experiences as the 

conduits between the state and their households have not been prioritized in the literature, nor 

have their wellbeing outcomes. Feminist inquiries into the impact on gender equality and 

women’s empowerment have yielded insights that point to their disempowerment through the 

reinforcement of discriminatory gender roles and responsibilities (Bartholo, 2013; Thakur et 

al., 2009; Molyneux, 2006; Bradshaw and Víquez, 2008; Tabbush 2009; Bradshaw, 2008), as 
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well as their empowerment through increased control over money, status, decision-making 

power, autonomy, and self-esteem (Waqas & Awan, 2019; Latapı´ & de la Rocha, 2009; Adato 

et al., 2000; Armand et al., 2016). This research adds to this debate by assessing the ability of 

a CCT to transform the unequal gender structures that negatively affect women. The results of 

this inquiry straddle both positions on CCTs’ gendered impacts and this points to the 

complexity of gender issues and the importance of context in determining what these programs 

do for women.  The HUP maintained the societal patriarchal configuration of gender relations 

by relying on women’s traditional roles as caregivers in the distribution of cash. As such, there 

was no recognition of the economic contribution of unpaid care work and more focus on its 

reproductive value. However, the program did deliver on women’s access to financial services, 

economic resources, decision-making power, and status as argued in the literature (Origenes et 

al., 2019; Urbina, 2020). Also, the research goes further than any extant work to investigate the 

wellbeing outcomes of women and it showed that various flourishing domains were positively 

impacted by the program components. 

It also echoes the finding of Bartholo (2013) that conditionality was well received by 

beneficiaries and not considered an additional burden as argued by Molyneux (2006) and 

Cookson (2018). This was because they considered it a part of their routine domestic work and 

an opportunity to have even cleaner and more hygienic environments that would benefit their 

health. Besides, it is a basic human responsibility to maintain habitable and tidy surroundings 

even without the program. The program’s strategy of allowing participating states to select the 

conditionalities that address their unique development priorities could account for 

beneficiaries’ acceptance of the environmental conditionality since it promoted changes they 

hoped to see in their environments. As this finding was the direct perspective of women in the 

program, it suggests that the third shift of labor narrative of conditionalities cannot be 

generalized, rather, the unique contexts of the program and the preferences of program 
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beneficiaries must be considered to determine conditionalities’ impacts on women’s wellbeing. 

This may be countered by the argument that women have been socialized to accept roles and 

responsibilities that are debilitating to their wellbeing and empowerment but there was a level 

of awareness among women in this research on the burden of unpaid work that they shoulder. 

Yet, there was barely any reference to the conditionalities as additional labor for women. 

Nonetheless, changes to the nature of the conditionality and the context in which it is 

implemented can affect how it is perceived by beneficiaries and risk a negative impact on their 

wellbeing.   

The third empirical contribution of the dissertation is in the HUP’s programmatic structure and 

gender mainstreaming strategy. The HUP’s gender mainstreaming strategy combined the bi-

monthly cash transfers with Savings Group Mobilization and Micro Business Development 

training which aimed to strengthen women’s productive skills and create opportunities for their 

participation in the informal labor market. This ensured that women did not spend the money 

on consumption needs alone but were also able to maintain a sustainable livelihood and 

contribute to the wellbeing of their households through businesses. The savings groups that 

women were encouraged to create in their respective communities were also instrumental to 

their positive achievements in wellbeing. These groups were useful platforms for women to 

organize and take initiatives among themselves for rotational savings, small loans, vocational 

skills training, and group businesses that further helped them overcome economic barriers.   

Even more impressive was the social dimension of these groups which extended women’s 

social networks and strengthened collectivity within their communities. Not only could women 

rely on their groups as a cushion during life contingencies, but they also enjoyed a shared 

identity stemming from their similar interests. Although not yet observed at the time of this 

research, these groups can be potential avenues for women to unite, promote gender interests 

and challenge unjust gender-based practices in their communities. 
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 These highlighted components of the HUP are not ‘traditional’ for CCTs: Traditional CCTs 

have focused on the human capital development of children in the households and rarely had 

provisions targeted at women’s capacity building. The recommendations for gender 

transformative CCTs have focused on the time burden, unpaid care work, availability of social 

services, challenging gender stereotypes, and amplifying women’s agency (Seymour, 2014; 

UNRISD, 2016; Laszlo, 2019). While the HUP was found wanting in some of these 

components, it attempts to tackle women’s poverty, and its strategy is worth emulating in CCTs 

in other low and middle-income countries. Likewise, the identified shortcomings of the HUP 

such as the delayed payments and its impact on the progress that women achieved can serve as 

a lesson for program administrators of CCTs in similar contexts as Nigeria with a developing 

social protection system characterized by fragmented governance (Shadare, 2022).  

 

Theoretical and methodological contribution 

The dissertation makes theoretical contributions to the critical feminist literature by probing 

into the gender structures that sustain the operationalization of CCTs in the Nigerian context. 

It builds on 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. While 

there was no convincing evidence pointing to the intensification of women’s care 

responsibilities from women’s perspectives, the program accentuated women’s caregiving roles 

and perpetuated the already existing notion even among women that they belong to the 

domestic sphere. Although the program stimulated women’s participation in the labor market 

and enabled them to assume more financial responsibilities in their household, these came 

without commensurate attention to the redistribution of their unpaid care and domestic work 

load.  
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The dissertation also adds an individualistic approach to the structural and systemic focus of 

critical feminist theory using the feminist flourishing lens. By investigating the different 

components of wellbeing encapsulated in the feminist flourishing lens, the study shows the 

interconnectedness of each flourishing domain and how these can interact to affect women’s 

wellbeing. By so doing, it expands the conceptualization of wellbeing in mainstream 

development which has a continued preference for narrow, individualistic, and economic 

conceptualizations of wellbeing. Relying on women’s voices, the study spotlights what actually 

matters to poor women in defining a prosperous life. It also suggests that wellbeing should be 

conceptualized with due consideration of the ways in which intersecting identities define what 

matters to individuals. In this study, for instance, marriage and childbearing were noted as 

wellbeing necessities by women but this is not applicable to men. These nuances must be 

accounted for in wellbeing measurements and indexes in development theory and practice. 

 Furthermore, the methodological approach of the dissertation enriches the CCT literature by 

contesting the hegemony of positivism and quantitative methodology in assessing the impact 

of these programs. As Cookson (2018; 2019); (Fisher et al., 2017); and Goodwin et al. (2018) 

have argued, the literature is replete with program evaluations and quantitative evidence 

pointing to the efficacy of CCTs in increasing the use of health services, improving children’s 

nutrition outcomes, increasing girls’ school enrollment, and reducing child labor. These largely 

experimental design studies have generated evidence using randomized control trials, 

regression discontinuity, and propensity score matching (Leroy et al. 2009; Armand et al., 

2016; Kabeer & Waddington 2015) which have not privileged women’s epistemic authority 

and marginalized them in social inquiries. These studies have missed out on women’s interests, 

their activities, and the intensification of unequal power relations that have become 

synonymous with CCTs. This dissertation adopted a qualitative research design and feminist 
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epistemic and methodological principles which allowed women’s voices, experiences, and 

perspectives to be spotlighted. 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. 

Programmatic recommendations: Opportunities for transformation 

No doubt, the HUP has driven positive changes in the lives of poor women, and it holds the 

potential to tackle transgenerational transmission of poverty if existing gaps in design and 

implementation are addressed. This research prioritized the perspectives and experiences of 

women beneficiaries to better understand the strengths and weaknesses of the program and 

some important issues emerged as a result. 

 

First, the program administration must commit to an efficient and reliable payment system that 

will guarantee timely disbursement of the cash to program beneficiaries. The unpredictable and 

delayed payments to beneficiaries despite the program’s promise of bi-monthly payments have 

posed a challenge to the maximization of the program’s benefits. Not only do irregular 

payments create anxiety and stress for beneficiaries, but they also prevent them from making 

concrete financial plans for their households and businesses. Their newly established 

businesses are put under strain when they are unable to consistently invest with the cash; 

household needs go unmet when anticipated cash fails to come; nascent savings get depleted; 

and savings groups’ activities (contributions and group businesses) are stalled. This reverses 

the progress achieved and makes the program unproductive. Even worse, it is injurious to the 

social contract between the state and the poor because it dwindles the trust and hope of citizens 

in the state as a duty bearer. When the program commenced, it sparked hope in the minds of 

beneficiaries that the government now cared about their wellbeing, contrary to its past record. 



 

 264 

However, the disappointment of beneficiaries when payments are delayed or missing certainly 

chips away at the hope and confidence that they have in the state. 

 

Women beneficiaries also stressed the need for the government to consider a bulk payment in 

the form of grants rather than small bi-monthly payments. The reasoning behind this suggestion 

is that a bulk payment would be more tangible and useful for investment in their businesses 

while small payments have a high tendency of being spent on consumption. Another suggestion 

was for a restructuring of the payment model from individual to group payments. The program 

administration was encouraged to exploit the established structures in the savings groups by 

delivering the beneficiaries’ payments to their respective groups and allowing the money to be 

distributed through them for ease and efficiency. This could help to address some payment 

challenges such as lost debit cards, forgotten codes, incompatible cards, or missing cash. 

 

Furthermore, the HUP uses a flat rate for calculating the cash transfer value. This means that 

irrespective of the characteristics of individuals and households, the same amount of cash is 

given to all beneficiaries. When the cash transfer is administered this way, it risks perpetuating 

inequality among beneficiaries because the unique vulnerabilities of each household are not 

accounted for in the cash transfers. A good example of this differential in vulnerability is the 

difference in the purchasing power and availability of labor between a male-headed household 

and a female-headed house (due to widowhood). In the former, the woman beneficiary has the 

advantage of a partner who contributes to the household’s income, in addition to her income 

and the cash transfer. With the latter, the household income mainly comprises her income and 

the cash transfer. Hence, the sources of household income are limited relative to that of male-

headed households; her income is thinly spread; and she is under more pressure than her 

counterparts. Such consequences of differences among beneficiaries must be considered in 

determining the value of transfers to the poor and vulnerable to avoid causing negative 
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wellbeing impacts.  The program aims for inclusivity in targeting and enrolling beneficiaries 

but the “so what” question emerges after people with multiple vulnerabilities have been 

enrolled in the program.  

 

All these examples of potential adjustments and improvements can be used to guide the HUP 

to develop better delivery mechanisms. However, to be most effective, a much bigger 

commitment is needed – one that addresses structural barriers that contribute to gender 

inequality  for women. To do this the HUP could do more to fully centre gender equality as a 

guiding principle in its operations. To start, the multitude of vulnerabilities such as unpaid care 

work that women face can be addressed using the different program components. CCTs like 

the HUP hold unique opportunities to reframe societal norms around gender roles and 

responsibilities although this has not been strongly explored in the program. For instance, the 

program can redistribute care work by intensifying sensitization exercises on partnership in 

care work; placing the responsibility of the conditionality on both women and men; and 

monitoring the execution of the conditionalities by both men and women. The HUP can also 

amplify some opportunities that women devised among themselves on a small scale such as 

their in-group vocational skills training. This was only in operation in a few groups but the 

transfer of such knowledge between and among women beneficiaries is key to their 

empowerment and their exit from poverty.  

 

Such examples of scaling up locally based best practices also serve to centre the voices and 

knowledge of the participants and to demonstrate the ground-up priority of community 

development.  Women are most attuned to their needs and priorities, and to what is needed for 

their flourishing. By acknowledging their self-defined needs and building up on their drawn-

up solutions, the HUP could amplify its impact on women’s lives, fill gaps in service delivery,  

and meet program objectives. It would also position women as active agents with voice in 
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navigating their way out of poverty and vulnerabilities. By including other capacity-building 

components like vocational skills training in the program, women would be better equipped to 

enjoy a sustainable livelihood even after the program. 

 

Finally, the HUP alone cannot be tasked to overcome Nigeria's poverty and vulnerability 

scourge. The challenge of poverty in Nigeria is driven by a complex interplay of structural 

conditions that can continue to combat the progress achieved with the program. Despite the 

program’s success, national development issues such as lack of basic functional infrastructure 

(e.g., inefficient transportation system, national power supply, healthcare system, education 

system), insecurity, poor governance, inflation, unemployment, food insecurity, but to mention 

a few, overshadow it. For instance, beneficiaries may have businesses established through the 

HUP, but the unstable power supply, high inflation, insecurity, and inadequate transportation 

networks frustrate the operation of the businesses and can make them short-lived. It does not 

suffice to target poverty through cash transfers while ignoring the systems and structures that 

incubate poverty. When this is done, CCTs merely amount to a band-aid solution to poverty 

which is superficial and temporary. The multiple structural factors must also be addressed to 

ensure that beneficiaries are not forced back into poverty when the CCTs are interrupted or 

come to an end. This would involve systems-based strategies that account for the interaction 

of multiple complex problems and developing smart solutions that address these challenges as 

a whole. Cash transfer programs may produce some results toward development objectives 

especially in countries with weak national development plans and institutions, but they are 

insufficient for broader sustainable development.  

 

Similarly, the program may attempt to improve the plight of women through the direct transfer 

of cash and capacity-building activities but beyond the program,  women are still confronted 

in their daily lives by formal and informal institutions that devalue, marginalize, and hinder 
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their wellbeing and prosperity. To combat the high rate of poverty in the country, the state must 

go beyond isolated interventions to establish a social sector system and infrastructure that will 

facilitate a decent life for its citizenry. This system of institutions and policies must then be 

integrated with social interventions like CCTs to maximize their impact on poverty alleviation 

for women to meet their practical needs, and its impact on gender relations for women to enjoy 

equality. For example, there must be strong linkages between the Federal Ministry of Finance, 

the Central Bank of Nigeria, and the HUP to ensure that financial policies are in place to support 

the program’s goal of financial inclusion for poor and vulnerable women. Also, gender equality 

must be centered at the program level, but change must also be pursued at the familial and 

community level through intensive sensitization to dismantle gender discriminatory ideas, 

stereotypes, customs, and norms. 

 

Areas of future research 

While the findings of this research extend the knowledge base on the gender dimensions of 

CCTs from a design, operational and impact perspective, it also brings into focus, some 

important gaps in the literature which are worth exploring but beyond this study’s scope. First, 

the similar outcomes observed among beneficiaries of the program with and without 

conditionalities are noteworthy and it raises the big question of what specific component of 

CCTs accounts for the laudable achievements among beneficiaries around the world.  More 

impact studies that dissect and isolate different CCT variables are needed to demonstrate or 

disprove the effectiveness claims of CCT champions in international development circles. This 

would enable development practitioners to prioritize or eliminate CCT components that have 

attained dogmatic status if needed. Such studies must consider local political and socio-

economic contexts, the nature of conditionalities, and other contextual variables that may affect 

outcomes. It would also be insightful to conduct longitudinal studies that assess the long-term 
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impacts of CCTs in terms of the sustainability of the gains achieved even after the programs 

end.  Are the poor and vulnerable truly able to move out of poverty and create sustainable 

livelihoods beyond the provisions of the program? Such investigations can revolutionize how 

we think of CCTs and other anti-poverty strategies in development.  
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(2011). Evaluation for program decision making: a case study of the Oportunidades program 

in Mexico. The Journal of nutrition, 141(11), 2076-2083. 

Nkealah, N. (2016). (West) African feminisms and their challenges. Journal of literary 

Studies, 32(2), 61-74. 

Nnaemeka, O. (2003). Nego-feminism: Theorizing, practicing, and pruning Africa’s way. Signs: 

Journal of women in culture and society, 29(2), 357-385. 

Nnaemeka, O. (2013). Foreword: Locating Feminisms/Feminists. In: McCann, Carole and Kim, 

Seung-Kyung (eds) Feminist Local and Global Theory Perspectives Reader. New York: 

Routledge, pp. 317-320  

https://doi.org/10.1080/0376835X.2013.756099
https://www.stakeholderdemocracy.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/National-Gender-PolicySituation-Analysis.pdf
https://www.stakeholderdemocracy.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/National-Gender-PolicySituation-Analysis.pdf
https://www.mppn.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/11/MPI_web_Nov15_FINAL.pdf
https://ncto.gov.ng/


 

 296 

Norton, A., N. Seddon, A. Agrawal, C. Shakya, N. Kaur and I. Porras (2020). Harnessing 

employment-based social assistance programmes to scale up nature-based climate action. 

Philosophical Transactions of the Royal Society of London. Series B: Biological Sciences 

375 (1794), 2019012 

NPM - Nigeria Poverty Map (2022). Multidimensional Poverty in Lagos State 

https://www.nigeriapovertymap.com/state/335f9980-5bb3-4366-8f18-edf4125bb8da  

Nussbaum, M. C. (2000). Women and human development: The capabilities approach (Vol. 3). 

Cambridge university press. 

O’Brien, C., Holmes, R., Scott, Z., & Barca, V., Kardan, A., Holmes, R., Watson, C., Congrave, J. 

(2018). Shock-responsive Social Protection Systems Research: Synthesis Report. Oxford: 

Oxford Policy Management. 

Obiefuna, J., Nwilo, P., Atagbaza, A. & Okolie, C. (2013). Spatial changes in the wetlands of 

Lagos/Lekki lagoons of Lagos, Nigeria. Journal of Sustainable Development, 6(7), 123-133 

Ochogwu, J. (2023). Unpacking the politics of social assistance: Part 1 – Nigeria. Institute of 

Development Studies. https://www.ids.ac.uk/opinions/unpacking-the-politics-of-social-

assistance-part-1-nigeria/  

Oduenyi, C., Ordu, V., & Okoli, U. (2019). Assessing the operational effectiveness of a maternal and 

child health (MCH) conditional cash transfer pilot programme in Nigeria. BMC pregnancy 

and childbirth, 19, 1-12. 

Oduro, R. (2015). Beyond poverty reduction: Conditional cash transfers and citizenship in Ghana. 

International Journal of Social Welfare, 24(1), 27–36.  

Odusola, A., Cornia, G., Bhorat, H., & Conceição, P. (2017). Income Inequality Trends in sub-

Saharan Africa: Divergence, Determinants and Consequences. United Nations Development 

Program: New York. 

https://www.undp.org/sites/g/files/zskgke326/files/migration/africa/undp-rba_Income-

Inequality-in-SSA_Chapter-1.pdf   

OECD (2013). Guidelines on measuring subjective well-being. Paris: OECD Publishing. 

OECD (2018), Social Protection System Review: A Toolkit, OECD Development Policy Tools, 

OECD Publishing, Paris. 

OECD (2019). Can social protection be an engine for inclusive growth? Paris: Organisation for 

Economic Co-operation and Development. https://doi.org/10.1787/9d95b5d0-e  

Ogbuli, K. (July 23, 2023). Will N8,000 Be Enough? The Future of Nigeria’s social safety net. The 

Republic.  https://republic.com.ng/june-july-2023/nigerias-social-safety-net/  

Ogunro, V. (2014). Nigeria’s Business Environment: Issues Challenges and Prospects. International 

Journal of Academic Research in Business and Social Sciences. 4.  

Ohrnberger, J., Fichera, E., Sutton, M., & Anselmi, L. (2020). The worse the better? Quantile 

treatment effects of a conditional cash transfer programme on mental health. Health policy 

and planning, 35(9), 1137-1149. 

https://www.nigeriapovertymap.com/state/335f9980-5bb3-4366-8f18-edf4125bb8da
https://www.ids.ac.uk/opinions/unpacking-the-politics-of-social-assistance-part-1-nigeria/
https://www.ids.ac.uk/opinions/unpacking-the-politics-of-social-assistance-part-1-nigeria/
https://www.undp.org/sites/g/files/zskgke326/files/migration/africa/undp-rba_Income-Inequality-in-SSA_Chapter-1.pdf
https://www.undp.org/sites/g/files/zskgke326/files/migration/africa/undp-rba_Income-Inequality-in-SSA_Chapter-1.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1787/9d95b5d0-e
https://republic.com.ng/june-july-2023/nigerias-social-safety-net/


 

 297 

Olesen, V. (2000). Feminisms and qualitative research at and into the millennium, in Denzin, N. K & 

Lincoln, Y. S (eds), The Handbook of Qualitative Research (2nd edition). Thousand Oaks, 

CA: Sage. 

Oliver A. (2012). A nudge too far? A nudge at all? On paying people to be healthy. Healthcare 

papers 12: 8–16. 

Onoka, C. A., Onwujekwe, O. E., Uzochukwu, B. S., & Ezumah, N. N. (2013). Promoting universal 

financial protection: constraints and enabling factors in scaling-up coverage with social 

health insurance in Nigeria. Health research policy and systems, 11, 1-10. 

OPEC (2023). OPEC monthly oil market report. https://momr.opec.org/pdf-download/  

Origenes, A., Nishimura, H., Fernald, L., & Reynolds, S. (2019). Associations between Bolsa 

Família and Women’s Empowerment: Exclusive and Joint Decision-Making Two to Three 

Years after 

Implementation. https://deliverypdf.ssrn.com/delivery.php?ID=305031083029083112104093

102029068109034071000010027054111070001102104098002110014102099011058111062

051098122021098005096111066025070025007037005086027066026087064123068055056

069031074090085025073000072092024030114005068030012118094106001123012069080

029&EXT=pdf&INDEX=TRUE  

Orton, I. (May 27, 2014). Conditional Cash Transfers and the Human Right to Social Security. Social 

Protection-Human Rights. https://socialprotection-humanrights.org/expertcom/conditional-

cash-transfers-and-the-human-right-to-social-security/  

Owusu-Addo, E., & Cross, R. (2014). The impact of conditional cash transfers on child health in 

low-and middle-income countries: a systematic review. International journal of public 

health, 59, 609-618. 

Owusu-Addo, E., A. Renzaho and B. Smith (2018). The impact of cash transfers on social 

determinants of health and health inequalities in Sub-Saharan Africa: A systematic review. 

Health Policy and Planning 33 (5), 675–96. 

Oyebade, A. (2016). Women's Rights and the Incidence of Marriage in Nigeria. Social Science 

Research Network, 2802144 http://dx.doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.2802144 

Oyediran, K., & Odusola, A. (2004). Poverty and the dynamics of women's participation in household 

decision-making in Nigeria. African Population Studies Supplement A to, 19. 

Ozer, E. J., Fernald, L. C., Weber, A., Flynn, E. P., & VanderWeele, T. J. (2011). Does alleviating 

poverty affect mothers’ depressive symptoms? A quasi-experimental investigation of 

Mexico’s Oportunidades programme. International journal of epidemiology, 40(6), 1565-

1576. 

Padmakanthi, N.P.D. (2023). Sustainable Way to Eradicate Poverty through Social Protection: The 

Case of Sri Lanka. Soc. Sci. 12 (7), 384 

Paes-Sousa, R., Santos, L. M. P., & Miazaki, É. S. (2011). Effects of a conditional cash transfer 

programme on child nutrition in Brazil. Bulletin of the World Health Organization, 89, 496-

503. 

https://momr.opec.org/pdf-download/
https://deliverypdf.ssrn.com/delivery.php?ID=305031083029083112104093102029068109034071000010027054111070001102104098002110014102099011058111062051098122021098005096111066025070025007037005086027066026087064123068055056069031074090085025073000072092024030114005068030012118094106001123012069080029&EXT=pdf&INDEX=TRUE
https://deliverypdf.ssrn.com/delivery.php?ID=305031083029083112104093102029068109034071000010027054111070001102104098002110014102099011058111062051098122021098005096111066025070025007037005086027066026087064123068055056069031074090085025073000072092024030114005068030012118094106001123012069080029&EXT=pdf&INDEX=TRUE
https://deliverypdf.ssrn.com/delivery.php?ID=305031083029083112104093102029068109034071000010027054111070001102104098002110014102099011058111062051098122021098005096111066025070025007037005086027066026087064123068055056069031074090085025073000072092024030114005068030012118094106001123012069080029&EXT=pdf&INDEX=TRUE
https://deliverypdf.ssrn.com/delivery.php?ID=305031083029083112104093102029068109034071000010027054111070001102104098002110014102099011058111062051098122021098005096111066025070025007037005086027066026087064123068055056069031074090085025073000072092024030114005068030012118094106001123012069080029&EXT=pdf&INDEX=TRUE
https://deliverypdf.ssrn.com/delivery.php?ID=305031083029083112104093102029068109034071000010027054111070001102104098002110014102099011058111062051098122021098005096111066025070025007037005086027066026087064123068055056069031074090085025073000072092024030114005068030012118094106001123012069080029&EXT=pdf&INDEX=TRUE
https://socialprotection-humanrights.org/expertcom/conditional-cash-transfers-and-the-human-right-to-social-security/
https://socialprotection-humanrights.org/expertcom/conditional-cash-transfers-and-the-human-right-to-social-security/
https://dx.doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.2802144


 

 298 

Paffenholz,T., Ross, N., Dixon, S., Schluchter, A., & True, J. (2016). “Making Women Count - Not 

Just Counting Women: Assessing Women’s Inclusion and Influence on Peace Negotiations,” 

Geneva: Inclusive Peace and Transition Initiative (The Graduate Institute of International and 

Development Studies) and UN Women. 

Pan, J., X. Lei and G. Liu (2016). Health insurance and health status: Exploring the causal effect 

from a policy intervention. Health Economics 25 (11), 1389–402. 

Parker, I. (2007). Critical psychology: What it is and what it is not. Social and personality 

psychology compass, 1(1), 1-15. 

Parker, S. W., & Todd, P. E. (2017). Conditional cash transfers: The case of 

Progresa/Oportunidades. Journal of Economic Literature, 55(3), 866-915. 

Parodi, S. & Vasquez, M. (2017). Foundations of the Operational Cycle. In Ibarrarán, P., Regalia, F., 

& Stampini, M. (Eds.). How Conditional Cash Transfers work. Inter-American Development 

Bank. https://publications.iadb.org/publications/english/viewer/How-Conditional-Cash-

Transfers-Work.pdf    

Patai, D. (1991). U.S. Academics and Third World Women: Is Ethical Research Possible? In S. 

Berger Gluck & D. Patai (Eds.), Women’s Words: The feminist practice of oral history (pp. 

137–153). New York: Routledge.  

Patton, M. Q. (2002). Qualitative research & evaluation methods: Integrating theory and practice. 

Sage publications. 

Pavanello, S., Watson, C., Onyango-Ouma, W., & Bukuluki, P. (2016). Effects of cash transfers on 

community interactions: Emerging evidence. The Journal of Development Studies, 52(8), 

1147-1161. 

Pavanello, S., Watson, C., Onyango-Ouma, W., & Bukuluki, P. (2018). Effects of cash transfers on 

community interactions: Emerging evidence. In The Social and Political Potential of Cash 

Transfers (pp. 61-75). Routledge. 

Pega, F., Shaw, C., Rasanathan, K., Yablonski, J., Kawachi, I., & Hales, S. (2015). Climate change, 

cash transfers and health. Bulletin of the World Health Organization, 93, 559-565. 

Pellerano, L., Moratti, M., Jakobsen, M., Bajgar, M., & Barca, V. (2014). Child grants programme 

impact evaluation. Follow-Up Report, Oxford Policy Management, Oxford  

Perova, E. (2010). Three essays on intended and not intended impacts of conditional cash transfers. 

University of California, Berkeley. 

Perova, E., & Vakis, R. (2012). 5 years in Juntos: New Evidence on the Program’s Short and Long-

term Impacts. https://hdl.handle.net/20.500.12799/3468  

Pezirkianidis, C., Galanaki, E., Raftopoulou, G., Moraitou, D., & Stalikas, A. (2023). Adult 

friendship and wellbeing: A systematic review with practical implications. Frontiers in 

Psychology, 14, 1059057. 

https://publications.iadb.org/publications/english/viewer/How-Conditional-Cash-Transfers-Work.pdf
https://publications.iadb.org/publications/english/viewer/How-Conditional-Cash-Transfers-Work.pdf
https://hdl.handle.net/20.500.12799/3468


 

 299 

Pillow, W. (2003). Confession, catharsis, or cure? Rethinking the uses of reflexivity as 

methodological power in qualitative research. International journal of qualitative studies in 

education, 16(2), 175-196. 

Plagerson, S., Harpman, T., & Kielmann, K. (2012). Cash transfers and citizenship: Evidence from 

South Africa. Journal of Development Studies, 48(7), 969– 982. 

Popogbe, O. O., Akinleye, S. O., & Oke, D. M. (2023). A tripartite approach to social inclusion in 

selected slums in Lagos State, Nigeria. Review of Economics and Political Science, 8(1), 2-

18. 

Prencipe, L., Houweling, T. A., van Lenthe, F. J., & Palermo, T. (2021). Do conditional cash transfers 

improve mental health? Evidence from Tanzania’s governmental social protection 

program. Journal of Adolescent Health, 69(5), 797-805. 

Promundo (2016). Promundo pilots gender transformative toolkit for Brazilian professionals working 

on conditional cash transfer programs. https://promundoglobal.org/promundo-pilots-gender-

transformative-toolkit-brazilian-professionals-working-conditional-cash-transfer-programs/  

Pronyk, P. M., Harpham, T., Busza, J., Phetla, G., Morison, L. A., Hargreaves, J. R., ... & Porter, J. D. 

(2008). Can social capital be intentionally generated? A randomized trial from rural South 

Africa. Social science & medicine, 67(10), 1559-1570. 

Ragetlie, R., Najjar, D., & Baruah, B. (2021). Paying “Lip Service” to Gender Equality: The Hollow 

Implementation of Gender Mainstreaming in Jordan. Civil Society Review, November (5). 

Raifu, I. A., Aminu, A., & Folawewo, A. O. (2020). Investigating the relationship between changes in 

oil prices and unemployment rate in Nigeria: linear and nonlinear autoregressive distributed 

lag approaches. Future Business Journal, 6, 1-18. 

Ralston, L., Andrews, C., & Hsiao, A. J. Y. (2017). The impacts of safety nets in Africa: what are we 

learning?. World Bank Policy Research Working Paper, (8255). 

Ramírez-Silva, I., Rivera, J. A., Leroy, J. L., & Neufeld, L. M. (2013). The Oportunidades program's 

fortified food supplement, but not improvements in the home diet, increased the intake of key 

micronutrients in rural Mexican children aged 12–59 months. The Journal of 

nutrition, 143(5), 656-663. 

Ramírez, V. (2016). CCTs through a wellbeing lens: The importance of the relationship between 

front-line officers and participants in the Oportunidades/Prospera programme in 

Mexico. Social Policy and Society, 15(3), 451–464. doi:10.1017/S1474746416000129 

Ramos, D., da Silva, N. B., Ichihara, M. Y., Fiaccone, R. L., Almeida, D., Sena, S., Rebouças, P., 

Júnior, E.P.P., Paixão, E.S., Ali, S. and Rodrigues, L.C. (2021). Conditional cash transfer 

program and child mortality: A cross-sectional analysis nested within the 100 million 

Brazilian Cohort. pLoS medicine, 18(9), e1003509. 

Rasella, D., Aquino, R., Santos, C. A., Paes-Sousa, R., & Barreto, M. L. (2013). Effect of a 

conditional cash transfer programme on childhood mortality: a nationwide analysis of 

Brazilian municipalities. The lancet, 382(9886), 57-64. 

https://promundoglobal.org/promundo-pilots-gender-transformative-toolkit-brazilian-professionals-working-conditional-cash-transfer-programs/
https://promundoglobal.org/promundo-pilots-gender-transformative-toolkit-brazilian-professionals-working-conditional-cash-transfer-programs/


 

 300 

Rawlings, L. B., & Rubio, G. M. (2005). Evaluating the impact of conditional cash transfer 

programs. The World Bank Research Observer, 20(1), 29-55. 

Razavi, S. & Miller, C. (1995). From WID to GAD: Conceptual shifts in the women and development 

discourse (No. 1). UNRISD Occasional Paper. 

Reis, E., & Moore, M. (2005). Elite perceptions of poverty and inequality. Zed Books. 

Riger, S. (1992). Epistemological debates, feminist voices: Science, social values, and the study of 

women. American Psychologist, 47(6), 730–740 

Ring, J. (1987). Toward a feminist epistemology. American Journal of Political Science, 31, 753–

772. 

Roberts, A. (2015). The Political Economy of “Transnational Business Feminism” problematizing 

the corporate-led gender equality agenda. International feminist journal of politics, 17(2), 

209-231 

Roberts, A. & Soederberg, S. (2012) Gender Equality as Smart Economics? A critique of the 2012 

World Development Report, Third World Quarterly, 33(5), 949-968 

Robertson, L., Mushati, P., Eaton, J. W., Dumba, L., Mavise, G., Makoni, J., ... & Gregson, S. 

(2013). Effects of unconditional and conditional cash transfers on child health and 

development in Zimbabwe: a cluster-randomised trial. The Lancet, 381(9874), 1283-1292. 

Roelen, K. (2014). Challenging Assumptions and Managing Expectations Moving Towards Inclusive 

Social Protection in Southeast Asia. Journal of Southeast Asian Economies, 57-67. 

Rohregger, B. (2021). "Chapter 5: Social services". In Schrung & Loewe (Eds.). Handbook on Social 

Protection Systems. Cheltenham, UK: Edward Elgar Publishing. 

Rose, H. (1994). Love, Power, and Knowledge: Towards a Feminist Transformation of the Sciences. 

Cambridge, England: Polity Press.  

Rottenberg, C. (2014). The rise of neoliberal feminism. Cultural studies, 28(3), 418-437. 

Roy, A. 2010). Poverty Capital: Microfinance and the Making Development. New York:Routledge 

Ruch, F. U (2019). “Prospects, Risks and Vulnerabilities.” In Kose, M A and F Ohnsorge (Eds.) A 

Decade After the Global Recession: Lessons and Challenges for Emerging and Developing 

Economies. Washington, DC: World Bank.  

Rukiko, M. D., Mwakalobo, A. B. S., & Mmasa, J. J. (2023). The context in conditional cash transfer 

(CCT) programs: A royal road to health service utilization to the poor? Cogent Business & 

Management, 10(1), 2198075. 

Ryan, R. M., Curren, R. R., & Deci, E. L. (2013). What humans need: Flourishing in Aristotelian 

philosophy and self-determination theory. In A. S. Waterman (Ed.), The best within us: 

Positive psychology perspectives on eudaimonia (pp. 57–75). American Psychological 

Association. 



 

 301 

Ryff, C. D. (1989). Happiness is everything, or is it? Explorations on the meaning of psychological 

well-being. Journal of personality and social psychology, 57(6), 1069. 

Saavedra, J. and Garcia, S. (2016). Educational impacts and cost-effectiveness of conditional cash 

transfer programs: A meta-analysis. Working Paper. 

Saavedra, J. E. (2016, May). The effects of conditional cash transfer programs on poverty reduction, 

human capital accumulation and wellbeing. In United Nations Expert Group 

Meeting:“Strategies for eradicating poverty to achieve sustainable development for all” 

convened in New York on June (pp. 1-3). 

Sabates-Wheeler, R., A. Hurrell and S. Devereux (2015). Targeting social transfer programmes: 

Comparing design and implementation errors across alternative mechanisms. Journal of 

International Development 27 (8), 1521–45. 

Sabates-Wheeler, R., Devereux, S. (2008). Transformative Social Protection: The Currency of Social 

Justice. In: Barrientos, A., Hulme, D. (eds) Social Protection for the Poor and Poorest. 

Palgrave Studies in Development. Palgrave Macmillan, London. 

Saldiva, S. R. D. M., Silva, L. F. F., & Saldiva, P. H. N. (2010). Anthropometric assessment and food 

intake of children younger than 5 years of age from a city in the semi-arid area of the 

Northeastern region of Brazil partially covered by the bolsa família program. Rev Nutr, 23(2), 

221-229. 

Salvini, A., & Bolits, G. (2021). "Chapter 4: Labour market policies". In Schrung & Loewe (Eds.). 

Handbook on Social Protection Systems. Cheltenham, UK: Edward Elgar Publishing 

Salzman, P. C. (2018). Toxic feminism. Culture Wars: Essays on the Frontier. Frontier Centre for 

Public Policy EF40. https://fcpp.org/wp-content/uploads/EF40ToxicFeminismSalzmanF2.pdf  

Sanchez, A., Melendez, G., & Behrman, J. (2016). The impact of the Juntos conditional cash transfer 

programme in Peru on nutritional and cognitive outcomes: does the age of exposure matter?. 
Young Lives. 

Satumba, T., Bayat, A., & Mohamed, S. (2017). The impact of social grants on poverty reduction in 

South Africa. Journal of Economics, 8(1), 33-49. 

Savvides N, Al-Youssef J, Colin M, Garrido C (2014) Journeys into inner/outer space reflections on 

the methodological challenges of negotiating insider-outsider status in international 

educational research. Research in Comparative and International Education 9(4): 412–425. 

Schady N. (2000). The political economy of expenditures by the Peruvian social fund 

(FONCODES), 1991-95. The American Political Science Review, 94, 289-304 

Schech, S., & Haggis, J. (2000). Culture and development: A critical introduction. Wiley-Blackwell. 

Scheel, I. B., Scheel, A. E., & Fretheim, A. (2020). The moral perils of conditional cash transfer 

programmes and their significance for policy: a meta-ethnography of the ethical 

debate. Health Policy and Planning, 35(6), 718-734. 

Schober, G. (2019). Conditional Cash Transfers, Resources, and Political Participation in Latin 

America. Latin American Research Review, 54(3), 591-607.  

https://fcpp.org/wp-content/uploads/EF40ToxicFeminismSalzmanF2.pdf


 

 302 

Schotanus-Dijkstra, M., Pieterse, M. E., Drossaert, C. H., Westerhof, G. J., De Graaf, R., Ten Have, 

M., ... & Bohlmeijer, E. T. (2016). What factors are associated with flourishing? Results from 

a large representative national sample. Journal of happiness studies, 17, 1351-1370. 
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APPENDIX B: RESEARCH INSTRUMENTS 

 
I. Interview guide for key informants (program officials – high level)  
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1. Was there any international or local body that offered guidance in the design of the 

program? What were/are their roles? 

2. How is the program funded? Is there funding from external sources? Which 

international organizations, if any, have been funding the program, and how has their 

funding influenced/impacted the program’s structure and processes? 

3. How did the government establish the targets of the program? Is it a transparent 

process? 

4. Can you walk me through a typical cycle/process of operation of the program in a 

month?  

5. How did the government decide on the mode of delivery of the cash?  

6. What are the conditionalities attached to the program? 

7. Why did the government opt for conditional cash transfers (CCT) and not universal 

cash transfers (UCT)? What were the domestic political considerations behind the 

decisions to attach conditionalities to the cash? 

8. How are the conditionalities monitored and what happens when a beneficiary 

defaults? 

9. Why were women made central to the program in terms of receiving the cash and 

meeting the conditionalities? 

10. What is the government’s values and ideologies on gender equality and 

empowerment? What is the agency’s/program’s underlying values on women’s roles 

and responsibilities in the household and society? Does the agency/program seek to 

promote gender equality, women empowerment, and wellbeing? If so, how does the 

agency define gender equality and women empowerment? 

11. How were these values factored into the design of the program? 

12. What are the perceived benefits and challenges of the program to women 

beneficiaries? Are there any monitoring mechanisms in place that can enable the 

agency understand women’s positive and negative experiences with the program? If 

this exacts what are some examples of positive and negative experiences? 

13. Since conditionalities are attached to the use of public services, does the government 

also make provisions for the availability of these services? Is there a budget provision 

for this? 

14. What are some of the challenges encountered by the agency in implementing the 

program?  

15. What are some of the opportunities encountered by the agency in implementing the 

program?  

16. How would you describe the relationship and co-ordination among the different 

stakeholders in the state including the ministries of health, education, environment, 

State Universal Basic Education Board (SUBEB), National Primary Health Care 

Development Agency (NPHCDA)? Are there any contentions over the establishment 

of the CCTs among these various ministries? 

17. Can you walk me through a typical cycle/process of operation of the program in a 

month?  

 

 

 

 

II. Interview guide for key informants (program officials – mid level) 
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1. Can you tell me about the rationale and objectives of the Household Uplifting 

Programme? 

2. Can you walk me through a typical cycle/process of operation of the program in a 

month? (tailored to the role of the respondent being interviewed)  

3. Why are women selected as the direct recipients of the cash? 

4. What is the agency’s/program’s underlying values on women’s roles and 

responsibilities in the household and society? 

5. Does the agency/program seek to promote gender equality, women empowerment, 

and wellbeing? If so, how does the agency define gender equality and women 

empowerment? 

6. How have this been incorporated in the program’s design and implementation? 

7. Are there any monitoring mechanisms in place that can enable the agency understand 

women’s positive and negative experiences with the program? If this exacts what are 

some examples of positive and negative experiences? 

8. How are the conditionalities monitored and what happens when a beneficiary 

defaults? 

9. What are some of the challenges encountered by the agency in implementing the 

program? 

10. What are some of the opportunities encountered by the agency in implementing the 

program?  

11. What is the nature of the relationship between the agency and other stakeholders like 

the ministries of health, education, NGOs, etc.? 

 

 

III. Interview guide for key informants (CSOs) 

 

1. Can you tell me what you know about the Household Uplifting Programme? 

2. What role did/does your organization play in designing and implementing the 

program? 

3. What is the nature of the relationship and collaboration between your organization 

and NASSCO, NCTO, Ministries of Health, Education, and other NGOs? 

4. What are the supports that this program provides specifically for women? What is 

the program’s strength? 

5. What are some of the weaknesses or limitations of the program? What are some 

identifiable gaps or inadequacies of the program in supporting women’s 

flourishing? 

6. What are some of the opportunities for improving women’s wellbeing/ flourishing 

through the program? 

7. What are some of the operational and cultural issues that need to be addressed 

through the program to help women’s rights and wellbeing?  

 

 

IV. Interview guide for key informants (frontline workers) 

 

1. Can you tell me about the Household Uplifting program?  

2. As a frontline worker, what is your role in running the program? 

3. Can you tell me more about what typically happens when it is time of the month for 

beneficiaries to receive cash? 

4. How are the conditionalities monitored and what happens when a beneficiary 

defaults? 
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5. Based on your experience, do women beneficiaries experience any difficulties with 

accessing the program (in terms of fulfilling conditionalities, payment methods, time 

constraints, etc.?). Do you have a case example you can tell me? 

6. How do you think the program impacts women’s lives in terms of their wellbeing and 

their equality and empowerment? Do you have a best- and worst-case example you 

can offer me? 

7. Within a community, there are households that receive cash while others are denied 

this cash because they are ineligible. How do you think this affects relations within 

the community?  Are there any instances you can share? 

8. Are you aware of any unintended negative spillover effects of the cash transfer on the 

communities, particularly non-beneficiaries? 

9. What are some constraints you face in the delivery of the program and what some 

opportunity areas for the improvement of the delivery of the program on the ground? 

 

 

V. Interview guide for women beneficiaries 

 

1. What does a good life mean to you and what are the things that you need to have for 

you to experience a good life or to prosper? 

2. Does (mental health; physical health and security; economic empowerment; social 

relationships and relationship with the environment; life meaning and purpose, and 

spirituality) matter to you for a good life? (Go through each identified aspects of good 

life) 

3. Thinking of the Household Uplifting Program, has it helped you to achieve any of the 

important things for a good life that you identified? In what ways? (Go through each 

identified aspects of good life). 

4. What are you able to do now that you are a part of the program, that you were unable 

to do before? 

5. How were you selected to be a part of the program?  

6. What were your expectations when you were selected? 

7. Walk me through what happens when it is time for the payments. 

8. What has your experience been with the program?  

9. In particular, what are the conditions that the government requires you to fulfil for you 

to get the cash? How has your experience been with fulfilling the program’s 

conditionalities? How does the government monitor your compliance? 

10. Have you been consistent or inconsistent with fulfilling the conditionalities?  

11. If you have defaulted, why were you unable to fulfill the conditionalities? Are there 

any challenges with fulfilling them and what happened to your cash transfer for that 

period? 

12. How is the availability and quality of the public services (clinics, schools, etc.) that 

you must use to fulfill the conditionalities of the program? 

13. How are your relations with the frontline workers of the program and the staff of the 

clinics and schools? Do you find them helpful and empathetic or not? 

14. Has the program brought about change by improving or preventing your rights and 

equality with men? (Focus on the sexual division of labor within the household and 

community; domestic labor and childcare; community participation; status; decision-

making power; and bargaining power). 

15. Are men and women equal? 

16. What is the role of a man and what is the role of a woman? 
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17. Has receiving the cash transfer affected your relationships within your community, 

especially with women who are ineligible for the transfer? 

 

 

VI. Focus group discussion questions with women beneficiaries 

 

1. What does a good life mean to you and what are the things that you need to have for 

you to experience a good life or to flourish? 

2. In addition to these aspects of the good life that you have identified, does mental 

health; physical health and security; economic empowerment; social relationships and 

relationship with the environment; life meaning and purpose; and spirituality matter to 

you for a good life or flourishing? In what ways? How do you understand these 

different aspects of the good life or flourishing? 

3. What are some of the things that have prevented you from having these components 

of the good life/ flourishing that you have identified?  What about gender inequality; 

family, community, and societal pressure, stigma/discrimination, and legal barriers? 

4. What are some of the things that have helped you enjoy these components of the good 

life/ flourishing that you have identified? What about equal rights and opportunities 

with men; family, friends, community, and societal support; opportunities for 

community participation; and having rights and freedom?  

5. How has the Household Uplifting Program affected these various aspects of the good 

life that we have mentioned? Has it helped you enjoy these aspects of good 

life/flourishing, or has it prevented you having them? 

6.  What are some of the things you did not have or were unable to do in the past that 

you can now do because of the Household Uplifting Program? How has it improved 

your life?  

7. What are some challenges you have experienced with accessing the program, 

especially in relations to the conditionalities? What are some of the weaknesses or 

limitations of the program? 

8. Has the program brought about change by improving or preventing your rights and 

equality with men? (Focus on sexual division of labor within the household and 

community; cultural norms, domestic labor and childcare; community participation; 

collective mobilization; status; decision making power; and bargaining power). 
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